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Do Political Campaigns
Matter?

In recent decades, political actors of all sorts — parties and candidates, govern-
ments and other political institutions, interest groups and social movements —
have increasingly come to view political campaigning as an essential supplement
to their engagement in the process of policy-making. By investing ever more
efforts and resources into political campaigns, they seek to mobilize support
among the mass public, to persuade citizens of their causes and to inform the
citizenry about public policies and political procedures.

So far as the practitioners are concerned, such campaigns matter a great deal.
Each year, billions of dollars are spent on political campaigns. The sophisticated
services of specialist agencies and campaign consultants are engaged; candidates
are sent on television training courses; glossy literature, advertisements and
campaign gimmicks are produced. While parties, candidates, interest groups,
governments, media and — perhaps — voters all seem to be strongly convinced of
the notion that campaigns do indeed matter, the collective views of the academic
community can perhaps best be summarized as undecided.

This book, in bringing together some of the leading international scholars on
electoral behaviour and communication studies, provides the first ever stock-
take of the state of this sub-discipline. The individual chapters present the most
recent studies on campaign effects in North America, Europe and Australasia.
As a whole, the book provides a cross-national assessment of the theme of political
campaigns and their consequences.

David M. Farrell is a Jean Monnet Professor of European Politics at the Uni-
versity of Manchester, UK. A co-editor of Party Politics, his research focuses on
campaigns, electoral systems and representation in the European Parliament.
He is also the author of Electoral Systems: A Comparative Introduction.

Riidiger Schmitt-Beck is Scientific Director at the Centre for Survey Research
and Methodology (ZUMA), Mannheim, Germany. His research interests are in
the areas of comparative political behaviour, public opinion, political communi-
cation, electoral behaviour, political culture, social movements and political
participation. He is also the author of Politische Kommunikation und Wihlerverhalten.
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Series editor’s preface

In his seminal work on public opinion and democracy Walter Lippmann
observed already in 1921 that ‘the art of inducing all sorts of people who
think differently to vote alike is practiced in every political campaign’. The
development of mass participation and mass media in representative
democracies in the last decades has underlined the importance of campaign-
ing. Modern political campaign strategies increasingly rely on the use (and
manipulation) of media presentations of candidates and their personal char-
acteristics and background. Television, cable, telephone banks, the internet,
direct mailing enterprises and other new technologies make it possible to
reach quite literally ‘all kinds of people’ and sophisticated campaign tactics
and techniques take full advantage of the opportunities to ‘induce’ citizens
‘to vote alike’ in the way Lippmann meant.

Despite the fact that the development of political campaigning in represen-
tative democracies is hard to overlook, campaigning has not drawn major
attention from the scholarly community. The traditional division of labour
in political science and an evident US bias in studying campaign effects
certainly explain much of this astonishing situation. As the editors of this
volume indicate in their introductory chapter, campaign effects are ‘located
at the interface of various sub-disciplines’ and a multi-disciplinary approach
is required to do the subject justice. The development of political campaign-
ing and campaign effects, then, cannot be understood within the con-
ventional conceptual borders of electoral studies, party sociology or
communication research, or by relying on American experience only. What
is needed is, first of all, a rethinking of concepts like communication and
effects, allowing much more analytical depth and detail than is usually pro-
vided in disciplinary approaches. Second, the scope of research should be
broadened considerably not only to cover US campaigning and campaign
effects, but to deal also with developments and specific circumstances from
comparative and longitudinal perspectives.

The contributors to the volume differ in their research interests, study
designs and selected material, and in the scope of the analyses presented,
but they all cope with the impact of political campaigning in representative
democracies from a broad perspective. Before these specific analyses are
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presented, Riidiger Schmitt-Beck and David Farrell summarize the major
questions and approaches in their introduction by elaborating typologies of
political campaigning and of campaign effects (Chapter 1). The four sub-
sequent chapters are addressed to campaign effects in elections in several
countries. Ian McAllister examines the timing of voting decisions — the ‘rise
of the late decider’ — and its political consequences in Australia, Britain and
the United States (Chapter 2). Results from a Swiss election study are pre-
sented by Romain Lachat and Pascal Sciarini showing that increases in cam-
paign activities stimulate voters to reassess their usual party preferences
(Chapter 3). Marina Popescu and Gabor Toéka focus on the role of public
television in Hungarian elections. Their remarkable conclusion is that
government-controlled television makes partisan use likely and functions as
a boomerang; that is, re-election of incumbents may be endangered by the
use of public television instead of enhanced (Chapter 4). The much-debated
‘priming’ efforts of candidates and parties are traced by Elisabeth Gidengil
and her colleagues in a study of the dominance of the free trade issue in
the 1988 Canadian elections (Chapter 5). The next two chapters deal with
campaigning in districts instead of countries. Ilkka Ruostetsaari and Mikko
Mattila describe the Finnish electoral system, where candidates compete
not only with contestants from other parties but also with competitors from
their own party. In this situation, too, media coverage appears to be an
important factor in winning elections (Chapter 6). In a similar way, David
Denver and Gordon Hands discuss the development of constituency cam-
paigning in Britain (Chapter 7). Before the last two contributions redirect
the attention to campaigning in referendums, Pippa Norris argues con-
vincingly that the decline of civic engagement in the United States — a
‘campaign-induced malaise’ — cannot be attributed to the way American
journalists and politicians deal with campaigns (Chapter 8). Lawrence
LeDuc examines campaign effects in twenty-three referendums held in
fourteen different countries or regions. He comes to the rather surprising
conclusion that attitudes towards the issue at stake establish only one of the
factors determining the vote (Chapter 9). Concentrating on the Swiss case,
Michael Biitzer and Lionel Marquis follow this line of argument and point
out the importance of elite discourse as an important determinant of indi-
vidual vote decisions (Chapter 10). Finally, Riidiger Schmitt-Beck and
David Farrell return to the major problems and prospects in the concluding
chapter by warning against simple and rather naive conclusions in this area.
Campaigns do matter, but the specific impact depends much on particular
circumstances, strategies and techniques (Chapter 11).

The spread of communication facilities and the decline of persistent party
loyalties have made political campaigning increasingly important ever since
Walter Lippmann defined ‘inducing all sorts of people’ as the common
characteristic of these ventures. Sophisticated campaign strategies and
techniques may not have the unambiguous and fashionable consequences
presumed by most critics of representative democracies. Yet the prospects
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of democratic decision making depend heavily on the chances of improv-
ing campaign strategies and reducing abuses. Technical progress has not
alleviated these tasks. On the contrary. In a digitalized and networked
world with ample opportunities for ‘many-to-many’ communications
political campaigning presents much more serious challenges and pitfalls
than even Walter Lippmann could have imagined.

Jan W. van Deth, Series Editor
Mannheim, November 2001
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1 Studying political
campaigns and their effects

Riidiger Schmatt-Beck and David M. Farrell

Political campaigns are treated as occasions of immense importance by
politicians, and never more so than today. In recent decades political actors
of all sorts — parties and candidates, governments and other political institu-
tions, lobby groups, social movements and other kinds of citizens’ associa-
tions — have increasingly come to view political campaigning as an essential
supplement to their engagement in the process of policy making. By investing
ever more efforts and resources into political campaigns they seek to mobilize
support among the mass public, to persuade citizens of their causes, and to
inform the citizenry about public policies and political activities. So far as
the practitioners are concerned, such campaigns matter a great deal. Those
waging campaigns firmly believe that these efforts help them to achieve
their political goals and thus count in the political process. Each year,
literally billions of dollars are spent, mostly in election campaigns (at all
levels), but increasingly also in other kinds of campaigns, such as referendum
campaigns, policy-related information campaigns, or image campaigns.
The sophisticated (and thereby costly) services of specialist agencies and
campaign consultants are engaged; candidates are sent on television training
courses and are suitably colour-coded; glossy literature, advertisements of
many forms and items of campaign gimmickry are produced. While parties,
candidates, interest groups, governments, media and (some) voters are
apparently strongly convinced of the notion that campaigns do indeed
matter, the collective views of the academic community can perhaps best be
summarized by the word ‘undecided’.

The issue is certainly of relevance to a number of fields in political science.
There have been countless studies in the voting behaviour literature on the
ingredients that voters take into account when deciding which party or can-
didate to vote for at elections, or which proposal to support at referendums.
But with few exceptions there has been little analysis of how these factors are
connected with the communication activities of political parties and other
campaign organizations. There is also a large body of literature in the
area of communications studies, examining the effects of the news media’s
political reporting on the opinions and attitudes of their audiences during
campaign periods. In a number of cases these show how media reporting
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to some degree reflects the campaign activities of political actors. But the
media are by no means the only channel through which campaigns reach
their audiences. While inquiries into the effects of political campaigns
cannot ignore the mediating role of mass communication, equally they
cannot restrict themselves to looking only at the media. Finally, there is a
growing body of research in party sociology (and also in the study of social
movements) on how political organizations plan and implement their cam-
paigns. This usually starts from the premise that campaigns are important,
although there have been few attempts to prove this assumption empirically.

To be sure, recent years have seen an increased effort to go beyond the
limitations of these strands of research with the aim of producing firmer con-
clusions about whether and how political campaigns matter. A fairly large
range of specialist studies of campaign effects have accumulated, although
these have tended to be very specific in scope. Most have dealt only with
election campaigns — zeroing in on a particular campaign in a particular
context — and their findings, therefore, have tended not to be easily generaliz-
able. Furthermore, the study of campaign effects has been predominantly
focused on a small number of national contexts, above all the United States,
with a much more sporadic coverage of trends in Britain and a few other
cases.

This book represents the first cross-national effort to take stock of the state
of this sub-discipline. The nine chapters which follow examine campaign
effects in a range of different national contexts, using a range of different
methodologies. In this introductory chapter we set the scene for what is to
follow. We start, in the first section, by outlining the field of study of
campaign effects, setting out a definition of campaigning, and reviewing the
types of campaigns that can be included in this area of analysis. The sub-
sequent sections concentrate on campaigns for elections and referendums,
exploring the core features of contemporary campaigns and discussing the
range of likely ways in which these campaigns might be said to have some
influence. Finally, we provide a short section reviewing the main trends in
the study of campaign effects, before concluding with an outline of the rest
of the book.

The rise of campaign politics

Campaigning is a core feature of the political process in contemporary
democracies. Election campaigns see parties and their candidates wage
battles for votes and political office. Referendum campaigns see proponents
and opponents of the relevant issue seek to steer the vote in their preferred
direction. Issue-based campaigns see government agencies or interest
groups attempting to have an issue or policy placed high on the political
agenda, and to have it favourably framed in public debate. Image campaigns
see efforts to paint the public perception of some political actor in a more
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favourable light. In the past few decades campaigning has assumed increas-
ing relevance as a mode of political mediation, in part reflecting the growing
volatility in the electoral process, in part also reflecting a general shift
towards issue-based politics and a greater emphasis on alternative modes
of political participation. If the first of these indicates a greater role for
‘policy mediation’ — consisting of top-down flows of strategic communication
originating from the political elite — the second is more suggestive of a process
of ‘interest mediation’, in which, in particular, the political elite face ever
more competition for agenda setting from interest groups and lobbying
organizations (Edelman 1985, 1988; Sarcinelli 1987, 1998; Rottger 1997
Bentele et al. 2001).

Campaigns occur not only in the political realm; they are increasingly
important in all walks of life: for instance, a company mounts an advertising
campaign to promote its product; a charity seeks to raise money for an over-
seas ald programme; a city engages in ‘city marketing’ in order to attract
investors and new businesses. Since the focus of this book is specifically on
political campaigns, it is useful to start with a basic definition. The objective
of a political campaign is to influence the process and outcome of governance.
It consists of an organized communication effort, involving the role of one
or more agencies (be they parties, candidates, government institutions or
special interest organizations) seeking to influence the outcome of processes
of political decision-making by shaping public opinion. Political actors are
campaigning because they hope that the support of the public, or of relevant
segments of the public, will help them to promote their political causes.
Often such public support, at least in the short term, may help political
actors to attain their goals, most notably in those cases where the public
itself takes the relevant decisions, as in elections or referendums. However,
campaigns are also gaining importance as a tool of the political craft in
many other scenarios in which favourable opinions on the part of significant
publics are believed to lend causes legitimacy, thereby furthering their
chances of success. This is shown, for instance, by the case of public interest
groups striving to elevate particular issues on to the decision-making
agenda, or by the case of government agencies seeking to produce legitimacy
for policy programmes during the implementation phase. To such ends,
these political actors mobilize strategic resources of varying kinds and to
varying amounts. They do so within institutional and situational contexts
that may entail both constraints and structures of opportunity (Farrell
2002).

What the agency is seeking to influence can vary widely. If it is a political
party fighting an election campaign, it may want to maximize the number
of seats it wins, or, indeed, it may as, say, a Green party, be seeking to influ-
ence the political agenda. In both cases the party’s target for influence is
voters (though, in the latter case, the expectation is that any influence over
voters will also have a bearing on the attitudes of the established political
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Campaign focus

Single issue Range of issues
Constellation Competing Referendums Elections
of campaign actors
actors One actor Information Image
Interest-based

Figure 1.1 A typology of political campaigns.

actors). In the case of a special interest group during a referendum campaign,
its focus will be on achieving victory for its side, and again the principal
target will be voters. By contrast, in the case of a special interest group seek-
ing to raise the profile of an issue by placing it higher on the political agenda
and framing it in particular ways (e.g. in the hope that a party might take it
on as an issue, or that a referendum might be called) the principal target is
the established politicians, with public opinion functioning as the connecting
hinge (Schmitt-Beck 2001).

Figure 1.1 attempts to simplify the discussion somewhat, by reducing the
wide range of different campaign scenarios to a simple two-by-two typology
based on the constellation of actors involved in the campaign and the focus
of the campaign. This suggests four main types of political campaigns, two
of which are considered in this book. The first, and most obvious, type is the
election campaign (dealt with in Chapters 2-8) which is characterized by a
set of competing actors (political parties/candidates) each campaigning on
a range of issues (as well as a focus on candidate and party image), with the
principal goal being electoral success. To be sure, this is an ideal-typical
simplification, as, for instance, in the case of certain minor parties, particu-
larly those with a strong ideological bent, electoral gains may actually be
given a lower priority. In addition, by waging campaigns, parties may also
seek to serve internal party purposes, like maintaining party unity, attracting
new members, fund raising, nurturing potential coalition links and so on.
Yet success at elections, and the chance to occupy government positions
that it provides, is clearly the core objective of parties and their candidates
(Downs 1957; Weber 1980 [1921/22]: 840-1; Schumpeter 1994 [1942]).
Second, there are referendum campaigns (dealt with in Chapters 9-10),
which share with election campaigns the fact that there are competing sets
of actors (although here there is greater likelihood that not all of these
actors are parties), but in this case the campaign is focused on just one issue,
and there is not even the ‘distraction’ of a political candidate.

