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INTRODUCTION
____________________
Setting the scene
Politicians and journalists alike firmly believe in the impact of election campaigns, spending
ever-increasing budgets and time on what is believed to be a deciding factor in determining the
vote. In contrast, scientific research for a long time suggested that campaigns do little more than
reinforce already existing beliefs and are thus, frankly speaking, vastly overestimated in their
assumed impact on changing attitudes and in affecting election outcomes. However, a shift in
focus towards more specific and indirect effects, in line with recent advances in our
understanding of how exposure to certain types of information can affect attitudes in ways that
influence voting behaviour, has led to a renewed interest in studying campaign effects. Previous
research has stressed the importance of the information environment during election campaigns.
However, the role of the news media is often merely acknowledged. More systematic accounts
that integrate the actual contents of news coverage into analyses of campaign effects, as well as
investigations into their conditionality and underlying processes, are still emerging.
Referendums are increasingly used in an attempt to strengthen the legitimacy of political
institutions and as a device to engage citizens in the political process. Referendum campaigns
are considered unusually influential as the electoral context differs significantly from national
elections and is characterized by a higher degree of electoral volatility. For example, voters are
often unfamiliar with the concrete issue at stake and elite cues are usually more ambiguous in
referendums. This attaches greater importance to the campaign and to the news media as the
main source of information. For this reason, it is important to understand more about the
dynamics of referendum campaigns. This dissertation focuses on the effects of the referendum
campaign and in particular of the news media on three distinct aspects: public support for
referendums as a means of direct democracy, vote choice, and the mobilization of the electorate.
Advanced European (EU) integration has been the focus of numerous national
referendums and future EU political decisions are contingent upon referendums. The context for
this dissertation is the Dutch EU Constitution referendum. In June 2005, the Dutch electorate
rejected the EU constitutional treaty in what was the first national referendum in the Netherlands
in recent history. The vast majority of the Dutch political elite, the governing coalition parties as
well as the major opposition party and all major news media endorsed the proposal. However,
62% of citizens voted “Nee” (No), which effectively marked the end of the ratification process.
It is important to note that this is not mainly a dissertation about the Dutch referendum.
The main objective is not to add to existing discussions on why the referendum failed, or what
the implications are for Europe or for the Netherlands in particular. Rather, this dissertation is
concerned with campaign effects and the role of the news media, and the Dutch 2005 EU
Constitution referendum provides the context for this investigation. Nevertheless, after a general
introduction to the central theme, we discuss the relevant contextual characteristics of this
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particular referendum and the extent to which they matter to our investigation. Next, we
introduce the overall research design of this study and then move on to four empirical articles in
which we investigate specific campaign effects in greater detail.
Media effects in referendum campaigns
The intuitive claim that ‘political campaigns matter’ has been highly contested within political
communication research for a long period of time (for an overview see Ansolabehere, 2006).
Despite the prominent role election campaigns play in modern day politics and the attention
devoted to them both by political actors as well as by the media and the public, the identification
and exact measurement of campaign effects proved to be difficult to establish (Zaller, 1996,
2002). Furthermore, election outcomes are strongly predicted by factors outside of the campaign,
such as personal or national economic conditions (e.g., Kramer, 1973; Lewis-Beck & Rice,
1992), evaluations of the incumbent party or president (e.g., Finkel, 1993), or party identification
(e.g., Campbell et al., 1960), casting serious doubts about the actual impact of the campaign.
However, with more advanced methods applied to assess campaign effects and greater
importance attached to more indirect and short-term effects, the ‘minimal effects hypothesis’ has
shifted to what can best be described as ‘not so minimal effects’ (Zaller, 1996). Over recent
years, an increasing number of studies has documented campaign effects both on individual
voting behaviour as well as on aggregate voting patterns within various electoral contexts (e.g.,
Bartels, 1988, 1993; Blais et al., 1999; Finkel & Geer, 1998; Herr, 2002; Holbrook, 1996;
Iyengar & Kinder, 1987; Iyengar & Simon, 2000; Hobolt, 2006; Johnston et al., 1992, 1996; Just
et al., 1996; Lachat & Sciarini, 2002; Mendelsohn, 1994; Sheafer, 2005; de Vreese & Semetko,
2004; Zaller, 1992).
In this dissertation, we focus on political campaigns. All political campaigns involve an
organized communication effort by some actor or agency which is aimed at shaping public
opinion in order to achieve influence over the outcome of processes of political decision-making
(Schmitt-Beck & Farrell, 2002). In this context, political campaigns can try to attain different
objectives, i.e. to create or strengthen support for a candidate or policy, to mobilize voters, or
simply to inform the electorate. Given this array of motives, campaigns can have an impact on a
wide range of different attitudes or behaviours and they can either reinforce or alter and change
these (see e.g., Brady et al., 2006). Furthermore, political campaigns can exert their influence
either in direct and personal ways or indirectly, i.e. via the media (de Vreese & Semetko, 2004).
Finally, the extent to which campaigns can have an impact depends on the electoral context and
the decision-making situation voters are confronted with. Thus, studying campaign effects can
take very different directions and require very different approaches. In this dissertation, we
specifically focus on the investigation of campaign effects in referendums and particularly the
role of the news media in affecting individual attitudes and behaviour. In the following, we will
discuss this choice and outline in what ways such an investigation can contribute to our
understanding of the role and impact of campaigns in modern democracy.
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Most research on the effects of election campaigns has been conducted in the context of
presidential or parliamentary elections (see e.g., Blais et al., 1999; Holbrook, 1996; Johnston et
al., 1996). However, referendum campaigns are considered to be especially influential since the
electoral context is usually marked by a higher degree of volatility (LeDuc, 2002; Hobolt, 2005,
2007; de Vreese & Semetko, 2004). Oftentimes, voters in a referendum do not hold firm
attitudes towards the issue at stake (Franklin, 2002) and public involvement is normally far lower
than in national elections (e.g., Reif & Schmitt, 1980; Franklin et al., 1994). Since less seems to
be at stake in referendums (Schneider & Weitsman, 1996), voters usually feel less bound by
party loyalties and the political parties themselves often send out more ambiguous cues and are
more internally divided on the issue (e.g., LeDuc, 2002; Pierce et al., 1983). Previous
referendum studies have counted a substantial number of voters taking their voting decision only
very late during the campaign (e.g., de Vreese & Semetko, 2004) which is a sign of greater
volatility of the electorate (e.g., Chaffee & Rimal, 1996; Fournier et al., 2004). This higher
degree of uncertainty makes voters more susceptible to campaign influences in a referendum
(Magleby, 1989). Previous studies have indeed documented significant shifts in public opinion
over the course of a referendum campaign (LeDuc, 2002; Neijens et al., 1998).
In a context marked by high volatility the media play a key role as the most important
channel in providing new information (e.g., de Vreese & Semetko, 2004; Bennett & Entman,
2001; Dalton, 2002; Jenssen et al., 1998). However, most past research has only just
acknowledged the importance of assessing the information environment during the campaign and
its potential impact on attitudes and voting behaviour (Lupia, 1992, 1994). The importance “[…]
of systematically analyzing media content and formally modeling the exposure to different
media outlets in order to advance our understanding of a referendum campaign” (de Vreese,
2004: 60) has been stressed, but has rarely been put into practice. Previous research concerned
with the effect of news media content on voting behaviour has almost exclusively been
conducted within the context of national elections (Bartels, 1993; Dobrzynska et al., 2003;
Johnston et al., 1992; Joslyn & Ceccoli 1996; Just et al., 1996; Mendelsohn & Nadeau 1999;
Kleinnijenhuis & Fan, 1999; Kleinnijenhuis & de Ridder, 1998). In referendum studies, the
campaign is often only discussed in descriptive terms (e.g., Clarke et al., 2000; Siune et al.,
1994) or by linking simple media exposure measures to vote intentions (Borg & Esaiasson,
1998). As a consequence, more formal studies on the effects of the actual content features of
referendum campaigns on public opinion, or voting behaviour, are only just emerging.
The use of referendums as a means of direct democracy is becoming increasingly popular
worldwide (Butler & Ranney, 1994). In this dissertation, we investigate campaign effects in the
context of a referendum on a topic of advanced EU integration. A number of key political issues
regarding further EU integration efforts have been decided upon by public vote, and the use of
referendums in Europe is expanding (see e.g., Gallagher & Uleri, 1996). Referendums are
believed to increase the political legitimacy of political institutions and effectively work against
the “democratic deficit” for which the EU often has been blamed (e.g., Meyer, 1999; Scharpf,
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1997). Furthermore, referendums are seen as an instrument to engage citizens (e.g., Fishkin,
1995; Mendelsohn & Parkin, 2001) and to contribute to the creation of a common European
identity (e.g., Hug, 2003). Given the increasing relevance of referendums in political decisionmaking in the EU and the importance of the news media in providing information and shaping
opinions, previous studies have called for the study of the effects of campaign news coverage on
the formation of public opinion in EU referendums (e.g., Gleissner & de Vreese, 2005).
This dissertation takes the contents, uses and effects of information in referendum
campaigns as a focal point. We investigate the role of the news media in affecting different
attitudes and behaviours over the course of the campaign. More in particular, we focus on three
different spheres in which the campaign matters: first, by analyzing how campaign news
coverage can influence public support for referendums as a means of direct democracy; second,
by investigating the potential of the campaign to affect vote choice in a referendum; and third, by
assessing how news coverage can mobilize certain parts of the electorate to turn out and vote in a
referendum.
Public support for referendums
At the very beginning of our investigation of referendum campaign effects, one question is
central: exactly who supports referendums as a means of direct democracy? Previous research is
ambiguous about this basic question (e.g., Dalton et al., 2001; Donovan & Karp, 2006). Some
studies support the notion that citizens at the margins of the political process embrace
referendums as an alternative way of having a say and getting involved outside of the domain of
traditional party politics (Dalton et al., 2001; Gilljam et al., 1998). Others claim the exact
opposite. In this perspective, support for direct democratic means is linked to higher levels of
interest and involvement in the political process (Donovan & Karp, 2006). “Persons who are
interested in one form of election are also interested in the other; almost all of those who are very
or somewhat interested in one type of election are very or somewhat interested in the other [...]”
(Magleby, 1984; cited in Magleby, 1989: 99).
Thus, there is no consensus on one of the most pivotal questions with regard to direct
democracy: namely why people support the use of referendums. In the first article of this
dissertation (Chapter 1), we not only explore the motives behind support for referendums, but
also investigate the potential of the referendum campaign to change individual referendum
support. Maybe because public approval of referendums is generally high (see e.g., Bowler &
Donovan, 1998; Dalton et al., 2001; Mendelsohn & Parkin, 2001), previous research has treated
support for referendums merely as a static concept or stable attitude. At this point, virtually
nothing is known about how a referendum campaign can potentially alter support for direct
democracy. This gap in existing research is surprising considering the increasing use of
referendums worldwide (Butler & Ranney, 1994) and the extensive efforts devoted to theorizing
about the potential benefits or threats of direct democracy (e.g., Budge, 1996; Christin et al.,
2002; Dalton et al., 2001; LeDuc, 2003).
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Moreover, we not only investigate the motives behind referendum support and to what
extent media coverage can alter support, but also identify and specifically test how news
coverage can affect referendum support, and, for whom. That is, we shed light on the underlying
processes behind news effects on referendum support and uncover the mechanisms that can
account for such effects as well as their dependency on individual characteristics. In doing so,
the present study is the first to investigate campaign effects on support for referendums in a
comprehensive way.
Vote choice
What people vote for in a referendum is the second focus of this dissertation. We propose a
novel extension to looking at voting behaviour in EU referendums. Issue-related attitudes
towards the EU, as well as more general political attitudes and domestic considerations have
both been suggested to influence what people vote for in referendums on EU integration.
However, there is lively debate as to whether domestic considerations, such as the evaluation of
domestic government performance (Franklin et al., 1994; Franklin, 2002), or actual attitudes
towards the issue at stake (Svensson, 2002) are more likely to predict the vote. Only recently, it
was argued that both explanations are not mutually exclusive but rather complementary (e.g.,
Garry et al., 2005; Hobolt, 2006). These studies stress that the degree to which either one of
these explanations serves better to explain the vote depends on the respective referendum context,
i.e. if public involvement and general interest and awareness are high in a referendum. In such a
context, voters are more likely to base their vote on existing attitudes regarding the issue at stake
(Hobolt, 2005).
In the second article of this dissertation (Chapter 2), we follow up these research lines
and integrate both approaches. More in particular, we assume that attitudes towards the EU have
a direct effect on voting intention, and are themselves determined by more general political
attitudes. Thus, we suggest a model in which general EU skepticism is the factor through which
other political attitudes and predispositions – unrelated to the specific referendum issue – exert
most, or parts of, their influence on vote choice in EU referendums.
Moreover, we are specifically interested in the impact of the campaign and of the news
media on the final vote. In general, election campaigns have the potential to influence voting
behaviour in referendums. However, not much attention has been devoted to the study of the
effects of campaign news coverage on vote choice in EU referendums. The importance of the
information environment during a campaign in affecting peoples’ voting preferences is clearly
acknowledged in existing research (e.g., Borg & Esaiasson, 1998; Denver, 2002; Oscarsson &
Holmberg, 2004) but not formally modelled in order to predict the vote. This is surprising given
the relevance of the news media in interpreting referendum issues (e.g., Siune & Svensson, 1993)
and given the fact that the news media are the most important source of information people rely
on during a referendum campaign (e.g., Jenssen et al., 1998). So far, there are very few
systematic attempts to integrate the actual content characteristics of news media coverage into a
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model for explaining voting behaviour in a referendum. These studies found significant effects
of campaign coverage on vote choice and showed these effects to be dependent on the
characteristics of news coverage (e.g., de Vreese & Semetko, 2004).
Accordingly, this dissertation investigates the effect of the campaign and particularly of
the news media on vote choice in a referendum, controlling for other relevant factors such as
political predispositions and attitudes towards the issue at stake. For this purpose, we take actual
content characteristics of media coverage into account when we assess the impact of campaign
news on the vote, such as the tone and the amount of coverage (see e.g., Druckman & Parkin,
2005; de Vreese & Semetko, 2004).
In sum, the second article of this dissertation a) proposes a new way of looking at voting
behaviour in EU referendums, and b) assesses actual content characteristics of campaign news
coverage and builds them into a detailed measure of individual news exposure in order to explain
news effect on the vote more elaborately.
Electoral mobilization
The final focus of this dissertation is on who becomes mobilized in a referendum campaign, and
why? Referendums are meant to increase the legitimacy of political institutions such as the EU
and are seen as an instrument to engage citizens (e.g., Fishkin, 1995; Mendelsohn & Parkin,
2001). In light of the democratic deficit the EU often has been blamed for, the question of who
votes in referendums on issues of EU integration, and what mobilizes citizens to participate in
such elections, is of particularly high relevance. Prior research, studying turnout in referendums
and the role of the campaign in mobilizing the electorate, has been mainly concerned with
factors such as campaign spending or relied on proxies tapping the intensity of the campaign
(Kriesi, 2005; for an overview see Geys, 2005), but has largely neglected the actual content of
campaign coverage. For example, Szczerbiak and Taggart (2004) suggested a base model for
explaining turnout in EU referendums in which the role of the campaign is only indirectly
addressed through the ‘overall level of resources’ invested in the campaign. This conception
focuses solely on campaign efforts undertaken by political actors and not on the actual content
characteristics of campaign news coverage. The equation presented - more resources lead to
more information and result in higher turnout - ignores the possibility of differential effects of
campaign information on voter participation. However, campaign effects on participation might
depend on information content and on individual differences between voters. So far, only a few
studies have systematically analyzed news media content throughout a referendum campaign and
formally modelled its effect on turnout (e.g., de Vreese & Semetko, 2004; Kriesi, 2006).
Investigations of campaign effects on turnout in referendums miss more compelling links
between the actual content of campaign news coverage and peoples’ decision to participate in
referendums. Here, we argue that in order to better understand the dynamics of mobilization in
referendums it is important to take the nature of the decision-making situation into account as
well as theory that explains how citizens decide on their own participation.
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In the third and fourth article of this dissertation (Chapters 3 and 4), the focus is on risk
aversion as a key motivation for voters to participate in a referendum. More specifically, we
show how news coverage of a referendum campaign can contribute to higher risk perception
among certain parts of the electorate and motivate voters to turn out and vote in order to prevent
an unwanted scenario. Previous research has pointed to the importance of voters’ perceptions of
campaigns (e.g., Martin, 2008; Sigelman & Kugler, 2003). Depending on existing outcome
preferences in a referendum, positive campaign messages, endorsing the proposal, can be
perceived negatively by opponents. Previous research has also demonstrated that people are
more strongly motivated to avoid costs rather than to achieve gains (Kahneman & Tversky,
1979; Tversky & Kahneman, 1981), and the ways in which perceived threat in an election can
mobilize voters to turn out in order to prevent an unwanted outcome (Marcus et al., 2000;
Martin, 2004).
In this dissertation, we introduce and provide empirical evidence of a new model in the
study of electoral mobilization which we refer to as ‘reversed mobilization’: Positive news
framing in a referendum campaign can generate a perception of risk among voters who oppose
the proposal and thereby stimulate electoral participation in order for them to prevent an
undesired outcome that would alter the status quo.
Conceiving news media influence
There is strong evidence that content matters for the explanation of news media effects on
subsequent attitudes or behaviour in referendum campaigns (e.g., de Vreese & Semetko, 2004).
In this dissertation, we consider different content characteristics of campaign news coverage with
the potential to affect either public support for referendums (Chapter 1), vote choice (Chapter 2),
or the mobilization of parts of the electorate (Chapters 3 and 4).
Visibility
The visibility of an issue or topic in the news is a pre-requisite for the occurrence of media
effects (e.g., Zaller, 1992). For example, previous research has shown how the effect of
campaign news coverage on vote choice in an election is contingent on the visibility of the topic
in the news (see e.g., Druckman & Parkin, 2005; de Vreese & Semetko, 2004). With regard to
the EU, it has been shown that the visibility of EU news contributes to knowledge acquisition
about the EU and increases the intention to turn out in EU referendums (de Vreese &
Boomgaarden, 2006). However, previous studies analyzing the visibility of EU news coverage
have shown the EU to be only marginally represented during periods without key events (Peter
& de Vreese, 2004; de Vreese, 2002). Machill et al. (2006) summarize 17 media content analyses
from different European countries and come to the conclusion that there is only an extremely
small share of EU news in national media (see also de Vreese, 2002). At key events, such as
referendums on EU integration topics, visibility in the news is generally higher but can still vary
across countries and media outlets. In this dissertation, we take the visibility of news about the
referendum into account when assessing media induced campaign effects.
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News reporting style
Previous research has attributed different kinds of effects to the content of more serious (i.e.,
broadsheet) as compared to more popular (i.e., tabloid) news outlets in regard to political
involvement (e.g., Newton, 1999). Whereas broadsheet news reporting has been shown to be
more informative and to contribute to higher levels of political knowledge (e.g., Aarts &
Semetko, 2003), the higher emotional appeal of tabloid news coverage has the potential to
enhance information processing and to increase readers’ attention and interest in a topic (Grabe
et al., 2000). More importantly, differences in styles of reporting between tabloid and broadsheet
news can affect interpretations of a news story and result in different perceptions among readers
(Jucker, 1992). In the first article of this dissertation (Chapter 1), we consider the impact of
tabloid style news reporting (as opposed to broadsheet style news reporting) on subsequent
evaluations and affective responses among parts of the electorate, as these can be expected, in
turn, to affect other attitudes such as individual support for public referendums.
Tone
Previous research has looked at how different news outlets cover political campaigns and
assumed that the tone of coverage affects voters (e.g., Kahn & Kenney, 2002; Kuklinski &
Sigelman, 1992; Niven, 2002). In a referendum campaign, the tone of news coverage indicates if
there is a bias in either a more positive or a more negative direction regarding the referendum
proposal. This bias in turn carries the potential to affect people’s attitudes towards the proposal
(Sheafer, 2005). Media effects in election campaigns are more likely to occur when there is
a consistent evaluative bias in the news (e.g., Zaller, 1992). In the study by de Vreese and
Semetko (2004), exposure to specific newspapers and public broadcasting television news had an
effect on the Yes-vote in the Danish Euro referendum because these outlets covered the actors
of the ‘Yes’ camp less negatively than the actors of the ‘No’ camp. Druckman and Parkin (2005)
show how the tone of a newspaper’s candidate coverage shaped candidate evaluations and vote
choice in an election. In the second article of this dissertation (Chapter 2), we assume campaign
news coverage to have an effect on vote choice contingent on the overall tone of the news
towards the referendum proposal.
Framing
Framing refers to the observation that media can portray one and the same topic in very different
ways, emphasizing certain evaluations or only parts of an issue at the expense of possible others
(Schuck & de Vreese, 2006). Studies dealing with the impact of framing in an EU context
demonstrated framing effects on either issue interpretation (Maier & Rittberger, 2008; de Vreese,
2004) or levels of support for the EU and further EU integration (de Vreese & Boomgaarden,
2003; Schuck & de Vreese, 2006). Much less is known about how news frames affect
mobilization patterns during election campaigns. Previous research suggests that campaign news
framed in terms of strategy can turn voters off (Cappella & Jamieson, 1997), however, other
studies have challenged these findings (e.g., de Vreese & Semetko, 2002).
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Framing research needs to pay more attention to the implicit qualities of media frames in
order to better understand their effects (Shah et al., 2001). Valence frames evaluate political
issues or situations in either positive or negative terms and “[…] are indicative of ‘good and bad’
and (implicitly) carry positive and/or negative elements” (de Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2003: 363).
Valenced news frames are not the same as the tone of a news story. A news frame is more than
just an isolated argument or position on a topic – it represents a coherent construction of an issue
(Nelson & Kinder, 1996; Pan & Kosicki, 1993), suggesting certain associations (see e.g.,
Berinsky & Kinder, 2006; Chong & Druckman, 2007) and providing an evaluative framework
for individuals that can influence their thoughts (e.g., Domke et al., 1998; Pan & Kosicki, 1993).
Whereas frames in general have the potential to change attitudes or opinions (Slothuus,
2008), individuals can also resist the intrinsic valence of frames based on existing beliefs (e.g.,
Bizer & Petty, 2005), which can result in frames having unintended effects. As previous research
has pointed out, models of framing effects have to pay more attention to the individual
orientations and attitudes of media users that exist prior to the exposure to certain news frames
(Scheufele, 2000). In the third and fourth article of this dissertation, we take existing outcome
preferences and individual perceptions of news frames into account when we show how positive
news framing can contribute to the mobilization of opponents of a referendum proposal (Chapter
3) and specify the underlying mechanisms behind such a frame induced mobilization effect
(Chapter 4).
Summary
Despite the increasing use of referendums to decide on key policy issues and the high popularity
of referendums among the public, little is known about the role of the campaign and the news
media in affecting relevant attitudes and voting behaviour. Often, the importance of the
information environment during a referendum campaign is merely acknowledged but more
elaborate links between media content and public opinion or voting behaviour are still missing.
This dissertation sets out to fill some of the gaps in the existing literature on referendum
campaign effects. We are particularly interested in the effects of campaign news coverage on
public support for referendums, vote choice, and the mobilization of the electorate.
This dissertation pays special attention to the conditionality of campaign effects as well
as to the underlying processes and mechanisms, because we firmly believe that any analysis of
media and news effects should do more than simply uncover that the media matter in some way
or another. We attempt to make progress in terms of theoretical explanations as well as
methodological approaches to studying the more challenging questions of for whom and under
what conditions campaigns and news media can have an effect and, even more importantly, how
they can affect attitudes or behaviour. Thus, we dedicate additional effort to identifying and
formally testing the factors that moderate and/or mediate campaign effects.
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Before we describe the details of the overall research design and explain how it is applied
to serve our objectives, we first turn to the introduction of the specific referendum context in
which the investigation takes place.
Introducing the context: The Dutch 2005 EU Constitution referendum
Advanced EU integration has become the focus of numerous national referendums over the past
couple of years (Hobolt, 2005; Hug, 2003; Hug & Sciarini, 2000). Up until now, 34 national
referendums on European integration related issues have been held in the various EU member
states (see Taggart, 2006). Another seven referendums on EU matters have taken place in
countries that are not currently members, such as Norway (1972, 1994), Switzerland, (1972,
1992, 2000, 2001) and Liechtenstein (1992). This makes EU integration the most voted-on
political issue in the world. Currently, 19 out of the current 27 EU member states have held
public referendums on EU integration related issues. Four countries held referendums on the EU
Constitution: Spain, France, Luxemburg, and the Netherlands.
The institutional framework
In December 2001, the European Council, at its meeting in Laeken, established the European
Convention, consisting of 105 representatives of national parliaments and governments, not only
of EU member states but also of candidate countries, as well as members of the EU parliament
and the EU Commission. The Convention was assigned with the task of creating a draft
Constitution for the European Union, later to be finalized and adopted by the Council. The main
aim of the Constitution was to “bring the Union closer to its citizens” (Laeken Declaration,
December 15th, 2001) and promote democracy, transparency and efficiency within the EU. The
Convention met for the first time in February 2002 and presented its final draft to the public in
July 2003. On October 29th 2004, the “Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe” was
signed in Rome. In order to become effective, the new Treaty had to be ratified by all EU
member states. Although only a constitutional requirement in Ireland, a number of member states
decided to hold public referendums on the draft Constitution before ratification. After Spanish
citizens voted in favour of the treaty (77% ‘Yes’) and French citizens voted against (55% ‘No’),
the Netherlands were the third country to hold a national referendum on June 1st 2005.1
The 2005 EU Constitution referendum was the first national referendum in the
Netherlands in recent history. At a local level, multiple ‘popular’ referendums, initiated by
citizens, have been held on various topics (see e.g., Neijens & van Praag, 2006). One reason for
the implementation of referendums at a local level was the observed very low turnout in local
elections combined with the hope to get citizens more involved (van Holsteyn, 1996). Popular
support for direct democracy in the Netherlands is generally high. In 1998, 80% of Dutch
citizens (as opposed to 50% in 1971) supported referendums as a means to have a more direct
say on matters of national importance (Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau, 1998).2
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In the past, calls for holding national referendums on European issues in the Netherlands
have been increasing. In 1991, members of the Green Party (GroenLinks) called for a
referendum on the Maastricht Treaty; in 1998, the Green Party and the Socialist Party (SP) asked
for a referendum on the introduction of the Euro; in 2002, the Dutch parliament asked the
government to explore the option of holding a referendum on the enlargement of the EU by the
introduction of 10 new Eastern member states. However, none of these pleas materialized.
Around the same time, several organisations in various EU member states and also in the
Netherlands (Referendum Platform) united in the European Referendum Campaign and began to
promote the implementation of referendums, as a direct democratic instrument, into the draft
European Constitutional Treaty (see Nijeboer, 2005). These joint efforts proved to be quite
successful, as many individual members of the EU Convention signed a proposal to hold national
referendums on the final treaty.
In November 2002, the Dutch parliament adopted an initiative brought in by EU
Convention member Frans Timmermans, which called for a referendum on the EU Constitution
in the Netherlands. However, in January 2003 national elections shifted the power balance in
parliament, when the parties commonly in favour of referendums lost their majority (Social
democrats [PvdA], Socialists [SP], Liberal Democrats [D66], Green Left [GroenLinks], and LPF
[Lijst Pim Fortuijn]). Since the Christian Democrats (CDA) and the small Protestant parties in
parliament are traditionally opposed to referendums, a crucial role fell to the liberal party (VVD)
which showed to be divided on the issue. After long internal debates, the party finally decided, in
September 2003, to endorse the idea of holding a consultative referendum on the EU
Constitution, yielding a majority in parliament for a new bill brought in by politicians of Green
Left, Liberal Democrats and Social Democrats. 3 The government parties still expressed their
disagreement but provided assurance that they would respect parliaments’ decision and also the
outcome of the referendum. Since referendums are not mentioned in the Dutch Constitution they
do not have a binding legal status and consultative referendums depend on the prior approval of
public authority to accept and follow the outcome.
In November 2003 the bill passed the Dutch lower house, the Second Chamber (Tweede
Kamer), and, together with an additional bill from May 20044, it passed the Senate (Eerste
Kamer) on January 25th 2005.5 An independent Referendum Commission was established and
assigned with three tasks: to set a date for the referendum; to produce an objective summary of
the EU Constitution to be distributed to all Dutch households before the referendum; and to
allocate 1 million euros for the campaign. Finally, the Commission set the date for the
referendum to be June 1st 2005 and decided to give 400,000 Euros to both the ‘Yes’ and the
‘No’ campaigns and another 200,000 Euros to neutral organisations aiming at stimulating public
debate.
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The campaign
During the Dutch referendum campaign public debate was intense, people showed
unprecedented interest in European topics (Nijeboer, 2005), and the news media devoted a lot of
attention to the topic in the final weeks leading up to the referendum (e.g., Kleinnijenhuis et al.,
2005; Schuck & de Vreese, 2008). Overall, European issues have never received more attention
in public debate in the Netherlands (Aarts & van der Kolk, 2006) than at this time.6
The vast majority of the Dutch political elite, the governing parties (CDA, VVD, and
D66) as well as the major opposition party (PvdA) and the Green party (GroenLinks) were all in
support of the EU Constitution (see Crum, 2007). Only the smaller opposition parties
campaigned against but most of them remained barely visible during the campaign. Noteworthy
exceptions from this were the Socialist Party (SP); the Party for Freedom (PVV), a new party
founded in 2004 by Geert Wilders, a former politician of the liberal party (VVD) in open
opposition to a possible entry of Turkey to the EU; and to some extent the small Christian Union
(CU). These parties and their respective leaders and representatives vigorously campaigned
against the Constitution. In addition, independent citizen initiatives such as the Committee
Against (Comité tegen) joined the ‘No’ camp.
At first, the campaign developed only slowly. During March and April 2005, the directive
by former Dutch EU Commissioner Bolkestein, concerning the free movement of services
received some attention in public debate. Related to this, the symbol of the “Polish plumber”,
representing the influx of cheap labour from new EU members, emerged in the French
referendum debate and was also discussed in the Netherlands (see Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2005).
Throughout the period of January to the first week of April 2005, public opinion surveys showed
a majority of voters tending to vote in favour of the Constitution by a margin of 9% to 28%
(MarketResponse, 2005a). However, by April at least every third voter remained undecided in
what exactly to vote for. In this first phase of the campaign, speculations about what to expect if
the referendum should fail substituted for a lack of real key topics or issues. This reached a
climax when a news article appeared on April 18th, in which Justice Secretary Donner (CDA)
claimed ‘war’ as a possible consequence of a failed referendum.
On April 21st the ‘Referendumwijzer’, an online tool to help citizens form a decision on
what to vote for in the referendum, was launched and widely used by more than 900,000 visitors
until the day of the referendum. Shortly thereafter, on April 23rd 2005, the folder composed by
the independent Referendum Commission, containing a summary of the European Constitution,
was delivered to all Dutch households and was widely criticized for not being very informative.
When the official campaign commenced in late April there were several issues resonating
in public debate but no single issue dominated the agenda. On April 30th, primarily due to a lack
of other topics, the Euro appeared on the campaign agenda when Henk Brouwer, member of the
board of directors of the Dutch Central Bank, publicly stated that the exchange rate for the Dutch
national currency had been disadvantageous for the Netherlands. The Socialist Party (SP), as the
most pronounced force on the ‘No’ side, had commenced their campaign in advance and
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vigorously campaigned against the Constitution. The Social Democrats (PvdA), as the first of
those parties in favour of the Constitution, only commenced their campaign on May 1st. The
other parties constituting the ‘Yes’ camp joined in the week thereafter and were only fully
involved by mid-May. However, from the last week of April onwards public opinion surveys
showed a majority of voters intending to vote against the Constitutional treaty (Aarts & van der
Kolk, 2006; Schuck & de Vreese, 2008). This majority remained largely stable on the macro
level throughout the remaining weeks of the campaign while the number of undecided voters
gradually decreased (see MarketResponse, 2005b).
In mid-May, the leader of the aforementioned Party for Freedom (PVV), Geert Wilders,
started his campaign against Turkish integration and received considerable public attention.
Around the same time the ‘Yes’ campaign suffered another drawback when the VVD was about
to broadcast a TV spot in which party representatives in the European parliament established an
indirect link between the potential failure of the referendum and the Holocaust. This resulted in
public outcry. In general, the campaign gained a lot of speed during the last weeks leading up to
the referendum. The news media devoted increasing attention to the referendum topic
(Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2005; Schuck & de Vreese, 2008), countless debates and public events
were held, special websites were launched by interest groups, and prominent TV shows devoted
special issues to the subject in which well-known commentators and national celebrities joined
the debate (Nijeboer, 2005). As a consequence, the topic became widely visible in the weeks
before the referendum took place.

Note: Time line shows total amount of referendum news stories with respective main topical focus published in
Dutch national TV and newspaper coverage (Source: ASCoR EU Constitution Referendum Study 2005; see de
Vreese & Schuck, 2007).

In the analysis of television and newspaper campaign coverage conducted at The
Amsterdam School of Communications Research ASCoR (2005), we find that the majority of
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referendum news stories focused on either the campaign itself, the decision-making process of
voters, or dealt with the question what effect a ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ outcome would possibly have (de
Vreese & Schuck, 2007).7 Less attention was devoted to the discussion of the political
consequences of the EU Constitution or of the concrete contents of the EU Constitution.8 Figure
0.1. above illustrates the development of the most relevant topical foci in referendum news
coverage over the course of the campaign.
Thus, the coverage of the referendum campaign was, in general, highly visible and more
about the campaign itself rather than about the actual contents of the Constitution. At the same
time the proponents of the ‘Yes’ campaign dominated public debate. ‘Yes’ actors were three
times more prominent than ‘No’ actors in referendum news coverage (de Vreese & Schuck,
2007). In particular, Premier Balkenende, Foreign Secretary Bot, PvdA party leader Bos, and
several representatives of the VVD clearly received the most attention in referendum news
coverage. However, they were evaluated as performing poorly and more negatively than the
representatives of the ‘No’ campaign.9 Furthermore, both ‘Yes’ and ‘No’ voters evaluated the
‘Yes’ campaign more negatively than the ‘No’ campaign.10 There was a general consensus that
the official ‘Yes’ campaign had started too late (Taggart, 2006), was internally divided
(Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2005; Nijeboer, 2005), and of poor quality (Baden & de Vreese, 2008;
Harmsen, 2005; Schuck & de Vreese, 2008).
Given that this study is primarily interested in the effects of campaign news coverage, it
is important to stress that the news media predominantly endorsed the referendum proposal
despite their negative evaluation of the performance of the official ‘Yes’ campaign. Furthermore,
the change in public opinion from a Yes to a No majority on the macro level occurred already
before the panel survey data used in this study have been collected, thus, our vote choice analysis
in Chapter 2 of this dissertation focuses on micro level migration patterns during the final weeks
of the campaign specifically.
The outcome: The end of permissive consensus
On June 1st 2005 a majority of 62% rejected the European Constitution, effectively marking the
end of the ratification process. This was a remarkable result, considering that the vast majority
of the Dutch political elite, the governing parties as well as the major opposition party, the major
trade unions and employers’ organization, and all major news media were in support of the EU
Constitution. Considering the overwhelming support for the EU Constitution in Dutch
parliament (Tweede Kamer), the referendum outcome revealed a striking gap between the
preferences of the political elite and those of the electorate (see e.g., Aarts & van der Kolk, 2006;
Crum, 2007; Harmsen, 2005). Turnout was high at 63.3% compared to elections for the
European Parliament in the Netherlands for which rates had dropped from 58% in 1979 to 30%
in 1999 and 39% in 2004 and much higher than the 30% threshold informally agreed upon
before the referendum by the main political parties in order for the referendum to be considered
valid.
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To many, the clarity of the result was a surprise (see e.g., Aarts & van der Kolk, 2006;
Lubbers, 2008; Taggart, 2006). The pro-European Dutch - founding members of the EU - voiced,
for the first time, public criticism of the EU. Support for the EU in the Netherlands has
traditionally been strong among the political elite as well as among the public (see e.g., de
Vreese & Schuck, 2007). The Netherlands are, for example, commonly seen as among the
staunchest supporters of EU membership. In 2008, 75% of Dutch citizens regard EU
membership as a good thing, which is the highest support rate all over Europe and 23 percentage
points above the overall EU average (Eurobarometer 69). Also at the time before the referendum
was held, general support for EU membership in the Netherlands was among the highest across
all member states (76%), and 73% of Dutch citizens supported the idea of having a European
Constitution as of autumn 2004 (Eurobarometer 62). At the same time, public interest in EU
matters has always been comparably low in the Netherlands (Aarts & van der Kolk, 2006;
Nijeboer, 2005). This parallel presence of widespread support for the EU on the one hand and
low levels of public controversy on the other, had long suggested the existence of a ‘permissive
consensus’ in the Netherlands, in which further EU integration could count on mass support.
However, the negative referendum outcome in 2005 did not come about unannounced
(see e.g., de Vreese & Schuck, 2007) and there have been trends towards more pronounced
skepticism towards the EU and specific aspects of EU integration already since the 1990s (see
Harmsen, 2004; Schuck & de Vreese, 2008). Over recent years, there has been increasing
concern in the Netherlands about a perceived discrepancy between national interests and the
current trajectory of the European Union. The fact that the Netherlands is the largest net
contributor per capita to the EU budget has fuelled additional skepticism (Taggart, 2006). As a
result, the European elections in 2004 produced a significant vote share for Euroskeptic voices
and saw an explicitly anti-European party, Europa Transparant (Europe Transparent), secure
enough votes to enter the European parliament. Concerns regarding European issues did not
necessarily decrease general support for EU membership in the Netherlands. However, they
contributed to mounting skepticism regarding the direction the EU is taking. The referendum on
the EU Constitution in 2005 provided the stage for these sentiments to emerge to the surface and
to be publicly voiced on a national level for the first time.
In this context, issue considerations about Europe as well as attitudes towards further
European integration mattered to voters in their decision-making process (see e.g., Aarts & van
der Kolk, 2006). This is not to say that Dutch citizens primarily rejected the Constitution because
of the contents of the treaty (see also Glencross & Trechsel, 2007), however, many seized the
opportunity to vote on “Europe” based on a diverse assortment of feelings and attitudes towards
the EU and further EU integration. As Lubbers (2008) reports, one of the strongest reasons for
‘No’ voters to go and vote in the referendum was a perceived threat to Dutch culture. Others
stressed the role of widespread concerns regarding a perceived loss of national sovereignty and
fears regarding a European ‘superstate’ (Harmsen, 2005). At the same time, to many voters the
EU Constitution was a symbol of further and faster EU integration and opposition to this
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development was at the core of the opposition of many Dutch voters to the Treaty (Aarts & van
der Kolk, 2006; Baden & de Vreese, 2008; Schuck & de Vreese, 2008).11
In sum, the Dutch ‘No’ vote did not appear out of ‘the blue’. Rather, it was the result of a
growing anti-EU sentiment among Dutch people that included both general skepticism towards
further EU integration as well as feelings of disappointment and disillusion about the direction
the EU is taking. These sentiments were first visible in the 2004 EP elections and culminated in
the 2005 referendum. This is the context in which we study the impact of the campaign and of
the news media on attitudes towards referendums as a means of direct democracy (Chapter 1),
vote choice in a referendum (Chapter 2), and the mobilization of parts of the electorate (Chapters
3 and 4).
Furthermore, this investigation develops beyond the existing context of the 2005 EU
Constitution referendum. In December 2007 the EU heads of government met in Portugal to sign
the Treaty of Lisbon. This treaty is meant to amend existing EU treaties and substitute for the
former EU Constitution draft proposal. It was supposed to come into force in January 2009 after
being ratified by all EU member states. Several EU member countries contemplated holding a
referendum on the Treaty of Lisbon and a referendum was held in Ireland which sparked
discussions about the (il)legitimacy of not holding referendums in other countries as well.
However, after the treaty was rejected in June 2008 in the Irish national referendum, the
ratification process was put on hold.
We use the signing of the Treaty of Lisbon in December 2007 as a review situation in
which to conduct an additional experiment and to test some of the underlying mechanisms
behind the effects of news content on attitudes regarding individual support for referendums
(Chapter 1), and on intentions to participate in a possible new referendum (Chapter 4). At the
time this experiment was conducted (January 2008), the Treaty of Lisbon had just been signed
by the heads of government and still needed to be approved by all EU member states and Ireland
had not yet held a referendum.
Research design
This dissertation sets out to capture and explain campaign effects in a referendum. In doing so, it
draws upon empirical evidence from a number of different data sources. The overall research
design combines a media content analysis of campaign news coverage, two-wave panel surveys
and laboratory experiments. In the following, we describe each of the components in greater
detail and discuss their function and interconnectedness within the overall research design of this
dissertation.
Multi-methodological research design
Different research designs have been employed in previous studies to assess the impact of
campaigns on individual attitudes and behaviour. In this dissertation, we make use of a
combination of different research methods to adequately assess campaign effects, thereby
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capitalizing on the virtues of each one of them and minimizing their respective limitations. More
specifically, we combine a media content analysis with panel survey and experimental data.
Previous referendum studies, for example, have often neglected the actual content of campaign
news coverage or relied on simple media exposure measures in their survey designs, making it
virtually impossible to effectively link campaign effects to actual media coverage. In this study,
we assess the information environment over the course of the campaign and build in actual
content features of campaign news coverage into detailed media exposure measures in our
survey. Furthermore, our survey findings are validated by additionally testing media effects in
controlled experimental settings which allows for the investigation of the underlying
mechanisms that account for such effects. This combination of different research methods
provides a more elaborate account of detecting and explaining the processes behind mediadriven campaign effects. Most of the methods reported on and introduced below have been
specifically designed for the purpose of this study, giving us full control over the design and the
operationalization of variables that are of substantive interest to our objective.
Media content analysis
Analyzing the content of campaign news coverage is of central importance to this study in order
to link potential media-driven campaign effects to the actual characteristics of media coverage.
The current study applies a quantitative approach to content analysis.12 This implies a deductive
approach and the a priori formulation of relevant features of the analysis based on theoretical
considerations. Berelson states: “Content analysis is a research technique for the objective,
systematic and quantitative description of the manifest content of communication” (1952: 5).13
However, other methodological research has stressed the need to extend this definition and
include another important function, namely to make “replicable and valid inferences from data to
their context” (e.g., Krippendorff, 1980: 13; see also Früh, 2001; Merten, 1995). Only under this
condition, content analysis can be assumed to do more than just describe inherent text
characteristics and instead allows it to arrive at meaningful observations about social reality. Key
issues with regard to any deductive content analytical approach are the identification of a
representative sample of material as well as the reliability of the measures that are employed in
analysing the material (see e.g., Riffe et al., 1998).
The content analysis we report on was specifically designed for the purpose of this study
and is referred to as the ASCoR EU Constitution Referendum Study 2005 (see Chapters 2 and 3).
Furthermore, we gratefully acknowledge support by the EU Commission (see van Praag et al.,
2005). The content analysis was carried out on news articles from all major Dutch national
newspapers (including de Volkskrant, NRC Handelsblad, Algemeen Dagblad, Trouw and De
Telegraaf) and national TV news and current affairs programs (including NOS Journaal, RTL4
Nieuws and NOVA den Haag/vandaag). The focus is on television and newspapers in particular
because EU citizens repeatedly reported them as their most important sources of political
information (e.g., Eurobarometer 60, 61). The time period for our analysis includes the six weeks
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prior to the referendum, between April 16th 2005 and June 1st 2005. In total, 6,643 news items
were manually coded by six Dutch native speakers and 1,307 of these items specifically dealt
with the referendum. Rather than relying on a sample, all news items about the referendum have
been included in the analysis. This provides a complete picture of the overall information
environment during the campaign in the media outlets included in the analysis. The reliability of
all the content analysis measures was formally assessed by inter-coder reliability tests (reported in
the subsequent chapters).
The content analysis in this dissertation serves to identify particular features and
characteristics of news media coverage that are of theoretical relevance in explaining mediadriven campaign effects (see discussion above). Previous research has stressed the importance of
linking content analytic evidence to panel survey data (e.g., Kleinnijenhuis & Fan, 1999; Riffe et
al., 1998; de Vreese & Semetko, 2004). Specific content analytic features have been built into
detailed measures of media exposure in our panel survey in an attempt to explain campaign
effects more elaborately (Chapters 2 and 3). Furthermore, our content analysis also provides a
context in which to interpret and assess the validity of our experimental findings (Chapter 3).
More details on the design of the content analysis can be found in Chapters 2 and 3 and in the
Appendix.
Two-wave panel survey
Analyzing and tapping dynamic relationships necessarily require longitudinal data (Solon, 1989).
Capturing campaign effects with survey designs, for example, requires studying some
phenomena at a minimum of two points in time in order to attribute changes over time to some
sort of event (Kenski, 2006). Interviewing the same individuals at different points in time is
central to panel survey designs (see e.g., Kasprzyk et al., 1989). Such designs are most useful in
analysing behavioural dynamics or change over time (Lillard, 1989), and therefore are especially
useful for studying campaign effects (see Bartels, 2006; Brady et al., 2006). Panel surveys, for
example, allow tracking developments during a campaign both on the aggregate level as well as
on the individual level (Markus, 1979). Due to this virtue, panel survey designs have been
widely applied in previous studies that assess opinion change over the course of a campaign (see
e.g., Bartels, 1993; Finkel, 1993; Just et al., 1996; Norris et al., 1999; Hillygus & Jackman,
2003). In combination with other methods, such as media content analysis, observed changes in
the population or in individuals can be related to the characteristics of the events that have taken
place in-between the panel waves.
This dissertation draws on two different panel surveys from representative samples of the
Dutch electorate. In Chapter 1, we draw on data from a panel survey conducted by GfK Benelux
on behalf of the University of Twente (The Netherlands) (for details see Aarts & van der Kolk,
2006). This survey consists of a pre- and post-referendum panel component and a net panel of n
= 1,284. Respondents in the first panel wave were interviewed in five sub-groups at different
points in time. The first sub-group was interviewed starting April 22nd, the second group starting
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May 6th, the third starting May 13th, the fourth starting May 20th and the last group only on May
30th and May 31st. For the post-referendum panel wave all respondents were re-interviewed
between June 2nd and June 12th. In Chapters 2 and 3 we utilize data from the 2005 ASCoR
Referendum Survey, a two-wave panel survey which was specifically designed for the
purpose of this study and conducted by CentERdata at the University of Tilburg (The
Netherlands) (for details see Schuck & de Vreese, 2008). This survey also consists of a pre- and
post-referendum panel component and a net panel of n = 1,379. Field dates for the first wave
included the week between May 6th and May 11th and the second wave included the week
right after the referendum, between June 3rd and June 8th. In both designs the variables of
analytical interest are included in both panel waves in order to asses individual level changes
over the course of the campaign.
The two panel surveys in this study serve to tap campaign effects on the individual level
with regard to different outcome variables. However, when studying campaigns, we are most
often not primarily interested in the mere occurrence of changes between panel waves but rather
want to know what these can be attributed to. Given our particular interest in media induced
campaign effects, the panel survey designs include detailed media exposure measures in order to
link individual changes to the actual content of campaign news coverage (Chapters 2 and 3).
Additional details on the designs of both surveys can be found in Chapter 1, in Chapters 2 and 3
respectively, and in the Appendix.
Experimentation
Experimental research designs serve to test specific effects in a controlled environment and thus
offer a valuable addition to non-experimental or observational research designs. “Experimental
research is explanatory in nature: experiments are conducted primarily to test hypotheses, not to
describe some large population or to explore previously uncharted social patterns” (Schutt, 1996:
220). Experimentation involves the manipulation of a stimulus, the treatment or independent
variable, and the observation of a response, the dependent variable. In studies of campaign
effects, experiments enable the researcher to create a specific stimulus, such as a news article,
and then to examine its impact (see Brady et al., 2006). Advantages of experimental research
especially concern the attribution of causality in the relationship between variables, which is
more difficult to establish in non-experimental studies (Jackson, 1992). Due to the virtues of
control and randomization in experimental research designs, potentially confounding factors can
be removed from the study (see e.g., Ansolabehere, 2006; Cook & Campbell, 1979; Isaac &
Michael, 1971; Kerlinger, 1973). Thus, pending successful randomization, differences in the
outcome variables can be attributed to the treatment and differences between treatment groups
constitute evidence that subjects responded differently to the respective experimental
intervention (Pedhazur & Schmelkin, 1991). The potential disadvantages of experimental
designs concern the often unnatural settings in which experiments take place, which has obvious
implications for the appropriateness of generalising findings to the wider population. The latter is
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generally more appropriate in observational studies. Thus, complementing survey designs with
experimental designs offers a good way to capitalize on the inherent strengths of both
approaches and to use one to corroborate the findings of the other.
This dissertation reports on two laboratory experiments which have both been specifically
designed for the purpose of this study. The first experiment investigates the mobilizing function
of differently valenced news frames for different parts of the electorate (Chapter 3). It was
conducted in May 2005 by CentERdata at the University of Tilburg (The Netherlands) within the
context of the Dutch 2005 EU Constitution referendum. For this first experiment, 687
respondents were sampled from an existing large household panel representative of the Dutch
population.
The second experiment was conducted in January 2008 by The Dutch Institute for Public
Opinion Research and Market Research TNS NIPO (Amsterdam/The Netherlands) within the
context of the signing of the EU Treaty of Lisbon. In total, 743 individuals were sampled by
TNS NIPO (Amsterdam, The Netherlands) from their database which is representative of the
Dutch population. This second experiment complements the first and also looks at the mobilizing
function of differently valenced news frames for different parts of the electorate (Chapter 4).
Furthermore, it also tests the effects of different news formats (tabloid vs. broadsheet) on
subsequent issue evaluations and affective responses (Chapter 1).
The two experiments in this study serve to further specify the findings of the panel
surveys. On the one hand, experiments offer the opportunity to test causal relationships in a
controlled environment and thus serve to corroborate previous survey-based findings. On the
other hand, they allow for the investigation of the underlying mechanisms and processes behind
established effects and thus add to and further qualify survey-based findings. In this way, the
experiments in our study have an important function in complementing our panel survey
analyses. The results and more details on the design of the first experiment are reported in
Chapter 3. The results and details on the design of the second experiment are reported in
Chapters 1 and 4.
Outline of the dissertation
This dissertation proceeds with four articles that are related in the following manner:
In Chapter 1, we turn to the question who supports public referendums as a means of
direct democracy and why. Furthermore, we assess the role of the news media in changing
individual support for referendums over the course of a campaign and specify the underlying
mechanisms that can account for such effects.
In Chapter 2, we focus on vote choice and the campaign. In this chapter, we first
investigate how existing attitudes towards the EU influence vote intentions ahead of the
campaign and then analyze the impact of the news media on the final vote.
In Chapter 3, we address the question of who becomes mobilized to turn out to vote
during a referendum campaign and why. In this chapter, we introduce the concept of a ‘reversed
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mobilization’ dynamic: Voters who are in opposition to a referendum proposal and who are
confronted with positive news framing of this proposal become mobilized to turn out and vote
against it.
In Chapter 4, we provide further evidence of such a mobilization dynamic. In this chapter,
we specify the underlying mechanism behind the reversed mobilization effect and test its
contingency on other factors.
The final chapter summarizes the key findings of this dissertation, discusses their
implications within a wider theoretical framework and reflects on relevant shortcomings. The
conclusion also presents a list of proposals for future research.
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NOTES
_____________________
1