Third, there are single-issue campaigns unilaterally launched by just
one actor. Such campaigns are often implemented by government agencies,
in order to inform the public (e.g. ‘drink and drive’ campaigns), and/or
to mobilize support and raise acceptance of particular policies. Notable
examples are the campaigns on privatization policies and the poll tax in
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Britain, launched by the Conservative government in the 1990s (Newton
2000), or the campaign of the European Central Bank to ease the implemen-
tation phase of the euro. In the same category we find also interest-based
campaigns by pressure groups aimed at influencing the political agenda and
the way political problems are framed; a prominent example with trans-
national reach are the activities of the anti-globalization movement and its
member organizations. This category shares with referendum campaigns
the focus on a single issue at a time. A distinguishing feature of this type is
that there is generally just one actor in the fray: a government department,
perhaps a religious or consumer organization, or other public interest
groups and lobby organizations. While starting with activities launched by
just one actor, such campaigns may easily lead to competitive battles for
public opinion as other actors, feeling challenged by the points of view
raised by the first actor, wage counter-campaigns. Finally, completing our
typological matrix, there are image campaigns. These are also launched by
single actors, but may involve a range of issues, wrapped together with
various kinds of emotional appeals. Their purpose is to raise the public
esteem of the actor in question. An example is the campaign of the Conser-
vative government to improve the ‘uncaring’ and ‘cold-hearted’ image of
Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher (Newton 2000). These latter two types
of campaign are dealt with only in passing in the remainder of this chapter,
since our focus is on campaigns for elections and referendums.

Political campaigning here and there, then and now

Election and referendum campaigns can be seen as complex processes of
purposive political communication that are essentially ‘top-down’, originat-
ing from campaign organizations like parties, candidates’ support organiza-
tions, government institutions or interest groups, and aimed at the mass
public in its entirety or at specific ‘target’ segments. Yet, as visualized in
Figure 1.2 by means of broken arrows, campaigns also entail ‘bottom-up’
components, since political actors constantly seek feedback by monitoring
their target audiences in order to assess whether their strategies are working.
Election returns, for instance, are routinely interpreted as indications of the
quality of election campaigns. In addition, campaign organizations increas-
ingly rely on techniques for the systematic observation of public opinion like
surveys or focus groups to plan their strategies and calibrate their campaign
instruments (Rose 1967; Kavanagh 1996). The mass media are also utilized
as sources of feedback. Guided by the assumption that the media are powerful
agents of influence, political actors constantly screen their reporting in
order to anticipate what media audiences think. In addition, when several
actors wage competing campaigns each of them may use the media as a
source of intelligence about its opponents.

Ultimately guided by their political goals, but taking into account their
assessment of the specifics of the current situation, political actors like party
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leaders or candidates develop strategies for their campaign communications.
They must determine which messages may be most helpful to achieve their
goals, and which channels to use to get these messages across. Since material
and non-material resources may be available in varying amounts to different
political actors, but are in any case always inherently limited, decisions
must be taken about how these are best to be allocated. Difficult problems
must be solved. Should one wage an expensive advertising campaign, or
rather rely on the manpower of the organization’s rank and file? If advertis-
ing money is laid aside for ‘paid media’, should it be spent on a large
number of newspaper ads, or on a few television spots? Should one seek the
costly help of a prestigious advertising agency, or economize by financing
training seminars for local volunteer canvassers? Such questions are not
easy to answer, and a lot of experience and expertise, but also creativity and
perhaps even luck, are necessary to arrive at the right answers.

The mass media are a very important channel of campaign communi-
cations, and increasingly so, but they are usually not the only means by
which campaigners can reach their addressees. In election campaigns, most
political actors traditionally rely on their own organizational resources.
Only a few actors, like the independent presidential candidate Ross Perot in
1992, rely exclusively on the media to communicate to voters. But for other
candidates it 1s still common to travel the length and breadth of the country,
delivering speech after speech on public squares and in town halls, and meet-
ing citizens in the back rooms of smoke-filled pubs. Local voluntary activists
canvass the neighbourhood and seek face-to-face discussions with their
fellow citizens at street stands. They are also a human resource important
for organizing the local rallies for candidates and party leaders. Entering
the age of mass parties, these organizations equipped themselves with perma-
nently employed professional staff, among whose most important organiza-
tional tasks were activities connected with campaigning. In recent years, in
addition to the organizations’ own personal resources, the services of hired
specialists have been quickly gaining importance for all kinds of sub-tasks
within the increasingly complex business of campaigning. Political con-
sultancy has become big business in the United States, but to some degree it
1s gaining ground in most contemporary democracies, leading to increasingly
professionalized campaigns (Farrell and Webb 2000; Farrell ez al. 2001).

In most countries, the days are long gone when parties owned their own
general readership newspapers and thus had at their disposal a convenient
medium of campaign communication. The party press, where it still
exists, has mostly turned into an instrument of internal communication. Yet
nowadays modern communication technologies offer new opportunities for
campaign organizations to free themselves to some degree from the con-
straints that arise from the necessity to rely on independent media to get
their messages across. Within a few years political actors’ use of the internet
has spread extensively. Most parties as well as government agencies and all
kinds of other citizens’ associations now operate professional websites as a
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means of circumventing the filters of the news media to communicate directly
with voters (Bieber 1999; Margolis et al. 1999; Norris 2002).

Naturally, for political actors it is important to exert as much control as
possible over the ways their messages are conveyed to the electorate (Zaller
1998). As far as they can use their own organizational resources for that
purpose, thus directly communicating with voters, they enjoy considerable
(though perhaps still not full) autonomy in designing and disseminating
their messages. Constraints may arise to the degree that leaders are
dependent on their organization’s activist members. An important part of
campaign strategies, therefore, focuses on efforts to mobilize the member-
ship. This implies that political actors must be careful not to offend their
followers by proposing unpopular ideas or violating esteemed traditions.
In this sense at least, members can be a force of inertia, limiting the freedom
of action of the leaders. Yet, despite all the changes in how campaigns are
waged, political organizations continue to be one of the most important
channels for political actors to reach voters directly. Another channel of
direct communication with the electorate is advertising. Through printed
advertisements, billboards or television spots political actors are able to
convey (almost) any message they like to (almost) anyone they like, up to
the limits of the audience’s attention, and their personal budgets.

Advertising 1s expensive, especially on television. Therefore, political
actors have a strong incentive to supplement these ‘paid’ media by ‘free’
media (in Table 1.1 we refer to these, respectively, as ‘indirect’ and ‘direct’
media), through appearances in the news and other political programmes
on television as well as in the press (Salmore and Salmore 1989). Carefully
staged ‘pseudo-events’, custom-designed to attract the attention of the
media, have become a staple of contemporary campaigning. Although
journalists are usually well aware that they are being instrumentalized they
often report on such events, thus giving political actors a stage on which to
present themselves to voters, free of charge. Yet this kind of media presence
still comes at a price, in terms of a lack of editorial control. The conditions
under which politicians attain visibility through the media differ widely
across countries, depending on the nature of media systems (Semetko 1996).
For instance, in West European democracies some media are to varying
degrees affiliated to specific parties or at least certain ideological tendencies.
This is usually favourable for parties, as long as they have allies in the
media. In many new democracies across the world, it has been noted that
government parties regularly seek to exploit the public media for cam-
paign purposes (Milton 2000) — an issue discussed by Popescu and Toéka in
Chapter 4 of this volume. In the United States, by contrast, the media are
increasingly criticized for their general ‘anti-political’ stance: here the
accusation is that, rather than showing favouritism towards particular candi-
dates or parties, there tends to be a general air of negativism against all poli-
ticians, regardless of party (Patterson 1993), giving rise to worries over an
increasing ‘media malaise’ among the general public, as discussed by Norris
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in Chapter 8 of this volume. The presence of political actors in the news, then,
can be a two-edged sword.

Small wonder, therefore, that political actors seek to gain more control
over their media images, bypassing formats where the conditions of their
appearance are ultimately controlled by journalists. In recent years ‘talk
show campaigning’ has become very popular among politicians, particularly
in the United States, but increasingly also in other countries. The inde-
pendent candidate Ross Perot gained a reputation for his particularly skilful
use of this medium in his campaign for the 1992 presidential election
(Lemert et al. 1996).

As indicated in the bottom of Figure 1.2, there are a range of political,
social, economic and cultural contextual factors, and random events, which
influence the nature of campaigning (for further discussion, see Bowler and
Farrell 1992b, 2000; Schmitt-Beck and Pfetsch 1994). As an illustration of
this, we can refer to some of the more obvious political institutional factors.
For instance, in consensus democracies, where multi-party politics and
coalition governments are the norm, the terms of the electoral contest can
differ markedly from majoritarian systems, where politics is more of a zero-
sum game (Lijphart 1999). In the latter case, much more is at stake for the
competitors and there are no incentives for campaign alliances between
party coalitions. Electoral systems are also known to play an important role
in campaigning, for instance with regard to the potential for certain electoral
systems, such as the British single member plurality system, to promote
local, candidate-centred campaigning (Katz 1980). The Finnish open-list
system provides an interesting example. Here candidates are required to
mount personal campaigns, with their electoral fate dependent on their
personal resources, as shown by Ruostetsaari and Mattila, in Chapter 6 of
this volume. Despite a general trend towards deregulation, the extent to
which the broadcast media may be used for political advertising also differs
widely across today’s democracies (Kaid and Holtz-Bacha 1995), in turn
influencing the incentives to allocate resources to this medium of campaign
communication. Regulations on the financing of political campaigns and of
parties can also vary (Farrell and Webb 2000), and, depending on whether
campaigners are legally allowed to raise and spend substantial sums, the
campaigns themselves will manifest very different features when compared
cross-nationally.

Obviously the way campaigns are conducted has been, and will continue
to be, subject to a process of constant change. The past few decades have
seen an important dynamic in the nature of campaigning generally, namely
the fact that it has been going through an extended process of ‘moderniza-
tion’ (Bowler and Farrell 1992a; Butler and Ranney 1992; Swanson and
Mancini 1996). Various labels have been given to the new style of elec-
tioneering, referred to as ‘stage III’ campaigning in Table 1.1 (Farrell 1996;
Farrell and Webb 2000). In her most recent study, Norris (2000; see also
Chapter 8 of this volume) refers to this stage as ‘post-modern campaigning’;
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Denver and Hands (Chapter 7 of this volume) refer to this stage, particularly
in the context of the local campaign, as ‘post-Fordism’. While the process of
change has been most prominent in the case of the national electioneer-
ing strategies of the parties and the candidates, obviously it has not been
exclusive to the election campaign. Indeed, since a major feature of the
‘modernization’ of campaigning has entailed the emergence of what has
become known as the ‘permanent campaign’, then, by extrapolation, we
can also see evidence of such changes more widely, and certainly also in the
cases of referendum, issue and image campaigns.

‘Professionalization’ and ‘scientification’ are other core characteristics
of ‘Stage III” campaigning, arguably the latest step in the process of ‘ration-
alization’ of party politics and political competition which was first diag-
nosed by Max Weber eighty years ago (Weber 1980 [1921/22]: 837-68). An
important driving force behind this process is the logic of competition itself.
In order not to lose ground in the contest for public support, political actors
are forced constantly to adapt to environmental conditions that change
with increasing rapidity. Much like commercial producers in the market
place, political actors campaign to remain or become visible in an ever more
crowded public space. As media systems develop in the direction of com-
mercialization, diversification and fragmentation, it becomes more difficult
for political actors to instrumentalize the media for the purpose of gaining
favourable publicity. The underpinning of a political system by layers of
social cleavages that characterized democratic politics from its beginning
until well into the second half of the twentieth century provided a stable foun-
dation for mainstream political actors. In today’s democratic societies this
can no longer be taken for granted, either because of processes of dealignment
(Dalton and Wattenberg 2000), or perhaps because the country, as a new
democracy, missed out on the party-aligned stage altogether (McDonough
and Lopez Pina 1984).

At the same time, in the realms of technology and business, new marketing
tools are developed that can be adapted for the purposes of political cam-
paigning (to a degree, this can even be a two-way relationship, see Farrell
etal. 2001). Direct mail, telephone banks, inexpensive computer technology,
the internet, cable, satellite and digital television, are just a few examples of
the new means of targeted two-way communications. Faced with innovative
potentials like these, political actors — not unlike antagonistic nation states
enmeshed in an inescapable ‘security dilemma’ (Herz 1950; Buzan and
Herring 1998) — operate under the assumption that their opponents will at
all times seek to maximize their power potential by taking advantage of any
innovative tool available to them, in order to prevail in the contest. Under
such circumstances, the competitive pressures inherent in elections and refer-
endums create an autonomous dynamic towards an ‘arms race’ between
‘campaign warriors’ (Thurber and Nelson 2000). As no party or candidate
campaign organization can ever expect that its competitors will deliberately
abstain from using the newest material and latest technologies of influence,
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strong incentives are builtin to do the same, if only not to fall behind in terms
of “firepower’, and to avoid giving anyone else a competitive edge. A spiral-
ling arms race is set in motion, constantly infusing innovative methods into
the conduct of campaigns, thus driving campaigning to ever higher levels of
sophistication, and cost.

How can political campaigns matter?

All campaigners share in common the desire to have some influence over
events; they also share in common a belief that they can, indeed, have some
influence, that their campaign can ‘matter’. The §64,000 question to be
answered in this book is whether the beliefis well founded — do political cam-
paigns, more specifically campaigns for elections and referendums, actually
matter? Yet, when thinking from a political science perspective about this
question, we need to transcend the narrow instrumental focus of the political
actors waging these campaigns; we should also take into account that cam-
paigns may matter in ways not intended by these actors. In order to answer
this question, we need, therefore, to flesh out in some more detail the notion
of ‘campaign effect’, which can be seen to encompass a number of dimensions
(see Figure 1.3).

First, there is the question of levels of analysis, in which we can distinguish
between micro- and macro-effects. Micro-effects are, for the most part,
short-term or immediate, referring generally to tangible effects resulting
from a particular campaign. By contrast, macro-effects, for the most part
(though not always), refer to the longer-term consequences campaigns may
have for societies and the political process.

Types of effects
Intentional Unintentional
Individual Knowledge gain
® Knowledge gain Perceptional change
® Perceptional change | (De-)motivation
Micro ® Mobilization Support/alienation

® Persuasion

® Activation
Levels of analysis ® Reinforcement
® Conversion

Success at elections Decline of elite

and referendums responsiveness

Agenda setting (De)legitimation

Macro Framing of public (De)mobilization
debate Elite transformation
Public knowledge Party transformation

Figure 1.3 Variations in campaign cffects.
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A second distinction can be made between the manifest and latent func-
tions of campaigns (Merton 1968). The former refer to the campaign goals
of the relevant actors, and the question here is whether or not campaigns
really achieve the aims for which they are waged. Can political actors affect
the course of governance in democratic societies in ways favourable to them
by building up public support through campaigning? From the political
actors’ instrumental perspective, if a campaign does not deliver the desired
results, this amounts to little more than a waste of resources. However, it is
conceivable that campaigns, or certain activities within campaigns, may
have counter-intentional effects, which actually represent a ‘backlash’
against the relevant actor. For instance, German voters in 1990 actually
evaluated the CDU/CSU’s leading candidate more negatively after having
watched his party’s television spots (Kaid and Holtz-Bacha 1993). Another
example is the pro-Maastricht campaign of Danish government parties in
1992 which actually stirred up anti-Maastricht sentiment (Franklin e al.
1994a). Popescu and Toka, in Chapter 4 of this volume, also discuss the case
of a campaign that produced what they call a ‘boomerang effect’. While
such occurrences certainly are not what political actors desire, they have a
clear relation to the purposes for which campaigns are waged, albeit a nega-
tive one. Actually, as Popescu and Toéka’s findings suggest, they may even
be a perfectly understandable consequence of certain campaign strategies
applied within specific situational contexts. Yet, since campaigning in many
ways changes citizens’ communication environments, they may also have a
range of other consequences — consequences which were not intended, or
anticipated, by the actors, and which concern realms of the political process
that they did not take into account when they waged their campaigns.