Six more referendums in other EU member states were scheduled but, in light of the French and Dutch
outcomes, postponed or cancelled: The Czech Republic, Denmark, Ireland, Poland, Portugal and the
United Kingdom (UK).
2
Among supporters of the Christian Democrats (CDA) 70% supported referendums; among supporters of
the Social Democrats (PvdA) 83% supported referendums. Furthermore, 83% of VVD supporters and
86% of D66 supporters endorsed referendums as a means of direct democracy.
3
“Initiatiefvoorstel-Karimi c.s. inzake een Wet raadplegend referendum Europese Grondwet” (28.885). It
should be noted that the three members of parliament behind this initiative (Farah Karimi/Greenleft;
Niesco Dubbelboer/Labour Party; Boris van der Ham/Liberal Democrats) anticipated a positive
referendum outcome and thought it would enhance the legitimacy of this European project.
4
“Novelle Wet raadplegend referendum Europese Grondwet” (29.608). In October 2004 the Second
Chamber (Tweede Kamer) approved this revised bill which had become necessary due to intervention by
the Senate.
5
Christian Democrats (CDA), the Christian Union (CU), and the Reformed Political Party (SGP) voted
against.
6
Some have argued that the French referendum campaign was more intense than the Dutch campaign and
described the latter as a ‘non-event’ from a comparative viewpoint (Qvortrup, 2006). However, whereas it
is to be welcomed to compare campaign intensity across countries, it can lead to incorrect
characterizations and conclusions, as in this case.
7
25% of all campaign news within the six weeks leading up to the referendum were concerned with
“campaigning (style/events)” (n=295), 18% dealt with the “voter decision making process” (n= 213), and
13% dealt with the potential consequences of the referendum outcome” (n= 154) (ASCoR EU
Constitution Referendum Study 2005; see de Vreese & Schuck, 2007).
8
8% (n=101) of all referendum news items within the six weeks leading up to the referendum discussed
the “political consequences of the EU Constitution”, and another 8% (n=90) described, explained or
introduced the concrete “contents of the EU Constitution” (ASCoR EU Constitution Referendum Study
2005; see de Vreese & Schuck, 2007).
9
The average tone of news coverage on a scale reaching from –1 (negative) to +1 (positive) towards
actors of the YES camp was clearly more negative (M= -.20) than towards actors of the NO camp (M= .12) (ASCoR EU Constitution Referendum Study 2005; see de Vreese & Schuck, 2007).
10
A remarkable 55% of the Yes voters and 69% of the No voters evaluated the YES campaign negatively,
only 15% of the Yes voters and 6% of the No voters gave a positive evaluation. The NO campaign
received negative evaluations from only 36% of the Yes voters and 24% of the No voters. 37% of the No
voters and even 31% of the Yes voters evaluated the NO campaign positively (ASCoR EU Constitution
Referendum Survey 2005).
11
The survey we conducted and report on later (in Chapters 2 and 3) indicates that 73% of Dutch ‘No’
voters attached high or very high importance to the consideration that due to EU integration too many
things would change within the Netherlands. Furthermore, 74% attached high or very high importance to
the perception that Dutch identity would be threatened and more than half (57%) considered it very
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important or important to express the wish for “less Europe” with their vote (ASCoR EU Constitution
Referendum Survey 2005).
12
That said, we agree that any sharp distinction between ‘qualitative’ and ‘quantitative’ content analysis
is of little theoretical or practical value and potentially misleading (see e.g., Früh, 2001). Any content
analytical research design will most likely make use of both ‘qualitative’ as well as ‘quantitative’
strategies at different stages of the research process, only to a different extent (see also Rust, 1980). In
this perspective, the former distinction between both approaches is reduced to a matter of emphasis.
13
Other definitions stress the need for “systematic assignment of communication content to categories
according to set rules” (Riffe et al., 1998: 2) or the “identification of specified characteristics of
messages” (Holsti, 1969: 14).

24

REFERENDUM CAMPAIGN DYNAMICS

REFERENCES
Aarts, K. & Semetko, H. (2003). The divided electorate: Media use and political involvement.
Journal of Politics, 65(3), 759-784.
Aarts, K. & van der Kolk, H. (2006). Understanding the Dutch “No”: The Euro, the East and the
Elite. PS: Political Science and Politics, 39(2), 243-246.
Ansolabehere, S. (2006). The paradox of minimal effects. In: H. Brady & R. Johnston (eds.),
Capturing campaign effects (pp. 29-44). Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press.
Baden, C. & de Vreese, C. (2008). Making sense: A reconstruction of people’s understandings of
the European constitutional referendum in the Netherlands. Communications, 33, 117145.
Bartels, L. (1988). Presidential primaries and the dynamics of public choice. Princeton:
Princeton University Press.
Bartels, L. (1993). Messages received: The political impact of media exposure. American
Political Science Review, 87, 267-285.
Bartels, L. (2006). Three virtues of panel data for the analysis of campaign effects. In: H. Brady
& R. Johnston (eds.), Capturing campaign effects (pp. 29-44). Ann Arbor: The University
of Michigan Press.
Bennett, L. & Entman, R. (eds.) (2001). Mediated Politics. Communication and the Future of
Democracy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Berelson, B. (1952). Content Analysis in Communication Research. New York: Free Press.
Berinsky, A. & Kinder, D. (2006) Making Sense of Issues through Media Frames:
Understanding the Kosovo Crisis. Journal of Politics, 68, 640-656.
Bizer, G. & Petty, R. (2005). How we conceptualize our attitude measures: The effects of
valence framing on the resistance of political attitudes. Political Psychology, 26(4), 553568.
Blais, A., Nadeau, R., Gidengil, E. & Nevitte, N. (1999). Campaign dynamics in the 1997
Canadian election. Canadian Public Policy, 25, 197-205.
Borg, S. & Esaiasson, P. (1998). Exposure to the campaigns. In: A. Todal Jenssen, P. Pesonen &
M. Gilljam (eds.), To Join or Not to Join: Three Nordic Referendums on Membership in
the European Union (pp. 85–101). Oslo: Scandinavian University Press.
Bowler, S. & Donovan, T. (1998). Demanding choices: Opinion, voting, and direct democracy.
Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press.
Brady, H., Johnston, R. & Sides, J. (2006). The study of political campaigns. In: H. Brady & R.
Johnston (eds.), Capturing campaign effects (pp. 1-28). Ann Arbor: The University of
Michigan Press.
Budge, I. (1996). The New Challenge of Direct Democracy. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Butler, D. & A. Ranney (eds.) (1994) Referendums around the world. The growing use of direct
democracy. Washington, DC: Macmillan.
Campbell, D. & Stanley, J. (1966). Experimental and quasi-experimental designs for research.
Chicago, IL: Rand McNally.
Cappella, J. & Jamieson, K. (1997). Spiral of Cynicism. The Press and the Public Good. New
York: Oxford University Press.
Chaffee, S. & Rimal, R. (1996). Time of vote decision and openness to persuasion. In: D. Mutz,
P. Sniderman & R. Brody (eds.), Political Persuasion and Attitude Change (pp. 267–
291). Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press.
Chong D. & Druckman J. (2007). A theory of framing and opinion formation in competitive
elite environments. Journal of Communication, 57, 99–118.
Christin, T., Hug, S. & Sciarini, P. (2002). Interests and information in referendum voting: An
analysis of Swiss voters. European Journal of Political Research, 41, 759-776.
Clarke, H., Kornberg, A. & Wearing, P. (2000). A polity on the edge: Canada and the politics of
fragmentation. Peterborough: Broadview Press.
Cook, T. & Campbell, D. (eds.) (1979). Quasi-experimental designs and analysis issues for field
settings. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Crum, B. (2007). Party stances on the EU Constitution: causes and consequences of
competition and collusion. European Union Politics, 8(1), 61–82.
Dalton, R. (2002). Citizen Politics. Public Opinion and Political Parties in Advanced Industrial
Democracies. New York: Chatham House.

INTRODUCTION

25

Dalton, R., Buerklin, W. & Drummond, A. (2001). Public opinion and direct democracy. Journal
of Democracy, 12(4), 141-153.
Denver, D. (2002). Voting in the 1997 Scottish and Welsh devolution referendums: information,
interests and opinions. European Journal of Political Research, 41, 827–843.
Dobrzynska, A., Blais, A. & Nadeau, R. (2003). Do the media have a direct impact on the vote.
The case of the 1997 Canadian election. International Journal of Public Opinion
Research, 15(1), 27-43.
Domke, D., Shah, D. & Wackman, D. (1998). “Moral referendums”: Values, news media and the
process of candidate choice. Political Communication, 15, 301-321.
Donovan, T. & Karp, J. (2006). Popular support for direct democracy. Party Politics, 12, 671688.
Druckman, J. & Parkin, M. (2005). The impact of media bias: how editorial slant affects voters,
The Journal of Politics, 67(4), 1030–1049.
Entman, R. (1993). Framing: Toward Clarification of a Fractured Paradigm. Journal of
Communication, 43(4), 51–58.
European Commission (2003) Eurobarometer 60. Brussels: DG Press and Communication,
European Commission.
European Commission (2004) Eurobarometer 61/62. Brussels: DG Press and Communication,
European Commission.
European Commission (2008) Eurobarometer 69. Brussels: DG Press and Communication,
European Commission.
Finkel, S. & Geer, J. (1998). A spot check: Casting doubt on the demobilizing effect of attack
advertising. American Journal of Political Science, 42(2), 573-595.
Finkel, S. (1993). Reexamining the ‘minimal effects’ model in recent presidential campaigns.
Journal of Politics, 55, 1-21.
Fishkin, J. (1995) The voice of the people: Public opinion and democracy. New Haven: Yale
University Press.
Fournier, P., Nadeau, R., Blais, A., Gidengil, E. & Nevitte, N. (2004). Time-of-voting decision
and susceptibility to campaign effects. Electoral Studies, 23, 661–681.
Franklin, M. (2002). Learning from the Danish case: a comment on Palle Svensson’s critique
of the Franklin thesis. European Journal of Political Research, 41(6), 751–758.
Franklin, M., Marsh, M. & Wlezien, C. (1994). Attitudes toward Europe and referendum votes: a
response to Siune and Svensson. Electoral Studies, 13, 117–121.
Früh, W. (2001). Inhaltsanalyse. Theorie und Praxis (5th edition). München: Ölschläger.
Gallagher, M. & Uleri, P.V. (1996). The referendum experience in Europe. Houndsmill:
MacMillan Press.
Garry, J., Marsh, M. & Sinnott, R. (2005). ‘Second-order’ versus ‘issue-voting’ effects in EU
referendums: evidence from the Irish Nice Treaty referendums. European Union
Politics, 6(2), 201–221.
Geys, B. (2006). Explaining voter turnout: A review of aggregate-level research. Electoral
Studies, 25(4), 637-663.
Gilljam, M., Pesonen, P. & Listhaug, O. (1998). The referendum in representative democracies.
In: A.D. Jenssen, P. Pesonen and M. Gilljam (eds.), To join or not to join: Three Nordic
referendums on membership in the European Union (pp. 284-306). Oslo: Scandinavian
University Press.
Gleissner, M. & de Vreese, C. (2005). News about the EU Constitution. Journalistic challenges
and media portrayal of the European Union Constitution. Journalism, 6(2), 221-242.
Glencross, A. & Trechsel, A. (2007). First or Second Order Referendums? Understanding the
Votes on the EU Constitutional Treaty in Four EU Member States. Paper presented at the
Annual Meetings of the European Consortium of Political Research (ECPR), Pisa, Italy.
Grabe, M.E., Zhou, S., Lang, A. & Bolls, P.D. (2000). Packaging television news: The effects of
tabloid on information processing and evaluative responses. Journal of Broadcasting &
Electronic Media, 44(4), 581-598.
Harmsen, R, (2004). Eurosepticism in the Netherlands: Stirrings of Dissent’. European Studies,
20(1), 99–126.
Harmsen, R. (2005). The Dutch Referendum on the Ratification of the European Constitutional
Treaty. Sussex European Institute, EPERN Referendum Briefings No 13.
Herr, J. (2002). The impact of campaign appearances in the 1996 election. Journal of Politics,
64, 904-913.

26

REFERENDUM CAMPAIGN DYNAMICS

Hillygus, D. & Jackman, S. (2003). Voter decision making in Election 2000: Campaign effects,
partisan activation, and the Clinton legacy. American Journal of Political Science, 47(4),
583-596.
Hobolt, S.B. (2005). When Europe matters: the impact of political information on voting
behaviour in EU referendums. Journal of Elections, Public Opinion, and Parties, 15(1),
85–110.
Hobolt, S.B. (2006). How parties affect vote choice in European integration referendums. Party
Politics, 12(5), 623–647.
Hobolt, S.B. (2007). Taking cues on Europe? Voter competence and party endorsements in
referendums on European integration. European Journal of Political Research, 46, 151–
182.
Holbrook, T. (1996). Do campaigns matter? Thousand Oaks: Sage.
van Holsteyn, J. (1996). The Netherlands: National debates and local experience. In M.
Gallagher & P. V. Uleri (eds.), The referendum experience in Europe (pp. 126–138).
London: Macmillan.
Holsti, O. (1969). Content analysis for the social sciences and humanities. Reading: Mass.
Hug, S. & P. Sciarini (2000). Referendums on European Integration: Do institutions matter in the
voter’s decision? Comparative Political Studies, 33(1), 3-36.
Hug, S. (2003). Voices of Europe. Citizens, Referendums and European Integration. Oxford:
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers.
Isaac, S. & Michael, W.B. (1971). Handbook of research and evaluation. San Diego, CA: Edits.
Iyengar, S. & Kinder, D. (1987). News that matters. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Iyengar, S. & Simon, A. (2000). New Perspectives and Evidence on Political Communication
and Campaign Effects. Annual Review of Psychology, 51, 149-169.
Jackson, S. (1992). Message effect research. New York: The Guilford Press.
Jenssen, A., Pesonen, P. & Gilljam, M. (eds.) (1998). To Join or Not to Join: Three Nordic
Referendums on Memberships in the European Union. Oslo: Scandinavian University
Press.
Johnston, R., Blais, A., Brady, H. & Crete, J. (1992). Letting the people decide. Dynamics of a
Canadian election. Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press.
Johnston, R., Blais, A., Gidengil, E. & Nevitte, N. (1996). The challenge of direct democracy:
The 1992 Canadian referendum. Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University
Press.
Joslyn, M. & Ceccoli, S. (1996). Attentiveness to television news and opinion change in the fall
1992 presidential campaign. Political Behavior, 18, 141-170.
Jucker, A. (1992). Social stylistics: Syntactic variation in British newspapers. Berlin/New York:
Mouton de Gruyter.
Just, M., Crigler, A., Alger, D., Cook, T., Kern, M. & West, D. (1996). Crosstalk: Citizens,
candidates, and the media in a Presidential campaign. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press.
Kahn, K. & Kenney, P. (2002). The slant of the news. American Political Science Review, 96(2),
381-394.
Kahneman, D. & Tversky, A. (1979). Prospect theory: An analysis of decision under risk.
Econometrics, 47, 111–32.
Kasprzyk, D., Duncan, G., Kalton, G. & Singh, M. (1989). Panel surveys. New York: John
Wiley and Sons.
Kenski, K. (2006). Research design concepts for understanding the rolling cross-section
approach. In: Romer, D., Kenski, K., Winneg, K., Adasiewicz, C. & K. Jamieson (eds.),
Capturing campaign dynamics, 2000 and 2004 (pp. 43-67). Penn, Philadelphia:
university of Philadelphia Press.
Kerlinger, F.N. (1973). Foundations of behavioural research (2nd edition). New York: Holt ,
Rinehart & Winston.
Kleinnijenhuis, J. & de Ridder, J. (1998). Issue news and electoral volatility: A comparative
analysis of media effects during the 1994 election campaigns in Germany and the
Netherlands. European Journal of Political Research, 33(3), 413-437.
Kleinnijenhuis, J. & Fan, D. (1999). Media coverage and the flow of voters in multiparty
systems: the 1994 national elections in Holland and Germany. International Journal of
Public Opinion Research, 11(3), 233–256.

INTRODUCTION

27

Kleinnijenhuis, J., Takens, J. & van Atteveldt, W. (2005). Toen Europa de dagbladen ging vullen.
In: Aarts, K. & van der Kolk, H. (eds.). Nederlanders en Europa: Het referendum over de
Europese Grondwet (pp. 123-144). Amsterdam: Bert Bakker.
Kramer, G. (1973). Short-term fluctuations in the U.S. voting behavior, 1896-1964. American
Political Science Review, 65, 131-143.
Kriesi, H. (2005). Direct Democratic Choice: The Swiss Experience. Lanham, MD: Lexington
Books.
Kriesi, H. (2006). Role of the political elite in Swiss direct-democratic votes. Party Politics,
12(5), 599-622.
Krippendorf, K. (1980). Content analysis: An introduction. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Kuklinski, J. & Sigelman, L. (1992). When objectivity is not objective. The Journal of Politics,
54(3), 810-833.
Lachat, R. & Sciarini, P. (2006). When do elections matter, and to whom? Results from the 1999
Swiss election panel study. In: D. Farrell & R. Schmitt-Beck (eds.) Do political
campaigns matter? Campaign effects in elections and referendums (pp. 41-57). London:
Routledge.
LeDuc, L. (2002). Opinion change and voting behaviour in referendums. European Journal of
Political Research, 41, 711–732.
LeDuc, L. (2003). The politics of direct democracy. Referendums in global perspective. Toronto:
Broadview Press.
Lewis-Beck, M. & Rice, T. (1992). Forecasting elections. Beverly Hills: Sage.
Lillard, L. (1989). Sample dynamics: Some behavioural issues. In: Kasprzyk, D., Duncan, G.,
Kalton, G. & Singh, M. (eds.), Panel surveys (pp. 497-511). New York: John Wiley and
Sons.
Lubbers, M. (2008). Regarding the Dutch ‘Nee’ to the European Constitution. A test of the
Identity, Utilitarian and Political Approaches to Voting ‘No’. European Union Politics,
9(1), 59-86.
Lupia, A. (1992). Busy voters, agenda control and the power of information. American Political
Science Review, 86, 390-404.
Lupia, A. (1994). Shortcuts versus encyclopedias: Information and voting behavior in California
insurance reform elections. American Political Science Review, 88, 63-76.
Magleby, D. (1989). Opinion formation and opinion change in ballot proposition campaigns. In:
M. Margolis & G. Mauser (eds.), Manipulating Public Opinion. Belmont: Brooks/Cole
Publishing Company.
Maier, J. & Rittberger, B. (2008). Shifting Europe’s boundaries: Mass media, public opinion and
the enlargement of the EU. European Union Politics, 9(2), 243-267.
Marcus, G., Neuman, W. & MacKuen, M. (2000). Affective intelligence and political judgement.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
MarketResponse (2005a). Rapportage referendum Europese grondwet (2005): kwantitatief
onderzoek – meting III – 11 April 2005. Leusden: MarketResponse.
MarketResponse (2005b). Referendum Monitor Europese Grondwet, Project 11079, Mei 2005.
Leusden: MarketResponse.
Markus, G. (1979). Analyzing panel data. Sage Univerversity Paper Series on Quantitative
Applications in the Social Sciences. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.
Martin, P. (2004). Inside the black box of negative campaign effects: Three reasons why
negative campaigns mobilize. Political Psychology, 25(4), 545-562.
Martin, P. (2008). The mass media as sentinel: Why bad news about issues is good news for
participation. Political Communication, 25(2), 180-193.
Mendelsohn, M. & Nadeau, R. (1999). The rise and fall of candidates in Canadian elections. The
Harvard International Journal of Press/Politics, 4(2), 63-76.
Mendelsohn, M. & Parkin, A. (2001) Referendum democracy: Citizens, elites, and deliberation
in referendum campaigns. New York: Palgrave.
Mendelsohn, M. (1994). The media’s persuasive effects: The priming of leadership in the 1988
Canadian election. Canadian Journal of Political Science, 27, 81-97.
Merten, K. (1995). Inhaltsanalyse. Einführung in Theorie, Methode und Praxis (2nd edition).
Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag.
Meyer, C. (1999). Political legitimacy and the invisibility of politics: Exploring the European
Union’s communication deficit. Journal of Common Market Studies, 37, 617-639.

28

REFERENDUM CAMPAIGN DYNAMICS

Neijens, P. & van Praag, P. (2006). The Dynamics of Opinion Formation in Local Popular
Referendums: Why the Dutch Always Say No. International Journal of Public Opinion
Research, 18(4), 445-462.
Neijens, P., Minkman, M. & Slot, J. (1998). Opinion formation in referendum campaigns: a
study of the Amsterdam referendums. Acta Politica: International Journal of Political
Science, 33, 300–316.
Nelson, T. and D. Kinder (1996). Issue Frames and Group-Centrism in American Public
Opinion. Journal of Politics, 58(4), 1055–78.
Newton, K. (1999). Mass media effects: Mobilization or media malaise. British Journal of
Political Science, 29(4), 577-599.
Nijeboer, A. (2005). Peoples’ vengeances. The Dutch referendum. European Constitutional Law
Review, 1, 393-405.
Niven, D. (2002). Tilt? Westport: Praeger.
Norris, P., Curtice, J., Sanders, D., Scammell, M. & Semetko, H. (1999). On message:
Communicating the campaign. London: Sage.
Oscarsson, H. & Holmberg, S. (2004) Kampen om euron (The Battle over the Euro). Göteborg
University: Department of Political Science.
Pan, Z. & Kosicki, G. (1993). Framing Analysis: An Approach to News Discourse. Political
Communication, 10(1), 55–75.
Pedhazur, E. & L. Schmelkin (1991). Measurement, design, and analysis: An integrated
approach. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.
Peter, J. & de Vreese, C. (2004). In search of Europe In search of Europe – A cross-national
comparative study of the European Union in national television news. Harvard Journal of
Press/ Politics, 9(4), 3-24.
Pierce, R., Valen, H. & Listhaug, O. (1983). Referendum Voting Behavior: The Norwegian
and British Referenda on Membership in the European Community. American Journal
of Political Science, 27(1), 43–63.
van Praag, P., Santen, R., Neijens, P. & de Vreese, C. (2005). Het referendum over de Europese
grondwet: De kwaliteit van het publiek debat [The referendum on the European
Constitution: The quality of the Public Debate]. Grant report to the EU Information office
of the Netherlands (Grant 30-CE-0019194/00-52).
Qvortrup, M. (2006). The three referendums on the European Constitution Treaty in 2005. The
Political Quarterly, 77(1), 89-97.
Reif, K. & Schmitt, H. (1980). Nine second-order elections: a conceptual framework for the
analysis of European election results. European Journal of Political Research, 8, 3–44.
Riffe, D., Lacy, S. & Fico, F. (1998). Analyzing media messages: using quantitative content
analysis in research. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.
Rust, H. (1980). Qualitative Inhaltsanalyse – begriffslose Willkür oder wissenschaftliche
Methode? Publizistik, 25, 5-23.
Scharpf, F. W. (1997). Economic integration, democracy and the welfare state. Journal of
European Public Policy, 4(1), 18-36.
Scheufele, D. (2000). Agenda-Setting, Priming, and Framing Revisited: Another Look at
Cognitive Effects of Political Communication. Mass Communication and Society, 3, 297–
316.
Schmitt-Beck, R. & Farrell, D. (2002). Studying political campaigns and their effects. In: D.
Farrell & R. Schmitt-Beck (eds.), Do political campaigns matter? Campaign effects in
elections and referendums (pp.1-21). London: Routledge.
Schneider, G. & Weitsman, P. (1996). The punishment trap: integration referendums as popularity
contests. Comparative Political Studies, 28, 582–607.
Schuck, A. & de Vreese, C. (2006). Between risk and opportunity: News framing and its effect
of public support for EU enlargement. European Journal of Communication, 21(1), 5-32.
Schuck, A. & de Vreese, C. (2008). The Dutch No to the EU Constitution: Assessing the role of
EU skepticism and the campaign. Journal of Elections, Public Opinion, and Parties,
18(1), 101-128.
Schutt, R. (1996). Investigating the social world: The process and practice of research.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Pine Forge Press.
Shah, D., Domke, D. & Wackman, D. (2001). The Effects of Value-Framing on Political
Judgement and Reasoning. In S. Reese, O. Gandy and A. Grant (eds.), Framing Public
Life (pp. 227–244). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

INTRODUCTION

29

Sheafer, T. (2005). Detecting Campaign Effects in Imbalanced Campaigns. The Likud’s
Intraparty Referendum over Sharon’s Disengagement Plan. The Harvard International
Journal of Press/Politics, 10(2), 85-93
Sigelman, L. & Kugler, M. (2003). Why is research on the effects of negative campaigning so
inconclusive? Understanding citizens’ perceptions of negativity. The Journal of Politics,
65(1), 142-160.
Siune, K. & Svensson, P. (1993). The Danes and the Maastricht treaty: the Danish EC
referendum of June 1992. Electoral Studies, 12(2), 99–111.
Siune, K., Svensson, P. & Tonsgaard, O. (1994). The European Union: the Danes said ‘no’ in
1992 but ‘yes’ in 1993: how and why? Electoral Studies, 13, 107–116.
Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau (1998). Sociaal en Cultureel Rapport 1998. SCP: Den Haag.
Solon, G. (1989). The value of panel data in economic research. In: Kasprzyk, D., Duncan, G.,
Kalton, G. & Singh, M. (eds.). Panel surveys (pp. 486-496). New York: John Wiley and
Sons.
Svensson, P. (2002). Five Danish referendums on the European Community and European
Union: a critical assessment of the Franklin thesis. European Journal of Political
Research, 41, 733–750.
Szczerbiak, A. & Taggart, P. (2004). The politics of European referendum outcomes and turnout:
Two models. West European Politics, 27(4), 557-583.
Taggart, P. (2006). Questions of Europe – The domestic politics of the 2005 French and Dutch
referendums and their challenge for the study of European integration. Journal of
Common Market Studies, 44, 7-25.
Tversky, A. & Kahneman, D. (1981). The framing of decisions and the psychology of choice.
Science, 211, 453-458.
de Vreese, C. & Boomgaarden, H. (2003). Valenced News Frames and Public Support for the
EU: Linking Content Analysis and Experimental Data. Communications, 3(4), 361–81.
de Vreese, C. & Schuck, A. (2007). Le "non" neerlandais: Motivations de vote paralleles et
apogee du nouvel euroscepticisme aux Pays-Bas. In Ph. J. Maarek (ed.), Chronique d'un
"non" annoceé: La communication politique et l'Europe (pp.193-207). Paris:
L'Harmattan.
de Vreese, C. & Semetko, H. (2004). Political Campaigning in Referendums. Framing the
Referendum Issue. New York: Routledge.
de Vreese, C. & Semetko, H. (2002). Cynical and engaged: strategic campaign coverage, public
opinion and mobilization in a referendum. Communication Research, 29(6), 615-641.
de Vreese, C. (2002). Framing Europe: Television News and European Integration. Amsterdam:
Aksant.
de Vreese, C. (2004). Primed by the euro: The impact of a referendum campaign on public
opinion and evaluations of government and political leaders. Scandinavian Political
Studies, 27(1), 45-65.
de Vreese, C. H. & Boomgaarden, H. (2006). How content moderates the effects of television
news on political knowledge and engagement. Acta Politica. International Journal of
Political Science, 41, 317-341
Zaller, J. (1992). The nature and origins of mass opinion. New York: Cambridge University
Press.
Zaller, J. (1996). The myth of massive media impact revived: New support for a discredited idea.
In: D. C. Mutz, P. M. Sniderman, & R. M. Brody (eds.). Political persuasion and attitude
change (pp. 17-78). Chicago: Chicago University Press.
Zaller, J. (2002). The statistical power of election studies to detect media exposure effects in
political campaigns. Electoral Studies, 21, 297-330.

30

REFERENDUM CAMPAIGN DYNAMICS

31
CHAPTER 1
__________________
ENGAGING THE DISENGAGED: PUBLIC SUPPORT FOR REFERENDUMS AND
HOW THE MEDIA MATTER1

Manuscript under review

Abstract
Previous research is unclear about which citizens support the use of referendums and how a
referendum campaign can affect this support. In the present study we first investigate the factors
that determine support for referendums and second the role of the campaign in changing support.
This is done in the context of the Dutch 2005 EU Constitution referendum and based on panel
survey data (n=1,284). Our results suggest that those who felt more politically disaffected were
more supportive of referendums. Furthermore, we find that higher levels of exposure to tabloid
style campaign news led to increased approval of referendums. In a second step, we tested the
mechanism behind these effects in an experiment (n=580). Our findings show that opponents of a
referendum proposal became more negative towards the proposal when exposed to tabloid style
news. This increased their support for holding a referendum on the issue at stake as a means to
prevent the proposal from taking effect. We conclude with a discussion about the conditions
under which a dynamic like this is likely to unfold and when alternative explanations for
referendum support apply.
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Introduction
The use of referendums has become increasingly popular in recent years (e.g., Butler & Ranney,
1994; Scarrow, 2001; Setala, 1999). Referendums are believed to increase the legitimacy of
political institutions and are seen as an instrument to create a greater sense of political efficacy
(Bowler & Donovan, 2002) and to engage citizens (e.g., Fishkin, 1995; Mendelsohn & Parkin,
2001). Stimulating citizen participation in political decision making is seen as an effective way
to tackle contemporary problems such as increasing levels of political apathy (Budge, 1996).
Some scholars argue that the periodic use of referendums could prevent the rise of antidemocratic movements (Resnick, 1997) and would serve well as a permanent instrument of civic
education (Barber, 1984). Others warn that the use of referendums could open doors to populism
(Dalton et al., 2001) and foster political intolerance (Sartori, 1987) because of the polarization of
political discourse.
Whereas scholars disagree on the potential benefits and threats of direct democracy,
referendums are generally popular among the public (Bowler & Donovan, 1998; Mendelsohn &
Parkin, 2001). Yet, there are different explanations for why citizens support referendums.
Previous research has yielded mixed findings on whether the referendum opportunity is either
more embraced by those who are already more politically involved (e.g., Donovan & Karp, 2006)
or rather by those who feel disaffected with traditional party-based politics (e.g., Dalton et al.,
2001).
Given the increasing use of referendums, it is important to learn more about the factors
that determine public support for such direct democratic means. Furthermore, whereas public
demand for more direct forms of political participation is increasing and politics is responding to
this demand (LeDuc, 2003), referendum support is still most often seen as a static concept or
stable attitude. Not much is known about the factors that account for change in referendum
support on the individual level. No study so far has looked at, for example, the potential of the
referendum campaign to increase or decrease individual referendum support. However,
campaigns represent pivotal moments in the formation of public opinion and the individual
referendum experience is very much tied to the campaign. During campaigns political issues are
publicly discussed and receive extensive media attention. Attitudes can be influenced and
opinions can be shaped not only with regard to the issue at stake but also with regard to the
referendum instrument itself. Thus, understanding the dynamics of the campaign can add to our
understanding of what shapes individual support for referendums and how stable or flexible such
attitudes are over time.
We focus our attention on a referendum on a topic of European integration which has
been the focus of numerous national referendums over the past decades (Hobolt, 2005; Hug,
2003; Hug & Sciarini, 2000). In this article we report on the findings of two complementary
studies. In the first part, we investigate the factors that determine support for referendums in the
context of the Dutch 2005 EU Constitution referendum and we examine the role of the news
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media in changing individual level support over the course of the campaign. In the second part,
we take our investigation one step further and explore the underlying mechanisms of how the
news media can affect referendum support.
STUDY 1
Public support for referendums and the role of the campaign
Previous research has yielded inconclusive results on the motives behind individual referendum
support (e.g., Dalton et al., 2001; Donovan & Karp, 2006). The present study not only sets out to
answer the question of who supports referendums but also assesses the role of the campaign in
changing support. We do this within the context of the Dutch 2005 EU Constitution referendum
in which a majority of 62% of citizens voted against the proposal. The question, however,
remains who embraced the referendum opportunity the most and how the campaign affected
individual approval. Previous research has come up with two rival hypotheses in an attempt to
explain public support for referendums. First, the cognitive mobilization hypothesis claims that
people with greater cognitive resources, such as education or knowledge, are more likely to
make use of the referendum opportunity since they arrive at more informed decisions and are
more motivated to participate in the political process. This explanation is based on the
observation that citizens are increasingly less willing to leave political decision-making solely up
to political authorities and demand a more active role themselves (e.g., Dalton, 1984; Inglehart,
1990). In this perspective, the increasing demand for forms of direct democratic participation is
linked to an increase in political skills among citizens. Thus, those citizens who are more
interested in politics and more willing to participate are also seen as more likely to support
referendums since they represent an additional opportunity for political expression.
On the contrary, the political disaffection hypothesis claims the exact opposite. In this
perspective, referendums are expected to be embraced especially by those citizens who feel
disconnected to traditional party politics and who are at the margins of the political process. For
them a referendum offers an alternative way of political expression which can have a concrete
and immediate impact on political processes. Some studies indeed suggest that the increasing
demand for the use of direct democracy stems predominantly from citizens who hold a more
critical or sometimes even cynical attitude towards politics while at the same time they remain
committed to democratic principles (e.g., Inglehart, 1999; Norris, 1999). In this perspective, the
driving force behind support for direct democratic means is dissatisfaction or disillusion with
governments and the political process as a whole. Dalton et al. (2001), for example, argue that
popular support for direct democracy is highest among those who are at the periphery of politics
and who are less interested and less informed than other citizens. Thus, support for direct
democracy is not primarily linked to a desire for more political participation or responsibility but
rather to the dissatisfaction with traditional political representation (e.g., Hibbing & TheissMorse, 2001).
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Popular support for direct democracy is generally high (e.g., Bowler & Donovan, 1998;
Dalton et al., 2001; Mendelsohn & Parkin, 2001), however, previous research has yielded
inconclusive results as to who is most supportive. Some studies support the political disaffection
hypothesis (Dalton et al., 2001; Gilljam et al., 1998) and others support the cognitive
mobilization hypothesis (Donovan & Karp, 2006) while some found no support for either
explanation (Craig et al., 2001). Based on the mixed findings of previous research we test both
the cognitive mobilization hypothesis as well as the political disaffection hypothesis as
competing explanations for public support for direct democracy in the present study:
(H1): Higher levels of cognitive mobilization contribute to higher levels of support for
public referendums. [cognitive mobilization hypothesis]
(H2): Higher levels of political disaffection contribute to higher levels of support for
public referendums. [political disaffection hypothesis]
The role of the referendum campaign
No study so far has explained the factors that account for change in individual support for
referendums and which role referendum campaigns can play in affecting approval of such direct
democratic means. However, opinions are shaped and opposing views are publicly discussed
during campaigns. Referendum campaigns have the potential to increase levels of political
interest and knowledge (Mendelsohn & Cutler, 2000). Moreover, higher levels of media
attention devoted to a referendum issue can foster public deliberation and contribute to feelings
of higher political competence among citizens (Bowler & Donovan, 2002). A national
referendum campaign is a key event and not only gives momentum to the issue at stake, but also
to the referendum instrument as such. Within this context, the news media play a pivotal role in
providing cues for the public on how to think of referendums. The media are of special
importance for voters, being the main source of new information (Bennett & Entman, 2001;
Dalton, 2002; de Vreese & Semetko, 2004a). In fact, EU citizens have repeatedly reported TV
news and newspapers to be their most important source of information (e.g., Eurobarometer 60,
61), and also their most important information source during referendum campaigns (e.g.,
Jenssen et al., 1998). Thus, the information environment that is provided by the news media is of
key importance for the formation of opinions during a campaign.
We know from previous studies that news coverage during a campaign can influence
attitudes towards the issue as stake (e.g., Druckman & Parkin, 2005). In an EU context, studies
have shown how the framing of news coverage can affect voting behaviour in referendums (de
Vreese & Semetko, 2004b) or citizens’ support for further enlargement (e.g., Maier & Rittberger,
2008; de Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2006). Schuck and de Vreese (2006), for example,
demonstrated how news coverage portraying EU enlargement as a “risk” not only led to lower
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levels of individual-level support for further enlargement but also to lower personal benefit
expectations.
However, there is no previous research dealing with the question of how news coverage
could potentially affect citizens` attitudes towards referendums as a means of direct democracy.
News coverage of a referendum campaign could, on the one hand, contribute to making people
more excited about the use of referendums, i.e. as a means to achieve a desired outcome or,
exactly opposite, as a means to prevent an undesired outcome. On the other hand, news coverage
could also contribute to making people less excited about the use of referendums, for example
because an outcome is promoted which is opposite to one’s own preference and people feel
cynical rather than engaged by such coverage.
In general, we assume that people’s evaluations of and their affective responses to news
coverage of a referendum campaign can have the potential to affect individual levels of support
for referendums. However, in absence of prior research on this topic we first aim to investigate
the extent to which exposure to campaign news coverage matters for changing individual level
support for referendums. Based on this analysis, we then take our investigation one step further,
in the second part of this article, and explore the underlying mechanisms that can explain how
the news media can affect referendum support. Since there is no previous research on mediadriven campaign effects on support for referendums, we, at this point, formulate a research
question rather than a formal hypothesis:
(RQ1): How does exposure to news during a campaign affect public support
for referendums?

Method
In the present study, we employ a two-wave panel survey to investigate what factors determine
public support for referendums and how the campaign affected change in referendum support on
the individual level.
Two-Wave Panel Survey
Procedure. Our data stem from a two-wave panel survey conducted by GfK Benelux on
behalf of the University of Twente, The Netherlands (for details see Aarts & van der Kolk, 2005).
The survey consists of a pre- and post-referendum panel component.2 The net response was
1,561 (pre-referendum, response rate 66%) and 1,284 (post-referendum, response rate 81%).The
sample frame was formed by an existing large household panel. The interviews were conducted
by means of computer-assisted web-based interviewing (2/3) and computer-assisted telephone
interviewing (1/3).
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Sample characteristics. The sample consists of 47.4% males, the average age is 48.3
years (SD=15.98). Most respondents are household heads (59.8%), and the median net income is
1300-1500 Euro per month (14%). Compared to census data the sample is representative of the
Dutch electorate.3
Measures
The specific wording of all items and the descriptives for the independent variables listed below
can be found in Appendix A. To test both the cognitive mobilization hypothesis as well as the
political disaffection hypothesis we specify OLS regression models in order to explain general
approval of referendums. Furthermore, we specify one OLS regression model explaining change
in general approval of referendums. In this last model we include media and campaign exposure
measures as our key independent variables as well as several control measures in order to predict
change in referendum approval over the course of the campaign.
Dependent variable
Approval of referendums. Respondents indicated their general approval of public referendums on
a five-point Likert scale reaching from 1-strong disapproval of public referendums to 5-strong
approval of public referendums both in wave 1 (M=3.91, SD=1.19) as well as in wave 2
(M=4.05, SD=1.14). 4
Independent variables
Cognitive mobilization model. For the cognitive mobilization hypothesis, we assume that greater
cognitive resources make it more likely that people support direct democratic means since they
are more able to arrive at an informed decision and thus embrace the opportunity of getting more
politically involved. In this model we control for socio-demographic factors such as age, gender,
and education. The assumption is that younger voters and those with higher education are more
supportive of referendums. Findings on gender have been inconclusive in past research. Age is
measured in years, gender was coded as a male dummy variable and education was measured in
seven categories of obtainable Dutch education degrees (from low to high). Furthermore, in
order to mirror individual motivation, we asked if respondents had participated in the last
national election and included a measure combining both general political interest as well as
specific interest in EU affairs.5 According to the cognitive mobilization hypothesis those who
participated in the last general election and those with higher political interest should be more
supportive of referendums.
Political disaffection model. The political disaffection hypothesis claims that those who
are cynical about politics, disengaged and at the margins of the political process are more
supportive of referendums as an alternative way of getting involved and having a say. Thus, in
order to see if voters at the “periphery of politics” (Dalton et al., 2001) are more engaged by
referendums we include two dummy variables representing right political and left political
leaning as opposed to centrist views (see also Donovan & Karp, 2006). In addition, we also
include a variable indicating if respondents have been voting for a losing party in the last general
election and thus have to be considered as being in opposition to the incumbent government.6
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Another factor indicating detachment from the political process was if someone had not voted in
the last general election.7 Also, those feeling less politically efficacious and those less satisfied
with democracy are expected to be more in support of the referendum opportunity, according to
the political disaffection hypothesis. Political efficacy was measured as an index consisting of
four items and we include measures both for satisfaction with domestic democracy as well as for
satisfaction with EU democracy.8 Finally, we control for age and gender as measured in the first
model.9
Campaign model. To look at change in approval we include the time 1 measure for
referendum approval into the model. We also control for vote choice (‘yes’ or ‘no’) as well as a
list of control variables.10 Furthermore, we include two measures for campaign evaluation, asking
respondents as how ‘informative’ and how ‘sincere’ they perceived the campaign.11 In addition,
respondents were asked to indicate their frequency of interpersonal communication about the
referendum and how often they visited websites on political subjects during the campaign. The
key independent variable in the campaign model, however, is media use. For television news we
distinguish between exposure to the main public TV news show NOS Journaal, the main private
program RTL Nieuws, and the main current affairs program NOVA/Den Haag vandaag. For
newspaper coverage we built two additive index scales, one for tabloid outlets (Telegraaf,
Algemeen Dagblad, Metro) and one for broadsheet outlets (NRC Handelsblad, Volkskrant,
Trouw) (see Appendix A). Previous research has shown that news exposure patterns vary along a
dimension contrasting public and commercial television as well as broadsheet and tabloid
newspapers (Aarts & Semetko, 2003) and has attributed different kinds of effects to them
(Newton, 1999). These studies suggest that rather than the form (e.g., television vs. newspapers),
the content of news (e.g., broadsheet vs. tabloid) matters with regard to effects on political
involvement. Indeed, whereas broadsheet news have shown to be more informative and
contribute to higher levels of political knowledge (e.g., Aarts & Semetko, 2003; Newton, 1999),
the higher emotional appeal of tabloid news coverage has the potential to enhance information
processing and to increase readers’ attention and interest in a topic as well as to affect readers’
interpretations and the meaning derived from a story (e.g., Grabe et al., 2000).

Results
Cognitive mobilization hypothesis
Model 1 in Table 1.1. yields no support for the cognitive mobilization hypothesis. On the
contrary, most of the signs point into the opposite direction of what would have been expected.
Moreover, lower levels of education are related to higher levels of referendum support. These
findings yield indirect support for the political disaffection hypothesis.
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Political disaffection hypothesis
Model 2 in Table 1.1. indeed supports the main assumptions of the political disaffection
hypothesis. Almost all signs are in the expected directions and the explained variance for Model
2 is higher than for Model 1. Lower levels of political efficacy and dissatisfaction with domestic
democracy are related to higher levels of referendum support. Model 3 in Table 1.1. shows the
combined model, testing both hypotheses simultaneously.
Table 1.1.: OLS regression testing cognitive mobilization hypothesis and political disaffection hypothesis and
explaining general approval of public referendums

Model 1
Model 2
Cognitive Mobilization Political Disaffection
Hypothesis
Hypothesis

Model 3
Combined model

COGNITIVE MOBILIZATION
GENDER (MALE)

.025 (.067)

--

-.004 (.078)

-.005* (.002)

--

-.005 (.003)

-.109*** (.022)

--

-.068** (.026)

POLITICAL INTEREST

.061 (.065)

--

.031 (.078)

VOTED IN LAST ELECTION

-.139 (.125)

--

-.021 (.164)

GENDER (MALE)

--

-.024 (.078)

--

AGE

--

-.003 (.002)

--

NOT VOTED IN LAST ELECTION

--

.025 (.164)

--

POLITICAL ORIENTATION (LEFT)

--

.087 (.107)

.114 (.110)

POLITICAL ORIENTATION (RIGHT)

--

.021 (.095)

.017 (.095)

VOTED FOR LOSING PARTY

--

.147 (.086)

.125 (.087)

POLITICAL EFFICACY

--

-.854*** (.125)

-.805*** (.127)

SATISFACTION WITH DOMESTIC DEMOCRACY

--

-.146* (.067)

-.140* (.067)

SATISFACTION WITH EU DEMOCRACY

--

.069 (.068)

.059 (.068)

Adjusted R-Square

.02

.08

.08

-1209

-862

***
862

AGE
EDUCATION

POLITICAL DISAFFECTION

R–Square change (incl. political disaffection variables)
N

Note: Cell entries are unstandardized coefficients (standard errors in parentheses).13
*p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001 (two-tailed)
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Adding the variables of the second model to those of the first model significantly increases the
overall explained variance. Thus, the present study yields more support for the political
disaffection hypothesis (H2) than for the cognitive mobilization hypothesis (H1).12
Campaign model
Looking at how referendum support changed between our two panel waves, we find that overall
public support for referendums slightly increased over the course of the campaign. We see an
average increase in support between the two panel waves (M=+0.13, SD=1.19).14 Although the
net change seems negligible at first sight, there was considerable change in support ratings for
referendums on the individual level. Almost half of the respondents changed in their degree of
support, 26.5% got more supportive and 21.9% got more skeptical of public referendums over
the course of the campaign.15
Table 1.2.: OLS regression explaining change in general approval of public
referendums between before and after the campaign

General approval of
public referendums
(OLS regression)

TIME 1 CONTROL
APPROVAL AT TIME 1

.395*** (.037)

VOTE CHOICE
VOTE CHOICE (NO)

.366*** (.099)

CAMPAIGN VARIABLES
INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION

.063 (.062)

CAMPAIGN EVALUATION 1 (‘SINCERE’)

.022 (.045)

CAMPAIGN EVALUATION 2 (‘INFORMATIVE’)

.050 (.047)

NEWS VARIABLES
TABLOID NEWSPAPERS

.457* (.222)

PRIVATE TV NEWS (RTL NIEUWS)
BROADSHEET NEWSPAPERS

.064 (.038)
.507 (.319)

PUBLIC TV NEWS (NOS JOURNAAL)
TV CURRENT AFFAIRS PROGRAMS

-.042 (.061)
-.021 (.047)

INTERNET USE

-.109* (.047)

Adjusted R-Square
R–Square change (incl. news variables)

.31
*

N

538

Note: Cell entries are unstandardized coefficients (standard errors in parentheses).
*p ≤ .05; *** p ≤ .001 (two-tailed)
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Table 1.2. above shows that the campaign mattered for changes in referendum support. Adding
the media variables to the model significantly increases the explanatory power of the overall
model.16 More specifically, we find that higher levels of exposure to campaign news in tabloid
newspapers are related to increases in support for referendums. Furthermore, higher frequency of
internet use is related to a decline in support.
In a next step, we address the question how news affect support for referendums and investigate
which underlying mechanisms can account for these effects.

STUDY 2
Explicating the underlying mechanisms of news effects on referendum support
In the first part of this article we have shown that higher levels of exposure to tabloid news
during the EU Constitution referendum campaign increased referendum support. In the second
part, we now investigate the underlying mechanisms behind these effects and explore how
tabloid news can affect referendum support. We do this within the context of the signing of the
Treaty of Lisbon by the EU heads of government in December 2007.17
A lot of scholarly debate has focused on the implications of increasing ‘tabloidization’ of
news in recent years (see e.g., Brants, 1998; Blumler, 1999). This process implies an upgrading
of scandal and infotainment at the expense of hard news and a spill-over of this trend from the
popular to the quality press (Franklin, 1997; Langer, 1997). In an increasingly competitive
market and under mounting commercial pressure news media have to attract large audiences. As
a consequence of this process, tabloid newspapers are characterized by paying extra attention on
the ‘saleablity’ of information (Esser, 1999).
This market orientation is believed to result in the adaptation of tabloid news values such
as entertainment, sensation, negativity, or human interest stories (Franklin, 1997; Harcup &
O’Neill, 2000) in order to generate more involvement and attract more interest on the audience
side. At the same time there is less space devoted to information (Rooney, 2000) such as more
serious international or political news coverage (Connell, 1998; McLachlan & Golding, 2000;
Uribe & Gunter, 2004; Winston, 2002). However, aside from the topical focus in tabloid news
coverage there are also certain formal features which are characteristic for tabloid news.
McLachlan and Golding (2000) identify the use of more pictures, bigger headlines and less text
as typical for tabloid news coverage (see also Djupsund & Carlson, 1998). Furthermore, tabloid
and broadsheet reporting differ in the choice of lexical items used (Jucker, 1992). The
vocabulary of tabloid news consists of comparatively shorter expressions (Freeborn, 1996), more
informal expressions (Jucker, 1992) and more use of emotional language such as expressions of
extreme (positive or negative) evaluation, for example rhetorical questions, appeals or
superlatives in headlines (Schönbach, 2000). Furthermore, not only is the coverage as such more
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personalized (Sparks, 2000; Uribe & Gunter, 2004), presenting public figures as private persons,
but there are also more attempts to approach the reader him/herself more personally as a way of
getting him/her more involved. Also, with regard to layout and design tabloid news coverage
shows more attempts to structure content in order to make it more easily accessible for readers,
for example by emphasizing certain text parts using bold type or bigger fonts (Schönbach, 2000).
Most importantly, differences in style of reporting between tabloid and broadsheet news
can result in different perceptions among readers (Jucker, 1992). Formal features of news
coverage have been shown to affect readers’ interpretations and the meaning derived from a
story (Grabe et al., 2000; Grabe et al., 2003). Tabloid style reporting increases arousal and
attention while, at the same time, it is seen as less informative than broadsheet style reporting
(Grabe et al., 2000). Feelings of arousal and increased attention can have important
consequences for information processing. For example, non-arousing content (such as political
news) packaged in tabloid style can lead to more active information-processing (see Grabe et al.,
2000). In this way, tabloid style reporting is capable of increasing readers’ attention and interest
in the topic and enhancing the effect of political news on audience evaluations.
Mediation dynamics
Exposure to tabloid style news can lead to an exaggerated perception of both the importance of a
topic as well as of the seriousness of a situation (Grabe et al., 2003). In the current study, we
assume that tabloid style reporting of a non-arousing news story (such as the EU Treaty of
Lisbon) will lead to greater attention and thus more thorough information processing than
broadsheet style reporting. This means that respondents who are exposed to a tabloid style news
story about the Treaty of Lisbon should arrive at the perception of greater importance of the
topic and greater seriousness of the situation. We look specifically at how opponents of a policy
proposal are affected in their approval of public referendums by exposure to tabloid style news,
supporters showed to be unaffected in their approval of referendums by exposure to tabloid news
(reported below).
A respondent who opposes the Treaty and is exposed to a tabloid style news story about
the topic should attach greater importance to his/her negative evaluation of the situation. In turn,
it can be expected that this results in greater support for holding a public referendum on the issue
as a possible way to prevent the Treaty from coming into force. This dynamic can be expected to
further depend on the valence of the news story. We expect, on the one hand, that negative
tabloid news can make negative evaluations more salient among opponents than negative
broadsheet news. On the other hand, we assume that opponents of a referendum proposal show
stronger negative affective responses or negative emotions in opposition to positive tabloid news
than to positive broadsheet news. In both cases, we expect these negative attitudes or emotions to
increase referendum support among opponents as a means to prevent an undesired outcome. That
said, in the present study, our approach has to remain largely explorative considering the lack of
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previous research on the mediated effect of different news formats on subsequent attitudes or
behavioural intentions.
Whereas previous research has shown how, for example, differently valenced news
frames can affect the direction of subsequent evaluations and issue considerations (e.g., Maier &
Rittberger, 2008; Schuck & de Vreese, 2006; de Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2003), research on the
role of message-induced emotions in affecting subsequent attitudes or behavioural outcomes is
scarce (see e.g., Druckman & McDermott, 2008; Nabi, 1999; Neuman et al., 2007). However,
previous research has shown how peoples’ existing attitudes and pre-dispositions can make them
resistant towards the persuasive appeal of messages (see e.g., Bizer & Petty, 2005; Meffert et al.,
2006). At the same time, we can expect that counter-attitudinal information can have opposite
effects and foster certain negative affective responses or emotions in return. Such messageinduced negative emotions can have an impact on subsequent attitudes or adaptive behaviour
(e.g., Lazarus, 1991). ‘Anger’ is a key emotion with high mobilizing potential, which is elicited
in response to perceived obstacles or offenses against oneself which are interfering with one’s
own goals or self-interest (see e.g., Izard, 1977; Lazarus, 1991; Nabi, 1999). Previous research
suggests that message-induced anger leads to more attention and more careful information
processing (Nabi, 1999). Furthermore, anger is negatively related to attitude change (Dillard et
al., 1996) and has the potential to mobilize people in an attempt to defend oneself and in order to
correct the situation or event which is blamed for goal obstruction (Izard, 1977, 1993).
Bringing the above observations together, our first expectation is that opponents of a
referendum proposal reading a negative tabloid article should perceive the potential
consequences of the Treaty more negatively and support the idea of holding a referendum on the
issue more strongly than opponents reading a negative broadsheet article. To test this claim, we
rely on the approach by Tao and Bucy (2007), who recently proposed a mediation model to study
the impact of media stimuli via a mediator (defined in terms of psychological states such as
perceptions, evaluations or emotions elicited by media stimuli) on a dependent variable. In the
current study we thus test ‘negative future expectations’ as a mediator for the effect of negative
tabloid style news on referendum support among opponents of the Treaty:
(H3): Opponents exposed to a negative tabloid article about a policy proposal become
more negative about the assumed future consequences of the proposal than opponents
exposed to a negative broadsheet article. This makes them more supportive of holding a
public referendum on the issue at stake.
Similarly, our complementary expectation is that opponents reading a positive tabloid
article about a policy proposal should show stronger negative affective responses against it and
support the idea of holding a public referendum on the issue more strongly compared to
opponents reading a positive broadsheet article. In the current study we thus test ‘anger’ as a
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mediator for the effect of positive tabloid style news on referendum support among opponents of
the Treaty:
(H4): Opponents exposed to a positive tabloid article about a policy proposal become
more angry about the proposal than opponents exposed to a positive broadsheet article.
This makes them more supportive of holding a public referendum on the issue at stake.
Method
To test the effect of tabloid vs. broadsheet style news reporting on support for referendums we
conducted an experiment. We investigate if the style of reporting (tabloid format vs. broadsheet
format) affects referendum support in two different valence conditions, negative and positive. In
a second step, we test potentially mediating factors for the effect of tabloid news on referendum
support.
Experiment.
Design. To test the possible effects of positive and negative tabloid vs. broadsheet style
reporting on support for referendums, we used a 2x2, between-subjects experimental design with
random assignment to one of four conditions. Within this design, the first condition exposed
respondents to a broadsheet style news story framed in positive terms towards the Treaty of
Lisbon and the second condition exposed respondents to a broadsheet style news story framed in
negative terms. The third condition is a positive tabloid style news story towards the Treaty and
the final condition is a negative tabloid style news story.
Procedure. The experiment was conducted in January 2008 by The Dutch Institute for
Public Opinion Research and Market Research TNS NIPO (Amsterdam/The Netherlands).
Participants first completed a pre-test questionnaire asking for demographic details and a number
of political predispositions. Next, participants were randomly exposed to a news article
establishing the four alternative conditions. Finally, participants completed a post-test
questionnaire which asked for their support for holding a public referendum on the Treaty of
Lisbon, their assessment of the perceived future consequences of the Treaty, and their affective
response to the stimulus material.
Sample. A representative sample was drawn from the TNS NIPObase, a database
representative of the Dutch population consisting of 200,000 respondents. Respondents filled in
the questionnaire on their own computer (CASI). In total, 580 individuals participated in the
experiment (52.9% percent females, age = 18-81 [M = 46.9, SD = 16.47]), 154 in the positive
broadsheet condition, 137 in the negative broadsheet condition, 140 in the positive tabloid
condition and 149 in the negative tabloid condition. The response rate was 72.7%.
Stimulus material. The experimental stimulus material consisted of a news article written
either in tabloid or broadsheet style and framed either in positive or negative terms towards the
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Treaty of Lisbon. The news articles were produced for the study rather than selected.18 This gives
full control over the experimental manipulation, and it ensures that no respondent has been
exposed to the article in advance. In both versions, tabloid and broadsheet, the storyline was
identical, dealing with a general discussion of the assumed consequences of the EU Treaty of
Lisbon, framed in either positive or negative terms. However, the tabloid articles were shorter
than their broadsheet versions; the average number of words per sentence was shorter as well.
More catchphrases, common everyday expressions as well as value-loaden expressions were
used. More exclamation and question marks appeared in the tabloid versions, and two instead of
one paragraph were printed in bold. Furthermore, the writing style was more personal and the
headline was bigger and phrased in more emotional terms (see Appendix B for stimulus
material).
Manipulation check. A manipulation check revealed successful manipulation.
Respondents were asked if the article they just read had either been more negative or more
positive towards the EU Treaty of Lisbon (1-very negative, 7-very positive). Respondents in the
positive broadsheet version (M=4.75, SD=1.49) perceived the valence of the article as
significantly more positive than respondents in the negative broadsheet condition (M=3.03,
SD=1.17) (t(289)=10.88, p<.001). Also, respondents in the positive tabloid condition (M=4.80,
SD=1.68) perceived the article as significantly more positive than respondents in the negative
tabloid condition (M=2.85, SD=1.27) (t(287)=11.14, p<.001).
Measures
Dependent variable: Referendum support. Respondents were asked on a 7-point scale to what
extent they would support the idea to hold a public referendum on the EU Treaty of Lisbon (1strongly against, 7-strongly in support) (M=4.32, SD=1.84).
Moderating variable: EU support. In our analysis, we distinguish between respondents who are
in support of the EU (supporters) and those who are skeptical towards the EU (opponents). The
degree to which each respondent supports or opposes the EU was assessed as a pre-intervention
measure with four questions on five-point Likert scales covering the following dimensions: (1)
general EU support, (2) support for the Euro, (3) support for EU enlargement, and (4) support for
Dutch EU membership.19 All four items together build a reliable scale (Cronbach’s alpha = .71)
on which higher scores represent higher levels of EU support (M= 3.02, SD= .72). For our
analysis we built two groups above and below the mean and classify individuals as either being
opponents (n=225) or supporters (n=355).
Mediation analysis. In order to explain the underlying mechanism behind the effect of
tabloid vs. broadsheet style news reporting on referendum support we distinguish between
different potential mediators within the positive and negative valence conditions. Since there was
no effect of tabloid vs. broadsheet style news on referendum support among supporters of the
proposal (reported below), we focus on possible mediation dynamics within the group of
opponents of the proposal only. Furthermore, and in line with the survey findings from the first
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part of our study, we specifically focus on mechanisms that can account for increases in
referendum support rather than decreases.
Within the negative valence condition we test ‘negative future expectations’ regarding
the assumed consequences of the Treaty as a possible mediator for the effect of negative tabloid
news on referendum support. Negative future expectations are measured with three items as a
post-intervention measure on five-point Likert scales (1-very low, 5-very high). We distinguish
between different levels of psychological distance from the respondent (Perloff, 1993) and asked
respondents, how likely they thought it was that the Treaty of Lisbon would have negative
consequences with regard to (1-personal level) one’s own personal future (M= 3.11, SD= .97),
(2-group level) the future of one’s friends and family (M= 3.09, SD= .90), and (3-societal level)
the future of the country (M= 3.20, SD= 1.00). All three items together built a reliable scale
(Cronbach’s alpha= .88) on which higher scores stand for more negative future expectations (M=
3.13, SD= .86).
Within the positive valence condition we test ‘anger’ as a possible mediator for the effect
of positive tabloid news on referendum support. Respondents were asked to agree or disagree
with the following statement: “I got angry by reading the article and about the opinions
expressed in it” (1-not at all, 7-very much) (M=3.53, SD=1.57).

Results
The experimental manipulation (tabloid vs. broadsheet) affected referendum support among
opponents of the proposal. Taking both (positive and negative) tabloid and both broadsheet
conditions together we find that opponents in the two tabloid conditions expressed significantly
higher support for referendums (M= 5.00, SD= 1.96) than opponents in the two broadsheet
conditions (M= 4.44, SD= 1.95) (F(1,223)= 4.70, p< .05). EU supporters showed to be generally
less in favour of referendums than opponents and did not differ in support between the
broadsheet (M= 4.09, SD= 1.75) and the tabloid (M= 4.03, SD= 1.67) conditions (F(1,353)=.12,
p> .05).20
In line with our hypotheses, we take a closer look at opponents of the proposal within the
two different valence conditions (see Table 1.3.). Opponents in the negative tabloid condition are
significantly more supportive (M= 5.22, SD= 1.81) of referendums than opponents in the
negative broadsheet condition (M= 4.43, SD= 1.93) (b=.79, SE=.36) (F(1,105)= 4.76, p<.05).21
In the positive tabloid condition, opponents are also more supportive towards
referendums (M= 4.77, SD= 2.01) than opponents in the positive broadsheet condition (M= 4.44,
SD= 1.98), however, the difference is not significant (b=n.s.) (F(1,116)= .77, p>.05).22
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Table 1.3.: Referendum support of opponents and supporters in tabloid and broadsheet conditions
(positive and negative conditions)

Broadsheet
condition
positive
(n=154)
Opponents
(n=225)

Supporters
(n=355)

Tabloid
condition
positive
(n=140)

Broadsheet
condition
negative
(n=137)

Tabloid
condition
negative
(n=149)

4.44

4.77 d

4.43 a

5.22 b

(1.98)

(2.01)

(1.93)

(1.81)

n=61

n=57

n=47

n=60

3.95

3.96 e

4.24

4.09 c

(1.73)

(1.80)

(1.76)

(1.54)

n=93

n=83

n=90

n=89

Note: Different subscripts a,b indicate significant between-condition difference with p< .05. Different
subscripts d,e indicate significant within-condition difference with p< .05. Different subscripts b,c indicate
significant within-condition difference with p< .001 (all two-tailed).

In a next step, we take a closer look at opponents within each valence condition in
particular and formally assess two possible mediation mechanisms behind the impact of negative
and positive tabloid news on referendum support.23 More specifically, we have to distinguish
between mediated effects and specific indirect effects in our analysis. Only when there is a
significant direct effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable (i.e. for negative
tabloid news on referendum support), one can meaningfully speak of a mediated effect with
regard to the potential influence of another factor. Otherwise, when the direct effect is not
significant (i.e. for positive tabloid news on referendum support), but the independent variable
still exerts a significant influence on the dependent variable via another factor, it is more
appropriate to speak of an indirect effect (see Preacher & Hayes, 2004).
In our subsequent analysis, we first follow the causal steps approach introduced by Baron
and Kenny (1986) and then present findings based on the bootstrapping method for mediation
models as introduced by Preacher and Hayes (2004, 2008a, 2008b). Preacher and Hayes (2004)
recommend the use of bootstrapping techniques, a nonparametric re-sampling procedure, when
formally assessing mediation effects as the most powerful and reasonable method to obtain
confidence limits for specific indirect effects (see also Shrout & Bolger, 2002; Williams &
MacKinnon, 2008).24 Previous research has pointed to the shortcomings of the causal-steps
approach as lacking in power and suffering from high Type 1 error rates (e.g., MacKinnon et al.,
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2002, 2004) and has called for more formal tests of the significance of specific indirect effects in
mediation analyses (for a review, see Preacher & Hayes, 2004), which is why we provide such
an additional test for our hypotheses.25
Next, we first look at the negative valence condition specifically and test if the effect of
negative tabloid news (vs. negative broadsheet news) on referendum support among opponents is
mediated by more negative expectations regarding the assumed future consequences of the
Treaty. The theoretical model is illustrated in Figure 1.1. below.
Figure 1.1.: Mediated effect of negative tabloid news (as opposed to negative broadsheet news) on referendum
support among opponents

Negative
future expectations
(mediator)

b1

a1

Negative
tabloid news

c’

Referendum
support

Note: c′ is the direct effect of the independent variable (negative tabloid news) on the dependent variable
(referendum support) or the effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable when the mediator is
controlled for. The specific indirect effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable via the mediator is
quantified as a1 b1. Since there only is one mediator variable, the specific indirect effect equals the total indirect
effect (see Preacher & Hayes, 2008a).

Our findings show that opponents in the negative tabloid condition are significantly more
negative about the assumed future consequences of the Treaty (M= 3.79, SD= .60) than
opponents in the negative broadsheet condition (M= 3.44, SD= .76) (b=.36, SE=.13) (F(1,105)=
7.35, p< .01).26 In a next step, we see that negative future expectations regarding the assumed
consequences of the Treaty significantly increase referendum support among opponents,
controlling for main effects (b=.86, SE=.26) (F(2,104)= 8.20, p< .01). At the same time, the
direct effect of negative tabloid news is not significant anymore when the mediator is entered
into the model. This gives a first indication of a mediated dynamic in which exposure to negative
tabloid news (as opposed to negative broadsheet news) makes opponents of the proposal more
critical towards the assumed future consequences of the Treaty which then results in a stronger
urge to hold a public referendum on the issue at stake.
To validate these findings, we apply the bootstrapping method developed by Preacher
and Hayes (2004) and formally assess if the effect of negative tabloid news on referendum
support among opponents of a referendum is mediated by more negative assumptions regarding
the future consequences of the Treaty. On the basis of 5,000 bootstrap samples, a 95% bias
corrected and accelerated confidence interval (95% bca CI) was computed for the point estimate
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of the specific indirect effect of the mediator (see Table 1.4.). If this interval does not include
zero, the effect significantly differs from zero.

Table 1.4.: Mediation model with ‘negative future expectations’ as a mediator for the effect of negative tabloid
news (as opposed to negative broadsheet news) on referendum support among opponents

Total effect of negative tabloid condition (IV) on referendum support (DV)
Coeff
SE
t
condition
.79
.36
2.18

P
<.05

Direct effect of negative tabloid condition (IV) on referendum support (DV)
Coeff
SE
t
condition
.49
.36
1.35

P
>.05

BOOTSTRAP RESULTS FOR INDIRECT EFFECT
Indirect effect of IV on DV through proposed mediator
Data
Boot
negative expectations
.31
.30

Bias
-.01

SE
.14

Bias corrected and accelerated confidence interval for specific indirect effect
Lower
Upper
negative expectations
.0831
.6395

Note: Level of confidence for confidence intervals = 95; Number of bootstrap re-samples: 5000; sample size:
n = 107.

The bootstrap results for the specific indirect effect, and thus the indirect effect of negative
tabloid news on referendum support via the mediator, is significant (b=.30, SE=.14) (95% bca
CI: .0831; .6395).27 At the same time, the direct effect of negative tabloid news on referendum
support is not significant anymore after entering the mediator variable into the model (b=.49,
SE=.36; p>.05). These results support our third hypothesis (H3), indicating that the effect of
negative tabloid news on referendum support is mediated by negative future expectations
regarding the consequences of the Treaty (for full model see Appendix C).28
Next, we turn to opponents in the positive valence condition and test if there is an indirect
effect of positive tabloid news on referendum support via an affective negative response
(‘anger’) to the counter-attitudinal message content. The theoretical model is illustrated in Figure
1.2. below.
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Figure 1.2.: Indirect effect of positive tabloid news (as opposed to positive broadsheet news) on referendum support
among opponents

Negative
affective response /
‘anger’
(mediator)

a1

Positive
tabloid news

c’

b1

Referendum
support

Note: c′ is the direct effect of the independent variable (positive tabloid news) on the dependent variable
(referendum support) or the effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable when the mediator is
controlled for. The specific indirect effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable via the mediator is
quantified as a1 b1. Since there only is one mediator variable, the specific indirect effect equals the total indirect
effect (see Preacher & Hayes, 2008a).

Our findings show that opponents in the positive tabloid condition are significantly more angry
towards the information they have been exposed to (M= 4.67, SD= 1.56) than opponents in the
positive broadsheet condition (M= 3.75, SD= .1.58) (b=.91, SE=.29) (F(1,116)= 9.95, p< .01).29
In a next step, we see that angry feelings towards a policy proposal increase support for holding
a public referendum on the issue at stake among opponents, controlling for main effects (b=.28,
SE=.12) (F(2,115)= 3.23, p< .05). Thus, exposure to positive tabloid news (as opposed to
positive broadsheet news) causes a negative affective response among opponents of the proposal
which then results in increased support for holding a public referendum on the issue at stake.
The bootstrap results for the specific indirect effect, and thus the indirect effect of
positive tabloid news on referendum support via ‘anger’ yields a significant effect (b=.25,
SE=.13) (95% bca CI: .0714; .5885), lending support to our final hypothesis (H4) (see Table 1.5.
below).30 However, since the total effect of positive tabloid news on referendum support overall
is not significant (b=.33, SE=.38; p>.05), we cannot speak of a mediated effect but rather of a
significant indirect effect of positive tabloid news on referendum support via ‘anger’ as a
negative affective response (for full model see Appendix D).31 As Preacher and Hayes (2004)
point out, substantial conclusions regarding the existence of causal mechanisms can be drawn
from significant indirect effects also in the absence of a significant total effect.
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Table 1.5.: Mediation model with ‘anger’ as a mediator for the effect of positive tabloid news (as opposed to
positive broadsheet news) on referendum support among EU sceptics

Total effect of positive tabloid condition (IV) on referendum support (DV)
Coeff
SE
t
Condition
.33
.38
.88

P
>.05

Direct effect of positive tabloid condition (IV) on referendum support (DV)
Coeff
SE
t
Condition
.07
.38
.19

P
>.05

BOOTSTRAP RESULTS FOR INDIRECT EFFECT
Indirect effect of IV on DV through proposed mediator
Data
Boot
anger
.26
.25

Bias
-.01

SE
.13

Bias corrected and accelerated confidence interval for specific indirect effect
Lower
Upper
anger
.0714
.5885
Note: Level of confidence for confidence intervals = 95; Number of bootstrap re-samples: 5000; sample size:
n = 118.

General discussion
In this article, we first set out to test two rival hypotheses in order to answer the question of who
is most supportive of referendums as a means of direct democracy. Furthermore, the present
study is the first to not treat referendum support as a static concept and to assess the role of the
campaign in changing referendum support on the individual level. Our findings indicate that the
referendum opportunity is especially embraced by those who feel more politically disaffected
rather than by those who display higher levels of political involvement. Furthermore, we show
that higher levels of exposure to tabloid style campaign news increased support for referendums.
In a second step, we investigated the underlying dynamics behind these effects and showed how
both negative as well as positive tabloid style news about a policy proposal can lead opponents
to become more critical and more affectively predisposed against the proposal. In turn, this
increases support for holding a public referendum on the issue at stake as a way to prevent an
unwanted scenario.
Based on our findings it seems that referendums are welcomed as an alternative way of
political expression by skeptical citizens who see direct democratic means as an effective
opportunity to veto political decisions which are otherwise just decided upon by the political
elites. This is in line with previous research stressing the potential of direct democracy to tackle
symptoms of political apathy (Budge, 1996) and engage the otherwise disengaged (Dalton et al.,
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2001; Gilljam et al., 1998). The dynamic we show in the present study demonstrates how a
referendum triggered by the political elites can backfire and engage especially those who are
most critical. These citizens might hold critical views towards the political process but at the
same time they stay committed to democratic principles and embrace the opportunity to have a
say (Inglehart, 1999; Norris, 1999).
Our findings might apply in particular to a situation in which the referendum is initiated
and supported by the political elites, involvement in the topic is high and the issue at stake is
controversially discussed. This particular referendum context might function as a sort of
condition specification for when the political disaffection model is superior over the cognitive
mobilization model. The motives, then, behind support for referendums have to be seen as rather
defensive (veto function) and issue-oriented. Outside of the context of government initiated
referendums the question remains to what extent disaffected citizens would get involved in
citizen initiatives organized to achieve a positive outcome and to change the status quo.
On the other hand, the cognitive mobilization hypothesis might yield more support in a
context in which issue involvement and the level of public debate are rather low and the issue is
less controversial. Previous studies, in line with our findings, have yielded stronger support for
the political disaffection hypothesis in Europe (Dalton et al., 2001) and here especially for the
Nordic countries (Gilljam et al., 1998) whereas the cognitive mobilization hypothesis received
more support in countries with an established tradition in the use of referendums such as Canada,
New Zealand, or Switzerland (Donovan & Karp, 2006). This could mean that in a context in
which referendums are not seen as a special occasion and applied more often, those with higher
cognitive resources remain more committed to the practice. The political disaffection hypothesis
might be more applicable instead in contexts in which referendums are the exception rather than
the norm.
One important contribution of the present study is to have shown how the news media
have the potential to affect referendum support. Our findings are in line with previous research
that has shown that the style of reporting can affect readers’ interpretations of news (Grabe et al.,
2000; Jucker, 1992). Tabloid style news reporting can lead individuals to perceive a situation as
more serious (Grabe et al., 2003). In this way, opponents of a referendum proposal can become
more negative towards a policy proposal and thus support public referendums as a means to
prevent an unwanted outcome. Importantly, we have also shown how opponents of a referendum
proposal can resist positive message appeals and become more affectively predisposed against
the proposal. We believe that such underlying mediation dynamics and the affective responses to
campaign messages in light of existing opinions merit further efforts in future research. Future
studies should aim at identifying more of the cognitive and psychological processes that underlie
the effects of news coverage on individual referendum support and expand such investigations to
different referendum contexts.
We do generally prefer and advocate for weighing in concrete content characteristics into
measures of news exposure in survey analyses that aim to assess the impact of news media
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coverage on subsequent attitudes or behaviour (see Schuck & de Vreese, 2008; Schuck & de
Vreese, 2009). However, due to a lack of prior research and given this was only a first
explorative investigation into the role of the news media in affecting support for referendums, we
had decided not to weigh in actual content features into our survey measure but focus on
exposure only. This decision, in this particular context, becomes more compelling if we consider
the findings of our experiment: As we have shown, both positive as well as negative tabloid
news can lead to increasing support for referendums for certain segments of the electorate via
different routes and based on different underlying processes. Chapter 2 and Chapter 3 of this
dissertation provide more of a context in which to further interpret the findings of the current
study. They show that news coverage during the campaign carried both positive as well as
negative evaluations of the referendum proposal but that positive evaluations were predominant.
Thus, we can expect that both of the processes we identified in the current study might have been
at work simultaneously and to different degrees. Importantly, positive tabloid news can increase
referendum support among opponents through negative affective responses (‘anger’). This also
ties in with the other main finding of the current study, namely that referendums are especially
embraced out of defensive motives and as an alternative means of having a say and veto political
decisions by those with higher levels of political disaffection.
Finally, referendums play an important role for the involvement of citizens in EU
democracy. Since the European Parliament is the only EU institution which is directly and
democratically elected, national referendums are of special importance and one of the few
opportunities for citizens to directly engage in EU politics themselves. Our findings show that
the negative experience of seeing the Dutch 2005 referendum on the European constitutional
treaty fail did not substantially decrease support for direct democracy among supporters of the
proposal. At the same time it did increase support among opponents. This could mean that direct
democracy becomes more popular the more citizens are exposed to it. Although the referendum
formally “failed”, it can be seen as a success in a more normative way, as an exercise in
democracy: It engaged the least politically involved and those who are most skeptical about
politics. The use of referendums in the EU may or may not help in the creation of a common
European identity (Hug, 2003) but it can help to overcome the democratic deficit of the EU (e.g.,
Meyer, 1999; Scharpf, 1997; Schmitter, 2000).
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NOTES
_____________________
1

An earlier version of this article was awarded a Top Student Paper Award at the 2008 conference of the
International Communication Association (ICA) by the Political Communication Division of the ICA.
2
We are grateful to Kees Aarts and Henk van der Kolk for letting us use these data. Respondents in the
first panel wave were interviewed in five sub-groups at different points in time. The first sub-group was
interviewed starting April 22nd, the second group starting May 6th, the third starting May 13th, the fourth
starting May 20th and the last group only on May 30th and May 31st. Since our campaign effects model is
meant to explain change in referendum support over the course of the campaign we removed the
respondents of the last sub-group from our analysis. However, an alternative model was tested (not
reported here) including all sub-groups which yielded the same significant results. For the second panel
wave all respondents were re-interviewed between June 2nd and June 12th.
3
Compared to CBS census data and with regard to gender, age, and education we report the following
slight under- or over-representations. There is a slight under-representation of men in our net panel
(47.7% versus 49.5%). Regarding age groups, 15-24 year olds are slightly under-represented (7.2%
versus 11.9%), 45-54 year olds are slightly over-represented (20.1% versus 14%) as well as 65+ year olds
who are also slightly over-represented (17.4% versus 13.7%).
4
When testing the cognitive mobilization hypothesis and the political disaffection hypothesis the time 2
measure is used as dependent variable. In the final campaign model the time 2 measure is the dependent
variable and the time 1 measure is included as an independent variable in order to explain individual
change in approval over the course of the campaign.
5
Of our respondents 91.2% reported to have voted in the last national election which reflects a well
known bias in self-reported turnout (Granberg & Holmberg, 1991). However, actual turnout has been
high in the last Dutch national election (2002) which preceded the referendum (79.1%).
6
56.7% of our respondents reported voting for a party currently in the opposition.
7
8.8% of our sample reported not having voted in the last general election.
8
Correlation analysis shows that both concepts are not entirely uni-dimensional (r=0.51) (see also Karp et
al., 2003).
9
The variance inflation factors (VIF) for the independent variables in our overall model are all below the
value of two and thus sufficiently low, indicating the absence of multi-collinearity in our data.
10
More specifically, we control for age, gender and education as socio-demographic factors as well as for
political interest, satisfaction with democracy in the Netherlands and in Europe and political efficacy (all
measured as in the previous models). Furthermore, the variance inflation factors (VIF) for the
independent variables in our final campaign model are all sufficiently low and below the value of two,
thus indicating the absence of multi-collinearity.
11
Correlation analysis shows that both concepts are not entirely uni-dimensional (r=0.22) which is why
we include both concepts as separate variables into our model.
12
We also tested both models with the time 1 measure as dependent variable yielding the same general
patterns as we report. The only differences are that education has no significant impact in the cognitive
mobilization model and in the political disaffection model the effect of satisfaction with domestic
democracy is not significant whereas left political ideology is positively related to referendum support.
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13

The difference in the number of cases between Model 1 and Model 2 and 3 is due to item non-response
(and “don’t know” answers) on a number of measures contained in the latter two models.
14
To assess changes in referendum support we subtract individual referendum support scores at wave 1
from individual referendum support scores at wave 2. Since referendum support was measured on 5-point
Likert scales the resulting scale for change in referendum support reaches from -4 (maximum decrease in
support) to +4 (maximum increase in support).
15
51.6% (n=598) of all respondents remained stable in their general approval of referendums over the
course of the campaign, 48.4% (n=561) changed in their support for referendums. Of those who have
changed in their support for referendums 31.6% increased one scale-point, 17.8% increased two scalepoints, 3% increased three scale-points and 2.3% increased four scale-points. 28.6% decreased one scalepoint, 13.5% decreased two scale-points, 2.5% decreased three scale-points and 0.7% decreased four
scale-points.
16
In this model we also controlled for age, gender, education, satisfaction with domestic and EU
democracy, political efficacy and political interest. Since we focus on the influence of the campaign and
the news media on explaining change over the two panel waves we do not report the results for each of
these controls in the table. We find that less educated voters and voters who feel less efficacious increased
in their support for referendums over the course of the campaign.
17
The Treaty of Lisbon is meant to amend the existing EU treaties and to substitute the old EU
Constitution draft after the French and Dutch No votes in 2005. It was meant to come into force in
January 2009 after being ratified by all EU member states. However, after the treaty got rejected in June
2008 in a national referendum in Ireland the ratification process is currently put on hold.
18
The different versions of our stimulus article mirror a realistic and factual discussion of the assumed
consequences of the Treaty of Lisbon framed in either positive or negative terms. Thus, we regard the
context of our study as still realistic although no actual referendum on the Treaty of Lisbon took place in
the Netherlands. However, the treaty had just been signed by the time we conducted our experiment and it
still needed to be approved by all EU member states and several countries considered holding a
referendum and Ireland, later, did hold a public referendum on the treaty.
19
A randomization check revealed successful randomization with no between-group differences with
regard to age, gender and education. There also was no between-group difference with regard to our preintervention measure of EU support (F(3,576)=.978, p> .05). The random selection of subjects means that
there are no initial differences between the different groups and that between-group differences which are
detected later on as part of the post-test constitute evidence that subjects responded differently to the
respective experimental intervention.
20
Whereas opponents and supporters in the broadsheet conditions did not differ significantly from each
other in their support for referendums (t(289)= 1.55, p>.05), in the tabloid conditions opponents are
significantly more supportive of referendums than supporters (t(287)= 10.86, p<.001).
21
As an alternative test of our expectation we tested a formal interaction model with an interaction term
between the experimental condition (negative tabloid news vs. negative broadsheet news) and EU support
(being an opponent vs. being a supporter) controlling for main effects which yielded the same significant
result (F(3, 282)= 5.59, p<.01) and shows that the effect of negative tabloid news is moderated by EU
support. The interaction term remains significant when both tabloid versions (positive and negative) and
both broadsheet versions (positive and negative) are combined (F(3, 576)= 8.10, p<.001).
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22

Furthermore, opponents in the positive tabloid condition (M= 4.77, SD= 2.01) are significantly more
supportive of referendums than supporters in the same condition (M= 3.96, SD= 1.80) (t(138)= -2.37,
p<.05) and opponents in the negative tabloid condition are also more supportive of referendums (M=
5.22, SD= 1.81) than supporters in the same condition (M= 4.09, SD= 1.54) (t(147)= -4.08, p<.001).
23
Mediation occurs under the condition that (1) there is a significant main effect of the independent
variable on the dependent variable when the presumed mediating variable is not controlled for, (2) the
independent variable has a significant effect on the mediator variable (path a1 in Figure 1.1. and Figure
1.2.), and (3) the mediator variable has a significant effect on the dependent variable (path b1 in Figure
1.1. and Figure 1.2.) while at the same time the effect of the independent variable on the dependent
variable decreases (see e.g., Baron & Kenny, 1986).
24
Bootstrapping implies that each indirect effect is estimated multiple times by repeatedly sampling cases
with replacement from the data and estimating the model in each resample.
25
The same authors have also warned of the routine use of the most commonly applied formal mediation
test, the Sobel test or product-of-coefficients approach (Sobel, 1982), since this test is only suitable for
large sample sizes (as in our analysis in Chapter 2 of this dissertation). For smaller samples the
assumption of multivariate normality, which the Sobel test is based upon, is usually violated, i.e. the
assumption that the sampling distribution of the total and specific indirect effects is normal.
26
Opponents in the positive tabloid condition (M= 3.69, SD= .84) also feel more negative about the
assumed consequences of the Treaty than opponents in the positive broadsheet condition (M= 3.60, SD=
.77), however, the difference is not significant (F(1,116)= .36, p> .05).
27
This coefficient equals the product of a1 b1 as illustrated in Figure 1.1.
28
This coefficient indicates the effect of the experimental condition on turnout intention when the
mediator variable is controlled for (path c` in Figure 1.2.).
29
Opponents in the negative tabloid condition (M= 3.12, SD= 1.62) do not feel more angry about the
information they have been exposed to than opponents in the negative broadsheet condition (M= 3.09,
SD= 1.30) (F(1,105)= .01, p> .05).
30
This coefficient equals the product of a1 b1 as illustrated in Figure 1.2.
31
This coefficient indicates the effect of the experimental condition on turnout intention when the
mediator variable is not controlled for.
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CHAPTER 2
__________________
THE DUTCH NO TO THE EU CONSTITUTION: ASSESSING THE ROLE OF EU
SKEPTICISM AND THE CAMPAIGN

This article has been published in the Journal of Elections, Public Opinion & Parties, 18(1):
101-128 (2008).