At the micro-level it is of interest whether campaigns reach their intended
goals by persuading individuals to vote for particular parties, candidates or
referendum alternatives (Burnell and Reeves 1984; Mutz et al. 1996). Such
outcomes entail many components. Citizens may not initially be aware of
all the alternatives they can choose from. Hence unknown candidates must
seek to attract the attention of voters and to make themselves known, if they
are to receive any consideration when these voters make up their minds
about whom to support. Many citizens need to be mobilized before taking
part in certain activities like turning out to vote. Latent predispositions to
decide in certain ways must be activated, and already formed preferences
must be reinforced and stabilised. The ultimate, and certainly most difficult
to reach, goal of campaigners, however, 1s political conversion — attracting
undecided voters to one’s own fold, or, even more difficult, getting people to
decide in ways other than their initial predisposition (Lazarsfeld et al. 1968
[1944]). To win electoral support, political actors may also find it important
to shape voters’ perceptions of their own electoral prospects, in order to
stimulate ‘bandwagon effects’ or tactical voting (Schmitt-Beck 1996a, b).
In so far as campaigns concern issues, political actors aim at an increased
saliency of certain problems among their target audiences. In addition,
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they promote particular frames for these issues in the hope that these gain
general acceptance as the way they should be depicted. With regard to
information campaigns it is worth considering whether or not citizens actu-
ally learn what they are intended to learn through exposure to campaign
communication.

In some respects, the unintentional effects of campaigns may be even more
interesting. From being exposed to campaign communications, voters may
become motivated to follow politics more closely on the news, and thereby
become better informed about politics more generally (i.e. about a wider
range of issues than those focused on in the campaign). On the other hand,
as discussed by Norris (in Chapter 8 of this volume), concern is often raised
that the on-going transformation in the nature of campaigning (and its
reflection in the media’s political reportage) may have had a detrimental
effect on citizens’ attitudes towards the political process and its actors
(Patterson 1993; Cappella and Jamieson 1997). Levels of political cynicism
may be on the rise as a result of certain styles of campaigning, so that voters
eventually become de-motivated. In particular the recent trend towards
negative campaigning, especially pronounced in the United States, has
given rise to such worries (Lau et al. 1999).

At the macro-level, looking at election and referendum campaigns from
a Schumpeterian/Downsian perspective, the straightforward goals of maxi-
mizing vote shares, electoral/referendum victory and taking control of
government come into perspective. In this sense the macro outcome of a
campaign is the aggregation of myriad individual occurrences of learning,
mobilization, activation, reinforcement and conversion as depicted above,
and it is interesting to explore in what ways specific individual-level effects
combine to produce particular patterns of results. Do campaigns, for
instance, primarily activate latent predispositions so that election results
are to be understood as the manifestations of latent socio-political cleavage
structures of socleties, as proposed, for instance, by studies in the Columbia
tradition (Lazarsfeld et al. 1968 [1944]; Finkel 1993; Finkel and Schrott
1995)? Or can they bring about real aggregate changes in support shares for
the various parties and thus be decisive for winning or losing an election, as
1s suggested by recent theorizing about the increasingly volatile electorates
(Dalton and Wattenberg 2000)? While many campaigns are waged pri-
marily to reach immediate tangible results at crucial decisions like elections
or referendums, issue-based campaigns aim rather at long-term changes of
public opinion. They are conscious attempts to set the agenda and define
the terms of public debate.

At least as important as the question of whether political actors can
achieve their political goals by waging campaigns is the question of whether
the increasing relevance of campaigning in the political process of modern
democracies has ramifications for the very nature of democratic politics
itself. If political actors were able to affect the course of governance in ways
favourable to them by building up public support through campaigning,
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questions would arise over the quality of the democratic linkage between
elites and citizens. Through successful campaigns political actors would
become capable, at least to some degree, of defining the terms upon which
they are evaluated by the citizens to whom they are accountable. Elite
responsiveness could be reduced as political actors seek to shift public
debate into more symbolic arenas of conflict, thereby distracting attention
from problem areas where solutions are difficult to attain. As Bartels notes,
‘[plerhaps the most important question is whether new patterns of elec-
tioneering have weakened or severed altogether the connection between
elections and government’ (1992: 270). In addition, there is the chance that,
as campaigning resources replace arguments and political debate, resource-
ful actors may become unduly advantaged in political competition. Voter
alienation and decreasing system legitimacy might be a consequence of such
tendencies.

Campaign politics may thus have implications for political culture, but it
may also change the political process in other important respects, including
the nature of the political actors themselves. As Ruostetsaari and Mattila
observe in Chapter 6 of this volume, the personalized style of campaigning
encouraged by the Finnish open-list system affects the character of the parlia-
mentary elite: traditional party politicians are increasingly being replaced
by amateur, personality candidates who are publicly known for their non-
political merits and who are capable of private fund raising. Declining
memberships of parties and other organizations, and a shift towards
‘medialities’ instead of ‘personalities’ in leadership elections, are other
trends that may be caused by the rising centrality of campaigning in con-
temporary democracies.

The study of campaign effects

Whether campaigns matter is certainly an under-researched question. None
the less, over the years it has attracted the attention of a range of scholars.
I't is useful to review some of this literature so as to locate this volume in its
wider context. In the space available, however, it is not possible to do justice
to the literature there has been; all we can do is sketch out some of the main
trends in the study of campaign effects. The great majority of publications
in this area focus on election campaigns, applying an instrumental perspec-
tive, by concentrating on the intentional effects of campaigning, either on
the micro or the macro level of analysis. These studies, in broad terms,
break down into three main groupings.

First, there are those studies that are, properly speaking, not so much
studies of campaigning but rather studies of what happens during campaign
periods. They are often not particularly interested in any details of particular
campaigns but basically treat time as a proxy for direct measurements of
political actors’ campaign activities. At the base of this approach is the
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notion that somewhere between time #),, when the campaign period pre-
sumably started, and ¢;, polling day, there are a range of factors which can
influence the vote, prominent among which are the campaigns waged by
the parties and the candidates. Therefore, the degree to which there is
evidence of a change — in the vote, in the inclination to vote, in the degree of
importance attached to particular issues, etc. — can be accounted for, at
least in part, by the campaign (e.g. Stoss 1997; Campbell 2000). Lazarsfeld’s
seminal study of the US presidential election of 1940 is a classic example of
this approach (Lazarsfeld et al. 1968 [1944]; see also Finkel 1993; Finkel and
Schrott 1995).

Often, the research in this tradition breaks the campaign process down into
key stages, or events — such as primaries, party conventions or television
debates — assessing voter tendencies around the same time. The assumption
here is that, since the campaign organizations are concentrating their
resources on these events, they provide ideal campaign high points where it
can be expected that voter reaction will be significant. Needless to say, the
United States is the main focus of attention, reflecting trends in scholarship
and the nature of the electoral process there. For instance, Bartels (1988)
shows how attitudes and opinions are formed over the course of presidential
primaries. Another set of studies have examined the party selection con-
ventions, finding evidence of significant ‘bumps’ in level of support for the
presidential candidate after the relevant convention (e.g. Holbrook 1996).
There have also been a series of studies assessing the extent to which television
debates can influence voters, whether by increasing their awareness of candi-
dates (Katz and Feldman 1962; Chaffee and Dennis 1979; Sears and Chaflee
1979), or affecting their opinions on major campaign issues (Abramowitz
1978; Lanoue and Schrott 1989). Not all of this research has been on US
campaigns; there have also been studies on television debates and their effects
in Canada (Lanoue 1991; Johnston et al. 1992) and Germany (Schrott and
Lanoue 1989). Although some of these studies do apply a more fine-grained
lens, for instance by inspecting specific features of campaign events more
closely (e.g. Shaw and Roberts 2000), the basic message of analyses in this
strand of research is whether or not it pays to campaign at all. They are less
interested in whether and how differences between campaigns become rele-
vant for their effects. Yet it is exactly the many options concerning details
with which political actors are preoccupied when they start to plan and
conduct a campaign. They hardly spend a thought on whether to campaign
or not; to decide about the fow is what keeps their minds busy, always in the
hope that they can raise sufficient resources and choose the right communica-
tion strategies.

Responding to this, a second stream of campaign effects research goes
inside the black box of the campaign organization and its activities, usually
zerolng in on one component of campaigning and measuring the influence
this might have on voters. These studies are primarily interested in the
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relevance of differences in the resources political actors invest for campaign
purposes. They seek to unravel whether variables like campaign expendi-
tures (in general or for specific purposes) or activists’ manpower make a
difference to the success of campaigns. Much of the early literature in this tra-
dition focused on the local campaign. More recently, and reflecting the sorts
of campaign shifts outlined in Table 1.1, the focus has switched to features of
the national campaign, with particular emphasis on campaign advertising.
Studies on local campaign effects date back to Harold Gosnell’s (1927)
pioneering research of the 1920s. Indeed, it is the title of Gosnell’s book,
Getting Out the Vote, which summarizes much of the findings of this predomi-
nantly US research, i.e. that the efforts of local party organizations affect
voter turnout, but not voter persuasion.

There have been two main research methods (thoroughly reviewed in
Weir 1985). First a series of studies have sought to assess the effects of strong
local party organizations on the vote. A prominent indicator of a party’s
organizational ‘strength’ is the amount of money it has to spend in the
district. Given the relative ease of access to data on campaign finance, this
has spawned a large literature in the United States and the United Kingdom
on the effects of campaign spending on the vote, which has found clear evi-
dence of an effect (Jacobson 1978, 1980; Copeland 1983; Seyd and Whiteley
1994; Johnston and Pattie 1995). Also very prominent have been the studies
that specifically set out to explore the effects of local party canvassing (e.g.
Clarke et al. 1979; Pattie et al. 1994; Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995; Denver
and Hands 1997).

In the latter part of the 1970s, and reflecting the centralization of cam-
paign practices, the academic community shifted its attention to national-
level campaign activities and their effects, particularly television advertising
and party election broadcasts. The pioneering research was by Patterson
and McClure (1976), who demonstrated how television spots have clear
cognitive effects, contributing to a general increase in levels of awareness of
the candidates and their policies. It has also been shown that advertisements
can affect voters’ opinions on issues (Kaid 1981; Johnston et al. 1992), candi-
date images (Kaid and Holtz-Bacha 1995), and even election outcomes
(Shaw 1999).

Campaign effects studies in this second stream share in common an interest
in the hardware of campaigns — so far mostly with a focus on expenditure,
local campaign effort or advertising, but recently also supplemented by new
topics, like the contribution of hired consultants to the success of campaigns
(Medvic 2002). A third stream of research, which has become more promi-
nent only of late, has more interest in the software of campaigning, in features
of the campaign message and how this may impact on the voter. Prominent
here are the studies on negative campaigning and how, among other things,
this may be responsible for depressing voter turnout (Ansolabehere and
Iyengar 1995; Lau et al. 1999). A study of the 1997 British election suggests
that it is important for parties to run a campaign that is thematically
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undistracted by other competitors or external events and that stays ‘on
message’ (Norris ef al. 1999). Another analysis indicates that in the 1983
German election the Christian Democrats’ campaign positively influenced
voters’ perceptions of the party’s ability to solve the problems highlighted in
its campaign, thus arguably contributing to its election victory (Bowler et al.
1992a); similarly clear-cut findings could not be provided for other elections,
however (Brunner 1999). Taking into account that campaigns usually focus
not only on ‘hard’ issues but also on vaguer political symbols, studies from
the United States and Germany demonstrate that such communication
strategies may also be successful, both directly with regard to image building
and indirectly regarding the vote itself (Sullivan et al. 1992; Schmitt-Beck
2002).

Towards a comparative study of campaign effects

In the previous section we saw how much of the research in this area has con-
centrated on election campaigns and has tended to focus on the United
States, though there have been some studies on the United Kingdom and
(more sporadically) some other countries. Clearly, there is a need to widen
the scope of analysis to take account of other sorts of campaign contexts and
campaign scenarios, and to consider also the latent dimension of campaign
effects such as, for instance, on attitudes towards the political system.

One of the problems with the research on campaign effects is that it is
located at the interface of various sub-disciplines of political science —
among them electoral studies, political communications research and party
sociology, to name a few of the obvious ones — but does not fit easily into any
one of them. To do this subject justice requires a multi-disciplinary approach,
which can pick up on the rich range of themes explored in these and other
sub-disciplines, such as: partisan dealignment (which, as Chapter 2 reveals,
has a direct bearing on ‘late deciders’), the issue salience model (and the
related theme of issue ‘priming’), electoral sociology (candidates and voting
decisions) and the study of campaign and party professionalization. Such a
multi-disciplinary objective lies behind the idea of this book. In the chapters
that follow, the authors examine: the campaign process in a series of different
national contexts (including established and new democracies) and for
different types of campaigns (both presidential and parliamentary elections,
and referendums); different features of the campaign process; different
forms of campaign effects (e.g. cognitive or persuasive, positive or negative,
intended or unintended); and a wide range of conditions which facilitate or
impede such effects.

In Chapter 2, Ian McAllister uses longitudinal national election study
data from the United States, Britain and Australia to plot the growing promi-
nence of voters who delay their decision until the campaign period. The
growth of late deciders is related to social modernization, more specifically
to increasing political interest and decreasing partisanship. The chapter
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finds evidence that a significant proportion of these late deciders are not
irrational, floating voters but ‘calculating’ voters, paying close attention to
the campaign and therefore susceptible to campaign influence, although
more to its issue content than to the emotional gimmickry. In their study of
the Swiss 1999 election, Romain Lachat and Pascal Sciarini (Chapter 3)
also place stress on the significance of late deciders. Following John Zaller’s
(1992) model of opinion formation, they use cantonal panel data to assess
the effects of campaigns on voting behaviour. They provide clear evidence
of such campaign effects, depending on the intensity of campaigning, with
this being most pronounced among more attentive late deciders.

In Chapter 4, Marina Popescu and Géabor Toéka focus on an opportunity
structure for electioneering that is particular to many new democracies —
the ability of governing parties to instrumentalize the state-controlled broad-
cast media as campaign tools. Their study of the 1994 and 1998 parlia-
mentary elections in Hungary suggests that this seeming advantage for
governing parties is actually a mixed blessing. Analyses of panel survey data
indicate that biased television programmes may help government parties,
but only to a certain extent. If their onesidedness becomes too blatant, it
may easily backfire and turn voters off, causing a ‘boomerang effect’. The
focus of Chapter 5 is on ‘priming’ in recent Canadian elections. Elisabeth
Gidengil and her colleagues use rolling cross-section data to explore the
extent to which leadership and issue evaluations changed in importance for
voters’ electoral preferences during the campaigns. They find that the
extent to which priming occurs is contingent, depending on the particular
circumstances of the campaign, in particular concerning the prevailing
thematic agenda of public debate.