Abstract
In June 2005 the Dutch electorate rejected the EU constitutional treaty in a national referendum.
The current study, which focuses on vote choice and the campaign, draws on complementary
explanations for referendum voting behaviour. We investigated how attitudes towards the EU
influenced the intention to vote No ahead of the campaign as well as the impact of the campaign
and the media on the final vote. We combined a media content analysis (n=6,643) with panel
survey data (n=1,379). Results reveal that prior to the start of the campaign, existing skepticism
towards the EU was the strongest determinant for the intention to vote No and served as a
mediator for the influence of other relevant factors such as disapproval of the incumbent
government, feelings of national identity and fear of globalization. During the campaign the
referendum topic was highly visible in the news with a positive tone towards the Constitution. In
this context, higher levels of exposure to referendum news increased the likelihood of voters to
switch over to the Yes side.
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Introduction
Previous studies have put forward alternative explanations for the success or failure of national
referendums on issues of European integration. The scientific debate thereby oscillates between the
importance attached to EU issue-related attitudes (e.g., Svensson, 2002) and domestic
considerations such as government evaluations (e.g., Franklin, 2002; Franklin et al., 1994).
Much less attention has been devoted to the study of the effects of the campaign and campaign
news coverage on the formation of public opinion and electoral behaviour in EU referendums.
The present study aims to make two contributions: to explain how and to what extent attitudes
towards the EU had an impact on the intention to vote No in the 2005 Dutch EU Constitution
referendum, and to assess the role of the campaign in affecting the final vote choice.
The context for the current study is the Dutch national referendum in June 2005 in which a
majority of 62% rejected the European Constitution, de facto marking the end of the ratification
process. This was a remarkable result, considering that the vast majority of the Dutch political
elite, the governing parties as well as the major opposition party, and all major news media were
in support of the EU Constitution. In this study we specifically investigate the role of EU
skepticism as a mediator for the influence of other political attitudes on the intention to vote No
in the referendum, and discuss the degree to which the campaign mattered for voters to change
their vote intention and switch over from one side to the other.
The Role of EU Skepticism in EU Referendums
A number of predispositions and attitudes are of particular importance when considering voting
behaviour in referendums on issues of European integration. Both EU issue-related attitudes and
more general political attitudes and domestic considerations have been put forward as key
determinants for vote choice in EU referendums.
Several EU referendum studies have stressed the impact of issue-related factors and
attitudes such as general skepticism towards the EU on vote choice (Siune & Svensson, 1993;
Svensson, 2002). In referendum contexts in which involvement is high, citizens’ voting decisions
are more strongly orientated towards issue-related considerations (e.g., Garry et al., 2005; Hobolt,
2005; Svensson, 1994). Voters’ pre-existing levels of support for the EU or European integration
have indeed been shown to be one of the strongest predictors for vote choice in EU referendums
also in a conservative multivariate test (de Vreese & Semetko, 2004). A different stream of
research, however, has emphasized that involvement in EU referendums is usually rather low,
which attaches higher importance to considerations unrelated to the EU. In the context of such
second-order type of elections, citizens are seen as more likely to direct their attention to domestic
issues and, for example, use the referendum as an opportunity to rate the popularity of the
incumbent government (Denver, 2002; Franklin, 2002; Franklin et al., 1995).
However, rather than seeing EU-related factors, such as general EU skepticism, and
domestic considerations or general political attitudes as competing alternatives for the explanation
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of referendum voting behaviour, the present study suggests an integrated dynamic of mediation.
Indeed, there is recent evidence suggesting that second-order explanations for voting behaviour
in referendums and EU issue voting have to be thought of as complementary rather than
opposed to each other (Garry et al., 2005; Hobolt, 2006a). We suggest that general EU
skepticism is the factor through which other political attitudes and predispositions – unrelated to
the specific referendum issue – at least partially exert an influence on voting intentions in EU
referendums. Accordingly, we integrate general EU skepticism into our model of explaining
vote choice in EU referendums as a potential mediator which we expect to have a direct effect on
voting intention, and which in itself we expect to be determined by more general political attitudes
and predispositions.
How might such a mediated relationship help us to understand voting behaviour in EU
referendums? Previous research has shown that there is a link between incumbent support and
pro-European Union attitudes (e.g., Ray, 2003). Being in opposition to a government that
promotes an EU proposal might thus translate into skepticism towards the EU itself and via this
route exert an influence on the vote. Similarly, feelings of low political efficacy make it more
likely for people to vote against a government proposal (Lowery & Sigelman, 1981). Thus,
having little faith in political elites that support a referendum proposal can be expected to result
in increased skepticism towards the EU.
Other attitudes and predispositions are usually directly related to general EU support.
Among these factors are feelings of national identity (Christin & Trechsel, 2002; Denver, 2002),
“national attachment” (e.g., Kritzinger, 2003) or related concepts like “national pride” (Carey,
2002) or “nationalism” (Oscarsson & Holmberg, 2004). These concepts have all been shown to be
negatively related to support for advanced EU integration. National identity thus can be expected
to affect levels of EU skepticism and, through this route, also affect vote choice in EU
referendums. The perception of economic benefits is another factor that has been shown to affect
public support for the EU (Anderson & Reichert, 1996; Jenssen et al., 1998) and via this route also
has the potential to influence what people vote for in a referendum. Furthermore, since
pronounced left and right political orientations can be linked to lower levels of support for EU
integration as compared to centrist ideological preferences, we also include political ideology in
our analysis (Oscarsson & Holmberg, 2004). Political interest is another factor that is usually
associated with more positive attitudes towards Europe (Siune et al., 1994).
Finally, we expect fear of immigration and fear of globalization to exert an influence on
vote choice in EU referendums. Being afraid of immigration contributes to people voting No in
referendums on EU integration issues (de Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2005). Fear of globalization,
however, is a new factor we introduce in this study. We build on Oscarsson and Holmberg
(2004) who have shown that being “cosmopolitan” was positively related to voting Yes in the
Swedish Euro referendum (2003).1 In addition, they found that “internationalism” (support for an
internationalist society with fewer borders between people and countries) was positively
related to voting Yes. Thus, in this study we expect both factors, fear of immigration as well as
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fear of globalization, to be linked to EU skepticism and to exert their influence on the vote, at
least partially, via the suggested indirect route. This translates into the mediated dynamic we
suggest in this study and results in our first research hypothesis:
(H1): EU skepticism is a mediator for the influence of other political attitudes and
predispositions on the intention to vote No in EU referendums.

When and Why Referendum Campaigns Matter
In order to more fully understand referendum voting we need to assess the dynamics and
impact of the campaign. Referendum campaigns are considered unusually influential since the
electoral context differs significantly from national elections and is characterized by a higher
degree of electoral volatility. Referendums are often seen as second-order elections with low
salience and low levels of involvement (e.g., Franklin et al., 1994; Reif & Schmitt, 1980). For
example, referendum issues are not always immediately familiar to voters, who often do not
have firm pre-existing attitudes towards the issue (Franklin, 2002; LeDuc, 2002). The resulting
degree of uncertainty about what to vote for makes voters especially susceptible to campaign
influences (Magleby, 1989). Late voting decision in a referendum, for instance, is an indicator
of unfamiliarity with the issue and unclear elite cues and thus volatility and susceptibility for
campaign effects in general (Chaffee & Choe, 1980; Chaffee & Rimal, 1996). “The timing of
the vote decision, therefore, may be a useful indicator of the extent to which an ‘opinion
formation’ process is actually taking place over the duration of a referendum campaign”
(LeDuc, 2002: 720).
Previous EU referendum studies have counted a high number of voters taking their voting
decision only very late in the campaign (e.g., de Vreese & Semetko, 2004). Fournier et al. (2004)
have demonstrated that voting intentions of voters who decide during a campaign “are indeed
more volatile because they respond to actual campaign events and coverage, not because they
fluctuate haphazardly” (Fournier et al., 2004: 661; italics in original). As shown in previous
studies there have indeed been significant shifts in public opinion over the course of a
referendum campaign (LeDuc, 2002; Magleby, 1989; Neijens et al., 1998). However, the degree
to which the campaign can exert an influence on people’s vote choice depends on the strength
of pre-existing attitudes towards the issue at stake, which is contingent upon the respective
referendum context.
Political parties and their endorsements play an important role in referendum campaigns.
They provide the most visible and important informational elite cues to voters in European
referendums (Hobolt, 2007; Kriesi, 2005; Ray, 2003). However, parties are often more internally
divided and send out more ambiguous cues in referendums (e.g., Franklin, 2002; LeDuc, 2002;
Pierce et al., 1983) and large centrist parties also have a poor record in getting their voters to
follow their voting recommendation (de Vreese, 2006). In general, party identification matters
less in referendums (Butler & Ranney, 1994; Denver, 2002) or in a European context (van der
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Eijk & Franklin, 1996) because voters feel that less is at stake as compared to national
elections (Schneider & Weitsman, 1996). In European referendums EU attitudes may matter
more than party loyalties and the strength of EU issue preferences influence the extent to which
parties can persuade their followers (Hobolt, 2006b). Furthermore, the political space with
regard to EU integration is oftentimes reshaped during referendum campaigns. The extreme
political left and the extreme political right are frequently against further EU integration (often
for very different reasons), whereas the centre is in support. This can result in very unusual
political alliances between parties in public debate and add to confusion among voters (LeDuc,
2002; de Vreese & Semetko, 2004). In the case of the Dutch EU Constitution referendum in
2005, the Socialist Party (SP) as well as the right-wing populist Group Wilders (Groep Wilders)
both campaigned for a No vote and two opposition parties (Green Party and Labour Party) lined
up together with the government and campaigned for the Yes side. Since parties that show
internal disagreement have less power in influencing voters’ opinion (Franklin, 2002; Gabel &
Scheve, 2007) we paid special attention to the question of how successful these two
opposition parties were in affecting the vote choice of their followers.
In referendum campaigns, the media are of special importance for voters, being the
main channel to provide new information (Bennett & Entman, 2001; Dalton, 2002; de Vreese &
Semetko, 2004). In spite of the importance of understanding the dynamics of referendum
campaigns, hardly any studies have systematically analyzed media content throughout a
referendum campaign and modelled its effect on voting behaviour. With regard to European
referendums, the importance of the information environment during a campaign has been
acknowledged but not systematically studied for its effect on voting behaviour (e.g., Borg &
Esaiasson, 1998; Denver, 2002; Farrell & Schmitt-Beck, 2002; Oscarsson & Holmberg, 2004;
Siune & Svensson, 1993). This is surprising given the evidence of the importance of the news
media in interpreting referendum issues (e.g., Siune & Svensson, 1993) and given the fact that
EU citizens have repeatedly reported TV news and newspapers to be their most important
sources of information (e.g., Eurobarometer 60, 61), also during referendum campaigns (e.g.,
Jenssen et al., 1998).
There are only a few studies that have integrated media and information variables into a
model that explains voting behaviour in a referendum. They found significant effects of
campaign coverage on vote choice and showed these effects to be dependent on the
characteristics of news coverage (de Vreese & Semetko, 2004).2 Thinking about the
mechanism through which media may have an impact on the vote, Druckman and Parkin (2005)
as well as de Vreese and Semetko (2004) suggest tone and quantity of campaign coverage to be
crucial. The tone of news coverage indicates if there is a bias in either a more positive or a
more negative direction regarding the referendum proposal. This bias in turn carries the
potential to affect people’s attitudes towards the proposal. Furthermore, in order to potentially
have an effect on public opinion, the referendum issue needs to be sufficiently visible in the
news media. Previous studies have shown that only at key events, such as summits, does Europe
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become highly visible in the news (e.g., Norris, 2000). The amount of campaign coverage is a
prerequisite for any potential media-driven campaign effects. The potential impact per news
outlet might differ across media, depending on the type of news outlet, the visibility and the tone
of the referendum topic. In the study by de Vreese and Semetko (2004), exposure to specific
newspapers and public broadcasting television news had an effect on voting Yes in the Danish
Euro referendum because these outlets covered the actors of the Yes camp less negatively than
the actors of the No camp. The specific way in which media variables are modelled cannot be
decided a priori without analyzing media content first. Any kind of classification or
prediction of the direction of potential effects has to be contextual (Slater, 2004) and is bound
to the particularities of the respective campaign and referendum issue. Thus, we put forward the
following research hypothesis:
(H2): Campaign news coverage has an effect on vote choice contingent on its tone
and amount.

Methods
A multi-method research design including a content analysis and a two-wave panel survey was
employed, first, to investigate how the different news media have covered the referendum
campaign and, second, to assess the impact of political attitudes and predispositions as well as
campaign and media variables on voting behaviour.
Content Analysis
Sample. The content analysis was carried out on news articles in national Dutch
broadsheet and tabloid newspapers and national TV news and current affairs programs. Six
national daily newspapers were included into the analysis: de Volkskrant, NRC Handelsblad, and
Trouw are all broadsheet newspapers and represent the Dutch national quality press. De
Telegraaf and Algemeen Dagblad represent the national tabloid press. Metro is a free national
tabloid.3 In addition, the most widely watched public and private Dutch evening news programs
NOS Journaal (Nederland 1: 20.00–20.25), RTL Nieuws (RTL4: 19.30–19.55), and Hart van
Nederland (SBS 6: 22.30–22.55) were analyzed as well as the main current affairs program
NOVA/Den Haag vandaag (Nederland 2: 22.30–23.00).
Period of study. The content analysis was conducted for news articles and TV news items
published or broadcast within the six weeks prior to the referendum (between 16 April 2005 and 1
June 2005) in order to cover the whole campaign time period.
Data collection. For the newspapers, all articles on the front page were coded.
Additionally, all articles on one randomly chosen page were coded as well as all stories about
the referendum or the Constitution in other parts of the paper.4 For the three national TV news
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programs all items were coded. For current affairs programs only items that particularly
concerned the referendum were coded. All news stories that dealt specifically with the
referendum or the Constitution were coded in depth whereas non-referendum items were only
coded on a short list of variables. In total, 5,157 newspaper articles (1,486 TV items) were coded,
of which 1,146 articles (TV= 161 items) dealt with the referendum.5
Coding procedure. Six native Dutch speakers conducted the coding. An inter-coder
reliability test was conducted based on 25 randomly chosen news articles and yielded
satisfactory results (reported below). The unit of analysis and coding unit was the news story
in its entirety.
Measures of content analysis
Visibility. For newspapers all front-page articles and all articles about the referendum
inside the paper were coded, allowing an assessment of the overall visibility as well as the
relative prominence of the referendum in newspaper coverage. For the three national TV
programs all news items were coded, allowing for the same assessment as for newspapers.
Visibility is expressed as the total number of referendum news items per outlet. Prominence is
expressed in percentages as the relative share of referendum news compared to other news on
the front page (for newspaper coverage) or per news show (for TV coverage).
Tone. We measured the overall tone towards the EU Constitution for all news stories
dealing with the referendum. The tone was coded as either (1) more favourable for the Yes side
than for the No side, (2) more favourable for the No side than for the Yes side, or as (3)
balanced or containing (4) no valence.6 In order to measure an average tone for news items, only
the two codes with an evaluative direction (negative or positive) were considered further and
combined into a scale measurement, ranging from -1 (negative) to +1 (positive).7 Inter-coder
reliability was assessed by calculating Krippendorff’s alpha = .78.
Two-Wave Panel Survey
Procedure. In the present study we made use of data from a two-wave panel survey
conducted by CentERdata at the University of Tilburg (Netherlands). Field dates for the first
wave included the week between 6 and 11 May and the second wave included the week right
after the referendum, between 3 and 8 June. The response rate in the first wave was 68%
(AAPOR RR1) and 81% of the wave 1 respondents participated in the second wave, resulting in
a net panel of n = 1379.8
Sample characteristics. Respondents were sampled from the online CentERpanel, which
consists of 2,000 Dutch households and is reflective of the Dutch adult population on key social
demographics.9 Our sample contained 52.3% male respondents. Average age was 49.3 years (SD
= 15.42). Compared to census data our sample is reflective of the Dutch electorate.10
Comparing the reported voting behaviour in our sample with the actual vote outcome, 56% of
the respondents reported having voted against the EU Constitution in the referendum compared
to the actual result of 62%.
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Measures of Two-Wave Panel Survey
The specific wording of all items and the descriptives for the variables listed below can be found
in Appendix E. We specified logistic regression models with vote intention (wave 1) and vote
choice (wave 2) as the dependent variables. In our first model (wave 1) we sought to explain
voting intention before the start of the campaign with a number of socio-demographic variables
and a number of political predispositions and attitudes; previous research has shown these
variables to affect the vote in EU integration referendums. In our second model (wave 2) we
focused on change between our panel waves. We controlled for vote intention at time 1 and
assessed the impact of media and campaign related variables on the final vote choice.
Vote intention model (intention to vote No, wave 1)
Dependent Variable
Being strongly determined to vote No and leaning towards voting No are coded together as “1”.
Leaning towards voting Yes and being strongly determined to vote Yes are coded together as
“0”. Undecided voters were removed from the analysis for this first regression model.11
Independent Variables
Socio-demographics. In our analysis we controlled for age, gender and education. Higher
levels of education and age are commonly associated with higher support for EU referendums
(Inglehart, 1990). Furthermore, men have been shown to be more supportive of EU referendums
than females (e.g., Jenssen et al., 1998).
Political Predispositions. Respondents’ political ideology often is a better predictor for
voting behaviour in European elections and referendums than party identification (see e.g., van
der Eijk & Franklin, 1996; van der Eijk & Niemöller, 1983; de Vreese & Semetko, 2004). In this
study we distinguish between left and right political leaning with center orientation as the
reference category. Previous research has shown left and right political preferences to be related
to lower support for EU integration as compared to center preferences (Oscarsson & Holmberg,
2004). Political interest is linked to higher support for EU integration (Siune et al., 1994) and
was assessed through two questions about general political interest as well as interest in EU
politics in particular. Political efficacy was tapped with one item and expected to be positively
related to support for EU integration (de Vreese & Semetko, 2004). Negative economic
expectations (Anderson & Reichert, 1996) and fear of globalization were both measured with
single items and expected to be linked to lower levels of support for EU integration. Government
disapproval (Franklin, 2002) and fear of immigration (de Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2005) were
measured with single items and were both expected to contribute to the No vote. Feelings of
national identity were assessed with one item and were expected to make it more likely for
people to stand in opposition to further European integration (Christin & Trechsel, 2002).

CHAPTER 2: THE DUTCH NO TO THE EU CONSTITUTION

69

Mediation analysis
We expected the impact of these political predispositions on vote intention not to be fully
independent but rather to contribute, at least partially, to higher levels of EU skepticism and to
exert an influence on the vote via this route. Thus, we tested for the mediating role of EU
skepticism in explaining intentions to vote No (wave 1) in the referendum (see Figure 2.1.). EU
skepticism was measured with a multiple item index scale covering general EU support, support
for the Euro, Turkish EU membership and the speed of EU enlargement. In our analysis, we
ran three models: (1) an OLS regression model predicting EU skepticism with the independent
variables, (2) a logistic regression model predicting voting intention with all independent
variables except EU skepticism, and (3) a full logistic regression model including all independent
variables and EU skepticism. The extent to which EU skepticism mediates the effect of the other
predictors was then formally assessed with a series of Sobel tests.12
Campaign model (vote choice [no], wave 2)
Dependent Variable
Respondents indicated in the post-referendum survey (wave 2) if they had voted for
or against the referendum proposal. Having voted No is coded as “1” and having voted Yes is
coded as “0”.
Independent Variables
The second model controls for the intention to vote No and for being undecided at wave 1 and
explains voting choice in the referendum by a number of media, campaign and party variables.
Thus, this model seeks to explain the change between voting intention (wave 1) and the actual
vote (wave 2) over the course of the campaign. We again controlled for education, age and
gender as in the vote intention model.
Media and campaign variables. Exposure and attention to news media coverage was
measured with a combined overall news exposure index. Therefore, we built an additive index
measure (exposure plus attention)13 weighted by the amount of referendum coverage. Since the
tone towards the Constitution in referendum coverage was positive without significant
differences between the different media outlets (reported below), we only built in the amount of
coverage into our news exposure measure and not the tone. For the overall news exposure
measure we summed up individual exposure to each news outlet, weighted by the amount of
referendum coverage, and added the measure for attention paid to referendum news during the
campaign (see Appendix E). Furthermore, we controlled for a number of other campaign
variables. Personal campaign involvement has only recently been included in the study of
referendum voting behaviour (de Vreese & Semetko, 2004). It is expected that people who get
more personally involved in the campaign are also the ones obtaining more information and
making more informed choices. In this study it was measured with three items asking respondents
if they had attended a public meeting about the EU Constitution, read about the Constitution in
a political party manifesto, and/or looked up information about the Constitution on the internet.
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Furthermore, Beck et al. (2002) have demonstrated strong effects of interpersonal
communication in US presidential elections, outweighing the media in affecting the vote. In the
present study respondents reported how often they talked with their friends, family or colleagues
about the referendum during the time of the campaign. We also assessed the exposure to the
public official information campaign and its effect on the vote by asking respondents to what
extent they had read the three official information leaflets that the government distributed
during the final weeks before the referendum in order to win people over to the Yes side. A last
factor we controlled for is political cynicism, which is known to alienate people from politics
(Cappella & Jamieson, 1997; Patterson, 1993) and can, for example, have negative effects on
confidence in government (Valentino et al., 2001). Political cynicism was measured in this study
with two items assessing the degree of cynicism related to the campaign.
Party following behaviour. Parties are often more internally divided and send out more
ambiguous cues in referendums (e.g., Franklin, 2002; LeDuc, 2002; Pierce
et al., 1983). This c an become an issue particularly for opposition parties lining up with
government parties (Crum, 2007) and campaigning for a Yes while at the same time many of
their voters tend to favour the No side (Hobolt, 2006b). In order to find out if the opposition
parties that campaigned for a Yes were successful in their campaign we included dummy
variables for support for (1) opposition parties in favour of the EU Constitution (Green Party,
Labour Party), (2) opposition parties against the EU Constitution, and for (3) voters without
party preference. Preferences for government parties that campaigned in favour of the proposal
established the reference category.

Results
Vote intention model (intention to vote No, wave 1)
As Model 1 in Table 2.1. below shows, and in line with our expectations, government
disapproval, fear of immigration, fear of globalization, and national identity as well as low
levels of political efficacy and political interest are all related to higher levels of EU skepticism.
Furthermore, leaning to the political right as opposed to the centre and lower levels of
education translate into higher levels of EU skepticism.14
In a next step we see that the same factors also account to a large extent for the
intention to vote No in the referendum on the EU Constitution (Model 2a in Table 2.1.).
Adding EU skepticism to the model (Model 2b in Table 2.1.), we see a great effect of EU
skepticism on the intention to vote No in the referendum while most of the coefficients for the
other variables decrease in magnitude. This gives a first indication of the mediating role of EU
skepticism.
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Table 2.1.: OLS regression predicting EU skepticism (model 1) and logistic regressions (model 2a and 2b)
explaining intention to vote NO (wave 1) in the Dutch EU Constitution referendum

Predicting
EU skepticism

Predicting
Vote intention (NO)

Predicting
Vote intention (NO)

Model 1 (OLS)

Model 2a (Logistic)

Model 2b (Logistic)

-.029* (.013)

-.107* (.055) .898

-.043 (.066) .958

Age

.000 (.001)

-.023*** (.005) .977

-.034*** (.007) .967

Gender (female)

.069 (.039)

-.051 (.164) .950

-.283 (.197) .753

Political ideology (left)

.023 (.050)

.215 (.208) 1.240

.225 (.254) 1.252

Political ideology (right)

.230*** (.048)

.654** (.212) 1.923

.175 (.252) 1.192

Political efficacy

-.138*** (.020)

-.362*** (.083) .696

-.142 (.100) .868

Government disapproval

.110*** (.021)

.613*** (.093) 1.846

.551*** (.113) 1.735

Fear of immigration

.204*** (.021)

.355*** (.087) 1.427

-.050 (.110) .951

Fear of globalization

.198*** (.025)

.547*** (.108) 1.728

.280* (.131) 1.323

Political interest

-.075** (.024)

-.214* (.102) .807

-.060 (.122) .942

National identity

.398*** (.034)

1.242*** (.154) 3.462

.558** (.178) 1.748

.042 (.024)

.141 (.102) 1.152

.062 (.125) 1.064

EU skepticism

--

--

2.661*** (.206) 14.305

Adjusted R square

.48

--

--

Nagelkerke Pseudo RSquare

--

.44

.65

Percentage correctly
classified

--

77%

84%

1040

1040

1040

Education

Negative economic
expectations

N

Note: Cell entries are unstandardised coefficients and standard errors (in parentheses) for model 1 and log odds,
standard errors (in parentheses) and odds ratios for models 2a and 2b.
* p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ .01; *** p ≤ .001 (two-tailed)
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A series of Sobel tests, as formal tests for mediation, indeed confirms that EU skepticism
mediates the effect of all of the above variables, in line with our first hypothesis (see Figure
2.1. below).15 In addition, age had an independent significant negative effect on the intention to
vote No, meaning that with age the likelihood of an intention to vote Yes increased. EU
skepticism is by far the strongest predictor for the intention to vote No before the actual start of
the campaign (wave 1). Furthermore, government disapproval, national identity and fear of
globalization have effects on the intention to vote No in the referendum; however these effects
are not fully independent but are partially mediated by EU skepticism as well.16
Figure 2.1.: Mediation model for the effect on vote intention (No) at time 1
Education

-0.03* (.01)

Age

Government
disapproval

0.11*** (.02)

-0.03*** (.01)
0.55*** (.11)

Political efficacy

-0.14*** (.02)

EU skepticism
(Mediator)
Political
ideology (right)

2.66*** (.21)

Vote intention
(NO)

0.23*** (.05)
0.28* (.13)

Fear of
globalization

National
identity

0.20*** (.03)

0.56** (.18)

0.40*** (.03)

Fear of
immigration

0.20*** (.02)

Political
interest

-0.08** (.02)

Note: Coefficients are unstandardized coefficients for the relationships between the socio-demographic and political
attitude variables and EU skepticism (OLS) and log odds for the relationships between age, government disapproval,
fear of globalization, national identity, and EU skepticism and vote intention (NO) (logistic regression). In all
analyses standard errors are in parentheses.
* p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ .01; *** p ≤ .001 (two-tailed)
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Campaign model (vote choice [no], wave 2)
Figure 2.2. below illustrates individual-level vote switching over the course of the campaign.17
Of those voters who were very likely to vote Yes before the campaign (n = 156), 9.6% (n = 15)
ended up voting No. In addition, 21.9% (n = 53) of those who said they were leaning towards
voting Yes before the campaign (n = 242) in the end reversed their decision.
Figure 2.2.: Vote switching in the Dutch EU Constitution referendum: Vote choice at wave 2 compared
to vote intention at wave 1

Note: Bars show percentages of respondents voting either yes or no at wave 2 compared to their initial vote intention
at wave 1 (N= 1,175).

On the other side, 26% (n = 75) of those who tended towards voting No before the campaign
(n = 289) switched over to the Yes side, the same holds true for 4.6% (n = 12) of voters who
had said they were very likely to vote No (n = 261) three weeks earlier. Taken together, this
shows that of those voters who tended towards the Yes side before the start of the campaign (n
= 398), 17.1% (n = 68) switched over to the No side and of those who intended to vote No
before the campaign (n = 550), 15.8% (n = 87) ended up voting Yes. This shows that although on
the aggregate level it seemed as if not much had changed over the course of the campaign, there
was change between vote intention and final vote choice in both directions on the individual
level.
Figure 2.3. below shows that a considerable amount of voters decided on their final
vote choice only very late in the campaign and later as compared to other referendums (e.g., de
Vreese & Semetko, 2004). Yes voters took their voting decision significantly later than No
voters, indicating a higher degree of volatility and campaign susceptibility for Yes voters.18
This is further supported by the fact that Yes voters were also significantly less determined
about their vote choice in comparison with No voters.19
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Figure 2.3.: ‘Yes’ and ‘No’ voters in the Dutch EU Constitution referendum and their time of decisionmaking

Note: Bars show percentages of Yes and No voters and their time of decision- making concerning their vote in the
Dutch EU Constitution referendum (N= 1,173).

In order to assess the effect of the campaign and media variables on vote choice, we next look at
the characteristics of how the news media covered the campaign.
Visibility of Campaign Coverage
As Figure 2.4. below illustrates, the referendum was a highly visible and prominent topic in the
news during the weeks leading up to the referendum (see also Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2005).
Until three weeks before the referendum, roughly 20–30 news stories about the referendum were
published per day, taking all media outlets together. There was a significant increase in visibility
during the last three weeks prior to the referendum, peaking at almost 150 referendum stories the
day before the referendum.
Concerning the overall number of referendum news articles, the topic was both most
visibly and also most prominently covered in the three broadsheet newspapers NRC Handelsblad
(7.6%, n = 373), Volkskrant (7.2%, n = 231) and Trouw (4.9%, n= 163).20 In TV news coverage,
the referendum topic was more visible in the main public TV news show NOS Journaal (7.8%,
n = 43) than in the main private TV news show RTL Nieuws (6.3%, n = 37), both in the total
number of news stories devoted to the topic as well as in the relative share of referendum
stories compared to other news. However, in terms of the total number of stories devoted to the
referendum, the topic was most prominently covered in the public current affairs program NOVA
(n = 78) and almost invisible in the private TV news show Hart van Nederland (n = 3).21
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Figure 2.4.: Visibility of referendum news coverage (total amount of news items over time)
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Note: Time line shows total amount of referendum stories published or broadcast per day across all media outlets
that were included into the analysis (N= 1,307).

Tone of Campaign Coverage
The largest share (36.5%, n = 475) of all referendum stories carried no valence towards the EU
Constitution and an additional 8.5% (n = 111) of all items were balanced in tone towards the
Constitution; 34.8% (n = 454) were positive in tone towards the EU Constitution and only
20.2% (n = 263) were negative. Thus, the overall tone of reporting towards the Constitution was
positive. In order to test for differences between the different media outlets we built a scale
(ranging from –1 to +1) for our tone measurement, which is based only on those news items with
either a positive or negative evaluation of the EU Constitution (M = .27, SD = .96, n = 717).22
There were no significant differences in tone of reporting between the different outlets (F(9, 706)
= 1.79, p > .05) which is why we built an additive media exposure index for our subsequent
analysis.
We now turn to our vote choice model that shows the impact of the campaign and the
media on the vote. Our second research hypothesis expected campaign news coverage to have an
effect on vote choice dependent on its tone and amount. Since our content analysis has shown
that the tone towards the EU Constitution was positive we can now be more specific about our
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expectations: that campaign news exposure should have an effect on the Yes vote. As Table 2.2.
below shows, we indeed find that higher levels of exposure to campaign news increased the
likelihood of voters switching over to the Yes side (see Model 2).23
Table 2.2.: Logistic regression explaining the NO vote (wave 2) in the Dutch EU Constitution
referendum

Model 1
Controls

Model 2
Campaign effects

Model 3
Party preferences

INTENTION to VOTE NO at time 1

3.140*** (.180) 23.115

3.059*** (.183) 21.315 2.751*** (.191) 15.662

UNDECIDED VOTE INTENTION at time 1

1.783*** (.200) 5.948

1.756*** (.206) 5.788

1.684*** (.212) 5.387

EDUCATION

-.274*** (.052) .760

-.279*** (.055) .757

-.264*** (.057) .768

AGE

-.014** (.005) .986

-.006 (.006) .994

-.002 (.006) .998

GENDER (FEMALE)

.041 (.157) .1.042

.095 (.160) 1.099

.120 (.165) 1.128

INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION

--

.176 (.104) 1.192

.198 (.108) 1.219

PERSONAL CAMPAIGN INVOLVEMENT

--

.461** (.167) 1.585

.421* (.174) 1.523

CYNICISM ABOUT CAMPAIGN

--

.366*** (.098) 1.441

.334*** (.102) 1.396

OFFICIAL INFORMATION CAMPAIGN
CAMPAIGN NEWS EXPOSURE

---

-.145 (.097) .865
-.019* (.009) .981

-.145 (.100) .865
-.019* (.010) .982

PREFERENCE OPPOSITION PARTIES
(YES)
PREFERENCE OPPOSITION PARTIES
(NO)
NO PARTY PREFERENCE

--

--

.774*** (.182) 2.169

--

--

1.595*** (.235) 4.928

--

--

1.269*** (.329) 3.557

Nagelkerke Pseudo R-Square

.46

.48

.52

Percentage correctly classified

80.2%

80.2%

80.4%

N

1153

1153

1153

Note: Cell entries are log odds, standard errors in parentheses and odds ratios.
*p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01; *** p ≤ .001 (two-tailed)

However, the campaign as such did not only have positive effects on the vote. Higher levels of
personal campaign involvement as well as higher levels of cynicism towards the campaign
boosted the No vote. Finally, compared to the government parties the two opposition parties
campaigning for a Yes vote (Green party and Labour party) were less successful in influencing
their voters to support the proposal (Model 3). Followers of these two opposition parties were
significantly more likely to turn out and vote No as compared to supporters of government
parties.
Discussion
As the results of this study show, the opposition towards the EU Constitution as expressed in the
2005 Dutch national referendum is, to a large extent, a manifestation of general skepticism
towards the EU. This general skepticism is the dominant factor explaining why people intended
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to vote against the proposed treaty three weeks prior to the referendum. Furthermore, our
findings suggest conceptualizing EU skepticism as a mediator for the effects of other, more
general political attitudes on voting intention in EU referendums. The effects of all of the other
key predictors in our analysis have been either fully or at least partially mediated by EU
skepticism and exerted their influence on the vote via this indirect route. However, attitudes
unrelated to the referendum issue also mattered and we did find at least some second-order
effects above and beyond the mediated relationship. Feelings of national identity had a
considerable impact on the intention to vote No in the referendum and also disapproval of the
incumbent government contributed to the No vote. Thus, a more popular government could have
contributed to a different dynamic during the campaign.
However, our findings suggest that a generally skeptical attitude towards the EU
dominated in this referendum, and this attitude was inherent in the voters’ decision to reject the
Constitution. Indeed, the high turnout of 63% and the high visibility of the referendum issue in
the media suggest that this referendum cannot be seen as a typical example of a second-order
election (e.g., Franklin et al., 1994; Reif & Schmitt, 1980) and therefore the EU and EU-related
attitudes mattered more for voters. This is in line with research that has shown that issue voting
is activated when the intensity of campaigns is high (Hobolt, 2005). As our findings suggest, it
was a rather conscious act of the Dutch electorate to reject the Constitution and not just an
inconvenient accident or the result of domestic (second-order) considerations alone. As one
example, more than 73% of the No voters in our survey reported that the speed of EU
integration has been an important criterion for their decision to reject the referendum proposal.
Our argument is not that the Dutch have turned into firm Euroskeptics in general, but
rather that the Dutch No vote in 2005 can be seen as the culmination of an overall skeptical
attitude towards the EU which in itself has been the consequence of a chain of events and
developments in the time leading up to the referendum. In recent years support for EU
membership in the Netherlands has declined and opposition has increased even though diffuse
EU support in the Netherlands is still among the highest in the EU. Several observers have
pointed out that the debate about further European integration in the Netherlands has become
more critical and skeptical in the 1990s (see e.g., Harmsen, 2004). There was an increasing
awareness among citizens about a perceived discrepancy between national interests and the
current trajectory of the European Union. The fact that the Netherlands is the largest net
contributor per capita to the EU budget has fuelled skepticism. The Euro became a more
pressing issue not only in the referendum campaign when Henk Brouwer, member of the board
of directors of the Dutch Central Bank, publicly stated that the exchange rate for the Dutch
national currency had been disadvantageous for the Netherlands. The European election in
2004 saw the rise of a new, explicitly Euroskeptic party (Europe Transparent Party) and a
general increase in vote share for parties critical towards the EU. At the same time turnout
increased from 29.8% to 39.1% and campaign intensity and visibility increased compared to
previous elections. This increased interest in EU politics was further boosted in the autumn of
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2004 when the Netherlands held the EU Presidency and during the negotiations with Turkey,
which sparked unusually intense media coverage in the Netherlands (de Vreese et al., 2006)
and a decline in support for Turkish EU membership (Eurobarometer, 2005). By June 2005, EU
skepticism had emerged as a significant characteristic of the political landscape in the
Netherlands and thus played a crucial role in the referendum on the EU Constitution.
This study not only assessed the role of EU skepticism in affecting the vote but also
paid special attention to the impact of the referendum campaign. On the individual level, we
saw voters switching from one side to the other over the course of the campaign and many
decided relatively late what to vote for. Particularly Yes voters showed a higher degree of
volatility since they decided later in the campaign what to vote for and also were less
determined about their vote choice as compared to No voters. This volatility, especially for Yes
voters, suggests that voters have been susceptible to campaign influences to some extent (e.g.,
LeDuc, 2002).
And indeed our analysis shows that the campaign mattered – only to a limited extent,
however, and not only in one direction. Clearly, the referendum outcome is dominated by other
considerations and the existence of strong pre-existing attitudes towards the EU certainly sets a
limit on any potential campaign effects. Nevertheless, the campaign adds to our understanding
of voting behaviour in this referendum. In the present study we paid special attention to the role
of campaign coverage in the news. Previous studies have identified the tone and amount of
campaign coverage to be of special importance in explaining campaign effects on voting choice
(Druckman & Parkin, 2005; de Vreese & Semetko, 2004). In our example, the tone of campaign
coverage was predominantly positive and the topic was highly visible in the weeks leading up to
the referendum. In this context, we found that news coverage supported the Yes rather than the No
vote and that higher exposure to referendum news contributed to voters shifting over to the Yes
side. One can only assume that with less or more negative news coverage, the No vote might
have triumphed even more impressively than it did.
The overall campaign effect we found is not huge. However, in a referendum even small
shifts can often turn out to be crucial when the contest is close. In the present referendum, with
strong pre-existing attitudes such as widespread skepticism towards the EU and a historically
unpopular government, the net amount of voters switching over from one side to the other really
only balanced each other out. And indeed, the campaign did not only shift the vote in one
direction. Even if the news environment was overall positive towards the Constitution and higher
exposure to news coverage pulled voters over to the Yes side, there have been other factors that
counterbalanced this effect. Many people perceived the campaign itself cynically, which
contributed to the No vote. Along the same line, higher levels of personal campaign
involvement also contributed to the No vote. Thus, while the news media evaluated the
Constitution positively and supported the proposal, the campaign as such was criticized by
many, and many commentators agreed that it was of poor quality. However, news coverage did
not boost cynicism about the campaign.24 Cynicism was high across the board and did not vary
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by the level of news exposure.25
Finally, the present study paid special attention to the role of political parties and their
role in influencing the vote. Followers of the two opposition parties campaigning for a Yes vote
(Green party, Labour party) were significantly more likely to end up voting No as compared to
those in support of government parties. Thus, these two opposition parties were less successful
in their Yes campaign, which is in line with previous research which has shown that parties
with internal disagreement and those that send out ambiguous cues have less power in affecting
their voters’ opinion (Franklin, 2002; Gabel & Scheve, 2007). From a second-order
perspective, in which referendums are primarily the test ground for incumbent government
support, one could argue that it simply was too difficult for these two opposition parties to
effectively boost the Yes vote since the referendum is, at least to some extent, perceived as a
government project by voters (see e.g., Crum, 2007). Thus, opposition voters are inclined to vote
No and it is up to the government parties to win the referendum. In a different perspective,
however, one could argue that voters of the two opposition parties campaigning for a Yes
might have held issue preferences on the EU which were opposed to the official standpoint of
their parties. Since in referendums these considerations matter more than party loyalties, voters
simply did not follow the cues they received from their parties (Hobolt, 2006b).