In the next two chapters the focus shifts to campaigns at the local level,
following the second main tradition of campaign effects studies that were
outlined in the previous section. In Chapter 6, Ilkka Ruostetsarri and
Mikko Mattila examine the campaign in a Finnish electoral district during
the 1999 parliamentary election, based on a survey of successful and unsuc-
cessful candidates. Finland provides a fascinating case for analysis because
of its unusual electoral system, which is candidate-focused and therefore
requires candidates to chase personal votes, placing a high premium on the
individual campaigns of candidates and their support groups. In this study,
and also in Denver and Hands’s analysis of constituency campaigning in
Britain in 1997 (Chapter 7) — another system which promotes emphasis on
the local campaign — there is clear evidence that the local campaigns
mattered, though in the latter case this is found to vary with the party: the
Conservative campaign, if anything, had a depressing effect on its vote.
In addition, Denver and Hands’s survey of party agents suggests that
targeted ‘stage III’-style constituency campaigning so far has not sur-
passed more traditional modes of constituency campaigning in terms of
effectiveness.
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In Chapter 8, the attention shifts to macro-campaign effects, and in
particular to the theme of the unintended consequences of campaigns.
Pippa Norris uses US election studies data across five decades to assess the
impact of party campaigns and media coverage of them on civic engagement
in US politics. Contrary to the fashionable view that such effects tend to be
negative — the ‘media malaise’ hypothesis — the evidence Norris uncovers, if
anything, points to a ‘virtuous circle’ of civic engagement promoted by
voter attention to campaigns and media coverage of them.

The final two chapters deal with campaign effects in the context of refer-
endum campaigns. Chapter 9 sets the scene with a large-scale comparative
analysis of the role of referendum campaigns. As Lawrence LeDuc points
out, these are a classic case of voting based on low party identification and
late decision making, which by their very nature are bound to involve a far
higher level of voter volatility than in most election scenarios. Similar to the
findings of Chapters 2 and 3, late decision making is found to be significant.
As in Chapter 5, campaign effects are found to be contingent on the type of
1ssue being fought over. In Chapter 10, Michael Biitzer and Lionel Marquis
examine the opinion formation process in thirty-two Swiss federal referen-
dums, once again applying Zaller’s model of opinion formation. Consistent
with Zaller’s theory, they find that campaign effects are influenced by the
degree of conflict between the competing elite as well as by individual
voters’ political predisposition and level of political awareness.

Between them, these nine studies provide a rich range of different scenarios
of political campaign effects based, among other things, on national contexts,
methodological approaches, types of campaign, sets of actors, types of voter
and aspects of the influence process. The last chapter of the book seeks to
draw the threads together, to show how collectively these studies demon-
strate some important steps forward in the literature on campaign effects,
and to set out a stall for further possible research.



2 Calculating or capricious?

The new politics of late deciding
voters

lan McAllister

More than any time since democratization, modern election campaigns
bring uncertain outcomes. This change is most visible in the growing pro-
portion of voters who now delay their voting decision until the election cam-
paign is under way. Where once the vast majority of voters entered an
election campaign with fixed views about how they would vote, such voters
have declined dramatically in numbers. A study of changes in the timing of
the vote in twelve OECD democracies found that in all but one (Denmark),
there was an increasing trend to delay the voting decision, and in three —
Australia, Finland and Sweden — the trend was particularly marked (Dalton
et al. 2000: 48; see also Gopoian 1994). In short, more voters than ever
before are potentially available for conversion during the election campaign,
with major consequences for how election campaigns are organized and
conducted.

This new phenomenon of the late deciding voter is often traced to partisan
dealignment; with fewer voters possessing affective loyalties to the major
parties, they enter the election campaign undecided about their vote and
therefore more susceptible to the issues, appeals and themes which emerge
during the course of the campaign (Crewe 1983; Bowen 1994; Dalton 1996).
Such behaviour has usually implied a superficial voting decision, with
random events or political personalities subsuming a rational evaluation of
the issues. But this change has also occurred at a time when voters are better
educated, possess more cognitive skills and display more political interest
than ever before (Neuman 1986; Bennett 1988; Nie ez al. 1996). Does delayed
voter decision making imply greater volatility and capriciousness in electoral
outcomes, or a more calculating, issue-oriented electorate?

The political behaviour of late deciders has significant implications for the
conduct of election campaigns. If late decision making is generally calculat-
ing, with voters evaluating party policies for the potential benefits to them-
selves or to other groups, then the campaign is likely to focus on economic
issues. The character of the campaign will be serious and objective, and
the parties will appeal to voters’ pocketbooks. By contrast, if the voters
who delay their decision are capricious, then the parties are more likely to
emphasize a single message during the campaign, and to place more weight
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on subjective factors, such as the personalities of the leaders, a factor that has
already assumed greater weight in campaigns (McAllister 1996). The cam-
paign will be organized so as to avoid unpredictable events which might be
highlighted by the mass media and compromise the party’s central message
(Norris et al. 1999).

The overwhelming impression conveyed by modern election campaigns is
that the parties assume voters are capricious, easily converted and generally
ill-informed about the issues (Butler and Ranney 1992; Kavanagh 1995;
Swanson and Mancini 1996). This view has gained considerable currency as
an interpretation of the electorate as a whole, ever since modern survey tech-
niques were first applied to mass populations (see, for example, McCloskey
1964; Sullivan et al. 1982; but cf. Page and Shapiro 1992). But much less is
known about the voters who delay their decision — and arguably who are
crucial in deciding the election outcome. Are late deciders calculating
political actors evaluating information and making an informed choice, or
capricious voters prone to being influenced by trivia and superficiality?
This chapter addresses this question by examining the timing of the voting
decision and its political consequences in three established democracies:
Australia, Britain and the United States.

The rise of the late decider

Electoral volatility has been measured in a variety of ways. It is most com-
monly measured by aggregate interelection changes in party vote shares,
and studies have highlighted an increasing degree of volatility starting in
the 1970s (Pedersen 1983; Dalton et al. 1984; Crewe and Denver 1985; but
cf. Bartolini and Mair 1990). At the individual level, national election
surveys have been used to show voters’ disengagement from the main parties
(dealignment); declining turnout and its roots in dissatisfaction with parties
(demobilization); and the degree to which voters report doubt about their
decision or change their preferences close to polling day (conversion). But it
is perhaps the evidence about the increasing proportions who delay their
voting decision until the election campaign is under way that is the most
persuasive indicator of potential electoral volatility.

Although most national election studies include a question on the timing of
the vote, overtime trend data are much harder to find. The United States
has the longest time series, starting in 1948, and Figure 2.1 shows the results
for voters in the presidential election years between 1948 and 2000.! The
average proportion of voters in the first two presidential elections who said
that they did not decide how to vote until the election campaign was under
way 1s 30 per cent, compared with an average of 40 per cent for the last two
elections in the series. However, the figures have varied considerably, from a
low of 21 per cent in 1956 to 47 per cent in 1996. The inter-election fluctua-
tions, particularly in the 1950s and 1960s, are caused by incumbency. In elec-
tions involving an incumbent President, voters are generally familiar with
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Figure 2.1 Voters deciding during the election campaign.

Sources: American National Election Studies, 1948-2000; Political Change in Britain, 1963-70;
British Election Studies, February 1974-97; Australian Election Studies, 1987-98.

Notes

Estimates are the proportion of voters making their voting decision after the election campaign
had commenced. In Britain the estimate for 1974 averages the February and October 1974
general elections.

policies and image and are therefore more likely to have made up their minds
carly. By contrast, the proportion of late deciders is greater when the contest
involves non-incumbents.

The effects of an incumbent President seeking re-election are most obvious
in the elections prior to 1980. In 1956, just 21 per cent of voters were late
deciders, when the incumbent Dwight D. Eisenhower stood for re-election;
in 1960, when two new candidates stood, John F. Kennedy and Richard
Nixon, the figure climbed to 38 per cent. In the most recent elections the
pattern has been less clear. The contest between Ronald Reagan and the
incumbent Jimmy Carter in 1980 produced a large proportion of later
deciders, but the subsequent re-election of Reagan conformed to the incum-
bency pattern by producing the second lowest proportion of late deciders in
the post-war years. However, during the contest between Bill Clinton and
the incumbent George Bush almost half of the electorate were undecided
during the course of the campaign, the highest figure since the survey series
commenced in 1948. The contest between George W. Bush and Al Gore in
2000 attracted 44 per cent of the electorate as late deciders.
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The trend is similar in Britain, although the time series is shorter. Up until
1970, just one in eight voters delayed their decision until the election cam-
paign was under way. However, that proportion almost doubled in 1974,
and increased again, to 28 per cent, in 1979. Following a decline in the early
1980s, the trend has once again been towards an increase; in the 1997 general
election, just over one in four voters were late deciders. As in the United
States, there is some evidence that parties with new leaders and reworked
images which are unfamiliar to voters produce more indecision. The highest
figure for late deciders occurs in 1979, when the Conservatives’ new leader
Margaret Thatcher led them to victory against Labour, and in 1997, when
John Major and the Conservatives were defeated by New Labour, led by
their recently elected leader, Tony Blair. The trend shows that British late
deciders have been increasing by 1.9 per cent at each election.’

The Australian trend in Figure 2.1 is similar to the United States and
Britain, albeit over a shorter period again. In 1987, the first election for
which data are available, 27 per cent of voters were late deciders; by the
1998 federal election this had increased to 42 per cent.* The only exception
to the steady upward trend occurs in the 1996 election, when a long period
of Labor rule came to an end with the election of a Liberal-National govern-
ment promising major economic reform. The inter-election trend suggests
an increase in late deciders in Australia of 2.6 per cent.” To put this in
context, if the observed trend were to continue, by the third federal election
following 1998 (due around 2007), half of all voters would not have decided
how to vote until the start of the election campaign.

The survey questions on which these trends are based indicate a consider-
able distribution of opinion. The most recent survey results in Table 2.1
show that the largest group in Australia and Britain is those who decided far
in advance of the election campaign. This is a majority of the electorate in
Britain, and more than one-third in Australia. In the United States the
estimate 1s complicated by not knowing the identity of the challenger to
Al Gore until the Republican Convention; if we combine those who made
up their minds when the names of the candidates were known with those
who ‘knew all along’, the total is 47 per cent, again the largest group in the
United States. Among the voters in Australia and the United States who
made up their minds during the campaign, about one in ten in Australia
and one in twenty in the United States delayed their decision until election
day itself.

One caveat to the foregoing concerns the validity of the survey responses in
accurately measuring the timing of voter decision making. While we assume
that the respondents know when they made their voting decision, it could
also be argued that voters are often unaware of their own decision-making
process, as Lazarsfeld suggested in The People’s Choice (Lazarsfeld et al. 1968
[1944]). Do late deciders really decide late, or do they merely believe that
they do so, while their decision is actually set long before the campaign?
There are no objective data with which to prove or disprove this possibility,
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since we are always dependent on what the voter reports about when they
made the decision. Two factors tend to support the general reliability of
these self-reports about late decision making. The trends show a clear
increase in late decision making first over time and, second, across a wide
range of advanced democracies. If the self-reports about the timing of the
vote are unreliable, the factors making them unreliable have been replicated
across time and space — a not impossible but highly unlikely scenario.

Interest and the timing of the vote

By any standards, there are increasingly large numbers of voters who are
potentially available for conversion during the course of an election cam-
paign. As noted earlier, this high level of apparent indecision could reflect
apathy and disengagement, with particular implications for how election
campaigns are organized. But indecision could equally well be a consequence
of considered judgement, with voters evaluating the information that
emerges during the course of the election campaign from the mass media
and from their family, work and social networks. In short, the timing of the
vote itself does not permit us to make any differentiation between possibly
very different types of late deciders. The information that enables us to
discriminate among late deciders is whether or not the voter cared about
who won the election.

Ever since the early voting studies found that voters knew little about
politics, there has been an on-going debate about the sophistication of the
electorate, and about whether the trend is increasing or remaining static.®
Philip Converse and The American Voler authors argued that it was static
(Campbell ezal. 1960; Converse 1964 ), an argument supported more recently
by Smith (1989). Others have argued that rising educational attainments,
by enhancing cognitive skills, should increase political sophistication and
produced evidence to support their view (for reviews, see Abramson 1983;
Page and Shapiro 1992). Although these studies have disagreed about the
direction of the trend, they have generally agreed that caring about who
won the election is a key indicator of political interest. We would predict
that late deciders who cared about the election outcome would be accumu-
lating information on which to make a calculated decision, while those who
did not care would be more capricious in their choice.

In both Australia and Britain there is a clear trend in the direction of voters
increasingly caring about who wins the election, with a slight decline in
both countries in the most recent elections. Nevertheless, in each case the pro-
portion is increasing by between one-quarter and one-third of 1 per cent per
year over the observed period.” There is a different pattern in the United
States, where interest remained stable during the late 1950s and 1960s, only
to decline significantly through the 1970s in the wake of Watergate and
defeat in the Vietnam War. It was this trend which led some to argue that
this was the cause of declining turnout in presidential elections (Abramson
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Figure 2.2 Voters caring who won the election.

Sources: American National Election Studies, 1952-2000; Australian National Political
Attitudes Survey, 1969; Australian Election Studies, 1987-98; Political Change in Britain,
1963-70; British Election Studies, February 1974-97.

Note

The questions were: (Australia) “‘Would you say you cared a good deal which party won the
federal election or that you didn’t care very much which party won?’; (Britain) (1963, 1969)
‘Would you say that you usually care a good deal which party wins a general election or that
you don’t care very much which party wins?’; (1964, 1966, 1970-97) ‘Would you say that you
cared a good deal which party won the election or that you didn’t care very much which party
won?’; (United States) ‘Generally speaking, would you say that you personally care a good deal
which party [1992, 1996: who] wins the presidential election this fall, or that you don’t care
very much which party wins?’

1983: 294). Since its nadir in 1980, the trend has reversed (while the overall
decline in turnout has continued); in 1996 and 2000 no less than 78 per cent
of voters said that they cared who won.®

Whatever the nature and origins of these patterns, caring about the elec-
tion outcome enables us to discriminate between our hypothesized calcu-
lating and capricious late deciders. In Australia, only 43 per cent of those
who said that they decided on their vote on election day cared about the out-
come, compared with no less than 87 per cent who made up their minds a
long time before the election. The pattern is similar, though less dramatic,
in Britain and the United States; for example, 75 per cent of election day
deciders in the United States cared about the outcome, compared with
93 per cent deciding well in advance of the election.’

Using the timing of the voting decision and whether or not the voter cared
about the election outcome enables us to identify four groups within the
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Timing of the vote decision

[nterest in Before campai During campaign

election outcome elore campaign uring campaig
Partisan Calculating

Cares Australia 49 Australia 25
Britain 64 Britain 18

United States 51 United States 36
Disengaged Capricious

D "t Australia 9 Australia 17
oesn L care Britain 10 Britain 8
United States 5 United States 8

Figure 2.3 Types of voter and their distribution in the most recent election (%).

Sources: Australian Election Study, 1998; British Election Study, 1997; American National
Election Study, 2000.

electorate. Figure 2.3 shows that the largest group of voters in each of the
three countries, based on the most recent election, are partisans, who cared
about the outcome and who made their decision before the election cam-
paign had begun. Despite the process of dealignment, most voters remain
loyal to a political party and decide on their vote well in advance of the
campaign. Voters who are disengaged also decided before the campaign got
under way, but display little interest in the outcome; they are the least
numerous of the four groups, and in voluntary voting systems would prob-
ably swing from election to election between turning out to vote and absten-
tion. Nevertheless, one in ten British voters fall into this category, and one in
twenty in the United States.