Conclusion
The present study focused on the mediating role of EU skepticism and the role of the
campaign in explaining the outcome of the Dutch 2005 EU Constitution referendum. Rather
than seeing EU attitudes and domestic considerations as competing alternatives for the
explanation of voting behaviour in EU referendums, future studies should expand on the link
between the two and think of the dynamics as we have done in this study by conceptualizing
EU skepticism as a mediator for the influence of other political attitudes. Future studies should
for example investigate how this mediation dynamic might look different in referendums in
which involvement is even higher or much lower. There are also some more theoretical
implications and questions that arise as a result of this study. We investigated the role of EU
skepticism both as an outcome variable as well as a mediator in order to understand voting
behaviour in EU referendums. However, with more people taking an interest in topics such as
EU integration or further integration (e.g., Turkey) the EU might become electorally more
important in the future. Thus, EU skepticism might become an antecedent variable to understand
electoral behaviour also in national elections (see e.g., de Vries, 2007) and for satisfaction with
the incumbent government.
What are the implications of this study for the EU? First of all, it is good news for the
EU that it has attracted such a high level of interest and participation among voters during the
Dutch 2005 EU Constitution referendum. However, it also adds to the seriousness of the

80

REFERENDUM CAMPAIGN DYNAMICS

problem: whereas it often has been seen as a problem that people would feel indifferent about the
EU, with regard to the proposed EU Constitution they proved to actively hold a negative
attitude. This again has implications for the future of the EU integration project as well as,
more theoretically, for the nature of EU elections and referendums. Citizens did not
necessarily vote against the contents of the proposed Constitution in the Dutch 2005 referendum
but rather used the opportunity to express their general skepticism towards the EU. Thus,
whereas previous research has suggested that people use the opportunity of EU elections and
referendums mainly to punish their national governments and base their voting decision mainly
on domestic (national) considerations and not the actual issue at stake, the EU itself might
move towards becoming a target of the “punishment trap” (Schneider & Weitsman, 1996).
Citizens might more and more often use the opportunity of a referendum for a popularity
rating of “Europe” and thus not vote on the concrete issue at stake (such as the EU Constitution)
but rather punish the EU as such on the basis of a conglomerate of different negative attitudes or
a diffuse overall skepticism towards the EU.
Another implication of this study for future referendum studies is to consider fear of
globalization as a relevant determinant for voting choice in EU integration referendums. Being
afraid of globalization was not only shown to contribute to higher levels of skepticism towards
the EU but also had a direct influence on the decision to reject the Constitution. Taking these
findings into account and considering the increasing speed of globalization, the importance of
public attitudes towards globalization is likely to increase in the future, making it even more
important to consider fear of globalization as a relevant concept in future studies on voting
behaviour in EU referendums.
With regard to the analysis of media campaign effects our study stresses the importance of
considering concrete content features of news coverage in order to better understand campaign
effects. Looking at the effects of campaign news coverage more specifically (not reported here),
we find that in particular exposure to one public broadcasting news show (NOS Journaal) and
one quality broadsheet newspaper (NRC Handelsblad) mattered for the vote. In these outlets the
tone towards the Constitution was positive while at the same time the referendum topic was
more visible and prominent as compared to other news outlets. This suggests that the amount of
campaign coverage is of special importance for determining effects of campaign coverage on
the vote. Furthermore, the coverage in these two outlets was more “European” in focus, the
potential consequences of a common Constitution were presented more positively compared to
other outlets and several aspects of the Constitution have been evaluated most positively (e.g., the
role of the EU parliament, European civil rights, or the reform of the EU commission). Future
studies should work on identifying more (concrete) news media content features, other than just
tone and amount, with the potential to explain effects on subsequent voting behaviour in more
detail.
The present study advances our understanding of media campaign effects in referendums
and contributes to the ongoing discussion about further development of the EU. It does this by
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making sense of the underlying reasons and implications of why people have rejected the
proposal. Future development of the EU is contingent on referendums, which makes it
necessary to also understand more about the dynamics of referendum campaigns. Based on the
findings of this study, the media cannot always be blamed for the increasing lack of support for
the EU among the public. Rather, considering the example of the Dutch EU Constitution
referendum campaign, it might be more legitimate to say that the media sometimes fail to
effectively prevent the consequences of widespread skepticism towards Europe, which has its
origin in the EU’s own actions.
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NOTES
_____________________
1

Covering the following dimensions: attitudes towards immigration, foreign aid, and the building up of a
multi-cultural society.
2

Only in some national election studies actual content characteristics and the tone of news media coverage
have been analyzed in order to explain voting behaviour (e.g., Kleinnijenhuis & Fan, 1999).
3
Metro is published with an identical core part but in different regional editions. For our analysis we
chose the regional edition of The Hague since it is the seat of government and as such represents the
center of Dutch national politics.
4
This procedure makes sure that all articles about the referendum were included in the analysis while at
the same time it is possible to assess the relative prominence of the referendum issue compared to other
news. For newspapers the randomly chosen page could be a page between 2 and 10. Coders were asked
to choose page 2 as the randomly chosen page for the first newspaper they coded and then move one
page further for every other newspaper and start back at page 2 once they had reached page 10. If the page
they turned to was not a news page (e.g., full-page advertisement, stock market figures, etc.) coders were
asked to turn one page further until they reached another news page.
5
Stories were considered to be about the referendum if either the referendum, or the constitution, or
any aspect of either one were specifically mentioned at least twice throughout the story (TV) or
mentioned at least once in the headline, sub-headline or the first paragraph (newspapers). Total
amount of coded news stories per media outlet (number of referendum stories in brackets): de
Volkskrant: 966 (231), NRC Handelsblad: 1143 (373), Trouw: 660 (163), De Telegraaf: 758 (123),
Algemeen Dagblad: 893 (147), Metro: 737 (109), NOS Journaal: 549 (43), RTL Nieuws: 586 (37),
Hart van Nederland: 273 (3), NOVA/Den Haag vandaag: 78 (78).
6
The coding decision was based on the sum of explicit statements per news item that had a qualitative
dimension and that thematically referred to the EU Constitution.
7
For evaluation of EU Constitution: 828 news stories were coded as having any kind of inherent valence
– 111 stories were coded as “balanced” so that in total 717 stories about the referendum were included in
the analysis.
8
Respondents participated in three media effect experiments. For the analysis in this study one group
was excluded and only the respondents of the two other experiments have been included since the
experimental manipulation for these groups did not show an effect on the dependent variables of
interest for this study (n=1379).
9

Participants of the CentERdata panel are first contacted via telephone and asked if they are generally

willing to become regular panel members. If that is the case their socio-demographic information is
entered into a database and based on this information a panel of 2,000 Dutch households, representative of
the Dutch population, has been established which has been used since 1991 for both small and large scale
studies (such as the De Nederlandsche Bank [DNB – The Dutch Central Bank] Household Survey). If a
household stops participating it is replaced by a new household which mirrors the characteristics of the old
household. The potential new household then receives a letter and is asked if it is willing to become a new
member of the panel. The surveys are filled out by the panel members online. However, if there is no
computer or internet connection available in a household then CentERdata provides the technical devices
to enable participants to fill out the questionnaires at home.
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10

Most respondents are household heads (62.7%), loan workers (49.4%), and have a net income of more
than €2,600 per month (34.7%). Compared to Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek (CBS – Central
Office for Statistics) census data and with regard to gender, age, and education we have to report the
following slight under- or over-representations. There is a slight over-representation of men in our net
panel (52.3% versus 49.5%). Regarding age groups, 15–24 year olds are slightly under-represented (8%
versus 11.9%), 45–54 year olds are slightly over-represented (22.8% versus 14%) and 65+ year olds are
slightly over-represented (19.3% versus 13.7%). And finally, with regard to education, we report an
over-representation of people with higher professional education (HBO) (22.4% versus 16%) and an
under-representation of people with upper secondary vocational education (MBO) (19% versus 32%).
11
It showed that the considerable number of undecided voters (more than 300 in our sample) differed in
their political attitudes from voters who leaned towards a YES vote in such a way that is was
inappropriate to combine undecided voters and voters leaning to a YES vote into one common category.
12
Therefore, we use the Sobel test equation: a*b/SQRT(b2*sa2 + a2*sb2) where a = raw (unstandardized)
regression coefficient for the association between independent variable and mediator, sa = standard error
of a, b = raw coefficient for the association between the mediator and the dependent variable (controlling
for the independent variable), and sb = standard error of b (for an introduction to mediation analysis and
the Sobel test see e.g., Baron and Kenny, 1986; Goodman, 1960; MacKinnon et al., 1995; Sobel, 1982).
Whereas the Sobel test is appropriate for large sample sizes (as in our study), other methods such as
bootstrapping should be applied to formally assess mediation in smaller samples (see e.g., Preacher &
Hayes, 2004).
13

Weighting media exposure by attention has been suggested by e.g. Chaffee & Schleuder (1986). Slater
(2004) warns that this procedure might produce effects which are mainly due to antecedents of attention,
not exposure, and thus exaggerate effects. For this study we built an additive news exposure index

weighted by the amount of referendum news and added a measure for the attention paid to referendum
news, rather than weight by attention.
14
A correlation matrix was calculated and confirmed that there was no multi-collinearity problem for our
set of independent variables. The highest correlations exist between the following variables: economic
expectations x government disapproval: r=.46; economic expectations x fear of globalization: r=.45;
EU skepticism x national identity: r=.43; EU skepticism x fear of immigration: r=.40.
15
EU skepticism x Fear of immigration - Sobel test statistic: 7.76, p< .001; EU skepticism x Political
efficacy - Sobel test statistic: -6.09, p < .001; EU skepticism x Political interest - Sobel test statistic -3.04,
p< .01; EU skepticism x Fear of globalization - Sobel test statistic: 6.75, p< .001; EU skepticism x
National identity - Sobel test statistic: 8.67, p< .001; EU skepticism x Government disapproval - Sobel
test statistic: 4.85, p< .001.
16

An alternative model (not reported here) tapping EU skepticism with one single item (general support
for the EU) rather than a multi-item index mirrors the findings of the model reported here with the
only exception being that fear of immigration also remains significant in the full model. In another
alternative model (not reported here) we included all four single components of the index as individual
variables (attitude towards EU in general, attitude towards the Euro, attitude towards integration of
Turkey, attitude towards EU enlargement). We find that all of them have a significant impact on the
intention to vote No in the referendum and that general support for the EU has the biggest impact
compared to the other three factors.
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17

Respondents were asked for their voting intention in wave 1 on a scale from 1 (certain to vote No) to 5
(certain to vote Yes). Voters who reported either being likely or being certain to vote Yes (No) in wave 1
and reported having voted No (Yes) in wave 2 were categorized as vote switchers.
18
The percentage of Yes voters who decided on what to vote for within the last two weeks before the
referendum and thus the most intense phase of the campaign is higher than for No voters. Building a scale
measurement ranging from 1 (deciding more than a month before referendum) to 4 (deciding on
election day) we find a significant mean difference between Yes voters (M=2.03, SD =1.04) and No
voters (M =1.80, SD=.94) for the time they took their voting decision (t(1173)=3.896, p< .001). As an
example: Every third Yes voter (33.3%) took her/his voting decision during the last couple of days of
the campaign or on the day of the referendum. By comparison, less than every fourth No voter (23.2%)
decided on voting No only at this late stage of the campaign.
19
On a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (very insecure about own vote choice) to 5 (very certain
about own vote choice) we find a significant mean difference between Yes (M=3.88, SD=1.11) and No
voters (M=4.47, SD=.79) in the level of determination for one’s own voting decision (t(1173)= -10.129,
p< .001).
20

Visibility and prominence (percentage of front page news/total number of stories about the referendum)
of other newspapers: Algemeen Dagblad: 3.3%/n=147, Telegraaf: 2.2%/n=123, Metro: 3.3%/n=109.
21

This is in line with earlier findings, e.g. by Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) who also report a very

low share of political news in Hart van Nederland/SBS6.
22
NOS Journaal: M=.30, SD=.98, n=20; RTL Nieuws: M=.33, SD=1, n=9; Hart van Nederland/ SBS6: M
= +/-0, SD =1.41, n=2; NOVA Den Haag vandaag: M=.40, SD = .92, n = 47; Telegraaf: M =.20, SD =.99,
n=70; Volkskrant: M =.23, SD=.98, n=148; NRC Handelsblad: M=.42, SD =.91, n=192; Trouw: M=.33,
SD=.95, n=93; Algemeen Dagblad: M=-.03, SD=1, n=80; Metro: M=.09, SD=1, n=55.
23

We also tested another model (not reported here) in which we applied corrective weighting in order to
correct for the slight under-representation of reported No voters in our sample. This analysis yielded the
same significant results as the model we report here.
24
Another OLS regression (not reported here) has been run predicting cynicism about the campaign by
overall news exposure and did not yield a significant effect of news exposure on cynicism.
25
Adding up the exposure to each individual media outlet divided by the number of media outlets
yields a mean for average overall exposure of M = 1.40 (SD = .67). Respondents who fall below this
mean score, in a next step, have been coded as 0 (low exposure) and respondents who fall above the
mean have been coded as 1 (high exposure). A t-test yields no significant mean difference in cynicism
(t(1321)= -.378, p> .05) between respondents with low media exposure (M = 3.58, SD=.80) and high
media exposure (M=3.60, SD=.83).
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CHAPTER 3
__________________
REVERSED MOBILIZATION IN REFERENDUM CAMPAIGNS: HOW POSITIVE
NEWS FRAMING CAN MOBILIZE THE SKEPTICS

This article has been published in the International Journal of Press/Politics, 14(1): 40-66
(2009).
Abstract
This multi-methodological study focuses on risk induced electoral mobilization in referendum
campaigns. Positive news framing in a referendum campaign can generate a perception of risk
among those voters opposing the proposal and stimulate electoral participation in order to
prevent an undesired outcome that would alter a status quo situation. To test this claim, we
analyzed the effect of news framing on turnout in the context of the 2005 Dutch EU Constitution
referendum campaign and combined a media content analysis of national newspapers and
television news (n=6,370) with panel survey data (n=642) and an experiment (n=687). Our
experimental findings show that individuals who were skeptical towards the EU and were
subsequently exposed to positive news framing about the EU Constitution were mobilized to turn
out and vote against it. The results of our content analysis show that during the Dutch
referendum campaign news media framed the EU Constitution in positive terms. Building these
findings into a measure of news exposure in our panel survey, we find that higher exposure to
referendum news had a mobilizing effect on those opposing the proposal. Our experimental and
panel data thus show corroborating evidence supporting the central hypothesis about how
positive news can mobilize the skeptics to turn out and vote in a referendum.
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Introduction
Who gets mobilized in a referendum campaign? In order to understand the dynamics of
mobilization in referendums it is important to take into account the nature of the decision making
situation as well as theory that explains how citizens decide on their own participation. Previous
research has shown that people are more likely to get mobilized in order to avoid risks rather
than to achieve potential gains (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979; Marcus et al., 2000; Martin, 2004).
For the perception of risk to emerge in an election individuals need to be exposed to information
on the basis of which perceptions can be shaped and subsequent behaviour can be affected. An
assessment of risk depends on the content of the information received in interaction with preexisting attitudes. The most important information source during referendum campaigns are the
news media (e.g., Jenssen et al., 1998) and previous research suggests that the way in which a
referendum issue is framed in the news can affect voter participation (de Vreese & Semetko,
2002).
Referendum campaigns are unusually influential since they are marked by a higher
degree of electoral volatility compared to national elections (Magleby, 1989) and the perceived
salience and involvement are oftentimes comparably low (e.g., Franklin et al., 1994). However,
the degree to which voters hold pre-existing opinions on the issue at stake varies across
referendums and thus the level of uncertainty among voters can vary as well (LeDuc, 2002).
Previous research on EU referendums suggests that voters often rely on domestic second-order
considerations (such as evaluations of the incumbent government) when deciding on their vote
choice because they feel that there is not much at stake (e.g., Franklin, 2002). However, some
referendums are perceived as more important by voters, making issue considerations about
Europe more salient (Hobolt, 2005). In such a context, the influence of the campaign on vote
choice has limits while at the same time the campaign has the potential to raise perceptions of
risk among certain parts of the electorate and motivate electoral participation in order to prevent
an undesired outcome.
Previous research on campaign effects on voter turnout in U.S. contexts has been
primarily concerned with the role of campaign ads (e.g., Ansolabehere et al., 1994; Finkel &
Geer, 1998; Goldstein & Freedman, 2002), campaign spending (Cox & Munger, 1989; Dawson
& Zinser, 1976), or relied on proxies tapping the intensity of the campaign (e.g., see Geys, 2006
for an overview). In a European context most people perceive a campaign through the news
media (e.g., Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999) and EU citizens have repeatedly named the news media
as their dominant source of information on EU matters (Eurobarometer 60,61). Szczerbiak and
Taggart (2004) developed a base model for explaining turnout in European referendums in which
the role of the campaign is addressed only indirectly through the overall level of resources
invested in the campaign. This conception focuses solely on campaign efforts undertaken by
political actors and not on the actual content of campaign coverage in the news media. Only very
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few studies so far have systematically analyzed news media content throughout a referendum
campaign and modelled its effect on turnout (e.g., de Vreese & Semetko, 2004; Kriesi, 2006).
Investigations of campaign effects on voter turnout are still missing more compelling
links between the actual content of campaign coverage in the news and peoples’ decision to
participate in referendums. The present study aims to show how positive news framing can
mobilize voters who oppose a referendum proposal to turn out and vote in order to prevent an
undesired outcome. We first test this claim in an experiment and then also in a real-world setting
combining a two-wave panel survey with media content data.

Theoretical framework
Risk induced electoral mobilization
In political communication, studies commonly focus on the effect of frames on political attitudes
(e.g., Iyengar, 1991) rather than on actual behaviour. Previous research has shown framing to
have the power to influence the evaluative direction of thoughts (Price et al., 1997) or issue
interpretations (e.g., de Vreese, 2004). Studies that have linked framing to political behaviour
have focused on the effect of campaign news framed in terms of strategy on public cynicism and
electoral participation (e.g., Cappella & Jamieson, 1997; Valentino et al., 2001). This sort of
framing has often been accused of turning voters off (e.g., Patterson, 1993). However, more
recent studies show that voters might well become cynical by such framing but not necessarily
less engaged (de Vreese & Semetko, 2002). Other research has stressed the mobilizing effects of
exposure to certain types of news outlets through political learning and information gains (e.g.,
Newton, 1999). Finally, in the debate around negative attack advertisements (Finkel & Geer,
1998; Goldstein & Freedman, 2002) and negative campaign tone (Arceneaux & Nickerson,
2007; Martin, 2004; Niven, 2006), recent studies have yielded tentative support for a
mobilization rather than a demobilization hypothesis (see Lau et al., 2007 for an overview).
The present study investigates the potentially stimulating effect of risk perception in a
referendum context. Psychological research has repeatedly shown that people pay greater
attention to negative information than to positive information (e.g., Fiske, 1980; Pratto & John,
1991) and negative attitudes are more likely to motivate behaviour than positive attitudes (e.g.,
Lau, 1982). Most prominently, prospect theory argues that people are more strongly motivated to
avoid costs rather than to achieve gains (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979; Tversky & Kahneman,
1981). This risk averse mobilizing effect has been studied in various contexts, particularly within
health communication and health preventive behaviour (e.g., Rimal & Real, 2003; Rothman &
Salovey, 1997), such as the effect of risk appeals on mammography use (Schneider et al., 2001),
or the likelihood for people to get HIV testing (Raghubir & Menon, 2001; Kalichman & Coley,
1995). Other studies on the subject focused specifically on the role of media coverage in
fostering risk perceptions (Dunlop et al., 2008; Morton & Duck, 2001). All these studies suggest
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a causal link between perceived risk and behaviour. Perceived risk is seen as a motivator of selfprotective behaviour and induces preventive actions.
The notion that risk perception can have an impact on subsequent behaviour has also
been applied to electoral contexts. Hobolt (2006) assumes that in a referendum context “[…]
people tend to have a particular aversion to losses that makes them risk averse” (p. 627), making
it less likely for voters to support a proposal when uncertainty about the outcome is high.
Alvarez (1997) reports empirical evidence for risk aversion of voters in an American electoral
context. Kahn and Kenney (1999) stress the potential risks associated with certain electoral
choices. They conclude that negative messages, compared to positive appeals, generate more
interest and involvement in campaigns (see also Marcus et al., 2000; Martin, 2008; Wattenberg
& Brians, 1999). Corroborating this, Martin (2004) has demonstrated how perceived candidate
threat mobilized supporters of the other candidate (see also Marcus et al., 2000). Voters who are
opposed to a certain candidate are more likely to accept negative information about him or her
while at the same time they resist negative information about their preferred candidate. From this
perspective, voters are more likely to vote “against” rather than “for” a candidate in an election
(see also Key, 1966; Lau, 1985). Previous research on the asymmetric mobilization of ‘winners’
and ‘losers’ also showed how the experience of past negative election outcomes increased
turnout in subsequent elections, whereas past positive experiences had no mobilizing effect
(Hastings et al., 2007). In the current study context, we may expect that the promotion of a
certain referendum outcome in the media can induce a perception of risk among parts of the
electorate and stimulate electoral participation in order to prevent an undesired outcome.
However, this largely depends on the concrete referendum context and we can only expect voters
to be mobilized because of risk perception when stakes are high and the referendum issue is
sufficiently salient to voters.
Previous research has pointed out that it is easier to mobilize people against a referendum
proposal rather than in favour of it (Kirchgässner & Schulz, 2004). Voters are risk-averse and
every new policy proposal involves uncertainty over its consequences compared to the status quo
(Christin et al., 2002; Ingberman, 1985; Hobolt, 2006). In a referendum context, risk is – ceteris
paribus – usually higher for an individual who opposes the proposal. Such an individual is, in
most instances, faced with potential, undesired change of the status quo in the case of a positive
(‘yes’) referendum outcome (Brunetti, 1997). An individual who supports the proposal, on the
other hand, is usually not confronted with change in the case of a negative (‘no’) referendum
outcome. Therefore, the potential cost is normally higher for those opposing the proposal than
for those supporting it. This should result in opposing individuals being more likely to get
mobilized in order to avoid such costs.
Although we expect opposing individuals in a referendum to be more easily mobilized in
most cases, the risks might not always be greater for No-voters. In some referendum contexts the
particular consequences of a No-vote may be considerable and the outcome of a rejected ballot
may not always equate status quo (see e.g., Hobolt, 2006; Romer & Rosenthal, 1979). 1
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Accordingly, the respective referendum context has to be taken into account in order to assess
the risk associated with a certain referendum outcome and before making concrete assumptions
about possible mobilization dynamics during the campaign.
How then can the contents of campaign news coverage contribute to a perception of risk
among certain parts of the electorate and mobilize voters to turn out and vote? Voters can draw
different conclusions than indicated by the actual content of campaign messages. Meffert et al.
(2006) provide an example of how voters with an initial candidate preference selected and spent
more time reading negative information about their preferred candidate, yet ended up with more
polarized evaluations in his or her favour. Citizens may “resist” the inherent tone of campaign
messages and media content on the basis of their existing opinions, a process that has been
coined “motivated skepticism” (Ditto & Lopez, 1992). Potential electoral outcomes are
perceived differently by individuals depending on their pre-existing attitudes and outcome
preferences. This makes it necessary to determine a reference point in order to judge under
which conditions a campaign message is likely to be perceived as either negative or positive.
Sigelman and Kugler (2003) have pointed to the importance of voters’ perceptions of campaign
tone and stressed that it should not be seen as an objective attribute. They showed how
perceptions of the same campaign can vary widely between citizens and evoke different images
in the minds of certain segments of the electorate. Indeed, framing research has also emphasized
the need to incorporate existing opinions as moderators for understanding the effects of frames
(Domke et al., 1998). In a referendum context, coverage emphasizing a negative election
outcome does not per se represent a risk to all voters. Rather, this perception depends on if the
negative coverage is in line with or in opposition to voters’ pre-existing outcome preferences.
For example, voters who intend to vote ‘no’ in a referendum prior to the start of a campaign and
are subsequently confronted with a positive news environment might see more of a risk and thus
become mobilized to turn out and vote. In this vein, a positive election outcome (and positive
news coverage promoting such an outcome) is perceived as negative, which in turn carries the
affective potential to mobilize voters in order to avoid such an outcome.
We develop and test these expectations on the potentially mobilizing effect of risk
perception on electoral participation in the context of the Dutch EU Constitution referendum. In
June 2005, a majority of voters (62%) rejected the EU Constitution in a national referendum in
the Netherlands. Turnout was high (63%), compared to elections for the European Parliament in
the Netherlands for which rates dropped from 58% in 1979 to 30% in 1999 and 39% in 2004,
and considerably higher than the 30% threshold informally agreed upon by the main political
parties in order for the referendum to be considered valid.
For the perception of risk to emerge among parts of the electorate the referendum issue
has to be perceived as sufficiently salient. During the Dutch referendum campaign public debate
was intense (e.g., Schuck & de Vreese, 2008; Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2005) and issue
considerations about Europe as well as attitudes towards further European integration mattered
to voters in their decision-making process (see e.g., Aarts & van der Kolk, 2006; Glencross &
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Trechsel, 2007; Eurobarometer 63.4; Eurobarometer Special 214), indicating the high perceived
salience of this referendum within the electorate (see Flash Eurobarometer 172: 3). In this
context, threat perceptions had an impact on voting behaviour. As Lubbers (2008) reports, one of
the strongest reasons for ‘No’ voters to go and vote in the referendum was a perceived threat to
Dutch culture. At the same time, to many voters the EU Constitution was a symbol for further
and faster EU integration and opposition to this development was at the heart of the Dutch ‘No’
(Aarts & van der Kolk, 2006; Baden & de Vreese, 2008; Schuck & de Vreese, 2008).2
The present study aims to show how positive news framing can mobilize people in
opposition to a referendum proposal to turn out to vote. In the Dutch referendum, most political
elites and almost all mainstream media had campaigned in favour of a positive (‘yes’) outcome.
Therefore, individuals opposing the Dutch ratification of the Constitutional Treaty could not
have been certain that the referendum would fail. In line with our theoretical reasoning and given
the context characteristics of the Dutch 2005 referendum as described above, we argue that the
opposition towards further EU integration, which was pronounced and widespread among the
Dutch electorate at the time, made it less likely for positive campaign appeals to persuade voters.
Instead, we expect that positive news framing during the campaign had the opposite effect and
led to higher risk perception and intensified opposition among opponents of the proposal. This,
in turn, we expect to have mobilized skeptical voters to turn out and vote against the proposal in
order to prevent a positive outcome and to maintain the status quo.
In a first step, we analyze the framing of news during the referendum campaign to see if
a successful referendum outcome was framed more in negative or positive terms. Therefore, we
conduct a content analysis of news coverage of the Dutch EU Constitution referendum:
(RQ1): What is the degree of positive and negative framing in news coverage about the
Dutch EU Constitution referendum?
Next, we report on a media effects experiment and a two-wave panel survey designed to test for
a reversed mobilization effect of positive news framing on individuals opposing the EU
Constitution both in a controlled as well as in a real-world setting. In the Dutch EU Constitution
referendum a positive referendum outcome for many represented a threat whereas it was unlikely
that a negative outcome would yield particular repercussions for the Netherlands. In this context,
a negative outcome would not have had immediate negative consequences but rather meant to
protect the status quo and prevent a development towards further EU integration. Thus, in our
study context, risk is higher for an individual who opposes the proposal since s/he is faced with
potential, undesired change of the status quo in case of a positive outcome as compared to an
individual who supports the proposal and who is confronted with no change in case of a potential
negative outcome. In such a context, we assume news promoting a successful referendum
outcome to be perceived as negative from the standpoint of a voter who is in opposition. Since
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the potential cost is higher for those opposing the proposal, we expect that these voters will
become more mobilized to turn out and vote than voters who are in support of the proposal:
(H1): Individuals who oppose the referendum proposal prior to a campaign and are
subsequently confronted with a pro / positive frame, which is promoting a positive
outcome, are mobilized, whereas
(H2): Individuals who support the referendum proposal prior to a campaign and are
subsequently confronted with a con / negative frame, which is promoting a negative
outcome, are either not or less mobilized.

Methods & Results
To test our hypotheses a multi-method research design was employed, combining a content
analysis, a media effects experiment, and a two-wave panel survey. First, we assessed the degree
to which news media have framed the EU Constitution in either positive or negative terms,
second, we tested how such framing affects turnout intention of different kinds of voters, and
finally, we investigated the impact news coverage about the referendum had on mobilizing
voters.
Content analysis
Design. The content analysis was carried out on news articles of all relevant national
Dutch newspapers and national TV news and current affairs programs. Six national daily
newspapers were included into the analysis: de Volkskrant, NRC Handelsblad, and Trouw are all
broadsheet newspapers and represented the Dutch national quality press. De Telegraaf, Metro,
and Algemeen Dagblad represented the national tabloid press. In addition, the most widely
watched Dutch public evening news program NOS Journaal (Nederland 1: 20.00-20.25), the
main private program RTL Nieuws (RTL 4: 19.30-19.55), and the main public TV current affairs
program NOVA - Den Haag vandaag were analysed.
Period of study. The content analysis was conducted for news articles and TV news items
published or broadcast within the six weeks prior to the referendum (between April 16th 2005
and June 1st 2005).
Data collection. For the newspapers all articles on the front-page, all articles on one
randomly chosen page inside the newspaper and all articles about the referendum were coded.
For the TV news programs all news items were coded and for the one TV current affairs program
all items about the referendum were coded. In total 5,157 newspaper articles (1,213 TV items)
were coded of which 1,146 articles (158 TV items) dealt with the referendum or the
Constitution.3
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Coding procedure. Coding was conducted by six Dutch native speakers. An inter-coder
reliability test was conducted by all six coders on 25 randomly chosen articles and yielded
satisfactory results (reported below). The unit of analysis and coding unit was the distinct news
story.
Measures. A set of items indicating the presence of positive and negative news frames as
introduced by Schuck and de Vreese (2006) was employed in this study after adjustment to the
issue specific context of the EU Constitution. The dimensions covered are structurally identical
for both frames and cover the following dimensions for the example of the positive frame: (1)
rational argument pro EU Constitution (negative frame: rational contra), (2) portrayal of specific
advantage of EU Constitution (negative frame: specific disadvantage), (3) positive quote towards
EU Constitution (negative frame: negative quote), and (4) promoting positive opportunities or
long-term development with a common EU Constitution (negative frame: negative future
outlook).4 For each news item the binary codes (‘yes’ = 1 or ‘no’ = 0 for each question) were
added up and divided by the number of frame items, so that two index scales for the average
presence of each frame in news coverage could be built ranging from 0 (frame not present at all)
to 1 (frame strongly present). A high score on the ‘positive frame’ scale indicates that a story
emphasizes future benefits or any kind of gains from a common EU Constitution, whereas a high
score on the ‘negative frame’ scale indicates a high level of concern expressed in a news item,
stressing expected future disadvantages or costs. Inter-coder reliability for the two sets of frame
items was assessed by calculating Krippendorff’s alpha = .74 (Hayes & Krippendorff, 2007). To
assess if both sets of frame items build reliable scales we applied Mokken scale analysis (MSA)
which is a hierarchical scaling method that can be used for binary and ordered items (Mokken,
1971). Results from the scale analysis revealed a two-dimensional structure with both sets of
frame items forming strong and reliable sub-scales (positive frame: scale coefficient H=0.67,
reliability Rho=0.83, scale Z= 47.78, n=1302; negative frame: scale coefficient H=0.64,
reliability Rho=0.80, scale Z = 44.22, n=1302).5
Results of the content analysis
As Table 3.1. below shows and in response to the first research question, the Constitution was
framed more in positive than in negative terms in campaign news coverage (see also
Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2005; Schuck & de Vreese, 2008). This positive directional bias is
consistent across all outlets. While both frames were present, the overall news environment can
be characterized by having put more emphasis on potential advantages rather than disadvantages
of a common EU Constitution.6
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Table 3.1.: Presence of positive and negative frame in news coverage about the referendum

Positive frame index

Negative frame index Difference

BROADSHEET newspapers
NRC Handelsblad (n=371)
Volkskrant (n=230)
Trouw (n=161)

0.19 (0.32)
0.23 (0.33)
0.20 (0.30)

0.13 (0.27)
0.13 (0.24)
0.16 (0.29)

+0.06
+0.10
+0.04

TABLOID newspapers
Algemeen Dagblad (n=145)
Telegraaf (n=123)
Metro (n= 109)

0.18 (0.30)
0.21 (0.35)
0.19 (0.34)

0.17 (0.29)
0.11 (0.24)
0.15 (0.29)

+0.01
+0.10
+0.04

0.28 (0.35)
0.39 (0.41)
0.45 (0.39)

0.20 (0.31)
0.30 (0.41)
0.28 (0.34)

+0.08
+0.09
+0.17

TV news
NOS Journaal (n=43)
RTL Nieuws (n=37)
NOVA Den Haag vandaag (n= 77)

Note: Scores in the first two columns represent the average presence of the positive and the negative frame
(standard deviations in parentheses) in referendum news coverage on a scale from 0 (not present at all) to 1
(strongly present). Scores in the third column represent the difference between the two frames and thus the relative
dominance of the positive frame over the negative frame.

Experiment
Design. To test the possible effects of framing the EU Constitution in either negative or
positive terms, we used a single-factor, post-test only, between-subjects experimental design
with random assignment to one of two conditions. Within this design the first condition
represented the ‘pro EU Constitution / positive’ frame, and the second condition represented the
‘con EU Constitution / negative’ frame.
Procedure. The experiment was conducted in May 2005 by CentERdata at the University
of Tilburg (The Netherlands). Participants first completed a pre-test questionnaire asking for
demographic details and political predispositions (described below). Next, participants were
exposed to one news article establishing either of the two alternative framing conditions. Finally,
participants completed a post-test questionnaire, which asked for their turnout intention (and
their vote choice intention) and included a manipulation check.
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Sample. In total 687 individuals participated in the experiment (47.5% percent
females, age = 18-90 [M = 49.3, SD = 15.67]), 355 in the negative frame condition and 332 in
the positive frame condition. Respondents were sampled from the online CentERpanel which
consists of a representative sample of 2,000 Dutch households.7
Stimulus material. The experimental stimulus material consisted of one news article in
two alternative versions (see Appendix F). The news articles were inspired by the media content
analysis, but the articles were produced for the study rather than selected from the media sample.
This ensured that the stimulus material reflected the frames as they have been conceptualized in
this study, it gave full control over the experimental manipulation, and it implied that no
respondent has been exposed to the article in advance. In both versions, the core of the story was
identical, dealing with a general discussion of the EU Constitution referendum in the
Netherlands. Combining an identical core section with factual information and sections
establishing alternative frames has been common practice in previous experimental framing
analyses (e.g., Iyengar, 1991; Price et al., 1997; Valkenburg et al., 1999). In total, five different
parts within the stimulus material varied according to the “against EU Constitution / negative”
and “pro EU Constitution / positive” frames.
Measures
Dependent variable: Turnout intention. The intention to turn out and vote in the referendum was
measured on a five-point Likert scale (1-very likely not to go and vote, 5-very likely to go and
vote) (M= 4.06, SD= 1.16). We also tapped vote choice but did not expect this to be affected by
the experimental manipulation.
Moderating variable: EU support. Before the experimental intervention respondents were
asked for their general support for the EU, their support for the Euro, their support for EU
enlargement and their support for a possible integration of Turkey into the EU on five-point
Likert scales (1-low support, 5-high support).8 These four items together build a reliable index
scale (M= 2.67, SD= .78, α = .76). In order to discriminate between respondents later on in our
analysis we classify individuals as either being EU skeptics (respondents with index scores
below the scale midpoint) or EU supporters (respondents with index scores above the scale
midpoint).
Manipulation check. A manipulation check revealed successful manipulation. The two
experimental conditions were sufficiently strong and recognized by the two groups, allowing the
between-group differences in the dependent measure to be ascribed to the experimental
manipulation.9
Results of the experiment
In line with our expectations, the experimental manipulation did affect participants` turnout
intention. Respondents in the positive framing condition (M= 4.17, SD= 1.10) expressed higher
levels of turnout intention than respondents in the negative framing condition (M= 3.96, SD=
1.21) (t(675)= 2.40, p<.05). More specifically (see Table 3.2. below), and in line with our first
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research hypothesis, EU skeptics in the positive framing condition expressed significantly higher
turnout intention (M= 4.13, SD= 1.12) than EU skeptics in the negative framing condition (M=
3.81, SD= 1.30) (t(387)= 2.51, p<.01).10 The second research hypothesis is supported as well. For
EU supporters there was no significant difference (t(193)= -.291, p>.05) in turnout intention
between the positive (M= 4.35, SD= .91) and the negative (M= 4.38, SD= .93) condition.
Table 3.2.: Effect of experimental condition on turnout intention for EU
skeptics and EU supporters

Positive
frame
(n=288)

EU supporters

EU skeptics

Negative
frame
(n=296)

4.35

4.38

(.91)

(.93)

(n= 104)

(n= 91)

4.13 a

3.81 b

(1.12)

(1.30)

(n= 184)

(n= 205)

Note: Cell entries are mean scores on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = very likely not
to go and vote, 5 = very likely to go and vote), standard deviations in
parentheses. Different subscripts a,b indicate significant between-condition
difference with p < .01 (one-tailed).

In addition, we tested an interaction model in order to test for the significance of the difference
in effects across the two groups yielding a significant interaction effect for EU attitudes (being a
supporter vs. being a skeptic) and the experimental condition (negative vs. positive) (b = 0.35,
p<.05) (F(3, 580) = 8.00, p<.001) on turnout intention controlling for main effects.11 Thus,
attitudes towards the EU moderate the effect of the experimental condition on turnout intention
and framing the Constitution in positive rather than in negative terms had a mobilizing effect
only on EU skeptics and not on EU supporters.12
Two-Wave Panel Survey
Procedure. Our final data stem from a two-wave panel survey conducted by CentERdata
at the University of Tilburg (The Netherlands). Field dates for the first wave were May 6th-May
11th, and, for the second wave, June 3rd-June 8th. The response rate in the first wave was 68%
(AAPOR RR1) and 81% of the wave 1 respondents participated in the second wave resulting in a
net panel of n=642.
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Sample characteristics. The online CentERpanel is reflective of the Dutch adult
population on key social-demographics. Our sample consists of 52.3% males, average age is 49.4
years (SD=15.25). Most respondents are household heads (62.7%), loan workers (49.4%), work
in industrial companies (17.3%), and have a net income of more than 2600,- € per month
(34.7%). Compared to census data our sample is representative of the Dutch electorate.13
Comparing the reported turnout in our sample with actual turnout, 86.3% of our sample
respondents reported to have participated in the referendum compared to the actual turnout of
63%. This difference reflects a well-known bias in self-reported turnout (e.g., Granberg &
Holmberg, 1991).14
Measures
The specific wording of all items and the descriptives for the independent variables listed below
can be found in Appendix G. We specified logistic regression models with turnout intention
(wave 1) and voter turnout (wave 2) as the dependent variables. In the turnout intention model
(wave 1) we included several variables that extant research shows to predict turnout. In the voter
turnout model (wave 2) we focused on change between our panel waves and include turnout
intention (wave 1) and control as well as campaign related variables.
Turnout intention model (wave 1)
Dependent variable
Turnout intention (wave 1). Respondents indicated their turnout intention on a five-point Likert
scale reaching from 1-very likely not to go and vote to 5-very likely to go and vote. Respondents
who reported being either very likely or likely to participate in the referendum were coded as 1,
all others were coded as 0.15
Independent variables
Political predispositions. Political interest is positively related to turnout (e.g., Markowski &
Tucker, 2005). In the present study we combined two questions about general political interest
and interest in EU politics in particular. Political knowledge has been shown to result in higher
turnout (e.g., Verba et al., 1995) and was measured through the answers to four political
knowledge questions concerning national and EU politics. Political efficacy is another factor
contributing to political participation (e.g., Bandura, 1997) and was tapped with one item.
Furthermore, individual levels of EU support have been shown to be positively related to higher
turnout in European elections (de Vreese & Tobiasen, 2007) and were measured with a multiple
item index covering individuals’ general EU support, support for the Euro, support for Turkish
EU membership and support for EU enlargement.
Social-demographics. We controlled for age, gender and education. Findings on gender
and age are mixed, but higher levels of education are commonly associated with higher levels of
participation (e.g., Dreyer Lassen, 2005). Education was measured in six categories of obtainable
Dutch education degrees (from low to high), the respondents` gender was coded as a male
dummy variable and age was measured in years.
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Campaign effect model (wave 2)
Dependent variable
Voter turnout (wave 2). Voter turnout was measured as 1 (voted in referendum) or 0 (not voted
in referendum).
Independent variables
Exposure to positive and negative framing in news coverage. The key independent variable in
this study is media use. Respondents reported the number of days they turn to different
newspapers and TV news shows in an average week. We specifically asked for those media that
have also been included into our content analysis. This enables us to build in actual content
features into our exposure measure.16 In particular, we integrated the degree to which news
coverage in each individual outlet framed the Constitution in either more positive or more
negative terms into our news exposure measure. Therefore, the “against EU Constitution /
negative” index score was subtracted from the “pro EU Constitution / positive” index score
(representing the relative prominence of the positive frame) for each medium and multiplied with
the reported exposure to each respective outlet. These single scores were added up to build an
additive index for individual news exposure weighted by the degree of positive vs. negative
framing.17 This results into the following formula to construct our individual news exposure
measure (see Appendix G for full formula):

((exposure medium 1 * (positive frame index medium 1 – negative frame index medium 1)) +
[…] + ((exposure medium n * (positive frame index medium n – negative frame index medium
n))

Moderating variable: Opposing or supporting the referendum proposal. Respondents who
expressed being likely or very likely to vote against the referendum proposal before the
campaign (wave 1) were coded as 1, respondents who reported being either likely or very likely
to vote in favour of the referendum proposal were coded as 0.
Control variables. As in the previous model we control for age, gender and education and also
for political interest, political efficacy and political knowledge. Furthermore, we control for the
impact of political cynicism which has been shown to depress turnout (e.g., Cappella &
Jamieson, 1997; Valentino et al., 2001) although this has not been confirmed in all research (e.g.,
de Vreese & Semetko, 2002). In the present study political cynicism was measured with a two
items index assessing the degree of cynicism about the campaign.
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Results of the Two-wave Panel Survey
The logistic regression model in Table 3.3. below explains turnout intention three weeks prior to
the referendum and thus before the hot phase of the campaign actually started.

Table 3.3.: Logistic regression explaining turnout intention (wave 1)

TURNOUT INTENTION

Political predispositions
and socio-demographics

Socio-demographics
EDUCATION
AGE
GENDER (male)

.261*** (.074) 1.299
.010 (.008) 1.010
.053 (.208) 1.054

Political predispositions
POLITICAL EFFICACY

.185 (.116) 1.203

POLITICAL INTEREST

.993*** (.135) 2.700

POLITICAL KNOWLEDGE
EU SUPPORT

.207* (.084) 1.230
-.087 (.147) .917

Nagelkerke Pseudo R-Square

.30

Percentage correctly classified

77.8%

N

634

Note: Cell entries are logistic regression coefficients, standard errors in
parentheses and odds ratios.
* p < .05; *** p < .001 (two-tailed)

Controlling for socio-demographic factors and other political predispositions, we find that at this
point in time higher levels of political knowledge, greater political interest and higher education
levels positively contributed to the intention to participate in the referendum. Other factors such
as political efficacy or the level of support for the EU did not show a systematic impact on
turnout intention. Thus, at this point in time those most aware and most knowledgeable about
political matters were also most likely to participate in the referendum.
In a next step, we are interested in the question who got mobilized during the referendum
campaign. Looking at the aggregate level first, 77.2% of those opposing the Constitution
intended to participate in the referendum before the start of the campaign and 89.6% reported
having voted. Compared to voters who supported the proposal (87.9% intended to turn out
before the campaign and 90.2% reported having voted), those who opposed the proposal became
significantly more mobilized (t(415)=-2.79, p < .01). Next, we analyse the impact of the
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positively framed news coverage during the campaign on actual turnout on the individual level.
Therefore, we control for turnout intention prior to the campaign in order to examine change
between turnout intention and actual turnout. As Model 1 in Table 3.4. below shows, higher
levels of news exposure increased the likelihood to turn out and vote among skeptics but not
among supporters of the proposal (see Model 2 in Table 3.4.), controlling for other factors. In
order to test the significance of the difference in effects between the two groups we specified
another model with all voters, including an interaction term between news exposure and vote
choice intention controlling for main effects (see Model 3 in Table 3.4.).
Table 3.4.: Logistic regression explaining turnout (wave 2) for NO voters, YES voters and ALL voters

MODEL 1

MODEL 2

MODEL 3

NO voters

YES voters

ALL voters

Turnout intention (at time 1)
Intention to turn out

3.868*** (.764) 47.862

3.246* (1.252) 25.690

3.839*** (.613) 46.475

Not decided about turning out

1.828* (.779) 6.221

1.095 (1.162) 2.990

1.656** (.599) 5.236

Socio-demographic controls
AGE

.044 (.023) 1.045

.025 (.025) 1.026

.036* (.016) 1.037

GENDER (male)

.057 (.554) 1.059

-.572 (.711) .565

-.060 (.418) .942

EDUCATION

.164 (.222) 1.178

-.227 (.243) .797

-.005 (.152) .995

Political predispositions
POLITICAL INTEREST

-.164 (.341) .849

-.126 (.487) .882

-.216 (.264) .806

POLITICAL KNOWLEDGE
POLITICAL EFFICACY

.280 (.306) 1.323
-.001 (.297) .999

.658* (.335) 1.932
.321 (.348) 1.379

.399 (.215) 1.491
.138 (.225) 1.148

.302 (.381) 1.353
1.511* (.695) 4.530

-.212 (.394) .809
-.687 (.625) .503

.047 (.266) 1.048
-.779 (.578) .459

--

--

-1.289 (.953) .276

--

--

2.253** (.839) 9.521

Campaign variables
POLITICAL CYNICISM
NEWS EXPOSURE
VOTE CHOICE INTENTION
(0-YES, 1-NO)
NEWS EXPOSURE x
VOTE CHOICE INTENTION
(0-YES, 1-NO)
Nagelkerke Pseudo R-Square

.47

.34

.40

Percentage correctly classified
N

92.9%
239

91.4%
174

92.3%
413

Note: Cell entries are logistic regression coefficients, standard errors in parentheses and odds ratios.
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 (two-tailed)

Consistent with our hypothesis, we find that the mobilizing effect of news exposure on actual
turnout is moderated by vote choice intention (b=2.25, p<.01). Those opposing the proposal were
significantly mobilized by exposure to the positively framed news coverage during the campaign
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whereas those supporting the proposal were not.18 These findings corroborate our experimental
findings according to which exposure to positive framing resulted in higher turnout levels among
EU skeptics.