The remaining two groups are the main focus of interest: they decide on
their vote while the election campaign is under way, with major conse-
quences for the conduct of the campaign. Calculating late deciders constitute
one in every four voters in Australia, one in three in the United States, and
just under one in five in Britain; they are interested in the election outcome
and, we would hypothesize, carefully weigh the consequences of each party’s
policies on their individual economic situation. Capricious voters are most
numerous in Australia, at 17 per cent — presumably because of the system of
compulsory voting, which requires every citizen to vote under the threat of
a court-imposed fine (Mackerras and McAllister 1999). By contrast, such
voters make up about one in every five voters in Britain and the United
States. We expect such voters to be swayed by random factors, since they
have little interest in the outcome of the election.

Only the United States has over-time data with which to examine how the
distribution of these four groups has changed within the electorate. Partisans,
who care about the outcome and decide in advance of the election campaign,
have remained consistently the largest group in the post-war years, as we
would expect. They were least numerous during the 1970s, and constituted
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Figure 2.4 Types of voter in US elections, 1952-2000.

Source: American National Election Study, 1948-96, cumulative file; American National
Election Study, 2000.

Note
Each of the four groups is defined by the timing of their voting decision and by whether or not
they cared about the outcome of the election. See Figure 2.3 for details.

just 40 per cent of all voters in 1976, following Watergate. They peaked in
1956, when 59 per cent fell into the category, and again in 1996, when the
figure was 61 per cent. Calculating late deciders have generally been the
next largest group, reaching peaks of 36 per cent in 1992 and 2000. However,
during the post-1952 period they have grown considerably in size, from an
average of 17 per cent in the first three elections in the time series to an aver-
age of 32 per cent in the last three elections. Both capricious late deciders
and disengaged voters have experienced declines, particularly since the
mid-1980s.

Explaining late decision making

How do we explain the rise of the late deciding voter? More specifically, how
do we explain the two divergent trends that appear to be under way, based
on different levels of political interest in the election campaign? The most
obvious explanation is partisan dealignment. Traditional party identifica-
tion theories explain how most voters cast a ballot through their standing
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partisan predisposition; these predispositions are based on affective party ties
or on group identities linked with parties. In the ideal partisanship model,
election campaigns do not sway voting intentions, and most individuals ulti-
mately cast a vote for their preferred party. Partisan dealignment implies
that fewer voters begin the election cycle with such predispositions, making
them more susceptible to the short-term issues and themes of the campaign.
We might expect dealigned voters to be more capricious than calculating
voters, since they will have less interest in the election outcome and lack the
relevant party cues with which to structure their vote.!”

The growth in the number of reasoned late deciders, at least in the United
States, suggests that a second change in Western mass publics may be
involved: social modernization. As educational levels have risen in virtually
all Western democracies, there are reasons to expect that this has enhanced
the political skills and abilities of contemporary publics, in turn stimulating
political interest and knowledge (Teixeira 1992; Topf 1995; Inglehart
1997). The cross-national evidence suggests that there is a secular trend in
increasing political interest generally, and interest in elections more specifi-
cally (Dalton et al. 2000). However, there are also significant variations
within as well as between countries. The United States is the most distinc-
tive, with interest declining following the peaks which occurred during the
urban unrest and Vietnam War protest activity of the 1960s and 1970s.!!
In Australia, interest increased in a linear trend until the late 1990s, when it
declined.

Some scholars have questioned the assumption that social modernization
should stimulate political interest. Robert Putnam (1993) has identified the
potentially atomizing influences of modernization on the accumulated
social capital within a society. He argues that some of these same modern-
izing forces, such as television and changing employment patterns, have
demobilized citizens, leading to decreasing involvement in social and politi-
cal groups. The net effect is declining trust and, as a consequence, reduced
economic development as the social cohesion necessary to ensure economic
growth dissipates. We can measure social capital by the extent of the social
networks that the individual possesses, here reflected in marriage, trade
union membership and religiosity.!? But we can also measure social capital
by trust in government, which is arguably a consequence of free, competitive
elections (Rahn et al. 1999).

These hypotheses are tested in Table 2.2, which presents logistic regression
estimates predicting calculating versus capricious late deciders, and parti-
sans versus the disengaged. The independent variables reflect the three
main explanations discussed above, together with controls for gender and
age. The results show a remarkable degree of consistency across the three
countries. The major influence in differentiating both sets of voters is
dealignment, with calculating and partisan late deciders displaying signifi-
cantly more partisanship than either capricious or disengaged late deciders,
net of other things. The effects of dealignment are particularly strong in the
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United States, where dealignment has progressed furthest among the three
countries in the past three decades.

The second consistently important influence is social modernization,
reflected in political interest. In all three countries, interest is important in
distinguishing between the two groups of later deciders. However, the other
aspect of social modernization, tertiary education, has no direct impact on
late decision making, confirming the finding that its major direct role is
through enhancing political interest, rather than shaping political behaviour
per se (Nie et al. 1996: 76-8). The results suggest no significant role for social
capital, measured either by social networks or political trust; whatever its
impact on other aspects of behaviour, it has no consequences for late decision
making in any of the three countries. Similarly, the controls exert no signifi-
cant effects. Overall, the two sets of late deciders are shaped first by dealign-
ment, and by social modernization, via different levels of political interest.

The political consequences

In principle, the presence of large numbers of late deciders within an electo-
rate should result in greater electoral volatility and increased uncertainty in
outcomes. In practice, other things being equal, the greater the randomness
in the factors that affect such voters, the less their impact on the outcome
should be. However, the results have suggested that the largest group of
late deciders (and the one which is growing at the fastest rate) is calculating
voters. It is this group which should be crucial to electoral success or failure
at the polls. But, prior to the vote itself, we need to consider how such voters
behave in terms of their patterns of campaign participation and media
attentiveness.

One potential consequence of the increase in late deciders is in the level of
campaign participation. As levels of education and political interest increase
across mass publics, we would expect greater involvement in election cam-
paigns. Based on a survey of twenty-nine countries in the 1970s and 1980s,
Powell (1982) argued that social modernization promoted strong links
between parties and social groups, thereby increasing political participation.
This prediction was largely supported by the data on campaign participation
across the twenty-nine countries. The contrary view is that elections are
primarily party affairs; parties organize and structure the activities that take
place during elections. With continuing partisan dealignment, weakening
social cleavages and a declining membership base, parties have fewer
resources with which to mobilize voters. The most recent evidence suggests
that it is the latter which is taking place. Wattenberg (2000) shows that
across the twenty established democracies of the OECD, turnout has
declined significantly in eighteen of them, and the declines have been most
precipitous since the mid-1980s, after the publication of Powell’s study.

Declining turnout is clearly associated with a long-term decrease in the
proportion of disengaged voters in the United States, already observed in
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Figure 2.2. As dealignment increases, disengaged voters are more likely to
choose abstention, thereby leaving a smaller number of their counterparts
among those who actually cast a ballot. There is some support for this pro-
position; the correlation between the proportion of disengaged voters and
turnout in presidential elections since 1952 is 0.46. We would also assume
that it is a factor in Britain, although it is impossible to test it empirically
since sufficient over-time data are unavailable. In Australia, the system of
compulsory voting ensures that all enrolled voters cast a ballot, and around
95 per cent comply at each federal election. However, when asked whether
they would vote if participation was voluntary, just 69 per cent of disengaged
voters in 1998 said that they would, compared with 95 per cent of partisans,
90 per cent of calculating late deciders and 64 per cent of capricious late
deciders. Turnout is therefore a mechanism for reducing the number of dis-
engaged voters who participate in an election, as well as reducing the
number of capricious late deciders.

In addition to turnout, other aspects of electoral participation are influ-
enced by late decision making. In both Australia and the United States
(data for Britain are unavailable), partisans are most likely to say that they
talked to others about how to vote; almost half said that they participated in
this type of electoral activity. Disengaged voters in the United States are
least likely to talk to others; just 17 per cent reported doing this in the 2000
presidential election. In Australia, about half of all calculating late deciders
talked to others, compared with 38 per cent of their counterparts in the
United States. Other forms of campaign participation that require more
commitment — attending meetings, contributing money or working for a
party or candidate — display much lower levels across the four groups. The
most notable finding is that almost one in five partisans in the United States
engaged in such activities. There is, then, a clear link between the four
groups and the major forms of campaign participation.

A second area in which the rise of late deciders may have political con-
sequences 1s in the conduct of election campaigns. To be sure, election cam-
paigns have changed considerably over the past half-century; they are now
highly professional affairs, involving public relations consultants and media
specialists, and the party 1s less an entity with a history and an established
platform than a political product that must be marketed to its best advantage
(O’Shaughnessy 1990). The growth of the electronic media, particularly
television, has made it easier to communicate events and issues through per-
sonalities, and voters themselves find it easier to hold an individual leader
accountable than an institution such as a party (McAllister 1996). Overall,
the modernization of political communications may have contributed to an
increasing personalization of politics, regardless of whether the system is
presidential or parliamentary (see above, pp. 30-3; Swanson and Mancini
1996).

There 1s little disagreement that these changes in mass communications
have focused more popular attention than ever before on political leaders,
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Table 2.3 Campaign participation

Per cent participated in:  Disengaged Partisan Capricious Calculating

Talked to people about vote

Australia 29 (167) 45 (916) 33 (321) 49 (467)
United States 17 (52) 47 (594) 23 (91) 38 (416)
Attended meeting, contributed money, worked for party

Australia 1 (167) 6 (916) 3 (321) 3 (467)
United States 6 (52) 19 (594) 5 (91) 12 (416)

Sources: Australian Election Study, 1998; American National Election Study, 2000.

Notes

Numbers of cases in parentheses. The questions were: (Australia) ‘During the election campaign
did you do any of the following things . . . talk to people about why they should vote for or against
one of the parties or candidates . . . go to any political meetings or rallies . . . continue money to
a political party or election candidate . . . do any work for a party or election candidate?’;
(United States) “We would like to find out about some of the things people do to help a party or
a candidate win an election. During the campaign, did you talk to any people and try to show
them why they should vote for or against one of the parties or candidates? Did you go to any poli-
tical meetings, rallies, speeches, dinners or things like that in support of a particular candidate?
Did you do any (other) work for one of the parties or candidates? During an election year
people are often asked to make a contribution to support campaigns. Did you give money to an
individual candidate running for public office?’

largely through the coverage of politics on television. In turn, this has
weakened the discussion of policy issues during election campaigns, and
what discussion occurs in the media is often superficial and personalized (for
a review, see Semetko 1996). Moreover, aware of the potentially large
number of voters who are available for conversion, politicians and their
advisers ensure that their popular appeal is encapsulated in little more than
simple slogans (‘sound bites’) which are constantly repeated (‘remaining on
message’) (Norris et al. 1999). They also go to extreme lengths to ensure that
random events and accidents which might be televisual are avoided at all
costs.!3 In Australia this is reflected in a greater propensity among calculat-
ing late deciders to use policy issues as a basis for their choice.!*

In principle, calculating late deciders should display most media attentive-
ness during the campaign, since they are sufficiently interested in the out-
come to seek the additional information required to make their decision.
This 1s not confirmed by the results in Table 2.4, and in all three countries,
partisans are at least as — and in some cases more — attentive than calculating
late deciders. The level of television viewing of politics is particularly high
in Australia (over 7 on the 0—10 scale, for the two groups), followed by the
United States and last Britain. The frequency of following the election on
radio and newspapers is also more common in Australia than in the United
States or, in the case of newspapers only, Britain.

The final area in which the rise of the late deciders has changed political
behaviour is in the vote choice itself. In principle, the presence of large
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Table 2.4 Mass media attentiveness during campaigns

Medium Disengaged Partisan Capricious Calculating
Television

Australia 5.5 (153) 7.2 (886) 5.3 (300) 7.4 (453)
Britain 2.8 (222) 4.6 (1,662) 2.8 (168) 4.3 (465)
United States 4.1 (52) 6.7 (593) 4.1 (91) 6.1 (416)
Radio

Australia 3.6 (142) 5.1 (807) 3.6 (290) 5.4 (424)
Britain —n.a.—

United States 1.6 (52) 3.2 (594) 1.6 (90) 2.7 (415)
Newspapers

Australia 4.7 (163) 6.2 (908) 4.5 (318) 6.3 (463)
Britain 2.4 (143) 4.3 (1,098) 2.4 (101) 4.0 (273)
United States 2.5 (40) 5.0 (472) 29 (63) 4.7 (335)

Sources: Australian Election Study, 1998; British Election Study, 1997; American National
Election Study, 2000.

Notes

Mean scores, 0 to 10; numbers of cases in parentheses. The questions were: (Australia) ‘How
much attention did you pay to reports about the election campaign in the newspapers? Did you
follow the election campaign news on the television? And did you follow the election campaign
news on the radio?’; (Britain) ‘People pay attention to different parts of [newspapers/television
news| . . . how much attention do you pay to stories about politics?; (United States) ‘Did you
watch any programs about the campaign on television? Did you listen to any speeches or discus-
sions about the campaign on the radio? How much attention did you pay to newspaper articles
about the campaign for President?’ In each case, coding is from 0 (least attention) to 10 (most
attention).

numbers of voters within the electorate who remain undecided until the cam-
paign is under way should increase volatility. There is considerable evidence
that volatility has indeed increased, but to what extent is it attributable to
the greater number of late deciders? At one level, shifts in voter support to
minor parties and independent candidates represent one indicator of greater
electoral volatility, particularly since it is now clear that such support is
often a protest vote, and is rarely sustained past one or, at most, two elections
(see, for example, Crewe and King 1995). But other indicators are also
important. In a political system that allows voters the option, the likelihood
of choosing competing parties for different levels of government is one indi-
cator of volatility; another is whether the voter thought of changing his or
her vote and whether, in the event, he or she actually does so. Table 2.5
shows the results for these four indicators, for each of the four voter groups.

Based on the evidence in Table 2.5, there is little doubt that late deciders
are significantly more volatile in their political behaviour when compared
with those who decided their vote before the election campaign commenced.
Averaged over all of the measures, capricious late deciders are more
than three times more likely to be volatile compared with partisans, while
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Table 2.5 Electoral volatility (%)
Indicator Disengaged Partisan Capricious Calculating
Minor party vote
Australia 21 (151) 9 (881) 30 (291) 20 (450)
Britain 32 (276 17 (1,782) 41 (220) 40 (499)
United States 6 (52) 2 (594) 10 (91) 5 (416)
Split ticket
Australia 13 (167) 12 (916) 27 (321) 26 (467)
United States 25 (36) 14 (455) 18 (60) 29 (317)
Considered changing vote
Australia 23 (161) 17 (905) 45 (310) 45 (455)
Britain 23 (276) 19 (1,781) 52 (220) 66 (498)
United States —n.a.—
Actually changed vote
Australia 30 (143) 16 (833) 54 (261) 63 (428)
Britain 18 (237) 12 (1,622) 57 (149) 44 (394)
United States 26 (39) 13 (542) 39 (61) 30 (338)

Sources: Australian Election Study, 1998; British Election Study, 1997; American National
Election Study, 2000.