Discussion
This article investigated how positive news framing has the potential to mobilize individuals
opposing a referendum proposal to turn out to vote. Our example of the Dutch referendum
campaign in 2005 showed that the EU Constitution was framed in dominantly positive terms,
promoting future benefits over potential disadvantages. Our findings suggest that framing the
Constitution in positive terms rather than in negative terms mobilized voters. However, this
mobilization effect was reversed and mobilized the skeptic, potential ‘no’ voter rather than the
‘yes’ voter.
Previous research has stressed the importance of motivational factors with regard to their
potential impact on political participation (Marcus et al., 2000; Miller & Krosnick, 2004). In the
present study, we have focused on risk aversion as one motivation for voters to participate in an
election. Based on prospect theory (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979), theory on the mobilizing role
of negative information and attitudes (Lau, 1982, 1985) as well as research pointing to the
mobilizing impact of threat perception in electoral contexts (Marcus et al., 2000; Martin, 2004),
it was assumed that for voters opposed to a referendum proposal, news promoting a positive
outcome would represent a risk that they would want to avoid by turning out to vote. Our data
provide support for this hypothesis.
We argue that pre-existing attitudes need to be taken into account when determining the
reference point from which a situation is perceived as a risk. A positive referendum outcome
does not per se represent a welcome scenario for everyone. It can represent a risk to those who
hold strong predispositions against the proposal and hope for a negative outcome. Thus, it is the
context - being confronted with the prospect of unwanted change - that creates the perception of
negativity, which, in turn, carries the potential to mobilize voters to turn out and vote against a
proposal. A message does not have to be negative to create the perception of negativity and it is
rather the perception of information as negative – in the light of existing opinions – that has
mobilizing potential and not the message content as such. If there are many voters who hold
negative outcome preferences, a positive campaign can mobilize these voters to turn out and vote
against the proposal.
Why is there a mobilization effect of positive framing for voters in opposition to the
proposal but no effect of negative framing for the supporters? We argue that the notion of
prospective change is of special importance in electoral contexts. Miller et al. (2006) describe a
threat as a future-oriented perception of possibility. Facing threats of unwanted future changes
carries the potential to mobilize people in order to protect the status quo (Brunetti, 1997; Christin
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et al., 2002; Ingberman, 1985). In our example of the Dutch 2005 EU Constitution referendum
we claim that voters who opposed the referendum proposal and who were confronted with a
media environment that stressed the advantages of a positive outcome perceived such an
outcome as more of a risk because it would change the status quo in an unwanted way. On the
contrary, for supporters of the proposal the prospect of a negative outcome, however
inconvenient, represented less of a risk since it would at least not change the status quo. In a
different context (e.g., if the Dutch were the last to vote about the Treaty), however, a No-vote
might have had very different consequences and a negative outcome does not always equate
status quo (Hobolt, 2006; Romer & Rosenthal, 1979). Thus, we do not make the generalisation
that the risks in a referendum are always greater for No-voters and we do not generalise our
findings to other contexts in which a negative referendum outcome would have more serious
implications. Rather, pre-existing policy preferences and the meaning of outcomes with regard to
a potential change of the status quo have to be considered as reference points for the perception
of risk as a mobilizing factor in referendum campaigns.
In our data, the initial degree of intended participation was higher among supporters as
compared to those opposed to the proposal. However, our findings suggest that the skeptics were
significantly mobilized during the campaign and by the positive news framing. We cannot fully
rule out that some sort of a 'regression-to-the-mean' effect might have taken place among
skeptical voters in our survey. However, attitudes towards the EU were unrelated to turnout
intention in our first panel wave and our experimental findings corroborate the findings of our
panel survey. Thus, in line with our theoretical reasoning and the corroborating evidence from
both our experiment as well as our survey analysis, we find support for the hypothesis that
positive framing can mobilize skeptical voters to turn out and vote. Nevertheless, more research
is needed to further substantiate our findings. We also do not rule out the possibility for
supporters who receive positive, affirmative information to get mobilized to some degree.
Prospect theory, for example, indeed does not claim that positive information has no mobilizing
effect at all, but rather that the effect is smaller as compared to risk inducing negative
information. Thus, some sort of mobilization among supporters when exposed to positive,
affirmative information is of course possible. However, given the potential ceiling effect in our
data, we focus on the main theoretical claim, namely the mobilization of skeptics by positive
news framing.
Further exploration is needed and other factors need to be identified and theoretically
built into a broader framework that can explain the psychology behind these effects. For
example, future studies need to engage in formally testing the mediation dynamics which
underlie the effects we report and include measures of risk perception into their design in order
to further substantiate our theoretical arguments and corroborate our empirical findings. Given
the data we have at hand, we cannot empirically demonstrate, in this paper, how risk perception
was the decisive factor accounting for the mobilization of the skeptics. Future research also has
to undertake more effort to look at the role and function of information and the way information
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is processed under the condition of risk. This also points to the importance for future research to
identify and test possible moderating factors of the dynamic we describe. The same information
provided during a campaign is perceived differently by voters. Pre-existing attitudes, such as
election outcome preferences, have to be taken into account in order to arrive at a better
understanding of framing effects on participation. In this way, the complex interaction between
information content, risk perception, and actual behaviour can be further disentangled.
Our study also raises the question to what extent the media have the power to affect
people’s opinions, given the fact that our findings show that the majority of skeptical voters were
not persuaded by the positive news framing and rather got mobilized to turn out and vote against
the proposal. We argue that while news framing, in general, can have persuasive effects (e.g.,
Slothuus, 2008), there is less space for the media to affect voting preferences in a high salience
referendum such as the Dutch 2005 referendum, when people hold strong attitudes and issue
considerations about Europe matter (e.g., Lubbers, 2008; Schuck & de Vreese, 2008), as
compared to a context in which involvement and interest in the issue are low. While media can
potentially sway public opinion during a campaign, the magnitude depends on the concrete
context. Schmitt-Beck and Farrell (2002) argue that if voters hold strong political
predispositions, campaigns are less likely to affect opinions and campaign effects are more likely
to be found with regard to mobilization. Thus, while the influence of the media on opinion
change in such contexts has limits, they are still relevant in mobilizing the electorate. As our
study suggests, such mobilization can be reversed and mobilize voters when they are confronted
with information which is opposed to their own predisposition.
The present study focuses on the impact two particular news frames have on political
participation. However, we acknowledge certain limitations of our design. Our experiment and
survey tap self-reported turnout (intentions), not actual turnout. This leads us to be cautious
about our conclusions and stresses the need for further research to substantiate the patterns we
have reported. The limitations not withstanding, we believe that our study contributes to a better
understanding of how news framing can influence voting behaviour in referendums and provides
a basis from which future research can advance towards a theory of risk induced electoral
mobilization.
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NOTES
_____________________
1

The consequences of a No vote, for example, in the second Nice referendum in Ireland or in the second
Maastricht referendum in Denmark (or also potentially in a possible second Lisbon referendum in Ireland)
represented a considerable risk to proponents of the proposal (e.g., exit from the EU) and a negative
outcome could have led to a change of the status quo. In such a context, in which voters perceive that
there are considerable costs associated with a rejection of a referendum proposal, these voters may
experience as much risk as voters who oppose the proposal and fear the consequences of its
implementation.
2
In their pre-referendum survey the authors asked voters about the most likely consequences of further
EU integration. They report that an overwhelming majority of voters (91.7%) expected jobs to get lost in
the Netherlands, pointing to a pronounced concern very closely related to peoples’ personal lives.
Furthermore, they report that many voters assumed that small member states such as the Netherlands
would loose influence in the future. Finally, the authors also report fears with regard to a loss of national
sovereignty as perceived by many voters (p. 245; see also Flash Eurobarometer 172: 28; Eurobarometer
Special 214: 28; Eurobarometer 63.4: 37).
3
Stories were considered to be about the referendum if either the referendum or the constitution, or any
aspect of either one, were specifically mentioned at least twice throughout the story (for TV items) or
mentioned at least once in either the headline, sub-headline or the first paragraph (for newspaper stories).
Total amount of coded news stories per media outlet (amount of referendum stories in brackets): de
Volkskrant: 966 (231); NRC Handelsblad: 1143 (373); Trouw: 660 (163); De Telegraaf: 758 (123);
Algemeen Dagblad: 893 (147); Metro: 737 (109); NOS Journaal: 549 (43); RTL Nieuws: 586 (37); NOVA
/ Den Haag vandaag: 78 (78).
4
Positive frame: (1) Does the story deliver any (substantial) arguments or report any concrete facts that
support the EU constitution? (2) Does the story portray the EU Constitution as beneficial for the
EU/Europe or the Netherlands in particular? (3) Is there a quote of any kind of actor that is positive in
tone towards the EU Constitution? (4) Does the story promote promising future opportunities or longterm development with a common EU Constitution?; Negative frame: (1) Does the story deliver any
(substantial) arguments or report any concrete facts that oppose the EU Constitution? (2) Does the story
portray the EU Constitution as detrimental for the EU/Europe or the Netherlands in particular? (3) Is there
a quote of any kind of actor that is negative in tone towards the EU Constitution? (4) Does the story
promote threatening future risks or long-term developments with a common EU Constitution?
5
A principal component factor analysis with Varimax rotation confirmed a loading of our items on two
distinct factors, producing two consistent and distinguishable frames (Eigenvalues 3.11 and 2.09; total
variance explained: 65 percent). Items loading on the first factor (positive frame): ‘Rational pro’ = .85;
‘EU/NL opportunity’ = .84; ‘Positive outlook’ = .79; ‘Positive quote’ = .76. Items loading on the second
factor (negative frame): ‘Rational contra’ = .83; ‘Negative outlook’ = .83; ‘EU/NL risk = .82; ‘Negative
quote’ = .66. The items for both frames formed reliable scales, Cronbach`s alpha for the positive frame
items was .83 and for the negative frame items .80.
6
The results reported in Table 3.1. are not based on a sample but rather on the population of all
referendum news stories published in the respective media which is why there is no test of statistical
significance provided for the difference in positive and negative framing across outlets. Furthermore, the
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extreme positive value (+1) on our final scale as well as the extreme negative value (-1) both are merely
theoretical possibilities. Only if all four indicators for the positive frame in all news stories in a particular
medium have been coded as “present” (1) and at the same time all negative indicators of all news stories
have been coded as “not present” (0) the final scale measurement in Table 1 would be +1 (or - 1 in the
reversed scenario). Thus, extreme values on our scale are highly unlikely to occur considering that not all
news is evaluative and the coefficients we report are indicative of a consistent positive bias in news
reporting towards the issue. Furthermore, political news in general (Kepplinger & Weissbecker, 1991)
and also news about the EU in particular (e.g., de Vreese et al., 2006) usually show a consistent
moderately negative bias. Thus, it was all the more striking and unusual for recipients that in our context
the media have portrayed the issue not in negative terms but with a positive bias.
7
Participants of the CentERdata panel are first contacted via telephone and asked if they are generally
willing to become regular panel members. If that is the case their socio-demographic information is
entered into a database and based on this information a panel of 2000 Dutch households, representative of
the Dutch population, has been established which has been used since 1991 for both small and large scale
studies (such as the DNB Household Survey). If a household stops with its participation it is replaced by a
new household which mirrors the characteristics of the old household. The potential new household then
receives a letter and is asked if it is willing to become a new member of the panel. The surveys are filled
out by the panel members online. However, if there is no computer or internet connection available in a
household CentERdata provides the technical devices to enable participants to fill out the questionnaires
at home.
8
Looking at the list of pre-treatment measures we see that randomization was successful. There were no
significant differences between the experimental groups with regard to any of the individual-level attitude
measures: EU support (t(683)=.164, p > .05), political efficacy (t(685)=-.085, p > .05), political interest
(t(685)=1.702, p > .05), political knowledge (t(687)=1.555, p > .05), education (t(686)=1.175, p > .05),
age (t(687)=.645, p > .05).
9
Participants were asked to indicate on a 5-point Likert scale to what extent they thought the presented
news article had portrayed the EU Constitution as a threat (1-very much as a threat, 5-not at all as a
threat). A t-test yielded a significant mean difference between participants in the positive condition (M=
3.53, SD= .86) and in the negative condition (M= 2.86, SD= .87) in the expected direction (t(675) =
10.10, p < .001).
10
Vote choice intention was not affected by the experimental manipulation, being similar in the “against
EU Constitution / negative” condition (M= 2.74, SD= 1.31) and in the “pro EU Constitution / positive”
condition (M= 2.85, SD=1.31) (measured on a five-point Likert scale reaching from 1-very likely to vote
against the EU Constitution, to 5-very likely to vote in favour of the EU Constitution) (t(675)=-1.14, p >
.05). Also within the sub-group of EU skeptics (t(387)= .62, p>.05) and within the sub-group of EU
supporters (t(193)= -.82, p>.05) vote choice intention was not affected by the different experimental
conditions.
11
EU attitudes were coded as follows: 0- EU supporter, 1- EU skeptic; experimental condition was coded
as follows: 0- negative, 1-positive. Given our theoretical predictions we report one-tailed p-values.
12
The effect we report remains significant also in a more conservative test when we exclude respondents
who are categorized as EU skeptics but express support for the EU Constitution in the post-test and
respondents who are categorized as EU supporters but express opposition against the EU Constitution in
the post-test (not reported here).

CHAPTER 3: REVERSED MOBILIZATION IN REFERENDUM CAMPAIGNS

109

13

Compared to CBS census data and with regard to gender, age, and education we report the following
slight under- or overrepresentations. There is a slight overrepresentation of men in our net panel (52.3%
versus 49.5%). Regarding age groups, 15-24 year olds are slightly underrepresented (4% versus 11.9%),
45-54 year olds are slightly overrepresented (22.7% versus 14%) and 65+ year olds are slightly
overrepresented (19% versus 13.7%). And finally, with regard to education, we report a slight overrepresentation of people with higher professional education (HBO) (21.7% versus 16%) and an underrepresentation of people with upper secondary vocational education (MBO) (19.5% versus 32%).
14
Since the degree of self-reported turnout is higher than the actual turnout rate it reduces the number of
non-voters. The over-reporting is acknowledged but not of greater magnitude than in other studies relying
on self-reported turnout measures.
15

In the campaign effects model and in order to explain change between turnout intention and actual
turnout we control for the intention to turn out and having been undecided about turning out in wave 1.
The first control variable was coded 1 for those who intended to turn out and 0 for all others. For the
second control variable those having been undecided about turning out in wave 1 have been coded as 1
(Not decided about turning out), and all others have been coded as 0.
16
We acknowledge existing criticism of self-reported exposure measures, but emphasize, like Zaller
(1996) the need for specific exposure measures when trying to establish differential effects of media
content. Slater (2004) indeed also argues the necessity to have detailed exposure measures when linking
media content to effects.
17
Furthermore, previous studies in media effect research have stressed the importance to integrate
attention measures into news exposure measures (Chaffee & Schleuder, 1986). In an alternative model
(not reported here) we multiplied our weighted news exposure index by a score indicating how much
attention individuals have devoted to news about the referendum during the campaign (measured on a 10point scale on which high scores indicate higher levels of attention: M= 6.97, SD= 2.03) yielding the same
significant patterns as we report in the results section.
18
Voters who have changed their vote choice intention over the course of the campaign and turned out to
vote in the referendum would yield unwanted support for our hypothesis. For example, someone who was
leaning to vote NO prior to the campaign but was unlikely to turn out and finally ended up voting YES in
the referendum, did get mobilized to vote but not out of risk perception and in order to prevent a YES
outcome. To provide a conservative test of our hypothesis we therefore exclude these respondents (n=46)
from the analysis.
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CHAPTER 4
__________________
WHEN GOOD NEWS IS BAD NEWS: EXPLICATING THE MODERATED
MEDIATION DYNAMICS BEHIND THE REVERSED MOBILIZATION EFFECT

Manuscript under review

Abstract
Previous research has repeatedly shown that negative information and negative attitudes have a
stronger impact on subsequent evaluations and behaviour than their positive equivalents.
However, we claim that individual perceptions of message content are key to understanding the
underlying psychological processes. In an experiment (N=743) we investigated the mobilizing
potential of positive news framing on opponents of a referendum proposal. Our mediation
analysis suggests that positive news framing, endorsing a referendum proposal, was perceived as
negative by opponents and mobilized them to turn out and vote because of increased risk
perception. This ‘reversed mobilization’ effect was moderated by existing levels of political
efficacy. Efficacious opponents were significantly more mobilized by the positive framing than
opponents with low efficacy. We conclude with a discussion under which conditions the
reversed mobilization dynamic is likely to unfold during an election campaign.
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Introduction
What are the underlying processes that determine mobilization in an election campaign?
Previous research has repeatedly shown that negative information and negative attitudes have
more of an impact on subsequent evaluations and behaviour than their positive equivalents
(Fiske, 1980; Lau, 1985; Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). However, most research on campaign
and framing effects assumes that only negative information can induce negative attitudes and
mobilize individuals. Instead, we consider the perception of campaign messages crucial for a
better understanding of the psychology behind framing effects with regards to mobilization.
Previous research has called for more attention to the underlying mechanisms behind the
mobilization of voters in response to campaign messages (see e.g., Martin, 2004, 2008; Sigelman
& Kugler, 2003) and also to the importance of applying more elaborate methods to assess such
mediation dynamics (see e.g., Bizer & Petty, 2005; Preacher & Hayes, 2004, 2008a; Tao & Bucy,
2007).
In the present study, we show how positive news framing of a referendum proposal is
perceived as negative by opponents of the proposal and we demonstrate how this negative
perception matters for the activation of subsequent psychological processes and behavioural
intentions. In particular, we show how positive news framing induces higher risk perceptions
among individuals who are in opposition to the proposal. In turn, and in line with existing
research on the mobilizing potential of risk perception (e.g., Kalichman & Coley, 1995; Rimal &
Real, 2003) and the influence of negative attitudes on subsequent behaviour (e.g., Jordan, 1965),
we show that opponents become mobilized against the referendum proposal in order to prevent it
from being implemented. We refer to this dynamic as “reversed mobilization”.
In this study, we focus on the effect of positive news on mobilizing opponents of a
referendum proposal. Previous research has shown that in most instances the inherent risk for
voters in a referendum is greater for opponents of a referendum proposal since they are the ones
who are confronted with a potential change in the case of a positive outcome (Brunetti, 1997;
Christin et al., 2002; Kirchgässner & Schulz, 2004). This prospect of unwanted change bears the
potential for a mobilization dynamic in the way we describe. For supporters of a referendum
proposal, a negative outcome usually represents less of a risk since, in most instances, it would
not mean unwanted change but rather just maintaining the status quo. Thus, the potential costs
associated with a referendum outcome opposed by an individual are usually higher for opponents
than for supporters.1 In the present study, we therefore focus on the mobilizing effect of positive
framing on opponents of a referendum proposal because it is empirically less explored and
theoretically more interesting than the effect of negative news framing on supporters.
We investigate the mobilizing effect of positive news framing on opponents of a
referendum proposal within the context of the signing of the European Union (EU) Treaty of
Lisbon in December 2007. This provides a suitable context for our objective. When the EU
Constitutional draft, which preceded the Treaty of Lisbon, was rejected in two national
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referendums in the Netherlands and France in 2005 it evoked a strong response in public debate.
Several EU member countries contemplated holding a referendum on the Treaty of Lisbon and a
referendum was held in Ireland which sparked discussions about the (il)legitimacy of not holding
referendums in other countries as well.

Theoretical framework
Negativity matters for mobilization
The observation that ‘negative’ is stronger than ‘positive’ has been supported in relation to a
broad range of psychological phenomena (see e.g., Baumeister et al., 2001). Previous research
has repeatedly shown that negative information has more impact on subsequent attitudes and
evaluations than positive appeals (e.g., Lau, 1985). People pay more attention to negative
information and also weigh in negative information more heavily in subsequent judgments as
compared to positive information (Fiske, 1980; Pratto & John, 1991). In an election context,
Kahn and Kenney (1999) report how negative messages produced greater interest and
involvement in an election campaign (see also Martin, 2008).
In addition to the greater appeal and impact of negative messages, negative attitudes have
been shown to be more likely to affect subsequent behaviour as compared to positive attitudes
(e.g., Jordan, 1965). Most prominently, prospect theory argues that people are more likely to get
mobilized in order to avoid risks rather than to achieve potential gains (Kahneman & Tversky,
1979). In this respect, information that is framing future prospects as a potential ‘risk’ has been
shown to be more mobilizing than information that is framed in terms of potential ‘gain’
(Rothman & Salovey, 1997; Schneider et al., 2001). In an election context, Kernell (1977), for
example, showed how negative opinions of the President had a stronger effect on turnout in US
midterm elections than positive opinions (see also Lau, 1982). Along these lines, Martin (2004)
provides an example of how perceived candidate threat can mobilize voters ‘against’ another
candidate in an election campaign (see also Marcus et al., 2000). In this perspective, feeling
threatened by a certain candidate is supposed to result in anxiety, which results in political
participation as a pro-active response due to increased arousal and attention. Being confronted
with the threat of potential policy change on issues that are considered important by voters has
also been shown to motivate forms of political activism, such as financial contributions to
activist groups, in order to protect the existing policy (Miller & Krosnick, 2002). Furthermore,
Hastings et al. (2007) show how past negative election outcomes (i.e. having been on the losing
side) mobilize voters to participate in subsequent elections more than past positive outcomes (i.e.
having been on the winning side). Thus, previous research has substantiated the claim that
negative information has more of an impact than positive information and that negative attitudes
are more likely to motivate behaviour than positive attitudes.
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It’s the perception of negativity!
Most studies assume that only negative information is seen as negative and operates as such on a
psychological level. This assumption seems disputable at best and unreasonable for the following
reason. As Sigelman and Kugler (2003) point out, information in a campaign is perceived
differently by voters. They argue that campaign tone should not be seen as an objective attribute
of a campaign and that perceptions of the same campaign can vary widely between citizens and
evoke very different images in the minds of voters. The authors state: “Although researchers
have treated negativity purely as an attribute of campaigns, we contend that to have the effects
that are so often attributed to it, negative campaigning must be perceived by the citizens whose
behaviour we are trying to explain” (p. 143, italics added). Along the same lines, Martin (2008)
points out that “citizens do not equally read campaigns as negative or positive, and therefore do
not have consistent reactions to campaigns that scholars consider ‘negative’” (p. 190). Recently,
Tao and Bucy (2007) have argued that media effect researchers should indeed pay more attention
in their research designs to user perceptions of information and the psychological response to
media messages rather than to the attributes of message content only. A more thorough
investigation of the perception of campaign messages in interaction with pre-existing attitudes
might yield further insight into how and under what conditions campaign messages can translate
into political participation. This effort seems to be especially valuable considering the striking
lack of empirical research clearly specifying and investigating the underlying mechanisms
behind the mobilization of voters in response to campaign messages (see Arceneaux &
Nickerson, 2007; Martin, 2004, 2008).
In the present study, we argue that positive news framing in a referendum campaign is
perceived as negative by voters who are in opposition to the proposal and can induce higher risk
perception regarding the issue at stake. Indeed, previous framing studies have argued that
existing opinions have to be taken into account in order to arrive at a better understanding of
framing effects (Bizer & Petty, 2005; Domke et al., 1998; Schuck & de Vreese, 2009). We argue
that pre-existing attitudes establish a reference point from which campaign messages are
perceived as either positive or negative. Thus, not all negative information is perceived as
negative and not all positive information is perceived as positive from an individual point of
view. Consequently, positive news can be perceived as negative by an individual who is opposed
to a referendum proposal, resulting in a consistent perception bias that is contingent upon preexisting attitudes. At the same time, the same differential psychological effects with regard to the
stronger impact of negativity apply as discussed above. However, in order for negativity to exert
its effect, we argue that it is the perception of negativity that matters and not the objective
attributes of a message. The latter would only be the case if we assume the majority of citizens’
minds to mirror a tabula rasa, i.e. being free from pre-existing opinions, or to be completely
persuaded by campaign messages. This is unlikely to be the case and more likely in election
contexts with low salience and only for parts of the electorate.2 Thus, focusing on the objective
attributes of a message alone yields an insufficiently valid indicator for the actual perception of
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message content on the audience side. However, for the explanation of the psychology behind
behavioural effects in response to campaign information the perception of message content
matters more than the objective attributes of a message.
Motivated information processing and frame resistance
How then can positive news framing mobilize opponents of a referendum proposal? Importantly,
voters can resist campaign messages and arrive at different conclusions than indicated by the
objective message content, depending on their preexisting attitudes. Meffert et al. (2006) provide
an example of how voters with an initial candidate preference arrive at more polarized
evaluations in favour of their preferred candidate when exposed to negative information about
their candidate. They report how voters selected and spent more time reading negative
information about their preferred candidate, yet ended up with more positive evaluations of their
candidate, thus converting incongruent negative information into support for a preexisting
preference. The authors state: “Any ‘raw’ information from the media is, if selected, likely to be
used and transformed by voters according to their motivations and preexisting preferences” (p.
28). This is in line with the concept of “motivated skepticism”, as introduced by Ditto and Lopez
(1992), who point out that information that is inconsistent with existing preferences is examined
more intensively and more critically by people. Thus, being confronted with information in a
campaign that is opposed to existing opinions can lead voters to engage in motivated
information-processing in which previous levels of skepticism towards such information can
become further strengthened, initial levels of opposition can intensify and attitudes can become
more polarized.
In general, being confronted with a perceived threat - ceteris paribus - facilitates message
processing and motivates people to resist the persuasive appeal of messages and engage in a
process of counter-arguing (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).3 At the same time,
such in-depth cognitive processing fosters more resistant attitudes (Pfau et al., 2001). Petty et al.
(1995), for example, showed how increased thinking about an attitude can further strengthen this
attitude, making it less likely to be persuaded by counter-attitudinal information. Furthermore,
research on media framing effects has pointed out that framing has less of a persuasive impact on
subsequent attitudes when an issue is perceived as important (Lecheler et al., 2008).
In an election context, Bizer and Petty (2005) showed that attitudes are more resistant to
persuasion when individuals oppose a certain candidate as when they support another candidate,
again pointing to the stronger impact of negative attitudes over positive attitudes. In the context
of a referendum this means that individuals are less likely to be persuaded by positive framing of
the referendum issue when they oppose a positive outcome as compared to when they support
the opposite outcome. In our study context, opponents of the referendum proposal were indeed
primarily opposed to a positive outcome (since a positive outcome represented unwanted
change), rather than in support of a negative outcome (since a negative outcome only represented
maintaining the status quo). However, previous research has only investigated if, for example,
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negative framing of a candidate who is supported by an individual, results in frame and attitude
resistance and not if also positive framing of a candidate an individual opposes results in frame
resistance (see Bizer & Petty, 2005). In line with our previous reasoning, we assume that positive
framing of a referendum outcome opposed by an individual will lead to enhanced message
processing and results in stronger negative attitudes towards the issue at stake and higher risk
perception which carries the potential to mobilize opponents against the proposal.
Underlying dynamics behind the reversed mobilization effect
In the present study, we focus on risk perception as the mechanism accounting for the
mobilization of referendum opponents in response to positive news framing. Studies in health
communication have repeatedly pointed out how message framing can induce a perception of
risk among individuals (Dunlop et al., 2008; Morton & Duck, 2001; Raghubir & Menon, 2001),
which in turn carries the mobilizing effect to induce preventive action (e.g., Kalichman & Coley,
1995; Schneider et al., 2001). In electoral contexts, Martin (2004) and Marcus et al. (2000, see
also Marcus & MacKuen, 1993) have shown how campaigns can foster anxiety and threat
perception among voters which have the potential to mobilize them to turn out and vote in order
to prevent an unwanted scenario. Thus, in our example, we assume that positive news framing,
promoting a successful referendum outcome, is perceived as a risk by opponents of the
referendum proposal, which in turn induces higher turnout rates.
We expect the reversed mobilization dynamic we describe to be contingent upon existing
levels of motivation. Only when individuals engage in a process of motivated information
processing we can expect them to resist messages inconsistent with extant opinions and to arrive
at more polarized attitudes in favour of existing preferences (see e.g., Meffert et al., 2006).
Furthermore, negative attitudes are more likely to mobilize individuals in an election when levels
of motivation are high (see e.g., Hastings et al., 2007). Thus, negativity does not per se mobilize
but rather this mobilization should be expected to occur primarily among motivated voters.
Bandura (1982, 1997) argues that self-efficacy is crucial in inducing a certain coping
behaviour in response to a situation that is perceived as deficient and in motivating individuals to
become active. Importantly, for individuals who are confronted with a potential threat, their selfassessed efficacy must outweigh the perceived threat in order for them to become mobilized
(Witte, 1992, 1994). As Rimal and Real (2003) pointed out, risk perception only then results in
mobilizing individuals rather than turning them off, when personal efficacy beliefs are strong.
Those who feel efficacious are likely to conceive of potential risks as challenges that need to be
overcome and show a ‘responsive’ attitude with regard to their subsequent behaviour. When
individuals feel inefficacious it is less likely for them to become mobilized in response to a
perceived risk (see also Maibach & Murphy, 1995; Witte & Allen, 2000).4
Based on previous research, we expect that political efficacy moderates the mobilizing
effect of positive news framing on opponents of a referendum proposal. Whereas opponents with
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low efficacy are unlikely to become more mobilized by positive news framing, we expect
opponents with high efficacy to become mobilized in order to overcome a perceived risk.
Research hypotheses
In the present study, we expect risk perception to mediate the effect of positive news framing on
turnout intention among opponents of a referendum proposal. Tao and Bucy (2007) recently
proposed a mediation model to study the impact of media stimuli via a mediator (defined in
terms of psychological states such as perceptions, evaluations or emotions elicited by media
stimuli) on a dependent variable in order to get a more realistic and complete account of media
influence and in order to reach higher explanatory power in predicting media effects. Also
Preacher and Hayes (2008b), as well as Bizer and Petty (2005), point to the benefits of assessing
mediation dynamics in order to study underlying processes and mechanisms behind media and/or
framing effects.
Furthermore, we expect the reversed mobilization of opponents of a referendum proposal
by positive news framing to be conditioned by existing levels of political efficacy. Opponents
with high efficacy should be more likely to become mobilized to turn out and vote via the route
we suggest than opponents with low efficacy. We specifically expect that:
(H1): Positive news framing mobilizes opponents of a referendum proposal to turn out
and vote against the proposal. This dynamic is moderated by political efficacy so that
only opponents with high efficacy become more mobilized.
[moderated mobilization hypothesis / MMH]
(H2): The effect of positive news framing on turnout intention among opponents with high
efficacy is mediated by increased risk perception.
[moderated mediation hypothesis / MH]

Method
We conducted an experiment to test the effect of positive news framing on the mobilization of
referendum opponents and in order to explain the underlying mechanism of such a dynamic.5
First, we investigated how news framing affects the intention to turn out in a referendum,
moderated by political efficacy. In a second step, we tested risk perception as a potential
mediator for the assumed mobilizing effect of positive news on turnout intention among
opponents with high efficacy.
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Experiment.
Design. We used a single-factor, post-test only, between-subjects experimental design
with random assignment to one of three conditions.6 The first condition represented a positively
framed news story about the EU Treaty of Lisbon and the second condition represented a
negatively framed news story. Additionally, the design included a neutral control group
condition which was established by a short news story without any valence towards the treaty.
Procedure. The experiment was conducted in January 2008 by The Dutch Institute for
Public Opinion Research and Market Research TNS NIPO (Amsterdam/The Netherlands).
Participants first completed a pre-test questionnaire asking for demographic details and a number
of political predispositions such as attitudes towards the EU and political efficacy. Next,
participants were exposed to a news article establishing the different experimental conditions.
Finally, participants completed a post-test questionnaire which included measures of our
dependent variable (turnout intention) and our mediator (risk perception).
Sample. A sample was drawn from the TNS NIPObase, a database representative of the
Dutch population consisting of 200,000 respondents. Respondents filled in the questionnaire on
their own computer (CASI). In total 743 individuals participated in the experiment, 294 in the
positive condition, 286 in the negative condition, and 163 in the control group (52.6% percent
females, age = 18-88 [M = 46.9, SD = 16.49]). The participation rate was 72.7%.
Stimulus material. The experimental stimulus material consisted of a news article with
either positive or negative framing of the Treaty of Lisbon. The news articles were produced for
the study rather than selected. This gave full control over the experimental manipulation and
ensured that no respondent had been exposed to the article in advance.7 In both versions, the
storyline was identical, dealing with a general discussion of the assumed consequences of the EU
Treaty of Lisbon, framed in either positive or negative terms. In the control group, respondents
were exposed to a neutral core article without any valence (see Appendix B). Combining an
identical core section with factual information and sections establishing alternative frames has
been common practice in previous experimental framing analyses (e.g., Iyengar, 1991; Price et
al., 1997; Valkenburg et al., 1999; de Vreese, 2004).
Manipulation checks. A manipulation check question asked respondents if the article they
had just read was either more negative or more positive in tone towards the EU Treaty of Lisbon
(1-very negative, 7-very positive) and revealed successful manipulation. Respondents in the
positive condition (M=4.78; SD=1.58) perceived the valence of the article as significantly more
positive towards the EU Treaty of Lisbon than respondents in the negative condition (M=2.94;
SD=1.22) (t(578)=15.61; p<.001). Furthermore, respondents in the control group perceived the
article as neutral (M=4.06; SD=1.16) and different from respondents in the negative condition
(t(455)=5.05; p<.001) as well as from respondents in the positive condition (t(447)=-9.54;
p<.001).
Our hypotheses assume that skeptical individuals get mobilized against a referendum
proposal because they perceive positive framing as negative from their own personal point of
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you, which we assume to induce greater risk perception. Thus, we conducted a second
manipulation check asking respondents if they personally perceived the contents of the news
article as either positive or negative on a seven-point scale (1-very negative, 7-very positive). In
line with our expectations, respondents who feel skeptical towards the EU (for measurement see
below) did, in fact, perceive the positive stimulus article as more negative (M=2.87; SD=1.08)
than the negative stimulus article (M=4.20; SD=1.33) (t(207)=7.98; p<.001) from their own
personal point of view. Skeptics in the control group score in between (M=3.22; SD=1.10), as
expected, and perceived the neutral stimulus article as significantly less negative than skeptics in
the positive condition (t(170)=2.10; p<.05) and also as significantly less positive compared to
skeptics in the negative condition (t(169)=-5.03; p<.001).
Dependent variable
Turnout intention. Respondents were asked on a 7-point scale how likely it was that they would
go and vote if a public referendum were to be held on the EU Treaty of Lisbon (1-very unlikely,
7-very likely) (M=4.87, SD=2.24).
Moderating variables
EU support. In our analysis we distinguish between respondents who are in support of the EU
(supporters) and those who are skeptical towards the EU (skeptics). The degree to which each
respondent supports or opposes the EU was assessed with a pre-intervention measure with four
questions on five-point Likert scales covering the following dimensions: (1) general EU support,
(2) support for the Euro, (3) support for EU enlargement, and (4) support for Dutch EU
membership.8 All four items together build a reliable scale (Cronbach’s alpha = .70) on which
higher scores represent higher levels of EU support (M= 2.98, SD= .72). For our analysis we
distinguish between EU skeptics (n=304) and EU supporters (n=439) by splitting the sample at
the mean.
Political efficacy. In our analysis we test the moderating role of political efficacy in
conditioning the mobilizing effect of positive news reporting on skeptical voters. Therefore, we
distinguish between respondents who feel politically efficacious and respondents who feel
inefficacious with regards to the EU. Political efficacy was measured as a pre-intervention
measure with one standard item on a five-point rating scale on which higher scores represent
higher levels of efficacy, stating: “People like me have no influence on political decisions taken
by the EU” (1-fully agree, 5-fully disagree) (M=2.29; SD=1.02). For further analysis, two groups
were built above and below the mean in order to classify respondents as feeling either efficacious
(n=260) or inefficacious (n=483).
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Mediating variable
Risk perception
Our concept of risk perception combines two different dimensions, respondents’ perception of
the severity of a risk as well as their perceived susceptibility to it (see e.g., Maddux & Maibach,
1983; Rimal & Real, 2003; Witte, 1992). We asked respondents two questions on five-point
Likert scales on which higher scores represent higher levels of risk perception. First, we asked
how much respondents were worried about the consequences of the Treaty of Lisbon (M=3.04;
SD=.93) and secondly, we asked how likely respondents thought it was that the future of the
country would be negatively affected (M=3.22; SD=1.01). Both items together build a reliable
scale (r=.66; Cronbach’s alpha = .79) (M=3.13; SD=.88).

Results
In general, looking at all respondents across conditions, turnout intention was higher among EU
supporters (M=5.01, SD=2.12) than among EU skeptics (M=4.68, SD=2.39) (t(741)=-1.97,
p<.05). Among EU supporters, turnout intention did not differ significantly between respondents
in the positive condition (M=5.10, SD=2.11) and respondents in the negative condition (M=4.99,
SD=2.18) or in the control group (M=4.86, SD=2.05) (F(2,436)=.37, p>.05). In line with our
hypotheses, we focus on the group of EU skeptics in our analysis since we expect that skeptics
are mobilized by positive news framing to turn out and vote against the proposal and that this
mobilization is contingent upon existing levels of political efficacy.9 As Table 4.1. below shows,
skeptics with low levels of political efficacy did not differ in their turnout intention across
conditions (F(2,153)=1.01, p>.05). However, skeptics with high levels of efficacy differed
significantly from each other across conditions (F(2,39)=3.48, p<.05).
In line with our expectations, efficacious skeptics in the positive framing condition
expressed a significantly stronger intention to turn out and vote (M=5.71, SD=1.86) than
efficacious skeptics in the control group (M=3.63, SD=2.72) (t(23)=-2.25, p<.05) or in the
negative condition (M=3.94, SD=2.41) (t(32)=-2.39, p<.05). Overall, positive news framing had
a significant effect on turnout intention among efficacious skeptics (b=1.87, SE=.70)
(F(1,40)=7.02, p<.05).
In order to assess the significance of the difference in effects between skeptics with high
and low efficacy across conditions we tested a formal interaction model yielding a significant
interaction effect between political efficacy and the positive framing condition on turnout
intention (b=2.32, p<.01), controlling for main effects (F(3,194)=3.51, p<.01).10 Thus, our first
hypothesis (MMH) is supported.11
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Table 4.1.: Turnout intention of EU skeptics with high and low efficacy beliefs in positive, negative and
control condition

Control
condition
(n=41)

Positive framing
condition
(n=77)

Negative framing
condition
(n=80)

EU skeptics

3.63 a

5.71 b

3.94 c

- high efficacy -

(2.72)

(1.86)

(2.41)

(n=42)

n=8

n=17

n=17

EU skeptics

5.18

5.00

5.60

- low efficacy -

(2.44)

(2.56)

(2.19)

(n=156)

n=33

n=60

n=63

Note: Cell entries are mean scores for turnout intention on a 7-point scale (1 = very unlikely to vote , 7 =
very likely to vote), standard deviations in parentheses. Different subscripts a,b and b,c indicate
significant between-condition difference with p < .05 (all two-tailed).

Our findings suggest that skeptical voters are mobilized by positive news and become more
likely to turn out and vote in a referendum on a policy proposal they oppose. Furthermore,
political efficacy moderates the effect of positive framing on turnout intention among skeptics.
Framing the EU Treaty of Lisbon in positive terms had a mobilizing effect only on skeptics with
high efficacy and not on skeptics with low efficacy.
In a next step, we turn to our mediation analysis and investigate the underlying
mechanism behind this effect. As hypothesized, we expect that the mobilization of skeptics with
high efficacy beliefs in response to positive framing can be explained by increased risk
perception. Therefore, we test risk perception as a mediator for the effect of positive framing on
turnout intention among efficacious skeptics.
We initially follow the causal-steps approach as introduced by Baron and Kenny (1986),
which is most often applied in previous research. According to this approach, mediation occurs
under the condition that (1) there is a significant main effect of the independent variable on the
dependent variable when the presumed mediating variable is not controlled for, (2) the
independent variable has a significant effect on the mediator variable (path a1 in Figure 4.1.
below), and (3) the mediator variable has a significant effect on the dependent variable (path b1
in Figure 4.1. below) while at the same time the effect of the independent variable on the
dependent variable is controlled for and decreases compared to the direct main effect.
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Previous research has pointed to the shortcomings of the causal-steps approach as lacking
in power and suffering from high Type 1 error rates (e.g., MacKinnon et al., 2002, 2004). In line
with recent calls for more formal tests of the significance of specific indirect effects in mediation
analyses, we provide an additional test of our hypothesis based on the bootstrapping method
introduced by Preacher and Hayes (2004, 2008a).12
Figure 4.1. below illustrates our theoretical model, which assumes that positive framing
has an effect on turnout intention which is mediated by risk perception.
Figure 4.1.: Mediating role of risk perception for the effect of positive news framing on turnout intention among EU
skeptics with high efficacy beliefs

Risk perception
(mediator)
a1

Positive news framing
(IV)

b1

c′

Turnout intention
(DV)

Note: c′ is the direct effect of the independent variable (positive news framing) on the dependent variable (turnout
intention) or the effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable when the mediator is controlled for.
The specific indirect effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable via the mediator risk perception is
quantified as a1 b1. The total effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable is the sum of the direct
effect and the specific indirect effect (see Preacher & Hayes, 2008a).

Table 4.2. shows that skeptics with high efficacy differed in their risk perception across
conditions (F(2,39)=2.47, p<.05) whereas skeptics with low efficacy did not (F(2,153)=.32,
p>.05). Looking at the group of skeptics with high efficacy in particular, we see that, as
expected, respondents in the positive condition felt significantly more at risk (M=3.82, SD=.64)
than respondents in the negative condition (M=3.32, SD=.77) (t(32)=2.07, p<.05) or in the
control group (M=3.38, SD=.64) (t(23)=1.64, p<.10). Overall, positive news framing had a
significant effect on risk perception among efficacious skeptics, as illustrated by path a1 in
Figure 4.1. (b=.48, SE=.22) (F(1,40)=5.03; p<.05).
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Table 4.2.: Risk perception of EU skeptics with high and low efficacy beliefs in positive, negative and
control condition

Control
condition
(n=41)

Positive framing
condition
(n=77)

Negative framing
condition
(n=80)

EU skeptics

3.38 a

3.82 b

3.32 c

- high efficacy -

(.64)

(.64)

(.77)

(n=42)

n=8

n=17

n=17

EU skeptics

3.95

4.04

3.96

- low efficacy -

(.81)

(.56)

(.60)

(n=156)

n=33

n=60

n=63

Note: Cell entries are mean scores for risk perception on a 5-point scale (1 = very low risk perception , 5
= very high risk perception), standard deviations in parentheses. Different subscripts a,b indicate
significant between-condition difference with p < .10 (one-tailed). Different subscripts b,c indicate
significant between-condition difference with p < .05 (two-tailed).

Next, we turn to the question if higher risk perception affects turnout intention (path b1 in Figure
4.1.). Indeed, we find that risk perception has a significant impact on turnout intention among
efficacious skeptics, controlling for main effects (b=1.54; p<.01) (F(2,39)=9.96; p<.001).
The results we report yield support for our second hypothesis (MH) and give a first
indication of a mediated dynamic, in which exposure to positive news contributes to higher risk
perception among skeptics with high efficacy. This, in turn, makes it more likely for these
individuals to turn out and vote in a possible referendum.
However, due to the acknowledged limitations of the causal-steps approach (see above),
we provide an additional and more formal test of our mediation hypothesis. Preacher and Hayes
(2004) recommend the use of bootstrapping techniques, a nonparametric re-sampling procedure,
when formally assessing mediation as the most powerful and reasonable method to obtain
confidence limits for specific indirect effects (see also Shrout & Bolger, 2002; Williams &
MacKinnon, 2008).13 Applying this method to our study context, we formally assess if the effect
of positive framing on turnout intention among efficacious skeptics is mediated by risk
perception. On the basis of 1,000 bootstrap samples, a 95% bias corrected and accelerated
confidence interval (95% bca CI) was computed for the point estimate of the specific indirect
effect. If this interval does not include zero, the effect significantly differs from zero in a
standard two-tailed test. As Table 4.3. below illustrates, the total effect of positive framing on
turnout intention is significant (b=1.87, SE=.70, p<.05).14 The bootstrap result for the specific
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indirect effect of positive framing on turnout intention via risk perception is b=.74 (SE=.40)
(95% bca CI: .1362; 1.6699).15 At the same time, the direct effect of positive framing on turnout
intention is not significant anymore (b=1.12, SE=.67, p>.05).16
As reported above, the bias corrected and accelerated bootstrap confidence interval for
the specific indirect effect indicates that it is statistically different from zero. Thus, our second
hypothesis (MH) is also supported by our bootstrapping analysis. We can conclude that risk
perception mediates the effect of positive framing on turnout intention in the group of skeptics
with high efficacy (for full model see Appendix H).
Table 4.3.: Mediation model with risk perception as mediator for the effect of positive news framing on turnout
intention among skeptics with high efficacy beliefs

Total effect of positive framing condition (IV) on turnout intention (DV)
Coeff
SE
t
condition
1.87
.70
2.65

<.05

Direct effect of positive framing condition (IV) on turnout intention (DV)
Coeff
SE
t
condition
1.12
.67
1.68

p
>.10

p

BOOTSTRAP RESULTS FOR INDIRECT EFFECT
Indirect effect of IV on DV through proposed mediator
Data
Boot
risk perception
.74
.74

Bias
.00

SE
.39

Bias corrected and accelerated 95% confidence interval for specific indirect effect
Lower
Upper
risk perception
.1362
1.6699
Note: Level of confidence for confidence intervals = 95; Number of bootstrap re-samples: 1000; sample size:
n = 42.

Furthermore, in line with the suggestion by Tao and Bucy (2007), to pay more attention to
mediating factors in media effect research, we see that the adjusted R square significantly
increases from R²=.13 in a model with only the positive framing condition as the single predictor
for turnout intention among efficacious skeptics (F(1,40)=7.02, p<.05) up to R²=.30 after the
inclusion of our mediator into the model (F(2,39)=9.96, p<.001) (R² change: F(1,39)=11.13,
p<.01).
So far, we have assessed the presence of a significant indirect effect of positive news framing on
turnout intention through increased risk perception only within the specific sub-group of skeptics
with high efficacy.17 However, there is a more sensitive approach to statistically test our
hypotheses according to which the size of the indirect effect of positive news framing on turnout
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intention through risk perception depends on efficacy. Preacher et al. (2007) have developed a
method to assess whether an indirect effect varies as a function of a moderator. Applying this
method enables us to estimate conditional indirect effects for specific values of the moderator
based on a larger sample size, yielding greater statistical power when assessing indirect effects.18
In the following analysis, we test a moderated mediation model in which both the path from the
independent variable to the mediator (path a1) and the path from the mediator to the dependent
variable (path b1) are moderated by efficacy (see Figure 4.2. below).19
Figure 4.2.: Moderated mediation of the effect of positive news framing on turnout intention among EU skeptics

Political efficacy
(moderator)

Risk perception
(mediator)
a1

Positive news framing
(IV)

b1

c′

Turnout intention
(DV)

Note: Both a1 as well as b1 depend on levels of the moderator (see Model 5 in Preacher et al., 2007).

In general, moderated mediation models attempt to explain both how and under what conditions
a given effect occurs (Frone, 1999). Formally, we can speak of moderated mediation when the
strength of an indirect effect depends on the level of a moderator (Preacher et al., 2007).
Testing this model, the conditional effect of positive news framing on risk perception is
assessed by means of an interaction term between the experimental condition and efficacy
controlling for main effects (b=.15, p<.05) (see mediator variable model in Appendix I). The
conditional effect of risk perception on turnout intention is assessed with an interaction term
between risk perception and efficacy controlling for main effects (b=.34, p<.05) (see dependent
variable model in Appendix I).20 The signs of the interaction terms are consistent with the
interpretation that both the effect of positive news framing on risk perception as well as the
effect of risk perception on turnout intention is larger for skeptics with higher levels of efficacy.
Given these findings, it is reasonable to estimate conditional indirect effects at specific values of
the moderator. By default, the macro developed by Preacher et al. (2007) provides estimates and
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levels of significance based on normal-theory testing for the conditional indirect effect at the
moderator mean and at values of the moderator that are one standard deviation above and below
the mean. In our example, the indirect effect of positive news framing on turnout intention
through risk perception is significant in a standard two-tailed test for a moderator value that is
one standard deviation above the mean (M=3.08; b=.40, p<.05) (‘high efficacy’) (see Appendix
I). The conditionality of the indirect effect is indicated by the fact that the indirect effect is not
significant at moderator values directly at the mean (M=1.99; b=.14, p>.05) (‘medium efficacy’)
or at one standard deviation below the mean (M=.91; b=.00, p>.05) (‘low efficacy’). Thus, based
on these findings, we can conclude that the mediation dynamic we describe does not occur
among individuals with low or average levels of efficacy, but only among individuals with
comparably higher levels of efficacy.
Bootstrapping is recommended as a method to validate these findings (see MacKinnon et
al., 2004; Preacher & Hayes, 2004; Shrout & Bolger, 2002).21 On the basis of 1,000 bootstrap
samples, we first estimate the indirect effects for moderator values at the mean and at one
standard deviation below and above the mean, just as we did above based on normal-theory
testing. The indirect effect estimates at these moderator values based on the bootstrapping
method support our previous findings (see Appendix J). Again, the indirect effect at a moderator
value that is one standard deviation above the mean (b=.42, p<.05) (‘high efficacy’) is
significantly different from zero and larger than the indirect effect at moderator values directly at
the mean (b=.15, p>.05) (‘medium efficacy’) or at one standard deviation below the mean
(b=.01, p>.05) (‘low efficacy’), which are both not significant. However, although this gives an
indication of the conditionality of the indirect effect, the default moderator values are rather
arbitrary and bootstrap p-values have the limitation that they assume normality of the bootstrap
distribution. This is why Preacher et al. (2007) recommend bootstrap confidence intervals as the
most powerful method to assess the significance of conditional indirect effects. Applying this
method, we can generate 95% bias corrected and accelerated confidence intervals (95% bca CI)
for conditional indirect effects at specific values of the moderator. Given that the scale for our
moderator reaches from 1 (very low efficacy) to 5 (very high efficacy), we generate confidence
intervals for the indirect effect at each of the five values of our moderator.
On the basis of 1,000 bootstrap samples, the confidence interval for the indirect effect at
the lowest value of our moderator shows that the effect is not significantly different from zero
(b=.02, SE=.09) (95% bca CI: -.1520; .2351). Also for the second lowest value of the moderator
the indirect effect is not different from zero (b=.15, SE=.10) (95% bca CI: -.0121; .3819). In
contrast, the indirect effects at higher levels of the moderator, such as at moderator value 3
(b=.39, SE=.20) (95% bca CI: .0429; .8629), moderator value 4 (b=.73, SE=.43) (95% bca CI:
.0286; 1.7031), and moderator value 5 (b=1.18, SE=.80) (95% bca CI: .0254; 3.2461), are all
significantly different from zero. This supports our hypothesis of a conditional indirect effect of
positive news framing on turnout intention through risk perception. Whereas skeptics with either
very low or low levels of efficacy (equal to moderator values 1 and 2) are not mobilized by
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positive news framing and because of increased risk perception, the dynamic is stronger for
skeptics with comparably higher levels of efficacy (equal to moderator values 3, 4, and 5).
In essence, skeptics with higher levels of efficacy are more affected in their risk
perception by positive news framing than skeptics with lower levels of efficacy and at the same
time risk perception has more of an impact on the intention to turn out and vote when levels of
efficacy are high. Thus, our analyses show corroborating evidence for a mediation dynamic
according to which positive news framing mobilizes skeptics through increased risk perception
and this dynamic is conditioned by existing levels of efficacy.

General discussion
This article investigated how positive news framing can mobilize individuals opposing a
referendum proposal to turn out to vote. We show that positive news framing, endorsing a
referendum proposal, is perceived as negative by opponents, and that this accounts for higher
risk perception regarding the issue at stake. In turn, this mobilizes opponents to turn out and vote
as a means to prevent the proposal from being implemented. This “reversed mobilization” effect
is contingent upon existing levels of efficacy in such a way that opponents with high efficacy are
more likely to become mobilized than opponents with low efficacy.
Previous research on electoral mobilization has pointed to the importance of considering
the way campaign messages are perceived in order to better understand the psychological
processes that account for the mobilization of parts of the electorate (e.g., Martin, 2008;
Sigelman & Kugler, 2002). We argue that the differences in the perceptions of campaign
messages systematically depend on existing opinions and outcome preferences. This implies that
the reversed mobilization dynamic we describe in our study is more likely to occur in salient
electoral contexts in which individuals hold rather strong opinions on the issue(s) at stake. In
such a context, news framing has less of a persuasive impact and can instead lead individuals to
resist campaign messages and process them in a way that further polarizes existing opinions
(e.g., Bizer & Petty, 2005; Meffert et al., 2006).
This form of frame resistance and reversed mobilization is evidently based upon a
process of motivated information processing which makes it necessary to ask under which
conditions individuals engage in such motivated reasoning and which personal characteristics
condition the reversed mobilization effect. Based on extant research, we identified internal
efficacy as a moderator of the dynamic we describe. Only when efficacy beliefs are strong and
individuals feel that there is something they can do in order to prevent or change an unwanted
scenario, it is likely that they take initiative (e.g., Bandura, 1982, Rimal & Real, 2003; Witte,
1992). However, our investigation into potential moderators is not meant to be exclusive and
there might be other possible moderators as well, such as sophistication (see e.g., Meffert et al.,
2006) or other factors tapping individual motivation (see e.g., Hastings et al., 2007).
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The present study not only investigates the factors that moderate the reversed
mobilization dynamic, but it also formally assesses the underlying mechanism that accounts for
this effect. Previous research has called for the application of more formal mediation tests in
media effect and framing research (Bizer & Petty, 2005; Preacher & Hayes, 2008b; Tao & Bucy,
2007) and research on electoral mobilization has stressed the need for more thorough
investigations of the underlying processes behind campaign effects (Martin, 2004, 2008;
Sigelman & Kugler, 2003). The present study not only shows that opponents of a referendum
proposal become mobilized in response to positive news framing but also demonstrates how they
do. In line with existing research on message framing effects in health communication (e.g.,
Rothman & Salovey, 1997; Schneider et al., 2001; Raghubir & Menon, 2001), we show that
framing has the potential to increase risk perception among parts of the electorate. Higher risk
perception, in turn, affects subsequent behavioural intentions, namely the intention to turn out
and vote in a possible referendum in order to prevent an unwanted scenario. Thus, risk
perception mediates the effect of positive framing on turnout intention and it is the negative
perception of positive framing among referendum opponents that explains the reversed nature of
this effect.
In the present study we focus on the reversed mobilization of opponents of a proposal by
positive news framing. Of course a reversed mobilization effect may also occur with regard to
the mobilization of supporters by negative news framing and we believe the underlying
dynamics to be the same. However, to what extent one or the other is likely to occur is dependent
on the respective election context. In a referendum, for example, the potential costs associated
with a referendum outcome opposed by an individual are usually greater for opponents than for
supporters of the proposal (e.g., Brunetti, 1997; Christin et al., 2002; Kirchgässner & Schulz,
2004; Ingerberman, 1985), making it more likely for opponents to become mobilized. This can
be different in certain referendums in which the costs associated with a negative outcome are
considerable (i.e. exit the EU), such as in the second Maastricht referendum in Denmark or the
second Nice referendum in Ireland or also if a second referendum on the Treaty of Lisbon were
to be held in Ireland. However, the effect of positive framing on skeptics is empirically less
explored and theoretically most interesting. In a recent study, we identified the reversed
mobilization effect in a ‘real-world’ referendum campaign (Schuck & de Vreese, 2009) and in
the current study we explicate the underlying dynamics behind this effect.
Future research should engage in substantiating our findings both experimentally as well
as in real world settings and also attempt to identify other potential mediators. With regard to our
mediation analysis, it is important to stress what mediation can and cannot mean. Mediation
models are merely theoretical models that cannot claim to be complete or exhaustive. As with
any theoretical model, they do not prove some definite truth but rather serve as an illustration of
thought which remains open to change or extension in light of future insights (see Preacher &
Hayes, 2004, 2008a).
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In line with recent framing research (Druckman & McDermott, 2008; Gross &
D’Ambrosio, 2004; Gross, 2008; Slothuus, 2008), we regard research into the mediating role of
different types of emotions as a potentially promising path in order to shed further light on the
underlying psychology behind framing effects. Importantly, future research also has to
distinguish between the impact of different kinds of emotions such as, for example, fear and
anger, on subsequent judgments and behaviour (see e.g., Brader, 2006; Huddy et al., 2007;
Lerner & Keltner, 2001).
We acknowledge certain limitations of our study. First of all, we measured self-reported
turnout intention and not actual turnout. However, this has been done in previous experimental
research on campaign effects and voter mobilization (see e.g., Min 2004) and we have provided
a real-world example for a reversed mobilization dynamic in a recent study (Schuck & de Vreese,
2009). For the present study, the context was still realistic although no actual referendum took
place: The Treaty of Lisbon had just been signed and still needed to be approved by all EU
member states and at least one country, Ireland, did hold a referendum on the issue whereas
other countries had held referendums on the former EU Constitutional draft which preceded the
Treaty of Lisbon. Another limitation of our study is that we do not have the opportunity to
compare pre- and post intervention measures in our experiment and thus we are comparing
between group differences rather than actual change within our groups. This implies that we
have to be cautious about the interpretation of our findings and further research is needed to
substantiate our claim regarding the mobilization of respondents. However, in our present design
we deliberately employed a randomized posttest-only design because we were interested in
between group differences and in order to avoid pretest sensitization (see e.g., Campbell &
Stanley, 1966; Hoeken, 1993).
These limitations notwithstanding, we believe that our study makes an important
methodological and theoretical contribution. The present study picks up on recent calls to apply a
mediation approach to study media effects more realistically and with greater precision (Tao &
Bucy, 2007), tests a moderated mediation dynamic, and applies a bootstrapping method to assess
indirect effects as recommended by most recent methodological research (e.g., MacKinnon et al.,
2004; Preacher & Hayes, 2004, 2008a, 2008b). Our study integrates theoretical perspectives
from different research domains and provides a theoretical framework as well as empirical
support for a reversed mobilization dynamic in which positive news framing can mobilize
opponents of a referendum proposal. Our findings are of relevance for the increasing amount of
political communication research interested in uncovering the underlying mechanisms and the
psychology behind framing effects as well as for research into media campaign effects and
electoral mobilization.
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NOTES
_____________________
1

In some referendums the costs of a No vote can be considerable as well and maintaining the status quo
can have serious consequences (see e.g., Romer & Rosenthal, 1979; Hobolt, 2006). In the context of EU
integration, for example, a negative referendum outcome could in some instances result in unwanted
change for supporters of the proposal (i.e. ones’ country having to exit the EU). Thus, the specific
referendum context has to be taken into account when assessing the potential risks associated with a
referendum outcome and its implications for the mobilization of parts of the electorate.
2
EU referendums are typically classified as ‘second-order’ national elections with low salience attached
to them in the perception of voters (e.g., Franklin et al., 1994). However, recent referendums on the EU
Constitution yielded high turnout rates and sparked intense public debate in the media (e.g., Schuck & de
Vreese, 2008; Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2005) and previous research has suggested that the importance
attached to issue considerations can indeed be high in some referendums (e.g., Glencross & Trechsel,
2007; Hobolt, 2005).
3
Research on the impact of negative moods on information processing also showed how people who
experience negative moods spend more time processing and evaluating messages (Baron et al., 1994;
Forgas, 1994).
4
Similarly, Turner (2007) distinguishes between individuals with low and high levels of self efficacy in
her anger activism model. The model assumes that engagement in higher commitment behaviours and
systematic information processing in response to anger inducing messages is most likely for individuals
holding high efficacy beliefs. Individuals with low levels of self-efficacy are unlikely to engage in
behaviours because it seems unlikely to them that their behaviour will facilitate change.
5
Experimental research in health communication often assesses the effect of message framing on
subsequent behavioural intentions in order to test for mobilization patterns (e.g., Rimal & Real, 2003).
Also within political communication previous research has employed laboratory experiments to test the
effect of campaign news on turnout intention in order to assess the mobilizing potential of differently
framed messages (e.g., Min, 2004).
6
Our initial design contained a second factor in which we varied the style of reporting (tabloid vs.
broadsheet). Since this factor did not have an impact on the variables of interest to this study we do not
distinguish between the two factors in the analyses presented here.
7
In order to assure external validity the content of both versions of the stimulus article mirrors a realistic
and factual discussion of the assumed consequences of the Treaty of Lisbon framed in either positive or
negative terms.
8
A randomization check revealed successful randomization with no between-group differences with
regard to age, gender and education. The treatment and control groups did also not differ for our preintervention measures of EU support (F(2,740)=2.69, p > .05) or political efficacy (F(2,740)= .75, p >
.05). The random selection of subjects means that there are no ex ante differences between groups (within
sampling variability). Thus, between group differences constitute evidence that subjects responded
differently to the respective experimental intervention.
9
We excluded respondents from our analyses who were classified as EU skeptics by our pre-intervention
EU attitude measure but who later on in the post-test did not express negative vote choice intention. If
such a respondent, who would be classified as a skeptic but has no negative vote choice intention,
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expresses the intention to turn out in a possible referendum s/he cannot be claimed to have been
mobilized against the referendum proposal through the dynamic we suggest.
10
Political efficacy was coded as follows: 0-low levels of political efficacy, 1-high levels of political
efficacy; experimental condition was coded: 0-control or negative condition, 1-positive condition.
Respondents in the control condition and in the negative condition did not differ on any of the variables
of interest in this study.
11
Note that a significant unconditional indirect effect does not constitute a prerequisite for examining
conditional indirect effects (Preacher et al., 2007).
12
The same authors have also warned of the routine use of the most commonly applied formal mediation
test, the Sobel test or product-of-coefficients approach (Sobel, 1982, 1986), since this test is only suitable
for large sample sizes. For smaller samples the assumption of multivariate normality, which the Sobel test
is based upon, is usually violated, i.e. the assumption that the sampling distribution of the total and
specific indirect effects is normal.
13
Bootstrapping implies that each indirect effect is estimated multiple times by repeatedly sampling cases
with replacement from the data and estimating the model in each resample.
14
This coefficient indicates the effect of the experimental condition on turnout intention when the
mediator variable is not controlled for.
15
This coefficient equals the product of a1 b1 as illustrated in Figure 4.1.
16
This coefficient indicates the effect of the experimental condition on turnout intention when the
mediator variable is controlled for (path c` in Figure 4.1.).
17
The illustration of such findings has the benefit of being more intuitive, i.e. by reporting mean levels of
risk perception and turnout intention of certain subgroups and contrasting them with each other (e.g., for
skeptics with low and high efficacy).
18
Thus, we no longer dichotomize our moderator variable or assess mediation only within one subgroup
of our sample. At the same time, we can still apply the same bootstrapping techniques and generate
bootstrap confidence intervals for conditional indirect effects as in our previous analysis.
19
This model is described as one of five possible models to test moderated mediation in Preacher et al.
(2007) and is identical to what they describe as Model 5 in their study.
20
The output in Appendix C reports two-tailed p-values. Given our theoretical predictions we report onetailed p-values in the main text of our study. As discussed already for the previous analysis, we later in
our analysis report 95% bias corrected and accelerated bootstrap confidence intervals for the conditional
indirect effects at specific moderator values which is a more powerful and appropriate way of assessing
the significance of indirect effects (see Preacher & Hayes, 2004; Preacher et al., 2007).
21
Given the limitations associated with standard normal-theory tests of indirect effects that we referred to
earlier (i.e. assuming normality of the sampling distribution of the conditional indirect effect).
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Overall summary
Do political campaigns matter? This dissertation provides evidence to suggest that news
coverage of a campaign can have conditional effects, depending on individual predispositions,
on specific attitudes and behaviour. Furthermore, it sheds light on some of the underlying
mechanisms behind such effects.
We have studied campaign effects and the role of the news media within the context of
the Dutch 2005 EU Constitution referendum. The use of referendums as a means to enact or
prevent legislation by letting the people decide has substantially increased around the world.
With regard to advanced EU integration, future key political decisions are contingent upon
referendums. Yet, research advancing our understanding of the role of the referendum campaign
in shaping attitudes and behaviours is still emerging. Against this backdrop, this dissertation
aims to make a contribution both to the communication science literature on campaign and
media effects as well as to political science research concerned with referendum voting
behaviour and theories of direct democracy.
In Chapter 1, we started our investigation by turning to one of the most central questions,
namely, who supports referendums as a means of direct democracy? We showed that those who
felt more politically disaffected especially embraced the referendum opportunity as an alternative
means of political expression. Furthermore, we showed that the way a referendum proposal is
covered in the news affected what people thought of referendums. Tabloid style campaign news
made referendum opponents more critical and affectively predisposed against the proposal which
resulted in higher support for public referendums as an instrument to have a say and prevent an
unwanted outcome. Our findings support the notion that referendums are seen as effective tools
to have a more direct impact on political decision-making by citizens and have the potential to
engage the disengaged.
In Chapter 2, we were concerned with vote choice and suggested a new way of looking at
voting behaviour in EU referendums. Our findings suggest that attitudes towards the EU are the
factor through which other determinants of the vote exert their influence. Furthermore, we
showed how the referendum campaign had an impact on the vote. During the campaign the
referendum topic was highly visible in the news with a positive tone towards the Constitution. In
this context, higher levels of exposure to referendum news increased the likelihood of voters to
switch over to the ‘Yes’ side. Given the presence of strong pre-existing attitudes towards Europe
in this referendum, we found campaign effects on vote choice not to be large. Nevertheless, the
campaign mattered for the vote and contributes to our overall understanding of referendum
voting behaviour.
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In Chapter 3, we introduced a new concept for the analysis of electoral mobilization in
referendum campaigns: the ‘reversed mobilization effect’. Voters who opposed the referendum
proposal and were exposed to positive news framing were mobilized to turn out and vote against
the proposal. Our findings showed corroborating evidence suggesting that being confronted with
news promoting a positive outcome was perceived as a risk by referendum opponents and
motivated opponents to turn out and vote in order to avoid an unwanted scenario. This form of
reversed mobilization stresses the need to take pre-existing attitudes into account in order to
understand more of the psychology behind campaign and framing effects.
In Chapter 4, we formally assessed the underlying mechanisms behind the reversed
mobilization dynamic as well as conditioning factors. Our findings showed that opponents of a
referendum proposal did indeed perceive positive news as negative from their own point of view
and felt more at risk with regard to the assumed consequences of the proposal, which in turn
increased their likelihood of turning out to vote. Thus, risk perception mediates the effect of
positive news framing on turnout intention among referendum opponents. Furthermore, we
showed how this mediated dynamic is moderated by political efficacy. Reversed mobilization in
a referendum campaign is more likely to occur among individuals with higher levels of efficacy.
Referendum opponents who feel efficacious are more likely to arrive at a perception of risk in
response to positive news framing and to become mobilized in order to avoid an unwanted
scenario. These findings are in line with existing research in psychology and health
communication and make a contribution to both the communication science literature on media
framing effects as well as to political research on electoral mobilization.

Limitations
We discussed the particular limitations of each of our empirical investigations in the respective
chapters. However, we are also faced with a number of more general limitations. Most
importantly, we investigate campaign effects and the role of the news media only in one
particular referendum. Naturally, it is difficult to generalize any findings above and beyond the
respective context from which they are derived. This was one reason why we thoroughly
described the specific context characteristics of the Dutch 2005 EU Constitution referendum in
the Introduction to this dissertation. These particularities have to be taken into account when
interpreting our findings and considering to what extent they might apply to other contexts.
As we pointed out, in different national contexts, i.e. in which referendums are more
commonly used than in the Netherlands, the motives behind support for direct democratic means
might look different (see Chapter 1). The Dutch 2005 referendum on the EU Constitution was
the first national referendum in the Netherlands and it was especially embraced by those with
higher levels of political disaffection who used the opportunity to veto a political decision
backed by the political elite. However, in contexts in which referendums are not seen as a special
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occasion and are applied more often, those with higher cognitive resources might remain more
committed to the practice. Furthermore, with regard to the role of the campaign in changing
individual support for referendums, the fact that this was the first national referendum in the
Netherlands might have made it more likely for the campaign to affect attitudes with regard to
referendums as a means of direct democracy. In contexts in which the use of referendums is
more established and people hold more pronounced attitudes towards the instrument, the
campaign might have less of an impact on what people think of referendums.
Furthermore, in the case of the Dutch 2005 EU Constitution referendum, the importance
of existing attitudes towards ‘Europe’ defined the boundaries within which possible campaign
effects on vote choice could occur (see Chapter 2). In referendum contexts in which
involvement is high, such as in our example, citizens’ voting decisions are more strongly
orientated towards issue-related considerations, setting a limit for the campaign to change
attitudes and to affect the vote. Thus, we expect referendum campaigns to have more of an effect
on vote choice in contexts in which public involvement is lower than in our context and less of
an effect in contexts in which involvement is higher. Although previous research has pointed to
the volatility of opinions with regard to the EU (Saris, 1997) we do not see our findings in
opposition to earlier studies. Rather, key events and developments such as the introduction of the
Euro or EU enlargement have made the EU more visible as a topic over time and can be
expected to have led to more pronounced attitudes and opinions regarding the EU (see also the
discussion in the Introduction).
Whereas pre-existing attitudes towards ‘Europe’ are likely to have limited campaign
effects with regard to vote choice in the Dutch 2005 referendum, they are equally likely to have
fostered campaign effects with regard to mobilization. A ‘reversed mobilization’ dynamic as we
describe it is more likely to occur in contexts in which attitudes towards the referendum issue
matter more to voters (see Chapters 3 and 4). This was the case in the Dutch 2005 referendum on
the EU Constitution: However, in other referendum contexts in which involvement and interest
in the issue are lower and people do not hold strong attitudes the prevalence of a reversed
mobilization dynamic is reduced.
The above considerations are not to say that the campaign effects we report in this
dissertation are only mere products of the particular conditions present in this context. Each of
the effects we documented and each of the mechanisms we uncovered we expect to be a general
possibility in other campaign contexts as well. However, the extent to which the campaign
dynamics we described are likely to occur depends on the context characteristics of the
respective referendum under study.
We acknowledge two more general limitations of our investigation. First, our exclusive
focus on the role of the news media in referendum campaigns disregards other potential effects
of the campaign. Of course, not all campaign effects are indirect or mediated. Campaigns can
also have a much more direct impact on voters, for example through public involvement in
particular campaign events or interpersonal communication about the issue at stake. For example,
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during the Dutch referendum campaign in 2005 many public events, such as discussion forums,
were organized and well attended. Furthermore, within the array of possible media induced
campaign effects we limited ourselves to looking at three particular aspects in this dissertation:
support for referendums, vote choice and electoral mobilization. Of course, there are a number of
other noteworthy arenas such as campaign effects on knowledge levels and learning about public
affairs or campaign effects on the quality of opinions, to only name a few. Given the multiplicity
of possible campaign effects, no investigation will ever be completely exhaustive or could avoid
the necessary trade-off between the number of domains looked at and the depth of analysis. In
this dissertation we have limited our focus on three distinct aspects that we consider to be of
special relevance and particular interest in the current debate on the use of referendums and the
role of the campaign in modern democracies.
Finally, the selection of news outlets for our analysis of media induced campaign effects
focused on newspapers and television only. Citizens report these to be their most important
sources of political information and most previous research on media and campaign effects relies
on either newspaper or television coverage. Furthermore, the size of our media sample as well as
the number of outlets selected for our analysis is large compared to other studies. However, the
exclusion of other information channels, such as internet sources, leave out an important domain
in which late modern election campaigns take place (see Foot & Schneider, 2002). Political
actors invest more and more efforts in online campaigning (e.g., Gibson & Römmele, 2001;
Gibson et al., 2003), news blogs and online discussion forums obtain increasing relevance for
voters (see e.g., Coleman, 2001) and internet access is close to reaching a point of saturation in
many countries. These factors call for an expansion of the traditional focus on newspaper and
television news in studies of media and campaign effects (Xenos & Foot, 2005).

Overall conclusion
How political campaigns matter
‘Campaigns matter’ is one of the firmest held beliefs of politicians and journalists alike.
However, in light of early studies of political campaigns (e.g., Berelson et al., 1954; Lazarsfeld
et al., 1948), scientific research was hesitant for a long time to adopt this claim (see e.g.,
Ansolabehere, 2006) and instead assumed campaigns to have only minimal effects. This view
mainly goes back to a definition of campaign effects merely in terms of persuasion and switching
between two political parties or candidates. However, there is more to campaigns than just
persuasion. A broader focus including the investigation of more specific and indirect effects and
a deeper understanding of the way in which information matters in affecting voting behaviour
led to a renewed interest in studying campaign effects. A growing number of studies, employing
more refined research designs capable of tapping campaign effects with greater accuracy, have
documented specific campaign effects with regard to different aspects such as mobilization,
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attitude change, candidate evaluations, importance attached to issues or considerations,
knowledge acquisition or political learning (see e.g., Brady et al., 2006). Still, the extent to
which campaigns might matter or not depends on many factors, such as the strength of existing
attitudes, the intensity of the campaign, and the given context characteristics of a particular
election. In light of these considerations, we agree with Holbrook (1996) who stated that
“perhaps the best characterization of campaign effects is that they are neither large nor minimal
in an absolute sense, but sometimes large enough to be politically important” (1996: 188).
This dissertation is especially concerned with the effects of news media coverage of a
referendum campaign on specific attitudes and voting behaviour. It is situated amidst other
studies that view campaign effects as conditional in nature, depending on individual
predispositions and existing attitudes, and is especially interested in the underlying mechanisms
behind media induced campaign effects.
How the news media matter
The media have been blamed for all kinds of malfunctions in contemporary societies and their
role during election campaigns has been under special scrutiny by politicians and scientists alike.
Media have been accused of turning voters off (e.g., Ansolabehere, et al., 1994; Jamieson, 1992),
fostering public cynicism and distrust (e.g., Blumler & Gurevitch, 1995; Cappella & Jamieson,
1997), shifting public opinion by slanted reports (e.g., Druckman & Parkin, 2005) and replacing
serious political information with irrelevant fluff and entertainment (e.g., Robinson, 1976;
Kerbel, 1995; Sparks, 1998). It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to arrive at bold
conclusions with regard to the above criticisms; however, our findings do not blend in with such
pessimistic views.
Referendum campaigns are marked by a high degree of volatility and in such contexts the
media play a key role as the most important source of information (e.g., de Vreese & Semetko,
2004; Bennett & Entman, 2001; Dalton, 2002; Jenssen et al., 1998). This is why previous studies
have called for more systematic accounts to model the effects of news media coverage in
referendum campaigns on the vote (e.g., de Vreese, 2004). Indeed, the findings we report in each
of the four empirical chapters of this dissertation indicate that campaign news coverage mattered
and affected specific attitudes and behaviours of voters. However, in line with previous research
on political campaigns, we stress that most campaign effects are conditional (see also SchmittBeck & Farrell, 2002). Our results suggest that existing attitudes and predispositions play an
important role in how information from the news media is understood and utilized by voters in
an election campaign. Thus, existing attitudes and predispositions play an important role in
moderating media induced campaign effects.
Campaign effects should generally be understood as being as much dependent on the
message as on the voter. Thus, effects are the result of a complex interaction between existing
attitudes and new information (e.g., Zaller, 1992). Previous research has shown that citizens can
resist the persuasive appeal of campaign messages based on existing beliefs (Bizer & Petty, 2005)
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and arrive at considerations not in line with the direction of message appeals (Meffert et al.,
2006). Resistance to campaign messages, and behavioural outcomes that are the result of the
resistance to counter-attitudinal information, certainly are an interesting avenue for future
campaign research (see also Chaffee et al., 2001).
In our example, the positive tone of campaign news coverage in the Dutch 2005
referendum campaign had only limited effects on shifting voters over to the ‘Yes’ side (Chapter
2). More strikingly, rather than persuading opponents of the referendum proposal, positive news
framing resulted in negative affective responses towards the proposal (Chapter 1) and even
mobilized opponents to turn out and vote against the proposal out of increased risk perception
(Chapters 3 and 4). These counter-intuitive effects are indicative of a considerable degree of
motivated information processing and independent reasoning on the side of voters in response to
campaign messages and based on existing attitudes towards the issue at stake (see also Ditto &
Lopez, 1992; Meffert et al., 2006). In turn, such audience activity seems to effectively limit
unseemly media influence and prevent citizens from merely falling victim to elite manipulation.
Rather, the confrontation with counter-attitudinal information from the news media might have
contributed to voters arriving at stronger and more founded opinions.
It should be noted, however, that such motivated information processing is of course
contingent on the level of involvement in a campaign. If public involvement and interest are low,
it can be expected that campaign messages are less carefully processed and less critically
evaluated in light of existing attitudes. However, with this consideration in mind our findings
suggest that people use and make sense of information derived from the media during a
campaign in personal yet systematic and thus predictable ways. This calls for more of an
audience perspective in future campaign research (see also Baden & de Vreese, 2008), taking
pre-existing attitudes and existing beliefs into account when assessing the nature and direction of
campaign and media effects (Zaller, 1992; see also Domke et al., 1998; Scheufele, 2000).
How media content matters
The findings of this study suggest that content matters for the effects of campaign news coverage.
Previous research has shown that the style of reporting (Aarts & Semetko, 2003; Grabe et al.,
2000; Newton, 1999), the tone (de Vreese & Semetko, 2004; Druckman & Parkin, 2005) and the
framing of news (Maier & Rittberger, 2008; Schuck & de Vreese, 2006; de Vreese, 2002) can
affect interpretations as well as evaluations regarding the issue at stake on the side of the
audience. This dissertation shows not only that but also how these particular content features
have the potential to affect different attitudes and behaviours in a campaign. More specifically,
we showed how the style of reporting influenced what people thought of referendums as a means
of direct democracy (Chapter 1) by having an effect on issue evaluations and sparking certain
affective responses among parts of the electorate (see the discussion below on the role of
emotions in affecting attitudes and political behaviour). Furthermore, the tone and the framing of
campaign news coverage was shown to affect how voters thought of the issue at stake and how
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they arrived at a decision regarding their own vote choice (Chapter 2) or their participation in the
referendum (Chapters 3 and 4).
In this dissertation, we focus on the style of reporting (Chapter 1), the tone (Chapter 2)
and the framing (Chapters 3 and 4) of campaign news coverage and found all of them to matter
with regard to different attitudes and behavioural outcomes. However, until now investigations
that incorporate actual content features into measures of news exposure in survey designs
tapping campaign effects are still far from common. Future research must aim to identify other
content features of news media coverage with the potential to affect subsequent attitudes or
behaviour on the side of voters (see discussion in Chapter 2).
For example, in Chapter 2 of this dissertation, we reported that in those outlets that had
the strongest effects on letting voters switch over to the ‘Yes’ side, the tone was more positive
than in other outlets and coverage was also more ‘European’ in focus. Further, the potential
consequences of a common Constitution were presented more positively compared to other
outlets and several aspects of the Constitution were evaluated most positively (e.g., the role of the
EU parliament, European civil rights, and the reform of the EU commission). More theoretical as
well as empirical work needs to be done in order to identify and test the respective impact of
more specific content features of news coverage with the potential to affect attitudes and how
individuals arrive at a decision regarding their own voting behaviour.
The underlying mediation dynamics behind campaign effects
The above considerations have an important implication, namely the need to invest more efforts
to analyze the underlying mechanisms and processes behind campaign and media effects. Tao
and Bucy (2007) proposed a mediation model to study the impact of media stimuli via a
mediator (defined in terms of psychological states such as perceptions, evaluations or emotions
elicited by media stimuli) on a dependent variable in order to get a more realistic and complete
account of media influence and to reach higher explanatory power in predicting media effects.
Preacher and Hayes (2008), as well as Bizer and Petty (2005), stress the need to formally assess
mediation dynamics in order to study underlying processes and mechanisms behind media and/or
framing effects.
This is one area in which this dissertation aims at making a contribution to existing
accounts of studying campaign and media effects. Rather than just assessing the presence or
absence of media induced effects we have paid special attention to the identification and formal
testing of the mechanisms that account for such effects. These efforts have also proven to be
useful with regard to advancing theorizing since they allow us, with greater precision and
accuracy, to say more about the nature of effects and under what conditions they operate.
This dissertation is the first to explore how the news media have the potential to affect
individual support for referendums as a means of direct democracy (see Chapter 1). As we
showed, both positive as well as negative tabloid style news reporting have the potential to
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increase referendum support based on different mechanisms and via different routes, affecting
both issue evaluations as well as affective responses which in turn affected referendum support.
Furthermore, previous research has for example called for more attention to the
underlying mechanisms behind the mobilization of voters in response to campaign messages (see
e.g., Martin, 2004, 2008; Sigelman & Kugler, 2003). In this dissertation, we identified a
‘reversed mobilization effect’ in referendum campaigns, showing how positive news framing can
mobilize referendum opponents through increased risk perception (see Chapters 3 and 4). In line
with recent methodological research (see Preacher & Hayes, 2007) we have shown how this
mediated dynamic is further dependent on existing levels of political efficacy (see Chapter 4).
Formally assessing such moderated mediation dynamics offers a promising path to future
campaign and media effects research, explaining the underlying processes and mechanisms as
well as specifying the conditions under which effects occur (Frone, 1999).
The role of ‘emotions’ in studying campaign effects
Another promising path for future research on political campaigns is to explore the role of
emotions, elicited in response to certain (campaign) messages, in the formation of political
attitudes and subsequent behaviour (see e.g., Brader, 2006; Marcus et al., 2000; Marcus &
MacKuen, 1993; Martin, 2004, 2008). In the Dutch 2005 EU Constitution referendum, a
majority of ‘Yes’ voters stated to have supported the proposal primarily on ‘rational’ grounds
whereas a majority of ‘No’ voters stated to have voted on a mixture of ‘rational’ and ‘emotional’
considerations (Harmsen, 2005). Although only a crude measure, these findings stress the need
to investigate the capability of news media content to elicit emotions from the audience that in
turn can influence subsequent political behaviour. The findings we report in this dissertation
support this notion and suggest that emotions do play an important role in political reasoning and
the formation of political attitudes and behaviour (see also Neuman et al., 2007).
In the Dutch 2005 referendum on the EU constitutional treaty, other studies reported that
many who voted against the proposal felt ‘threatened’ by a loss of national culture (Lubbers,
2008), a European ‘superstate’ (Harmsen, 2005) or further enlargement (Aarts & van der Kolk,
2006) and previous research has stressed the role of threat perception in determining support for
the EU (e.g., McLaren, 2002). Fear of immigration has been shown to affect voting behaviour in
EU referendums (de Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2005) and in this dissertation we demonstrate that
fear of globalization does as well (see Chapter 2).
In other research domains, such as psychology or health communication, the role of
emotions and affective responses to mediated messages is well established and has reached an
advanced level of differentiation between the impact of different kinds of discrete emotions
(Nabi, 1999; Lerner & Keltner, 2001). On the contrary, in times of growing political apathy and
falling turnout rates in many western democracies, politics and political news seemed to be too
far removed from peoples’ everyday lives to really elicit strong emotional responses that in turn
could turn out to be consequential for subsequent attitudes or behaviour. However, in line with a
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growing body of recent literature on the role of emotions in affecting political behaviour (Brader,
2006; Druckman & McDermott, 2008; Gross & D’Ambrosio, 2004; Gross, 2008; Huddy et al.,
2007; Neuman et al., 2007), this dissertation suggests that emotions do matter and deserve more
attention in future campaign research.
Politics and political news are by no means always too far removed from everyday lives
of citizens. To provide an example, being afraid of job loss or more immigration due to
continued EU integration can be of very immediate concern to people. However, in a campaign
context, perceived issue salience undoubtedly needs to be high in order for emotions to become a
relevant factor in explaining the formation of political attitudes and behaviour in response to
campaign messages. The findings of this dissertation indicate that in a context that is perceived
as salient by voters, campaign news coverage can spark emotional or affective responses which
are contingent on existing opinions and in turn have the potential to affect subsequent attitudes
and behaviour (see Chapters 1 and 4).
Framing research in political communication as well as studies on political campaign
effects still largely neglect the mediating role of emotions in affecting information processing
and behavioural outcomes in response to messages (see Druckman & McDermott, 2008). The
present study shows how campaign news has the potential to spark counter-intuitive responses,
i.e. positive news framing increasing referendum support among individuals opposing the
proposal (Chapter 1) or mobilizing opponents to turn out to vote (Chapters 3 and 4). By studying
the emotional and affective responses to campaign news and testing their mediating role in
affecting subsequent behavioural outcomes, we were able to make sense of otherwise counterintuitive and contradictory findings.
The role of ‘perceptions’ in studying campaign effects
As Popkin notes: “The campaign that exists in the voter’s mind – ‘the campaign as perceived’ –
is different from the campaign as it is carried on in the real world” (1991: 38). Voters in an
election have different motivations and, accordingly, process the same information in campaigns
differently (Meffert et al., 2006). Although declared to be out of fashion, there still is a good
dose of old ‘stimulus-response’ thinking that persists in a lot of research on campaign effects and,
in our conviction, accounts for much of the often contradictory findings in previous campaign
research (see also Sigelman & Kugler, 2003). Especially with regard to the often assumed
demobilizing role of negative campaigning, the idea is that political candidates or the media
inject a certain amount of negativity into a campaign and citizens react accordingly (e.g.,
Ansolabehere & Iyengar, 1995). Over recent years there have been almost as many studies
claiming that negativity in campaigns demobilizes voters as studies claiming the exact opposite
(see Lau et al., 2007).
However, classifications of campaign information or even whole campaigns as being
either ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ by social scientists might show little resemblance with ordinary
citizens’ perceptions (see also Martin, 2008; Sigelman & Kugler, 2003). That is why Tao and
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Bucy (2007) suggested building in perceptions of message content directly into research designs
and operationalizing the psychological responses to message content as mediating factors.
Importantly, we stress that although there likely is a lack of consensus among voters in their
perceptions of the same campaign or campaign messages, such differences do not fluctuate
haphazardly but rather systematically, depending on existing attitudes towards the issue at stake.
This allows for a formal investigation of the role that ‘perception’ plays in determining the
nature and direction of campaign effects. As we show in this dissertation, taking voters’
perceptions of campaign messages into consideration proves to be highly useful in understanding
the psychology and underlying processes behind campaign effects. Existing opinions towards the
issue at stake played an important role in determining voters’ perceptions of campaign messages
and eliciting certain affective and emotional responses, such as feeling angry (see Chapter 1) or
being at risk (see Chapters 3 and 4), which in turn explained subsequent attitudes and behaviour.
Methodological considerations for studying campaign effects
In this dissertation, we have employed a multi-methodological research design, including twowave panel surveys, media content analysis and laboratory experiments, in order to appropriately
assess not only if campaigns have an effect on individual attitudes and behaviours but also how
such effects operate. Studying campaign effects is a challenging and demanding task. It implies
the use of dynamic research designs, which are capable of tapping changes in opinions or
attitudes over time and on the individual level.
Based on the current findings, we strongly advocate combining different research
methods, including detailed media content analysis and panel surveys into an overall design.
Such a design will ultimately be more powerful and more accurate in its potential to assess
campaign effects. Panel survey designs enable us to tap changes in attitudes and behavioural
intentions over time on the individual level (Lillard, 1989; Markus, 1979) and the combination
with media content analysis allowed us to relate observed changes to the actual characteristics of
campaign news coverage (see also e.g., Kleinnijenhuis & Fan, 1999; de Vreese & Semetko,
2004). In this way, we were able to show how the tone and the framing of news affected both
vote choice (see Chapter 2) as well as voter participation (see Chapter 3).
Furthermore, we validated and further specified the findings derived from our survey
analysis in the controlled setting of laboratory experiments, making use of the virtues of
randomization and control and allowing for the attribution of causality in the relationship
between our variables of interest (Cook & Campbell, 1979; Jackson, 1992). By applying
additional experiments, we were able to corroborate our findings regarding the mobilizing effect
of positive news framing on referendum opponents (see Chapter 3). We also specified the
mechanisms behind the observed effect of tabloid news on referendum support (see Chapter 1)
as well as behind the effect of positive news framing on mobilizing referendum opponents (see
Chapter 4). With the combination of these different research methods in our overall research
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design we were able to assess the dynamics of campaigns and the nature and underlying
mechanisms of specific campaign effects more adequately and extensively.
Another promising approach to tap campaign effects with greater precision is to combine
panel survey designs with rolling cross-sectional designs (Johnston et al., 1992; Johnston et al.,
2004). Panel designs can capture individual change at two or more points in time. However,
costs are high and the lower the number of panel waves the more difficult it is to relate detected
changes to particular events or developments during the campaign. For example, the timing of
the field dates has to be decided before the campaign, which implies that important turning
points and events that cannot be anticipated a priori might be missed, meaning their influence
cannot be adequately assessed (see Kenski, 2006).
The rolling cross-sectional design implies the controlled release of daily samples, the
‘rolling cross-section’ (Brady et al., 2006; Johnston & Brady, 2002). This makes it a more finegrained approach to study campaign dynamics as compared to panel surveys (Kenski, 2006).
Rolling cross-sectional designs show more sensitivity to short-term effects and more flexibility
in detecting campaign effects in response to unexpected events or particular developments (e.g.,
in news media coverage). However, as such designs cannot by themselves capture change on the
individual level, they are best combined with panel designs (Brady et al., 2006). In this way, the
strength of panel designs, in describing the campaigns’ cumulative change on the individual
level, can be combined with the obvious advantage of rolling-cross sectional designs, which
allows for tapping campaign effects in a much more dynamic and precise fashion (Brady &
Johnston, 2006). Such a combination of panel and rolling cross-sectional designs is a powerful
approach and allows for a more nuanced look at campaign effects. Thus, this approach is
recommended for future studies of campaign effects.
Who is afraid of direct democracy?
Advanced EU integration has become the focus of numerous national referendums, and future
EU political decisions are contingent upon referendums. Referendums are believed to increase
the legitimacy of political institutions and are seen as an instrument to create a greater sense of
political efficacy (Bowler & Donovan, 2002) and to engage citizens (Fishkin, 1995; Mendelsohn
& Parkin, 2001). Stimulating citizen participation in political decision-making is seen as an
effective way to tackle contemporary problems such as increasing levels of political apathy
(Budge, 1996). Some argue that the periodic use of referendums could prevent the rise of antidemocratic movements (Resnick, 1997) and would serve well as a permanent instrument of civic
education (Barber, 1984). Others warn that the use of referendums could open doors to populism
(Dalton et al., 2001) and foster political intolerance (Sartori, 1987) because of the polarization of
political discourse.
Are all referendums thus prone to populism, discrimination and elite influence? And, in
light of failing referendums that obstruct the future development of the EU, what to think of
direct democracy in this context? As we have stated in Chapter 1 of this dissertation, our outlook
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on the result of the Dutch 2005 EU Constitution referendum as well as on the future role of
referendums in the EU is largely positive. One might object that our findings show how the
campaign sparked certain negative emotions, such as anger and risk perception (see Chapters 1,3
and 4). These, one might continue to object, had an unseemly impact on the vote given the ideal
scenario of a campaign serving as a forum for free public deliberation and rational discourse.
However, from a normative viewpoint we do not regard it as negative that the campaign has
sparked emotions and that these in turn had an effect on voting behaviour. As Tomkins states:
“Out of the marriage of reason with emotions there issues clarity with passion. Reason without
emotion would be impotent, emotion without reason would be blind” (1962: 112). Our findings
suggest that voters have indeed not rejected the Constitution out of blind emotion but that
emotions have played a role only in relation to existing attitudes and beliefs and in response to
counter-attitudinal campaign messages. Thus, we see good reason to assume that the campaign
has in fact contributed to voters arriving at stronger and more informed decisions. Further, we do
not regard the role of emotions in determining political attitudes and behaviour as being largely
equivalent to irrationality. Reassuringly, our findings suggest that for example risk perception
played a role in the mobilization of opponents only for individuals who felt efficacious at the
same time (see Chapter 4). With regard to the effect of positive tabloid news on opponents
feeling angrier towards the referendum proposal, we also do not regard such effects as negative
in a more normative way (see Chapter 1) (see also Lazarus & Lazarus, 1994). Already Aristotle
thought of anger as an emotion with some practical value (Aristotle, 350 B.C./1931; see also
Kemp & Strongman, 1995; Turner, 2007). He saw anger as useful in preventing perceived
injustices and contended that the opposite of anger would be a kind of insensibility. Also other
research has shown how anger can lead to more careful information processing (Nabi, 1999) and
thus stronger convictions. Thus, in this perspective both anger as well as risk perception are
emotions that can in fact have valuable functions in the formation of political attitudes and
behaviour. They should not be seen as undermining the idea of campaigns contributing to public
deliberation.
With regard to the role of the referendum campaign, our own findings (see Chapters 3
and 4) as well as other studies (Baden & de Vreese, 2008) suggest that citizens have made sense
of the referendum issue in complex ways and in light of existing attitudes and opinions. Even
though the public official information campaign was regarded as poor, European topics have
never been discussed more extensively in the Dutch public than in this campaign (Aarts & van
der Kolk, 2006; Schuck & de Vreese, 2008). However, on a more critical note one has to state
that the dynamics of a referendum campaign of course also depend on the strategic position of
the political parties. These strategies are contingent on the party system at a given point in time
and the timing of a referendum within the national election cycle. Referendums can contribute to
public deliberation the better the more pro- and contra sides are willing to come up with strong
arguments and engage into public debate and do not hide behind strategic considerations.
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What about the future role of direct democracy in the EU? We concluded earlier on in
this dissertation that it is good news for the EU that it has attracted such a high level of interest
and participation among voters during the Dutch 2005 EU Constitution referendum (see
Chapter 2). In general, we see our findings in line with other studies that have stressed that the
clear-cut classification of all EU referendums as being merely ‘second-order’ elections, in which
citizens vote mainly based on domestic considerations rather than on the issue at stake, is
becoming less persuasive (Garry et al., 2005; Glencross & Trechsel, 2007; Hobolt, 2005). Public
involvement and interest in the Dutch 2005 referendum on the EU constitutional treaty, the
intensity of public debate and media coverage as well as turnout all have been high. However,
with regard to the current state of the EU this also adds to the seriousness of the problem:
whereas it often has been seen as a problem that people would feel indifferent about the EU, with
regard to the proposed EU Constitution they proved to actively hold a negative attitude. This
has implications for the future of the EU integration project as well as, more theoretically, for
the nature of EU elections and referendums. Thus, what should be the future role of EU
referendums?
When the referendum on the EU Constitution was first called for in the Netherlands, the
initiators anticipated a positive result and thought it would enhance the legitimacy of this
European project (see Introduction). Now, after the referendum has failed, one is reminded of the
famous cry of the Sorcerer’s Apprentice in Goethe’s poem, who first tried to obtain magic
powers and then wishes them away after he is unable to control them: “The spirits that I called
for, I now can not get rid of!” Indeed, the referendum might be such a spirit that will stay around
from now on and be called for by citizens at future occasions. For example, the fact that Ireland
decided to hold a referendum on the Treaty of Lisbon sparked discussions about the
(il)legitimacy of not holding referendums in other countries as well. In fact, exposing citizens to
direct democratic means might result in an increased demand on the side of citizens for the
repeated implementation of such means. As we have shown in this dissertation, news reporting
about the signing of the Lisbon Treaty increased support for holding another referendum among
opponents. This support stemmed mainly from defensive motives aimed at preventing the treaty
from taking effect (see Chapter 1). The fact that opponents in our experiment reacted angrily to
news which framed the Treaty in positive terms might also reflect a sentiment of injustice among
the public that something that had previously been rejected by popular vote now was decided
upon by public officials. This could be read as supporting the claim that referendums function
rather well as an instrument to create a greater sense of political efficacy (Bowler & Donovan,
2002) and to get people engaged (Fishkin, 1995; Mendelsohn & Parkin, 2001).
If the EU does not only want to be seen as a legitimate political and democratic
institution but in fact understands itself this way, then it would be wrong to conclude from an
official perspective and in light of recent results that referendums are too great of a risk to take
and should be avoided in the future so not to obstruct future political progress. On the contrary,
the EU and national governments should be encouraged to keep on ‘daring’ more direct
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democracy, even in light of recent negative referendum outcomes for EU development. Much of
the alienation between citizens and the EU that now emerged to the surface is a result of such
defensive thinking in the first place. It is, for example, frustrating for citizens to hear that often
the first consideration among public officials after a negative referendum outcome is to simply
repeat the referendum and hope that citizens will vote differently next time. We contend that it
would be a step into the wrong direction to abstain from using referendums as a means of direct
democracy in the future, despite negative outcomes and resulting short-term inconvenience. On
the contrary, the EU might benefit in the long run from staying committed to the practice and
might in fact be already now succeeding in achieving greater democratic legitimacy and reducing
skepticism more than previously thought. The EU simply cannot wish not to engage more with
citizens since the long-term negative consequences of such an approach would be too large.
Rather than avoiding the use of referendums in the future, the EU should engage in
tackling the reasons why citizens rejected recent proposals. This would be a real effort to
overcome the democratic deficit the EU so often has been blamed for (Meyer, 1999; Scharpf,
1997; Schmitter, 2000). In the end, one could conclude that even though recent referendums
have formally failed they still have been a success in a more normative way: as an exercise in
democracy. Even a failed referendum might fulfil the promise of direct democracy rather well,
namely to close the gap between the Union and its citizens, getting them more engaged and
ultimately increasing the political legitimacy of the EU. On this note, the failed referendum on
the EU Constitution in the Netherlands in 2005 could well be seen as a success and as having
served its purpose.
In flux: The future of referendum campaigns
Previous research has stressed the importance of the information environment during election
campaigns (e.g., de Vreese & Semetko, 2004; Hobolt, 2005). However, the role of the news
media is often just acknowledged (e.g., Borg & Esaiasson, 1998; Denver, 2002; Farrell &
Schmitt-Beck, 2002; Oscarsson & Holmberg, 2004; Siune & Svensson, 1993). This dissertation
provides a systematic account integrating the actual content of campaign news coverage into an
analysis of campaign effects as previous research has called for (e.g., de Vreese, 2004).
Referendum campaigns are considered unusually influential since the electoral context differs
significantly from national elections and is characterized by a higher degree of electoral volatility
(LeDuc, 2002; Magleby, 1989). For example, voters are often unfamiliar with the concrete issue
at stake (Franklin, 2002) and elite cues are usually more ambiguous in referendums (Pierce et al.,
1983). This attaches greater importance to the campaign and to the news media as the main
source of information. For this reason, it is important to understand more about the dynamics of
referendum campaigns.
However, our findings suggest that at least with regard to vote choice, media induced
campaign effects in EU referendums are less likely to occur as public involvement increases and
issue considerations and beliefs become more important to voters. This does not mean that
referendum campaigns as such become less influential since the electoral context is still marked
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by a higher degree of volatility than in national elections. However, if public involvement in the
topic of EU integration remains high, the focus can shift from looking at campaign effects on
vote choice to other domains in which the campaign can affect citizens, such as the mobilization
of voters. Referendum campaigns might even become more important in the future. We can
expect that more effort will be invested in campaigns as public involvement increases and past
campaign experiences will lead to more professional campaign organization and more advanced
campaign strategies. This implies that the nature of campaigns is changing over time. In turn,
this also has consequences for research concerned with campaigns and campaign effects. Future
studies will have to anticipate and respond to the changes with regard to how campaigns are
conducted. This might call for the application of different methods and the integration of new
theoretical concepts into research designs that help to make sense of when and how campaigns
can matter.
This dissertation has provided what we regard as potentially promising paths for future
research on the effects of political campaigns. It has introduced new ways of looking at
campaign effects in referendums and it has come up with initial explanations for the mechanisms
and conditions behind specific media induced campaign effects.
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Appendix A: Overview of independent variables

Gender: Male = 1 (47.7%); female = 0 (52.3%).
Age: Measured in years (M=48.3, SD=15.98).
Education: Seven levels of education (from lowest to highest): (1) elementary education (3.8%),
(2) middle level secondary (lbo/vmbo) (17.3%), (3) middle level secondary (mavo) (10.6%), (4)
higher level vocational (33.2%), (5) higher level secondary (6.5%), (6) undergraduate level
(17.7%), (7) graduate level (10.8%).
Political interest (index): Two item index scale reaching from 1 (low interest) to 3 (high
interest): (1) “How much are you interested in politics in general?”; (2) “How much are you
interested in European politics?” (M= 1.82, SD= .54, r= .67; α =.82).
Political orientation: Respondents were asked to indicate their political orientation on an 11point left-right scale and were coded as either leaning to the left (1-4) or leaning to the right (811). Two dummy variables were built representing respondents with left political ideology
(18.1%) or right political ideology (24.1%) as opposed to centrist orientation.
Political efficacy (index): Four-items index scale reaching from 0 (low level of efficacy) to 1
(high level of efficacy): (1) “Politicians do not care about opinions of people like me”, (2)
“Parties are only interested in my vote, not in my opinion”; (3) “People like me have no
influence on politics”; (4) “Politicians quickly loose contact with citizens”; (M= 0.29, SD= .33,
α = .71).
Satisfaction with domestic democracy and EU democracy: Two items measured on a scale
reaching from 1 (not at all satisfied) to 4 (very satisfied): Satisfaction with domestic democracy:
“How satisfied are you with the way democracy works in the Netherlands?” (M=2.70, SD=0.68);
Satisfaction with democracy in the EU: “How satisfied are you with the way democracy works in
the EU?” (M=2.30, SD=0.66).
Interpersonal communication about referendum: 1 (almost never) to 4 (very often) rating
scale: “How frequently have you discussed about the referendum with your friends, family or
colleagues?” (M= 2.88, SD = 0.80).