Notes

Numbers of cases in parentheses. Minor party is defined as other than Liberal-National or
Labor in Australia, Conservative or Labour in Britain and Bush or Gore in the United States.
A split ticket is defined in Australia as a different party vote for the House of Representatives
and Senate, and a different party vote between the presidential and congressional elections in
the United States. Actually changed vote is voted differently for the House of Representatives
between the 1996 and 1998 Australian federal elections, between the 1992 and 1997 general
elections in Britain and between the 1996 and 2000 presidential elections in the United States.

calculating late deciders are not far behind. Indeed, in the case of British late
deciders considering changing their vote and their Australian counterparts
actually doing so, calculating voters are actually more volatile than their
capricious counterparts; almost two-thirds of Australian late deciders chan-
ged their vote between the 1996 and 1998 federal elections, representing
almost 16 per cent of the electorate. Bearing in mind that just 0.6 per cent of
the first preference vote separated Labor from the winning Liberal-National
coalition in 1998, it would have required just one in twenty-five of these late
deciders to change their vote in order to alter the election outcome.

Conclusion

Election campaigns have attracted, and continue to attract, considerable
academic attention. The growth of modern opinion polling techniques and
the extensive use of the mass media in elections gave rise in the 1950s and
1960s to systematic analyses of the impact of election campaigns, notably
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Stanley Kelley’s Professional Public Relations and Political Power (1956) in the
United States and Richard Rose’s Influencing Voters (1967) in Britain. The
carliest voting studies devoted much attention to election campaigns, since
voting was conceptualized in terms of consumer choice (Berelson et al. 1954;
Lazarsfeld et al. 1968 [1944]). However, the publication of The American
Voter in 1960 and the emergence of party identification as the dominant
paradigm in voting behaviour research relegated the election campaign to a
secondary role in shaping vote choice (Campbell et al. 1960).

In the past three decades, as discussed in Chapter 1, election campaigns
have once again become a major focus of attention. There are several reasons
for this change. First, political parties as institutions are in decline; with
fewer members and activists, they frequently lack the resources, human
and material, with which to maintain local-level campaigning, such as
canvassing and mail drops.!® Second, the growth of the electronic media,
particularly television, has made it easier to communicate events and issues
through personalities, and to make the leader rather than the party account-
able for government performance. The increasing personalization of politics
has occurred regardless of whether the system is presidential or parlia-
mentary (Swanson and Mancini 1996).'°® Third, the constant use of public
opinion polls ensures maximum voter acceptability for the final political
product (Herbst 1993; Geer 1996).

While it is difficult to disentangle the causality in this complex process of
change, it is apparent that large numbers of voters across many established
democracies now delay their decision until the election campaign is under
way. The two most recent elections in Australia, Britain and the United
States show that between one-quarter and almost one-half of voters are late
deciders. But late deciders are not all the same and they can be distinguished
most easily by whether they care who wins the election. In all three countries
voters who care about the outcome of the election have increased in recent
years, to about three in every four voters. Using these measures, we have
distinguished capricious later deciders from calculating later deciders, with
the latter being more numerous in all three countries than the former; more-
over, the US evidence suggests that there has been a consistent increase in
the proportion of later deciders within the voting electorate, particularly
over the 1990s.

How do we explain the rise of these late deciders? The results suggest that
dealignment is important, as well as social modernization, channelled
through political interest. There appears to be a complex longitudinal rela-
tionship between modernization and party-related factors which is altering
the nature and outlook of democratic electorates. Late deciders also have a
major impact on political behaviour; as predicted, calculating late deciders
participate more actively and pay more attention to the media than their
capricious counterparts. But perhaps more surprising is the generally greater
volatility in the voting behaviour of calculating late deciders, notably in
Australia.
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What are the implications of these changes for the conduct of election cam-
paigns, as well as for the future of parties more generally? The increasing
numbers of late deciders suggest that election campaigns will attract at least
as much attention in the future as they have in the past. But the growing
number of calculating late deciders indicates that, paradoxically given the
trend, a party strategy based on reasoned debate and utilizing detailed
factual information is more likely to succeed than a superficial campaign
based on slogans and sound bites. While possessing a popular leader will
remain crucially important for parties, it may well be that leaders will be
under greater pressure to associate themselves directly with policy stances.
Overall, the message is that not all — indeed, a minority — of late deciders
are whimsical. The conduct of modern election campaigns need to cater for
this group to a greater extent than has hitherto been the case.

Notes

The 1998 Australian Election Study was collected by Clive Bean, David Gow and Ian
McAllister; the 1997 British Election Study by the Centre for Research into Elections
and Social Trends and Pippa Norris; and the 1996 American National Election
Study by Steven J. Rosenstone, Donald R. Kinder and Warren E. Miller.

1 The estimates are for voters only in all three countries. In Britain and the United
States this excludes a significant minority of the electorate who abstain from
voting. In Australia, the compulsory voting system ensures that all but a negli-
gible proportion of the electorate turnout to vote. In the United States, estimates
exclude congressional election years.

2 The figure is an average of the February and October 1974 general elections,
which was 22 per cent and 23 per cent, respectively.

3 The equationis y = 1.87x 4+ 10.56, > = 0.62.

4 In the November 1999 constitutional referendum on the republic, late deciders
made up 39 per cent of all voters.

5 The equation is y = 2.6x + 27.60, 7> = 0.51.

6 No one has suggested that political sophistication is declining; the argument is
whether it is static or increasing.

7 The Australian equation is y = .35x — 617.8, /2 = 0.45; the British equation is
9 =0.27x — 458.2,/2 = 0.75.

8 It may be, of course, that there is a selectivity taking place, so that as turnout
declines and abstainers are least concerned about the outcome, those who remain
have higher levels of interest. This would explain the post-1976 period, but not
the preceding period.

9 The figures for Britain are 69 per cent caring about the outcome who decided
during the campaign (the question does not permit discrimination between the
stage in the election campaign when they decided) compared with 88 per cent
who decided a long time ago.

10 Partisanship is obviously a major factor differentiating disengaged from partisan
voters. In the 1998 Australian federal election, for example, 17 per cent of dis-
engaged voters had no partisanship and 50 per cent had only weak partisanship,
compared with 5 per cent and 15 per cent, respectively, of partisans. This is
explored in greater detail in the next section.



40 Ian McAllister

11

12

13

14

15

16

In the 1976 presidential election, 38 per cent of voters said that they were inter-
ested in politics ‘most of the time’; in the five elections since then, the same figure
has fluctuated between just 21 per cent and 26 per cent. Interest in the election
has shown a similar decline, with the exception of the 1992 election, when 39 per
cent said that they were ‘very interested’.

Social capital is more usually (and more accurately) measured by membership of
voluntary social organizations, but this information was not available in all three
of the surveys.

It is often the unexpected accidents which are televised that voters recall about a
campaign, such as Jimmy Carter finishing a jog totally exhausted; Gerald Ford
tripping while leaving an aircraft; or George Bush forgetting the name of the
town he was delivering an election speech in.

The detailed results are shown in Table 2.6.

Table 2.6 Policy issues as a basis of choice in Australia (%)

Main voting consideration Disengaged Partisan Capricious Rational
Policy issues 52 66 56 79
Parties as a whole 30 20 23 13
Party leaders 10 10 10 4
Candidates in local area 8 4 11 4
Total 100 100 100 100
N 148 903 314 464

Not least, a smaller party membership reduces the number of potential candidates
and has significant implications for the types of candidates that are selected, how
they manage their campaigns, and for elite recruitment generally. This has given
rise, it is argued, to the phenomenon of the ‘career politician’ (Riddell 1996;
Norris 1997h).

In Britain, Butler and Stokes (1974: 367-8) trace the change to the 1960s, when
they estimated that the party leaders had a significant impact on party fortunes.
In the United States, the change is usually traced to the 1964 presidential election,
when Johnson’s victory over Barry Goldwater was attributed to his personal
popularity (Nie etal. 1976: 307 ff.).



3 When do election campaigns
matter, and to whom?

Results from the 1999 Swiss election
panel study

Romain Lachat and Pascal Sciarint

The stability of voting behaviour was a central finding of the pioneering
studies of the 1950s and 1960s (Berelson et al. 1954; Campbell et al. 1960;
Lazarsfeld et al. 1968 [1944]). According to the classics, voting was to be
explained on the basis of long-term factors, such as one’s position in the
social structure, or traditional loyalties acquired through socialization. In
line with this, the electorate was said to be largely immune from the short-
term influence of campaign activities, which could only contribute to a
reinforcement of predetermined intentions.

This traditional view has not remained unchallenged, however, and the
1ssue of campaign effects has attracted increased interest in the scholarly
community. The main reasons for this renewed interest are twofold. First,
the weakening of the traditional ties with parties that has occurred since the
1960s (see, for example, Dalton and Wattenberg 2000) has not only reduced
the impact of party identification on electoral choice, but has also led citizens
to rely more heavily on information delivered during the electoral campaigns
when making up their minds. Second, the professionalization of campaign
activities, together with the empowerment of the mass media, has created
new opportunities for campaign influence (Flanagan and Dalton 1984;
Mancini and Swanson 1996). As a result, individual voting choices are both
less predictable and more prone to short-term changes.

Having said that, the issue of campaign effects remains, of course, hotly
debated. Both the advocates of the ‘minimal effects’ model and those who
claim that campaigns can have substantial effects on opinion formation
have provided convincing evidence to support their view. In our opinion,
this mixed picture —and the resulting controversy regarding campaign effects
—1s mainly due to two shortcomings of the literature in the field.

First, several studies are based on a homogeneous view of the electorate.
Yet not all voters are likely to be influenced by campaign information, at
least not to the same extent. A crucial difference regards whether a voter
identifies with a party, or not. While traditional ties with parties have
weakened over time, many voters still hold a party identification, and are
likely to vote accordingly. Thus party identifiers are expected to be fairly
immune from the influence of the electoral campaign. The same holds, more
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generally, for citizens who base their choice on other kinds of pre-campaign
information.

Second, many studies fail to recognize that elections differ from one
another with respect to campaign intensity. These variations are, however,
of the utmost importance, since they provide voters with different opportu-
nities and incentives to use campaign information. In that sense, the intensity
of a contest affects the influence a campaign can have on voters’ decisions.
More specifically, we assume that an increase in campaign intensity
encourages voters to reassess their traditional party preferences in the light
of information delivered during the campaign.

To test these hypotheses, we need to spell out how variations in the charac-
teristics of individuals and campaigns can affect the process of electoral
choice. This is the purpose of the next section (pp. 42—4), where we develop
our theoretical argument, present our model of electoral choice and specify
our hypotheses. The operationalization of the variables, as well as the presen-
tation of the data and of the model appear in the third section (pp. 45-9)
and set the stage for the empirical part that we present in the fouth section
(pp- 49-54). We test our hypotheses on data from the 1999 Swiss elections.
The data were gathered in a three-wave panel study carried out in three
cantons. In Switzerland, national elections are essentially a collection of
cantonal elections. Therefore our data set allows a comparative analysis of
campaign effects across contexts that are politically and institutionally
similar, but that differ from each other with respect to campaign intensity.

A model of opinion formation during campaigns

Since the first voting studies of the 1940s, it has been repeatedly argued that
citizens possess, at best, sketchy knowledge of the political system and of its
actors. Similarly, research on opinion formation has shown that individuals
tend to be ‘cognitive misers’ and do not process all available information
when making their electoral choice. Rather, they rely on simplifying strate-
gies, drawing inferences on candidates’ qualities or political stances from a
few salient pieces of information (Chaiken 1980; Petty and Cacioppo 1986;
Popkin 1994). It is not the purpose of this chapter to discuss the wide range
of cognitive strategies and related ‘cues’ or ‘heuristics’ available to voters.
Instead, we focus on a basic distinction; we distinguish voters who are likely
to use the information delivered during the campaign to make their electoral
decision from those whose choice is likely to be based on pre-campaign
information. We use two criteria to identify these two groups of voters: party
identification and the timing of the voting choice.

In the first case, we know from the classical work of the “Michigan school’
that party identification is a powerful explanatory factor of electoral choice
(Berelson et al. 1954; Campbell ez al. 1960). It allows voters to avoid an exten-
sive processing of information delivered during an electoral campaign
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while, at the same time, providing them with enough confidence in the
quality of their electoral choice. In that sense, party identification has a
sheltering effect, meaning that it protects citizens from the influence of the
election campaign. This is not to say that party identifiers will not pay any
attention to the campaign, but that their party identification will strongly
bias the way they process new information.

Of course, party identification is not the only cue a voter may use to make
her electoral choice. Other kinds of cues or pre-campaign information, such
as parties’ previous positions and performance, may also be at work. Trying
to capture them all would be an extremely difficult endeavour. Hence the
indirect strategy that we have chosen: we use the timing of the voters’
decision as a general proxy for the reliance — or not — on pre-campaign
information.! More specifically, we believe that an electoral choice made
well before — or at the beginning of — the election campaign is a sign that the
choice was based on pre-campaign information. Among the corresponding
group of voters, therefore, we do not expect any campaign effects. Only
voters who make their electoral choice during the campaign and who hold
no party identification will be influenced by it.

Furthermore, we argue that voters’ reliance on pre-campaign information
1s also affected by the context of an election and, more especially, by the
intensity of an election campaign. For a long time, almost all models of
electoral choice were premised on the simplistic assumption that the rules
voters employ to make their decisions are non-responsive to variations in the
election campaign. This was so because most studies focused on US presi-
dential races or general elections in other countries, which were hard-fought
contests. More recent works have tried to address this shortcoming, and
have begun to examine the impact of the campaign context on voters’ evalua-
tions and opinion formation. Thus Kahn and Kenney (1999) have shown
that differences in the intensity of US Senate elections have far-reaching con-
sequences for the cognitive strategies used by voters (see also Westlye 1991;
Krasno 1994). In essence, they argue that an increase in campaign intensity
matters not only with respect to the quantity of information delivered to
voters, but also with respect to the incentives it produces among voters. An
intense election campaign leads voters to deem their choice more important,
and to make more sophisticated decisions. In such a setting, voters are likely
to update their traditional loyalties with new information in order to reach
a higher level of confidence in their voting choice.? In other words, we
assume that the sheltering effect of party identification is lower when cam-
paign intensity is high. Accordingly, party identifiers are expected to rely as
much as non-party identifiers on campaign information.® In contrast, when
campaign intensity is low, information about the election is scarce and
voters have little incentive to make complicated judgements.

In sum, we argue that these two fundamental distinctions (regarding
reliance on campaign information and campaign intensity) help highlight
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for whom, and when, campaigns matter. Now, we still have to describe how
these distinctions can be identified empirically, that is, how we shall measure
the existence or absence of campaign effects. More precisely, we need a
model of opinion formation that enables us to anticipate how voters will pro-
cess the information they receive during the election campaign. To this end,
we use a general model of opinion formation that is rooted in some basic
arguments found in the literature. Thus, in line with several scholars (see,
for example, McGuire 1969; Ottati and Wyer 1990; Zaller 1992; Luskin
1994), we argue that political sophistication and ideological orientation reg-
ulate jointly the reception and acceptance of political messages:* the higher
individuals’ level of sophistication, the greater their exposure to political
communications, but also the higher their ability to scrutinize and evaluate
these communications in the light of their ideological orientation. As a
result, more sophisticated people are likely to display opinions or to make
decisions that correspond closely to their political values, beliefs and inter-
ests, whereas citizens with a lower level of sophistication are prone to decide
according to the dominant messages delivered in the public space. According
to this model, the likelihood of voting for a party of the left, for example, is
expected to increase as a function of political sophistication among voters
with left ideological orientation, but to decrease with political sophistication
among voters with right-wing political preferences.