APPENDICES

163

Campaign evaluation: Two items reaching from 1 (fully disagree) to 5 (fully agree): (campaign
evaluation 1 / ‘sincere’) “The discussion about the EU Constitution was straightforward and
sincere” (M= 2.95, SD= 0.97); (campaign evaluation 2 / ‘informative’) “The campaign clarified
the contents of the EU Constitution well” (M= 2.05, SD = 0.94).
Exposure to campaign news coverage: Exposure to each newspaper outlet was measured by
asking respondents if they turn daily or almost daily to an outlet and coded as either 0-no or 1yes: Telegraaf: M= 0.19, SD= 0.40; Volkskrant: M= 0.08, SD= 0.27; Trouw: M= 0.03, SD= 0.18;
NRC Handelsblad: M= 0.05, SD= 0.22; Algemeen Dagblad: M= 0.09, SD= 0.29; Metro: M= 0.16,
SD= 0.36. Individual scores for Telegraaf, Metro, and Algemeen Dagbald have been summed up
and divided by three to build an overall exposure index for tabloid newspapers (M=0.15,
SD=0.20). Individual scores for Volkskrant, NRC Handelsblad, and Trouw have been summed
up and divided by three to build an overall exposure index for broadsheet newspapers (M=0.05,
SD=0.13). Exposure to the main public TV news show NOS Journaal, the main private news
show RTL Nieuws, and the main current affairs program was measured on four-point scales
reaching from 1-less than once a week to 4-almost daily (NOS Journaal: M= 3.44, SD= 0.95;
RTL Nieuws: M= 2.67, SD= 1.20; NOVA Den Haag vandaag: M= 2.24, SD= 1.11). How often
people visit websites on political or social subjects was measured on a 5-point scale reaching
from 0-never to 4-almost every day (M= 0.66, SD= 1.02).
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Appendix B: Positive tabloid condition (negative condition in parentheses)

MORE EUROPE! (LESS EUROPE!)
From our correspondent
BRUSSEL – Not so long ago the
European Union (EU) became a lot
stronger and almost nobody noticed.
What exactly happened? Last
December the leaders of all EU
member states came together and
signed the so-called Treaty of Lisbon.
More than 90% of the content
of this Treaty is still identical with the
former EU Constitution draft. It is now
already more than two years ago that
the Constitution went down the drain
after the Dutch voted “Nee” in a
referendum.
What does the Treaty of Lisbon
mean for us Dutch? One thing is for
sure: Europe gets stronger! And a lot
of things will change. “It’s really
fantastic!” (“It’s really terrible!”),
says Henk Schipper from the
organization
Democratic
Europe
joyfully (angrily). “It was about time
for this! Finally the EU is becoming
more influential. We Dutch should all
be happy about that!” (It is really not
the time for this! The EU is becoming
too influential. We Dutch should really
not be happy about that!”).
So, what is going to happen
now? Quite a lot! In the future there
will be two new kinds of European
politicians: a kind of European

President and also a common European
foreign minister. National veto’s will
disappear almost entirely. Thus, the
Lisbon Treaty transfers power from the
national level to the EU. However, the
Treaty is not yet definite. It first has to
be signed by the parliaments of all EU
member states.
Although it will still take
some time, Henk Schipper is already
in a joyful mood (distressed mood): “I
think we have to be really happy with
this Treaty. Finally the EU will have
more of a say!” (This really works out
the wrong way for us. The EU will
have too much of a say!” So, is
Europe moving closer together with
the new Treaty? “For sure and that’s
good”(“For sure and that’s exactly
the problem”), says Henk Schipper.
“The Treaty of Lisbon will be a real
boost for more and faster EU
integration. The EU will become
much more present in our daily lives.
That can only be good. We will all
benefit from this!” (“Now is certainly
not the right time to take the EU
integration process even further. The
EU will become much too present in
our daily lives. That can only be bad.
We will all have to suffer from this.”
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Appendix B: Positive broadsheet condition (negative condition in parentheses)

The EU Treaty of Lisbon – Europe gets stronger (Europe gets too strong)
From our correspondent
BRUSSEL – Unnoticed by many, the
heads of government of all 27
European Union (EU) member
states came together last month and
signed the Treaty of Lisbon. The
Treaty will become effective only
after it has been ratified by the
parliaments of all EU member states.
The Treaty of Lisbon is meant to
reform and strengthen the role of the
EU. It picks up many elements of the
former EU Constitution draft, in fact
more than 90% of its content has been
carried over to the new document. The
question now is what the consequences
will be for the EU's half a billion
citizens and for the Netherlands in
particular. “The Treaty of Lisbon is an
important step into the right
direction”(“The Treaty of Lisbon is a
big step into the wrong direction”),
says Henk Schipper from the
organization Democratic Europe. “The
EU will become stronger and more
influential and that will be of benefit
for everyone.” (“The EU will become
too strong and too influential and that
will have disadvantages for everyone”).
There will be quite some
changes coming along with the new
Treaty. In the future, there will be one
common foreign representative of the
EU and, next to the heads of the
individual member states a European
president will be appointed. National
veto’s, which in the past have put a
limit to the decision-making power of
the EU, will largely be abolished. Most
decisions will be taken by majority

vote and do not require the consent of
all member states anymore. Thus, the
new treaty transfers some power from
the national to the European level.
“There is good reason to celebrate”
(“There is good reason to worry”),
says Henk Schipper. “Important core
elements of the old Constitution have
been preserved. That has been a good
decision. The EU will now finally be
able to work more efficiently and
move forward more quickly”. (“That
has been a bad decision. The EU will
still work as inefficiently as before
and it will move forward much too
quickly”. Michael Donnelly of the
British Federal Trust thinks that the
new treaty is a good move (wrong
development). Donnelly:“It certainly
is time to take the next step in the EU
integration process and I expect that
the Treaty of Lisbon will definitely
contribute to that”. (“It certainly is
not the time to take yet another step in
the EU integration process as the
Treaty of Lisbon will do it”. Schipper
adds: “Europe will become more
powerful and influential in the future.
That can only be good. Especially a
small country such as the Netherlands
is better off with a strong Europe in
order to profit from the cooperation
with others.” (“Europe will become
too powerful and too influential in the
future. That can only be bad.
Especially a small country such as the
Netherlands is better off without such
a strong Europe so that it does not get
entirely dominated by other countries.)
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Appendix B: Control condition (English translation of Dutch original)

The European Union after the Treaty of Lisbon
From our correspondent
BRUSSELS – Unnoticed by many,
the heads of government of all 27
European Union (EU) member
states came together last month and
signed the Treaty of Lisbon. The
signing took place in an old church
in the Portuguese capital. The
Treaty will become effective only
after it has been ratified by the
parliaments of all EU member states.
Once approved of by all member
countries the Treaty will become
valid on January 1st 2009.
The treaty pursues the goal to make

the EU more efficient. It picks up the
contents of previous EU treaties and
adds new rules as well as a couple of
separate protocols and explanations.
In the future, there will be one
common foreign representative of the
EU and, next to the heads of the
individual member states a European
president will be appointed. National
veto’s, which in the past have put a
limit to the decision-making power of
the EU, will largely be abolished.
Most decisions will be taken by
majority vote and do not require the
consent of all member states anymore.
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Appendix C: Output from a SPSS macro for conducting a mediation analysis
(Preacher & Hayes, 2008a) [http://www.comm.ohio-state.edu/ahayes]
Dependent, Independent, and Proposed Mediator Variables:
DV =
referendum support
IV =
condition
MED = negative future expectations
Sample size
107
IV to Mediators (a path)
Coeff
se
negative exp ,3547
,1308

t
2,7111

p
,0078

Direct Effects of Mediators on DV (b path)
Coeff
se
t
p
negative exp ,8628
,2582
3,3421
,0012
Total Effect of IV on DV (c path)
Coeff
se
t
condition
,7911
,3625
2,1823

p
,0313

Direct Effect of IV on DV (c' path)
Coeff
se
t
condition
,4851
,3581
1,3547

p
,1784

Model Summary for DV Model
R-sq Adj R-sq
F
,1362
,1196
8,1967

df1
2,0000

df2
104,0000

p
,0005

******************************************************************
BOOTSTRAP RESULTS FOR INDIRECT EFFECTS
Indirect Effects of IV on DV through Proposed Mediators (ab paths)
Data
Boot
Bias
SE
TOTAL
,3061
,2977
-,0084
,1377
negative exp ,3061
,2977
-,0084
,1377
Bias Corrected and Accelerated Confidence Intervals
Lower
Upper
TOTAL
,0831
,6395
negative exp ,0831
,6395
*****************************************************************
Level of Confidence for Confidence Intervals:
95
Number of Bootstrap Resamples:
5000
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Appendix D: Output from a SPSS macro for conducting a mediation analysis
(Preacher & Hayes, 2008a) [http://www.comm.ohio-state.edu/ahayes]
Dependent, Independent, and Proposed Mediator Variables:
DV =
referendum support
IV =
condition
MED = anger
Sample size
118
IV to Mediators (a path)
Coeff
se
anger
,9126
,2893

t
3,1549

p
,0020

Direct Effects of Mediators on DV (b path)
Coeff
se
t
p
anger
,2808
,1181
2,3782
,0190
Total Effect of IV on DV (c path)
Coeff
se
t
condition
,3293
,3752
,8778

p
,3819

Direct Effect of IV on DV (c' path)
Coeff
se
t
condition
,0730
,3833
,1906

p
,8492

Model Summary for DV Model
R-sq Adj R-sq
F
,0532
,0367
3,2286

df1
2,0000

df2
115,0000

p
,0432

*****************************************************************
BOOTSTRAP RESULTS FOR INDIRECT EFFECTS
Indirect Effects of IV on DV through Proposed Mediators (ab paths)
Data
Boot
Bias
SE
TOTAL
,2563
,2506
-,0056
,1258
anger
,2563
,2506
-,0056
,1258
Bias Corrected and Accelerated Confidence Intervals
Lower
Upper
TOTAL
,0714
,5885
anger
,0714
,5885
*****************************************************************
Level of Confidence for Confidence Intervals:
95
Number of Bootstrap Resamples:
5000
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Appendix E: Overview of Variables
Gender: Male = 0 (52.3%); female = 1 (47.7%).
Age: Measured in years (M = 49.31, SD = 15.42).
Education: Six levels of education from lowest to highest (Dutch originals): (1)
basisonderwijs (5.8%), (2) vmbo (28.2%), (3) havo/vwo (13.4%), (4) mbo (19%), (5) hbo
(22.4%), (6) wo (11.2%).
Political interest (index): Two items index scale reaching from (1) low interest to (5) high
interest: (1) “How much interest do you have in politics in general?”, (2) “How much interest
do you have in political subjects that have to do with the EU?” (M = 2.71, SD= .91,
r= .67, α = .80).
Political efficacy: One item reaching from (1) strongly agree to (5) strongly disagree.
Low scores represent low levels of efficacy, high scores represent high levels of efficacy:
“The political parties are only interested in my vote and not in my opinion”; (M = 2.59, SD =
1.00).
Left political ideology: Self-placement on left–right scale where 1 = left and 11= right
(M = 5.95, SD = 1.96); recoded as 1 to 4 = left = 1; otherwise = 0.
Right political ideology: Self-placement on left-right scale where 1 = left and 11 =
right (M = 5.95, SD = 1.96); recoded as 8 to 11 = right = 1; otherwise = 0.
National identity: One item reaching from (1) only European, (2) first European and then Dutch,
(3) first Dutch and then European, to (4) only Dutch (M = 3.37, SD = .60).
Fear of immigration: One item reaching from (1) strongly agree to 5 strongly disagree: “The
Netherlands have to accept more asylum seekers” (M = 3.84, SD = 1.04).
Fear of globalization: One item reaching from (1) strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree:
“Because of globalization many jobs will be lost in the Netherlands” (M = 3.58, SD = .84).
Economic expectations: One item reaching from (1) strongly disagree to (5) strongly
agree: “The Dutch economy will get worse over the next 12 months” (M = 3.10, SD = .94).
Government disapproval: One item reaching from (1) strongly agree to (5) strongly disagree:
“Today’s CDA–D66–VVD government is doing a good job” (M = 3.45, SD = 1.11).
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EU skepticism: Multiple items index scale reaching from (1) low level of skepticism
to (5) high level of skepticism: (1) “People have different opinions about Europe: What is your
opinion about the EU?”; (2) “It is bad that the Netherlands participates in the Euro”, (3) “EU
enlargement is progressing too quickly”, (4) “Turkey should become member of the EU”
(reversely coded) (M = 3.30, SD = .78, α = .75).
Interpersonal communication about referendum: One item reaching from (1) almost never
to (4) very often: “How often have you talked about the referendum with your family, friends or
colleagues?” (M = 2.62, SD = .85).
Personal campaign involvement: Multiple items index scale reaching from (1) never to (4)
often: (1) “During the course of the campaign how often did you take part in a public event
about the constitution/referendum?”, (2) “During the course of the campaign how often did
you read in a manifesto of a political party about the constitution/referendum?”, (3) “During
the course of the campaign how often did you look up information on the internet about
the constitution/referendum?” (M = 1.44, SD = .51, α = .54).
Exposure to public information campaign: Three items index scale measuring the extent to
which three key publications of the public information campaign have been read by
respondents on a scale reaching from (1) not at all to (4) completely: (1) “Referendumkrant”,
(2) “Samenvatting van een Grondwet voor Europa” (green–white), (3) “Informatiefolder
Europese Grondwet” (red–blue–white) (M=2.25, SD=.88, α=.75).
Cynicism about campaign: Two items index scale reaching from (1) strongly agree to (5)
strongly disagree: “The campaign made it clear what the European Constitution is about; “The
Yes and No camps were generally discussing the European Constitution in an open and
honest way” (M=3.59, SD=.81, α=.60).
Attention to referendum news: Measured on a scale from 0 (no attention) to 10 (strong attention)
(M=6.46, SD=2.36).
Campaign news exposure: Exposure to each newspaper outlet was measured on a scale of 0–
6 and exposure to each TV news show was measured on a scale of 0–7 indicating exposure in
an average week. Means and standard deviations for single exposure measures: Telegraaf:
M=0.78, SD=1.85; Volkskrant: M=0.58, SD=1.70; Trouw: M=0.25, SD=1.12; NRC
Handelsblad: M=0.40, SD=1.40; Algemeen Dagblad: M=0.39, SD=1.33; Metro: M=0.62,
SD=1.40; NOS Journaal: M=4.82, SD=2.41; RTL Nieuws: M=2.85, SD=2.49; Hart van
Nederland/SBS6: M=1.63, SD=2.15; NOVA Den Haag vandaag: M=1.70, SD=1.98.
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For the overall campaign news exposure measure we sum up individual exposure to each news
outlet, weighted by the amount of referendum coverage, and add the score for the attention
measure (M = 16.40, SD = 9.44):
[(exposure NOS * (amount/100)) + (exposure RTL * (amount/100)) + (exposure
NOVA * (amount/100)) + (exposure SBS6 * (amount/100)) + (exposure Volkskrant
* (amount/100)) + (exposure NRC * (amount/100)) + (exposure Trouw * (amount/
100)) + (exposure Telegraaf * (amount/100)) + (exposure Metro * (amount/100)) +
attention to referendum news]
Vote intention No (time 1): Very likely or likely to vote No at time 1 = 1 (44.8%); very likely
or likely to vote Yes at time 1 (32%) = 0; undecided about vote intention at time 1 = 0 (23.3%).
Vote intention Undecided (time 1): Undecided about vote intention at time 1 = 1 (23.3%); likely
or very likely to vote No at time 1 = 0 (44.8%); likely or very likely to vote Yes at time 1 = 0
(32%).
Vote choice No (time 2): Voted No in referendum = 1 (55.5%); voted Yes in referendum = 0
(43.1%); voted blanco in referendum = 0 (1.4%).
Party preferences: Respondents were asked which party they would vote for in case a national
election would be held at this moment. We created dummy variables for voters who expressed
preferences for (1) opposition parties in favour of the EU Constitution (PvdA, Groenlinks),
(2) opposition parties against the EU Constitution (all other opposition parties), and (3) voters
without party preference. Preferences for government parties campaigning in favour of the
Constitution were coded as the reference category (CDA, VVD, D66).
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Appendix F: Stimulus material positive frame (negative frame in parentheses);
(English translation of Dutch original)

Referendum about European Constitution

The difficult negotiations around the Nice Treaty in the year 2000 can be seen as the starting
point for the work on a common EU Constitution. The Nice Treaty was seen as unnecessarily
complicated and quickly got outdated after the 2004 EU enlargement. That was why a special
convention under the leadership of former French president Giscard d’Estaing was installed. The
Convention consisted of both members of the European Parliament and national parliaments and
worked on developing a constitutional treaty. The Constitution contains one part about civil
rights for European citizens, the functioning of the EU and rules for the ratification process of
the treaty. Some EU countries, among them also the Netherlands, will decide over the
Constitution via a national public referendum. But what is the relationship between the European
and the Dutch Constitution? As a guideline, European law is above national law. But this does
not say it all since the Dutch national Constitution for example sets rules that specifically
concern the Duch national state. 'The European Constitution is very good for the Netherlands'
('The European Constitution is very bad for the Netherlands'), says Henk Koevermans from the
Initiative “Democratic Europe”, 'because the Netherlands remain independent and at the same
time become part of a stronger Europe.' ('because the Netherlands become more dependent on a
Europe that has become too strong.') As much as every national Constitution also the European
Constitution guarantuees a certain number of civil rights. A declaration of civil rights has been
integrated into the constitutional treaty. With the Constitution this declaration will become
legally binding. All national institutions have to stick to the rules and regulations within this
catalogue. The Constitution is a good deal for European citizens thinks Henk Koevermans:
'Dutch citizens will receive more rights. Thus, there is absolute need for a European
Constitution.' (The Constitution is a bad deal for Dutch citizens thinks Henk Koevermans: 'Dutch
citizens do not receive any more rights than they already have. Thus, there is absolutely no need
for a European Constitution.') With the European Constitution the EU now also will have a
common foreign minister and a common foreign service. The foreign minister has two important
functions: To represent the EU to the outside world, and as a initiator and coordinator within the
EU. Thus, the Constitution leads to more unity in the field of EU foreign affairs. That sets an end
to the confusion about responsibilities and competences. The new minister will be appointed by
the national governments but will also be member of the EU commission and as such also can be
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hold accountable by the European Parliament. That is a strong and clear position. (But the
Constitution does not lead to more unity in the field of EU foreign affairs. There will still not be
an end to the confusion about responsibilities and competences. The new minister will be
appointed by the national governments and is member of the EU commission and as such also
will be hold accountable by the European Parliament. That is a vague and unclear position.)
The first part of the Constitution contains the rules about the democratic functioning of the EU.
With the Constitution, the European Parliament can decide on more laws and regulations but
does still not have the same power like the Dutch national parliament. 'The Constitution extends
the rights of the European Parliament. With the Constitution citizens will have more of a say in
the EU. That is a breakthrough for the democratic functioning of the EU', explains Henk
Koevermans. ('The Constitution limits the rights of the European Parliament. With the
Constitution citizens have less to say in the EU. That is a set-back for the democratic functioning
of the EU’, explains Henk Koevermans.)

The European Constitution also installs a common

immigration policy that gives a uniform status to asylum seekers in the whole of Europe and to
the procedure of how asylum seekers have to be treated. The goal of this is to distribute the
number of asylum seekers in a fair way, in a Europe without internal borders. The Constitutiom
makes it easier for the Netherlands to achieve agreements about immigration on a European
level. (The Constitution makes it more difficult for the Netherlands to achieve agreements to
decide itself how many immigrants it wants to accept within its national borders.)
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Appendix G: Overview of independent variables

Gender: Male = 1 (52.3%); female = 0 (47.7%).
Age: Measured in years (M=49.41, SD=15.25).
Education: Six levels of education from lowest to highest (Dutch originals): (1)
basisonderwijs (5.9%), (2) vmbo (27.6%), (3) havo/vwo (12.8%), (4) mbo (19.5%), (5) hbo
(21.7%), (6) wo (12.5%).
Political knowledge (index): Four factual knowledge questions: (1) “What party is Henk Kamp
from?”, (2) “How many countries are member of the EU at this moment?”, (3) “What is the
name of the Dutch EU commissioner?”, (4) “What office does Karla Peijs hold?”. Final scale
reaches from 0 (all wrong) to 4 (all correct) (M= 2.14, SD= 1.30, α =.56).
Political interest (index): Two item index scale reaching from 1 (low interest) to 5 (high
interest): (1) “How much interest do you have in politics?”, (2) “How much interest do you have
in political subjects that have to do with the EU?” (M= 2.72, SD= .89, r= .69, α =.81).
Political efficacy: One item: (1) ”The political parties are only interested in my vote and not in
my opinion”; Item reversely coded on five-point Likert scale reaching from 1-low level of
political efficacy, to 5-high level of political efficacy (M= 2.61, SD= 1.00).
EU support (index): Multiple item index scale reaching from 1 (low support) to 5 (high
support): (1) “People have different opinions about Europe: What is your opinion about the
EU?”; (2) “It is bad that the Netherlands participate in the Euro” (recoded), (3) “EU enlargement
is progressing too quickly” (recoded), (4) “Turkey should become member of the EU” (M= 2.73,
SD= .78, α = .69).
Political cynicism: Two items index scale reaching from 1 (low level of cynicism) to 5 (high
level of cynicism): (1) “The campaign about the European Constitution made it clear what the
Constitution is about”, (2) “The proponents and opponents were open and honest in their
discussion about the European Constitution”; original scale reaching from (1)-strongly agree to
5-strongly disagree (M= 3.60, SD= .81, α = .61).
Exposure to news coverage: Exposure to each newspaper outlet was measured on a scale from
0-6 and for each TV news show on a scale from 0-7 indicating exposure in an average week.
Means and standard deviations for single exposure measures: Telegraaf: M= 0.79, SD= 1.86;
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Volkskrant: M= 0.59, SD= 1.65; Trouw: M= 0.28, SD= 1.21; NRC Handelsblad: M= 0.45, SD=
1.50; Algemeen Dagblad: M= 0.34, SD= 1.25; Metro: M= 0.62, SD= 1.42; NOS Journaal: M=
4.84, SD= 2.36; RTL Nieuws: M= 2.96, SD= 2.50; NOVA Den Haag vandaag: M= 1.69, SD=
1.94. The frame index scores for each individual news outlet in the below formula are based on
the subtraction of the negative frame index score from the positive index score. The full formula
based on our content analytic findings (M= 1.14, SD= .61) is:
((exposure NOS * 0.08) + (exposure RTL * 0.09) + (exposure NOVA * 0.17) + (exposure
Volkskrant * 0.10) + (exposure NRC * 0.06) + (exposure Trouw * 0.04) + (exposure Telegraaf *
0.10) + (exposure Metro * 0.04) + (exposure Algemeen Dagblad * 0.01))
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Appendix H: Output from a SPSS macro for conducting mediation analysis
(Preacher & Hayes, 2008a) [http://www.comm.ohio-state.edu/ahayes]
Dependent, Independent, and Proposed Mediator Variable:
DV =
turnout intention
IV =
condition
MED = risk

Sample size: 42
IV to Mediator (a path)
Coeff
se
risk
,4835
,2157

t
2,2418

p
,0306

Direct Effect of Mediator on DV (b path)
Coeff
se
t
risk
1,5389
,4613
3,3357

p
,0019

Total Effect of IV on DV (c path)
Coeff
se
t
condition
1,8659
,7045
2,6485

p
,0115

Direct Effect of IV on DV (c' path)
Coeff
se
t
condition
1,1218
,6677
1,6801

p
,1009

Model Summary for DV Model
R-sq Adj R-sq
F
,3381
,3041
9,9588

df2
39,0000

df1
2,0000

p
,0003

*****************************************************************
BOOTSTRAP RESULTS FOR INDIRECT EFFECTS
Indirect Effects of IV on DV through Proposed Mediator (ab path)
Data
Boot
Bias
SE
TOTAL
,7441
,7427
-,0014
,3966
risk
,7441
,7427
-,0014
,3966
Bias Corrected and Accelerated Confidence Intervals
Lower
Upper
TOTAL
,1362
1,6699
risk
,1362
1,6699
*****************************************************************
Level of Confidence for Confidence Intervals:
95
Number of Bootstrap Resamples:
1000
*****************************************************************
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Appendix I: Output from a SPSS macro for conducting a moderated mediation analysis
(Preacher et al., 2007) [http://www.comm.ohio-state.edu/ahayes]
You specified model number:
5
Variables in System:
IV: condition
DV: turnout
Med Var: risk
Mod Var: efficacy
Sample size:
198
---------MEDIATOR VARIABLE MODEL
Coeff
Constant
4,2468
condition
-,1294
efficacy
-,2107
Inter1
,1496

SE
,1267
,1986
,0566
,0870

t
33,5258
-,6515
-3,7195
1,7199

P>|t|
,0000
,5155
,0003
,0871

DEPENDENT VARIABLE MODEL
Coeff
SE
Constant
5,0094
1,9244
condition
-1,0749
,7174
efficacy
-1,5403
,7423
Inter1
,4576
,3217
risk
,1786
,4824
Inter2
,3372
,1975

t
2,6031
-1,4983
-2,0751
1,4225
,3702
1,7069

P>|t|
,0100
,1357
,0393
,1565
,7117
,0895

----------

---------Interaction Terms:
Inter1: condition *
Inter2: risk
*

efficacy
efficacy

---------Conditional indirect effect at specific
efficacy Ind Eff
SE
Z
,9121
,0034
,0800
,0426
1,9949
,1438
,0949
1,5163
3,0778
,4025
,1986
2,0267

value(s) of the moderator(s)
P>|Z|
,9660
,1294
,0427

Moderator values listed are the sample mean and +/- 1 SD
---------Conditional indirect effect standard errors are second-order estimates.
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Appendix J: Output from a SPSS macro for conducting a moderated mediation analysis
(Preacher et al., 2007) [http://www.comm.ohio-state.edu/ahayes]
You specified model number:
5
Variables in System:
IV: condition
DV: turnout
Med Var: risk
Mod Var: efficacy
Sample size:
198
---------MEDIATOR VARIABLE MODEL
Coeff
Constant
4,2468
condition
-,1294
efficacy
-,2107
Inter1
,1496

SE
,1267
,1986
,0566
,0870

t
33,5258
-,6515
-3,7195
1,7199

P>|t|
,0000
,5155
,0003
,0871

DEPENDENT VARIABLE MODEL
Coeff
SE
Constant
5,0094
1,9244
condition
-1,0749
,7174
efficacy
-1,5403
,7423
Inter1
,4576
,3217
risk
,1786
,4824
Inter2
,3372
,1975

t
2,6031
-1,4983
-2,0751
1,4225
,3702
1,7069

P>|t|
,0100
,1357
,0393
,1565
,7117
,0895

----------

---------Interaction Terms:
Inter1: condition *
Inter2: risk
*

efficacy
efficacy

---------Conditional indirect effect at specific value(s) of the moderator(s)
efficacy Boot Ind Boot SE
Boot Z
Boot P
,9121
,0117
,0957
,1221
,9028
1,9949
,1530
,0967
1,5815
,1138
3,0778
,4191
,2136
1,9620
,0498
Moderator values listed are the sample mean and +/- 1 SD
---------Indirect effect statistics are bootstrap estimates.
Bootstrap p-values assume normal bootstrap distribution.
Number of bootstrap samples: 1000
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Despite the increasing use of referendums to decide on key policy issues and the high popularity
of referendums among the public, little is known about the role of the campaign and the news
media in affecting political attitudes and/or voting behaviour. Often, the importance of the
information environment during a referendum campaign is merely acknowledged but more
elaborate links between media content and public opinion or voting behaviour are missing. This
dissertation sets out to fill some of the gaps in the existing literature on referendum campaign
effects.
Referendum campaigns are considered unusually influential since voters are often
unfamiliar with the concrete issue at stake and elite cues are usually more ambiguous in
referendums. This attaches greater importance to the campaign and to the news media as the
main source of information. Against this backdrop, this dissertation aims to make a contribution
both to the communication science literature on campaign and media effects as well as to
political science research concerned with voting behaviour and direct democracy.
Advanced European (EU) integration has been the focus of numerous national
referendums in the past and future EU political decisions are contingent upon referendums. In
this dissertation, we investigate campaign effects in the context of the Dutch EU Constitution
referendum. In June 2005, the Dutch electorate rejected the EU constitutional treaty in what was
the first national referendum in the Netherlands in recent history. The vast majority of the Dutch
political elite, the governing coalition parties as well as the major opposition party and all major
news media endorsed the proposal. However, 62% of citizens voted “Nee” (No), which
effectively marked the end of the ratification process.
This dissertation takes the contents, uses and effects of information in referendum
campaigns as a focal point. We investigate the role of the news media in affecting different
attitudes and behaviours over the course of the campaign. More in particular, we focus on three
different spheres in which the campaign matters: first, by analyzing how campaign news
coverage can influence public support for referendums as a means of direct democracy; second,
by investigating the potential of the campaign to affect vote choice in a referendum; and third, by
assessing how news coverage can mobilize certain parts of the electorate to turn out and vote in a
referendum. In order to do so, the overall research design of this dissertation combines a media
content analysis of campaign news coverage, two-wave panel surveys and laboratory
experiments.
In Chapter 1 of this dissertation, we turn to one of the most central questions, namely,
who supports referendums as a means of direct democracy? Our findings show that those who
felt more politically disaffected especially embraced the referendum opportunity as an alternative
means of political expression. Furthermore, we show that the way a referendum proposal is
covered in the news affected what people thought of referendums. Tabloid style campaign news
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made referendum opponents more critical and affectively predisposed against the proposal which
resulted in higher support for public referendums as an instrument to have a say and prevent an
unwanted outcome.
In Chapter 2, we focus on vote choice and suggest a new way of looking at voting
behaviour in EU referendums. Our findings suggest that attitudes towards the EU are the factor
through which other determinants of the vote exert their influence. Furthermore, we showed how
the referendum campaign had an impact on the vote. During the campaign the referendum topic
was highly visible in the news with a positive tone towards the Constitution. In this context,
higher levels of exposure to referendum news increased the likelihood of voters to switch over to
the ‘Yes’ side. Given the presence of strong pre-existing attitudes towards Europe in this
referendum, we found campaign effects on vote choice not to be large. Nevertheless, the
campaign mattered for the vote and contributes to our overall understanding of referendum
voting behaviour.
In Chapter 3, we introduce a new concept for the analysis of electoral mobilization in
referendum campaigns: the ‘reversed mobilization effect’. Voters who opposed the referendum
proposal and were exposed to positive news framing were mobilized to turn out and vote against
the proposal. Our findings suggest that being confronted with news promoting a positive
outcome was perceived as negative by referendum opponents and motivated them to turn out and
vote in order to avoid an unwanted scenario.
In Chapter 4, we formally assess the underlying mechanisms behind the reversed
mobilization dynamic. Our findings show that opponents of a referendum proposal indeed
perceived positive news as negative from their own point of view and felt more at risk with
regard to the assumed consequences of the proposal. This, in turn, increased their likelihood of
turning out to vote. Thus, risk perception mediates the effect of positive news framing on turnout
intention among referendum opponents. Furthermore, we showed how this mediated dynamic is
moderated by political efficacy. Reversed mobilization in a referendum campaign is more likely
to occur among individuals with higher levels of efficacy. Referendum opponents who feel
efficacious are more likely to arrive at a perception of risk in response to positive news framing
and to become mobilized in order to avoid an unwanted scenario.
Overall, this dissertation provides evidence to suggest that news coverage of a campaign
can have conditional effects, depending on individual predispositions, on specific attitudes and
behaviour. It has introduced new ways of looking at campaign effects in referendums and has
come up with initial explanations for the underlying mechanisms behind specific media induced
campaign effects.
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Ondanks het toenemende gebruik van het referendum als middel om te beslissen over belangrijke
beleidsvraagstukken en de populariteit ervan onder de bevolking, is er maar weinig bekend over
de rol van de campagne en nieuwsmedia bij het beïnvloeden van politieke attitudes en/of
stemgedrag. Vaak wordt het belang van nieuws en informatievoorziening tijdens de campagne
voor een referendum wel erkend, maar ontbreekt gedegen kennis over de relaties tussen mediainhoud, publieke opinie en stemgedrag. Dit onderzoek is erop gericht de hiaten in de bestaande
literatuur over effecten bij campagnes voor referenda op te vullen.
Campagnes voor referenda worden als bijzonder invloedrijk beschouwd omdat de
stemmers vaak niet voldoende op de hoogte zijn van de aan de orde zijnde kwestie en omdat elite
cues vaak onduidelijk zijn bij referenda. Hierdoor worden de campagne en nieuwsmedia
belangrijker als informatiebronnen. In dit licht heeft deze studie als doel een bijdrage te leveren
aan zowel de literatuur binnen de communicatiewetenschap als aan politicologisch onderzoek dat
zich bezighoudt met stemgedrag en directe democratie.
Toenemende Europese (EU) integratie is in het verleden al onderwerp geweest van vele
nationale referenda en ook toekomstige politieke beslissingen van de EU zullen afhankelijk zijn
van volksraadplegingen. In deze studie worden de effecten van de campagne binnen de context
van het Nederlandse referendum over de Europese Grondwet gemeten. In juni 2005 verwierp het
Nederlandse electoraat het verdrag voor een Europese Grondwet in het eerste Nederlandse
referendum uit de recente geschiedenis. Zowel het overgrote deel van de Nederlandse politieke
elite als de regerende coalitiepartijen en de nieuwsmedia stonden achter het voorstel. Echter,
62% van de burgers stemde ‘Nee’, waardoor het ratificatieproces feitelijk werd stilgelegd.
Dit onderzoek gaat over de inhoud, het gebruik en de effecten van informatie binnen
campagnes voor referenda. Er wordt onderzocht wat de rol van nieuwsmedia is en wat hun
invloed is op verschillende attitudes en gedragingen gedurende de campagne. Dit onderzoek zal
zich in het specifiek richten op drie verschillende domeinen waarin de campagne van belang is:
ten eerste door te analyseren hoe verslaggeving over de campagne invloed kan hebben op
publieke steun voor referenda als instrument van de directe democratie; ten tweede door te
onderzoeken in hoeverre een campagne in staat is om de stemkeuze in een referendum te
beïnvloeden; en ten derde door te bepalen hoe verslaggeving bepaalde groepen binnen het
electoraat kan mobiliseren om te gaan stemmen in een referendum. Teneinde het bovenstaande te
kunnen bestuderen, is de algemene onderzoeksopzet van deze studie een combinatie van een
media-inhoudsanalyse van campagne-verslaggeving, two-wave panel surveys en experimenten.
Hoofdstuk 1 van dit proefschrift is gericht op één van de voornaamste kwesties, namelijk:
wie steunen referenda als een instrument van directe democratie? De resultaten laten zien dat
mensen die meer afwijzend tegenover politiek stonden, zich in het bijzonder goed konden vinden
in de mogelijkheid van een referendum als alternatieve manier om hun politieke mening te uiten.
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Daarnaast wordt er aangetoond dat de wijze waarop het referendumvoorstel wordt belicht in het
nieuws, invloed uitoefent op wat mensen van referenda vonden. Tabloid style campagnenieuws
zorgde ervoor dat tegenstanders van het referendum kritischer werden en zich tegen het voorstel
keerden, wat resulteerde in grotere steun voor referenda als een manier om iets te zeggen te
hebben en om ongewilde uitkomsten te voorkomen.
In hoofdstuk 2 staat stemkeuze centraal en zal een nieuwe manier worden voorgesteld om
naar stemgedrag in EU referenda te kijken. Onze bevindingen wijzen erop dat de houding ten
opzichte van de EU een belangrijke mediërende factor is in de relatie tussen andere beslissende
elementen en stemgedrag bij EU-referenda. Verder laten we zien op welke manier de campagne
voor het referendum invloed had op de stemming. Tijdens de campagne was het onderwerp van
het referendum prominent aanwezig in het nieuws, waarbij de Grondwet in een positief daglicht
stond. In dit verband gold dat naarmate stemmers aan grotere hoeveelheden referendum-nieuws
werden blootgesteld, het waarschijnlijker werd dat zij ‘Ja’ zouden stemmen. Gezien de
aanwezigheid van sterke al bestaande attitudes tegenover Europa in dit referendum bleek het
effect van de campagne op de stemkeuze klein. Desalniettemin was de campagne van belang
voor de stemming en draagt zij bij aan het algemene begrip van stemgedrag bij referenda.
In hoofdstuk 3 wordt een nieuw concept geïntroduceerd voor het analyseren van
electorale mobilisatie in campagnes voor referenda: het ‘reversed mobilization effect’. Kiezers
die tegen het referendumvoorstel waren en die blootgesteld werden aan positieve news framing
werden gemobiliseerd om ook daadwerkelijk te gaan stemmen en dan tegen te stemmen. Uit
onze bevindingen blijkt dat het voorleggen van positief nieuws over het referendumvoorstel als
negatief ervaren wordt door tegenstanders van het referendum en hen ertoe aanspoort te gaan
stemmen en op die manier de – voor hen - ongewilde uitkomst te voorkomen.
In hoofdstuk 4 worden de onderliggende mechanismen van de reversed mobilization
dynamic formeel vastgesteld. Uit onze resultaten blijkt dat tegenstanders van een
referendumvoorstel positief nieuws hierover inderdaad als negatief ervaren ten opzichte van hun
eigen mening en dat zij ook meer risico zagen in de mogelijke consequenties van het
referendumvoorstel. Dit had tot gevolg dat hun bereidheid om te gaan stemmen, steeg. Met
andere woorden: het effect van positieve news framing op opkomst-intentie onder tegenstanders
van het referendum wordt gemedieerd door de mate van risico-perceptie. Verder blijkt dat
reversed mobilization bij een referendumcampagne vaker voorkomt onder individuen die een
hogere mate van politieke effectiviteit hebben. Dit houdt in dat tegenstanders van een
referendum met een hogere mate van politieke effectiviteit eerder geneigd zijn positieve news
framing als een risico te ervaren en dus ook worden gemobiliseerd een ongewilde uitkomst te
voorkomen door ‘Nee’ te stemmen.
In zijn geheel wordt in dit onderzoek bewijs geleverd voor de stelling dat verslaggeving
van een campagne effect kan hebben, afhankelijk van individuele al bestaande opvattingen, op
stemgedrag en specifieke attitudes. Er zijn nieuwe manieren geïntroduceerd om effecten van
campagnes in referenda te bekijken en er is een begin gemaakt met het verklaren van de
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onderliggende mechanismen van campagne-effecten die specifiek door de media worden
teweeggebracht.
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