We argue that party identification or reliance on pre-campaign infor-
mation has disruptive effects on this standard model of opinion formation.
More specifically, we assume that among party identifiers and ‘early
deciders’ the relation between electoral choice and ideological orientation
does not vary as a function of political sophistication. Party identification,
as well as other sources of pre-campaign information, will strongly bias the
way in which new information delivered during the electoral campaign is
processed. We can now summarize our hypotheses.

1 The electoral campaign has an influence only among voters who use cam-
paign information as a central impetus in their electoral decision, that is,
among voters who take their decision during the election campaign and
hold no party identification; for this specific category of voters, the
higher the political sophistication, the higher the support for the party
closest to their ideological orientation. Among the other groups of
voters, the link between ideological preferences and electoral choice does
not vary as a function of political sophistication.

2 In a very intense contest, even campaign deciders with a party identi-
fication are likely to use the information delivered during the campaign
to update their preferences. Conversely, an election campaign of low
intensity has little effect, even among non-party identifiers who make
their electoral choice during the campaign.
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Data and model
Data

Our data come from a three-wave panel survey carried out in three cantons
(Geneva, Lucerne, Zurich) in the context of the 1999 Swiss national
elections. The three waves were conducted in June, in September, and
immediately after polling day (24 October). In each canton, of the 850 citi-
zens who were interviewed in June, about 600 participated in all three
waves.’

In the Swiss federal system, national elections are essentially a collection of
cantonal elections (Kerr 1987). Data from various cantons thus provide
ideal grounds for a comparative analysis of the effects of election campaigns
across different contexts. While the three selected cantons differ with respect
to the cleavages and party systems,® they nevertheless represent very similar
political and institutional contexts. Furthermore, and of particular interest
for the present study, these cantons differ heavily with respect to the intensity
of election campaigns: electoral contests are usually heated in Zurich but of
very low intensity in Geneva, Lucerne being an in-between case. This varia-
tion is mainly due to two sets of factors. First, as a result of differences in size
(number of inhabitants) and, therefore, of the number of seats each canton
holds in the National Council — the lower chamber of the Swiss parliament —
electoral competition is much higher in Zurich (thirty-four seats), than in
Geneva (eleven seats) or Lucerne (ten seats). Second, it has been shown that
federal election campaigns are more intense in the German-speaking cantons
than in the French-speaking ones (Kriesi 1998b).” Thus our three cantons
display three distinct levels of campaign intensity, with Zurich ranking first,
Lucerne second and Geneva third. This ranking is confirmed by data gener-
ated from a study of newspaper advertisements, which included all party
ads published in all major daily newspapers and magazines during the six
months prior to the election, in the cantons under consideration.?

The results reported in Table 3.1 highlight the huge spending that charac-
terized the election campaign in Zurich: parties spent roughly ten times

Table 3.1 Intensity of the electoral campaign in the three cantons: cost of advertise-
ments (Swiss francs)

Lucerne Geneva Lurich
Left parties 45,356 94,752 358,053
Centre parties 308,204
Right parties 329,292 188,772 3,177,618
Total cost 374,648 283,524 3,843,875
Cost per citizen 1.62 1.36 4.93

Source: Swiss Election Study, 1999.
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more on newspaper ads in Zurich than in Lucerne, and fourteen times more
than in Geneva. Even if we divide those figures by the number of registered
electors, the differences are still considerable: spending was more than three
times higher in Zurich than in Lucerne, and almost four times higher in
Zurich than in Geneva. Lastly, the distribution of newspaper ads by political
camps suggests that the election campaign was dominated overall by parties
on the right.

Operationalization

Our dependent variable is electoral choice. Given the large number of parties in
competition and the relatively small size of our samples, we refrain from
studying electoral choice for each single party. Instead, we group parties
according to their ideological proximity. To this end, we use the average
position of each electorate in each canton on the left-right scale. Based on
this, we can distinguish two groups of parties in Geneva and Lucerne (left
and right), and three groups in Zurich (left, centre and right).’

Our indicator of citizens’ level of political sophistication is based on a set of
items measuring their general knowledge of Swiss politics and specific infor-
mation about elections. Three questions regarding the political system were
used during the first wave of the panel: respondents were asked to provide
the number of parties represented in the federal government, the name of
the current President of the federal government, and the number of signa-
tures required to launch a popular initiative at the federal level. Questions
measuring specific knowledge about the 1999 election were asked in waves
two and three: respondents had to provide names of State Council (the
upper chamber of parliament) candidates in their canton, the number of
seats their canton holds in the National Council, and the party affiliation of
three prominent National Council candidates in their canton. Adding these
variables, we obtain a fifteen-point scale (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.71) that we
have centred around its mean. The resulting scale ranges from —6 (lowest
level of sophistication) to +8 (highest level of sophistication).!”

As an indicator of a citizen’s ideological orientation, we use self-placement on
an eleven-point left—right scale, ranging from —5 (left) to +5 (right).!! Party
tdentification 1s a dichotomous variable that is coded 1 for voters who say they
feel close to a party and 0 otherwise. Party identification, like left-right self-
placement, was asked during the first wave of the panel.

To identify the timing of the voting decision, we rely on the stability of
voting intentions across panel waves. Voters who held a stable voting inten-
tion from the first wave on are coded as ‘early deciders’. All other voters,
that is, those who switched party and those who were undecided during the
first wave, are classified as ‘campaign deciders’.!?> The resulting dummy
variable takes the value O for early deciders and 1 for campaign deciders.
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Model specification

Our dependent variable is dichotomous in two cantons (Geneva and
Lucerne) and takes three possible values in the third (Zurich). Our model
will hence be estimated using a logistic regression in Geneva and Lucerne
and a multinomial logistic regression in Zurich.'3

Remember that we are interested in the relationship between ideology and
electoral choice and, more precisely, in the mediating role played by political
sophistication in this relationship. Accordingly, we model voters’ choices as
a function of both the separate and the joint impact of their position on the
left—right scale and level of political sophistication. Further, we multiply the
interaction term between ideological position and political sophistication by
the dummy variables measuring the timing of the voting decision and/or
party identification. This allows the campaign effect to vary between the
corresponding groups — 1.e. between citizens holding different levels of poli-
tical sophistication, making their decision before or during the electoral
campaign, and being close to a party or not — and, therefore, enables us to
test our corresponding hypothesis.

The model which we test is, thus, as follows:

L j = Boj + Bij - left-right position + By; - sophistication
+ B3 - party identification + B4; - time of voting choice
+ B5; - left-right position - sophistication
+ Bs; - left-right position - sophistication - time of voting choice
=+ B7; - left-right position - sophistication - party identification
+ Bg; - left-right position - sophistication - time of voting choice
- party identification + Bg; - income + Big; - education (1)

+ ...+ Bi3j - education (4) +¢&; (1)

with

_ PO =))
<= IH[PU = 1)} ®

being the natural logarithm of the ratio of the probability of voting for the
party j to the probability of voting for the party chosen as the reference
category.!? It should be added that we do not expect any direct effect of
political sophistication on the level of support for a given group of parties.
Yet several authors have shown that levels of political sophistication are
correlated with other individual characteristics like education or income,
whose influence on electoral choice 1s equally well documented 1in the litera-
ture (see, for example, Neuman 1986). In order to avoid a possible specifica-
tion bias, therefore, we include income and education as control variables in
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our estimations.!> We do not expect to find a relationship between party
choice and either party identification or the timing of the voting choice.

The most crucial tests regarding our hypotheses are provided by the
parameters of the interaction terms. They show how the impact of ideology
varies as a function of political expertise, party identification and the timing
of the voting decision. However, the most interesting quantities are given by
the sums of these parameters. Among early deciders who identify with a
party, for example, a change in the impact of ideology linked with a variation
in political expertise is indicated by the sum of two parameters, namely
those of the two-way interaction between ideology and sophistication (Bs)
and of the three-way interaction between ideology, sophistication and
party identification (B7). To simplify the presentation of these results, we
define four y parameters that correspond to the sums of parameters among
different groups of voters: y; = Bs, Yo =Bs+ b7, s =B5 + Bs, V4 = PBs5+
Be + B7 + Bs. These y parameters show how the impact of ideology varies
with political sophistication among the following categories of voters: early
deciders without (y;) or with (y») a party identification, and campaign
deciders without (y3) or with (y4) a party identification. Thus, if our model
of opinion formation is correct, y3 should be the largest of these four coefhi-
cients, but it should become smaller if campaign intensity is particularly
low. As far as the three other coeflicients are concerned, we expect them to
be close to zero. y4, however, should become larger if the campaign is particu-
larly intense.

Empirical analysis

The results of the model’s estimations appear in Table 3.2. Their interpreta-
tion is not straightforward, notably due to the inclusion of several interaction
terms. Therefore, we shall discuss the coeflicients briefly and then turn to
the graphical presentations of the predicted probabilities.

Let us start with the canton that constitutes an in-between case with
respect to campaign intensity, namely Lucerne. We can see from Table 3.2
that the coefficient of the left-right position is positive and strong. This
means that the probability of voting for a party on the right increases with a
move to the right on the ideological scale. More important for the test of our
assumptions are the values of the y parameters, which inform us about the
parameters of the interaction terms. The results provide strong support for
our hypotheses. The impact of ideology on electoral choice varies signifi-
cantly as a function of political expertise among campaign deciders without
a party identification (y3 = 0.27, p < 0.001).'6 All other y parameters are
close to zero and not significant (p > 0.71), which suggests that voters who
rely on easily accessible information are not influenced by the election
campaign.

Our results are even clearer when we use the coeflicients to calculate
predicted probabilities. As an illustration, we present the probabilities of
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voting for a party of the right among early deciders (Figure 3.1) and among
campaign deciders (Figure 3.2). We do so for voters with two different posi-
tions on the left-right scale, with and without party identification, and with
various levels of political sophistication. The two positions on the left-—right
scale that we have chosen correspond with the average positions held by
voters of left parties (—1.8) and of right parties (0.9), respectively.

The differences between the various groups of voters are only too evident.
We see from Figure 3.2 that the probability of voting for a party of the right
decreases dramatically with political sophistication among voters with a left
ideological orientation, but only if they do not feel close to a party. Among
other groups of voters (Figures 3.1 and 3.2), by contrast, the probability of
voting for the right does not vary much with political sophistication. The
very high probability of voting for the right displayed by voters not close to
a party and with a low degree of sophistication should not come as a surprise.
I't is mainly a result of the relative intensity of the electoral campaign that,
as was suggested by the distribution of newspaper ads (see Table 3.1), was
strongly biased in favour of parties on the right.

In sum, results obtained in the case of Lucerne provide strong support
for our hypothesis that the campaign has a strong influence only among the
specific group of voters who make their choice during the campaign and
who hold no party identification.

We now turn to the case of Geneva, a canton where the campaign was of
low intensity (Table 3.2, middle group of columns). We can see, first, that
ideological position once again has a strong impact on the vote. In stark
contrast to Lucerne, however, the magnitude of the parameters of the inter-
action terms is very small. This result suggests that, within all groups of
voters, the impact of ideology on electoral choice is not influenced much by
political expertise. Again, these findings are more explicit if we look at the
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y parameters. In line with our hypothesis, only ys 1s statistically significant,
but its value i1s much smaller than in the case of Lucerne (y3 = 0.10,
p < 0.02). Among other groups of voters, political sophistication has no
significant influence on the link between ideology and the vote (apart from
ys3, the coeflicient with the highest value regarding early deciders without a
party identification; y; = 0.05, p > 0.58).

Once again, graphs offer a clearer picture of these relationships. As with
the case of Lucerne, Figures 3.3 and 3.4 display the probability of voting
for the right.!” Among early deciders or party identifiers, voting for the right
varies little as a function of political sophistication. By contrast, among

1.0

0.8 ,%._.W

0.6

0.2 =

0.0

low 5 4 -3 2 -1 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 High

Sophistication

‘ -o— Left voter -5~ Right voter -e- Left voter, ID & Right voter, ID ‘

Figure 3.3 Probability of voting for a right-wing party among early deciders, Geneva.



52  Romain Lachat and Pascal Sciarini

1.0

0.8

0.6

0.4 G\@\S\
0.2

P Py Py P Py Py Py P
*—=e @ L 4

0.0

low 5 4 -3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 High

Sophistication

‘ -o— Left voter -5~ Right voter -e- Left voter, ID -& Right voter, ID ‘

Figure 3.4 Probability of voting for a right-wing party among campaign deciders,
Geneva.

campaign deciders without a party identification (Figure 3.4), some sort of
polarization effect between right and left voters is at work, but it is less
pronounced than in the canton of Lucerne.

Last of all, we apply our model to the case of Zurich (Table 3.2, last group
of columns). Remember that this canton was characterized by the most
intense election campaign. In addition, given that we have divided political
parties into three groups, we obtain two sets of estimates.

The results obtained for the group of early deciders are in accordance with
our hypotheses. None of the y parameters reaches statistical significance,
which once again shows that, within this group, the relationship between
ideology and voting is hardly influenced by the level of political sophistica-
tion. As anillustration, we plot the predicted probabilities that early deciders
will vote for a left party (Figure 3.5).'8

At first glance, however, the results are less clear-cut with respect to cam-
paign deciders. None of the y parameters is significant, which runs counter
to our assumption that, owing to a heated electoral contest, strong campaign
effects were likely to occur in Zurich. Furthermore, we also unexpectedly
observe that the y coefficients for the group of centre parties are negative.
While they are not very strong (the largest is y5 = —0.10, p > 0.24), this is
nevertheless a surprising result, which suggests that, among voters on the
left, political sophistication is negatively related to the probability of voting
for left parties. However, given that the estimations are now based on three
groups of parties, the resulting voting probabilities are pretty hard to grasp
without graphical help. We have thus computed the probabilities of voting
for each of the three groups of parties (Figures 3.6-8).
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Figure 3.5 Probability of voting for a left-wing party among early deciders, Zurich.

Figures 3.6 and 3.7 show how the negative values of the y coeflicients affect
voting probabilities. Among voters on the left, an increase in political sophis-
tication makes a vote for centre parties more likely, at the expense of left
parties. This is presumably due to strategic voting among leftist voters and,
more especially, among those who are most sophisticated. '

Apart from this finding, Figures 3.6-8 show some polarization effect, even
if this effect is not as strong as expected. Still, on the positive side, campaign
effects hardly differ among party identifiers and among voters who do not
feel close to a party. This tends to support our hypothesis that, when the
campaign is intense, party identifiers are less immune to campaign influence.
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Figure 3.6 Probability of voting for a left-wing party among campaign deciders,
Zurich.
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Figure 3.7 Probability of voting for a centre party among campaign deciders, Zurich.
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Figure 3.8 Probability of voting for a right-wing party among campaign deciders,
Zurich.

Conclusion

In this chapter we have applied a model of electoral choice to the case of
the 1999 Swiss national elections. Panel data from three different cantonal
contexts have helped us to highlight when, and to whom, election campaigns
matter. At the theoretical level, we have elaborated on how reliance on
cues, as opposed to campaign information, reduces the influence of the elec-
tion campaign. More specifically, we have assumed that voters who identify
with a party or use any kind of pre-campaign information are likely to be
sheltered from the political messages diffused during an election campaign;
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only voters who do not use such cues will be influenced by it. We have also
hypothesized about how an increase in the intensity of the election campaign
might lead voters to reassess their traditional party preferences in the light
of the new information delivered during the campaign, this in order to reach
a higher level of confidence in their electoral choice.

To test these hypotheses, we used a general model that sees opinion forma-
tion as the product of the interaction between political messages, on the one
hand, and voters’ characteristics (political sophistication and ideological
orientation), on the other. The crux of these empirical tests lies in the mediat-
ing role played (or not played) by political sophistication in the relationship
between ideological orientation and electoral choice.

Our empirical tests, overall, provide considerable support for our hypo-
theses, at least in two of the three cantons we have studied. First, campaign
effects turn out to be very small at best among voters who feel close to a
party and/or who make their decision early. This result does not necessarily
mean that party identifiers and early deciders do not pay attention to the
election campaign but, rather, that they base their choice on factors other
than those provided by the campaign. As a result, and as expected, the link
between ideological orientation and electoral choice does not vary as a
function of political expertise.

Second, we found strong campaign effects among voters who hold no party
identification and who make their choice during the campaign. Within this
group, the process of opinion formation reflects the expected interaction
effects between political sophistication and ideological orientation: for
example, support for a party of the right increases as a function of political
sophistication among voters with a right-wing ideological orientation;
conversely, support for the right decreases as a function of political sophisti-
cation among voters with a left ideology. In the case of Zurich, however, the
polarization effect was not as marked as we would have expected, given a
very intense campaign.

Third, we found that the patterns of opinion formation vary with cam-
paign intensity. When it is very low, as in Geneva, voters who identify with
a party, and who decide during the campaign, have neither opportunities
nor incentives to make sophisticated judgements. Consequently, they are
affected little by the campaign. On the other hand, results in Zurich suggest
that the very intense campaign prompted even party identifiers to use new
information to reassess their partisan preferences.

Notes

This chapter presents results of a research project on the 1999 Swiss elections. We
thank the Swiss Science Foundation for its financial support (subsidy 5004-056086).
Romain Lachat is grateful to the Social Science Research Centre, Berlin, which
hosted him while he did part of the research.
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Similar to Ian McAllister (see Chapter 2), we consider campaign deciders as
‘potentially available for conversion’. However, we add the further restriction
that they must also have no party identification.

See Maheswaran and Chaiken (1991) for a description of this process in the more
general case of attitude formation.

As far as the timing of the voting decision — our second indicator of the use of
campaign information — is concerned, we would expect an increase in campaign
intensity to be linked with a larger proportion of the electorate postponing their
voting decision until the campaign is under way. However, we cannot test this
idea here, as we would need intensity to vary over several elections in the same
context.

‘Political sophistication’ refers to individuals’ levels of interest in, attentiveness to,
and knowledge about, politics. Ideological orientation is grounded on stable
traits, such as political values or belief systems, and hence is not likely to be influ-
enced by political discourse, at least in the short run.

The number of cases available for our analyses is, however, smaller (between 320
and 420). This is mainly due to non-voting (in our sample, between 69 per cent
and 81 per cent) and to respondents not answering the income question (about
15 per cent of the cases).

These cantons reflect the three political contexts that exist in Switzerland (Kriesi
1998a; Klo6ti 1998): the Catholic cantons (Lucerne), the German-speaking and
religiously mixed cantons (Zurich) and the French-speaking, religiously mixed,
cantons (Geneva).

One reason for this lies in the emphasis parties in the French-speaking cantons put
on cantonal elections at the expense of national elections.

This data set includes fourteen daily newspapers, three Sunday papers, four
weekly newspapers and two weekly magazines.

In each canton, the left comprises the Social Democrats, the Greens and far left
parties. In Zurich the group of centre parties includes the Christian Democrats,
the Alliance of Independents, the Protestant People’s Party and the Christian
Social Party, whilst the right parties consist of the Radicals, the Swiss People’s
Party and far right parties. In Lucerne and Geneva, these two last groups of
parties make up the right parties. The Liberals, present only in Geneva, are also
among the parties of the right. It should be noted that some small parties are not
present in all three cantons.

Each correct answer adds one point, except for the question on the number of
cantonal seats (two points for a correct answer, and one point for figures up to
20 per cent higher or lower than the correct answer). The question about the
name of State Council candidates was asked twice — i.e. in the second and third
wave —and up to three correct answers were coded.

Several studies have shown that the opposition between left and right is the most
salient in Swiss politics, among both the political elite and the public (see, for
example, Kriesi 1980; Kerr 1987; Finger and Sciarini 1991).

The operationalization differs in Geneva: here we consider as early deciders voters
who had a stable voting intention from the second wave on, and not from the first
wave. This is because the election campaign started much later in Geneva, as a
cantonal popular ballot was held at the end of September, on which most political
debates were focused until then.

See Liao (1994: 48-59) or Long (1997: 148 ff.) for an introduction to multinomial
logistic regression. The restrictive assumptions of this model may render it
inappropriate in some cases (Alvarez and Nagler 1998). We have performed
Hausman specification tests (Long 1997: 183—4) and did not find any disconfirm-
ing evidence, at the usual 0.05 level of significance.
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In all three cantons, the group of left parties will be used as the reference category.
Income was measured in categories and has been coded as the middle value of the
corresponding income category (in thousands of Swiss francs). The lowest cate-
gory has been coded to its upper bound and the highest category to its lower
bound. Furthermore, the variable has then been centred on the middle value of
its mean category. Education takes the form of four dummy variables: compulsory
education, diploma or high school, high vocational education, and university.
The reference category is vocational education. Both income and education have
been measured during the first wave of the panel.

The standard errors of the y parameters were calculated using the variances and
covariances of the B parameters, according to the following formula (adapted
from Gujarati 1995: 108):

s(z ﬂl-) = / D ovar(B)+2) D cov(Bi B i #J
i i i Jj

The curves labelled ‘left’ and ‘right voter’ correspond again to the average posi-
tion on the left—right scale of left parties’ voters (—1.7) and of right parties’ voters
(1.5).

The average left—right positions of left parties’ and right parties’ voters are —1.5
and 1.2, respectively.

There was in fact a fear that the main centre party in Zurich (the Independents)
would not gain enough votes to be represented in the Swiss parliament. This
presumably prompted the most sophisticated leftist voters to switch to the centre.




4 Campaign effects and

media monopoly
The 1994 and 1998 parliamentary

elections in Hungary
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This chapter explores some interactions between campaign resources,
campaign style and campaign impact in a new democracy. The variable of
interest is the campaigners’ use of a peculiar opportunity structure that
authoritarian legacies create. The 1994 and 1998 Hungarian eclections
showed much similarity in relevant aspects of this opportunity structure.
Hence they can be treated as a natural laboratory to study variance in cam-
paign impact while keeping a host of cultural, social and political variables
constant.

Some features of these campaigns were typical for a large number of late
democratizing countries. First, new democracies often show a dearth of
necessary resources for the deployment of most pre- and post-Fordist — or
‘pre- and postmodern’, ‘stage I’ and ‘stage III’ — campaign technologies, in
the case of everything from personal canvassing to direct mail.! In the
absence of long-established party loyalties, it may be extremely hard to tell
supporters, swing voters and committed opponents apart. Therefore, get-
out-the-vote campaigns may easily backfire. As party organizations are
often inchoate, personal contact with the voters is difficult to establish, and
rallies rarely attract substantial audiences. Parties are often many and their
ideologies shifting, hence it is unusually hard to calculate vote-maximizing
party locations on the relevant issues.

Second, in many post-authoritarian democracies public television is easily
available for partisan use. Given various legacies of authoritarian rule, there
is often monopolistic control of television broadcasts. New democracies are
middle- or low-income countries, hence government-controlled electronic
media may be the only mass media many citizens are exposed to. Spreading
partisan propaganda as supposedly non-partisan information programmes
on a large and publicly financed provider of political information often
turns into a major political issue, with intriguing implications for campaigns.

Third, the weakness of party loyalties leaves a lot of space for campaign
influence. Defeat may mean the total disappearance of a party from electoral
competition, and victory seems to be within reach for quite a few com-
petitors. Consequently, party leaders are pushed to make full use of whatever
tools of campaigning they can rely on.
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We claim neither that the journalists in control of public television pro-
grammes are always behaving like committed partisans of the governing
parties, nor that they follow some master plan conceived in party offices.
But conventional wisdom suggests that partisan motivation significantly
shapes public media in many new democracies. The chief government party’s
influence is variable, just like the means via which this influence is exercised.
Direct instruction and briefing of news editors may be unusual, but indirect
means seem perfectly capable of achieving a situation where key journalists
act like party delegates.?

These means include the appointment of trusted partisans to head public
service media, and providing loyal journalists with attractive career opportu-
nities — plus a safe haven when the next government promptly fires them.
They can often take it for granted that they will keep or lose their job depend-
ing on the electoral success of a party — a situation not unlike that of ordinary
campaign personnel.

In this chapter we, first, provide supportive evidence about the centrality
and partisanship of public television in the two Hungarian elections. On
further particulars of these elections, the reader is referred to Fowler (1998)
and Toéka and Enyedi (1999). Here we merely treat them as illustrative
examples that are particularly well suited to exploring a more general issue.
We, then, develop our hypotheses about campaign impact and anchor them
in scholarly theories about political communication. Finally, we offer empiri-
cal tests of the propositions and discuss their implications.

Public television and election campaigns

It is hard to overestimate the importance of electronic media for campaign
communication in Hungary. In both the 1994 and the 1998 elections the
major contenders relied mostly on paid advertisements and centrally pro-
duced billboards, posters and leaflets, randomly bombarding voters across
the country. However, modest campaign budgets curtailed these efforts: the
fattest party coffer in either year contained roughly one US dollar per eligible
citizen. Although rallies had a significant place in the campaign of some
smaller parties, and mass telephone canvassing made a nebulous debut in
1998, their overall role in the campaigns was secondary to that of mediated
messages.

Following the requirements of the election law, the public broadcast
media provided equal subsidized air time for the competitors’ election
appeals, and aired debates between representatives of over ten parties, i.e.
about twice the number of parties (six in both years) that win seats. These
debates had a rigid format that perfectly protected the media from any
charge of favouritism — the space for each party representative to speak on
the predetermined topics was timed to the second — but excluded any element
of interaction, probably turning most attention to the alarm clock con-
stantly running on the screen.> Commentaries unequivocally considered the
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‘debates’ uninformative and painfully boring. The exceptional head-on con-
frontation between the leaders of the front runners before the second round
of the 1998 elections was unrelated to these officially scheduled rituals.*

In this context, the regular news and information programmes assumed a
particularly important role in campaign communications. Television had
a pre-eminent role: in a Median poll of eligible voters carried out in the
middle of the 1994 campaign, 65 per cent said that television was their main
source of information about the election, compared with just 14 per cent
and 11 per cent for the newspapers and radio respectively.’ In the post-
election surveys, analysed below, 69 per cent of the 1994 respondents
reported watching television every day, whereas 49 per cent read a news-
paper with political coverage, and 67 per cent listened to radio news. The
respective figures in the 1998 survey were 84 per cent, 41 per cent and 69 per
cent — a further increase in favour of television.

Prior to 1997 public television was practically in a monopoly position.
By the time of the 1998 election, however, private television broadcasts
could be received by 90 per cent of the population, and provided extensive
political coverage. But the key reason for our analysis of the electoral
impact of public television is not just its importance and that it was partisan
in tone (like most newspapers), but that it was subject to governmental influ-
ence. Indeed, literally all the media personnel who controlled political cover-
age on public television lost (or pre-emptively quit) their job shortly after
the opposition victories of 1994 and 1998; for that matter, they had little
reason to expect that they could keep it in such an eventuality. Thus they
were arguably in the position of being more campaigners than public service
journalists.

Ironically, the government lost both elections. But this only raises the ques-
tion whether they would have done better, or worse, if public television
broadcasts had not been designed to serve the electoral interests of the main
government party, which in 1994 comprised the centre-right Hungarian
Democratic Forum (MDF) and in 1998 was the ex-communist Hungarian
Socialist Party (MSZP). For the bias did seem to be there. The Democratic
Forum (MDF) alone had 64 per cent of the time the first public channel
allotted to politics during the 1994 campaign, all featuring neutral or positive
coverage. The main challenger, the Socialist Party (MSZP), received only
11 per cent of coverage, a significant part of which was negative. On the
satellite-transmitted public channel, Duna TV, the Democratic Forum had
83 per cent of the time slots — a stunning figure compared with their 12 per
cent share of the vote in that year’s election (Lange 1994).

Although we do not have directly comparable data on coverage in 1998,
the direction of the bias was similar (this time giving at least two, if not
more, bites of the cherry to MSZP), but its extent less pronounced. Indeed,
in the surveys that we shall analyse below, 42 per cent of the respondents
after the first round of voting in 1998 said that public television was ‘always’
fair and balanced in its coverage of the parties; this contrasts with an equiva-
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lent figure of 13 per cent in 1994.% In 1994, 45 per cent of respondents said
that the MDF was favoured in public television coverage, compared with
just 9 per cent who felt the main challenger party, the MSZP, was favoured.
Four years later, 22 per cent said the main government party, MSZP, was
the one favoured by public television, and 7 per cent attributed this status to
Fidesz-MPP, the chief challenger in 1998.7

Given the strong presence of the private channels, fewer people watched
public television in 1998 than in 1994, and political coverage also seemed
less one-sided. Therefore the electoral impact of public television exposure
could have been bigger in 1994 than in 1998. There was a factor that prob-
ably acted in the opposite direction, however. The 1994 campaign took
place in the context of a long controversy over governmental control of
public broadcasting. This so-called ‘media war’ regularly filled headlines
and editorials between 1991 and 1994, featuring unusual presidential vetoes,
Constitutional Court rulings, parliamentary hearings, street demonstrations
and spectacular confrontations between government and the — eventually
removed — presidents of public television and radio. There was little chance
of not noticing the many critiques of political coverage on public television
as strongly biased in favour of the main government party.

None of the above occurred in the 1994-98 period. The right-wing parlia-
mentary opposition of the time was certainly not happy with the political
coverage of public television, but did little to undermine its credibility. In
December 1995 a media law was passed by an overwhelming super-majority
composed of both government and opposition deputies. This created the
legal framework for private terrestrial broadcasting. The law took the
public broadcast media out of direct government control and placed them
under the supervision of boards elected by parliament in which opposition
and government representatives were to have parity. As far as we can tell,
the political coverage on public television was still positively biased towards
the incumbents during the 1998 election, but its tone was not overtly propa-
gandistic, and it certainly did not stir as much controversy as in 1994. More-
over, dissatisfied viewers could simply switch to the private channels. The
lack of such viewers’ exposure to public television may even have reduced
the chances of its pro-government bias resulting in an unintended boomerang
effect of the kind discussed below. Hence, the two Hungarian elections offer
a natural setting to explore how different uses of public television promote
the electoral interests of the main government party, while holding a number
of contextual factors largely constant.

Hypotheses

Our postulates about campaign effects are informed by intuitively appealing
scholarly theories that may have parallels in the thinking of real-life cam-
paigners. We assume that politicians seek re-election and see, like Zaller
(1996), ample room for information effects in elections. If they have more or
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less monopolistic control over the media, they will ensure that the general
tone of coverage is favourable to them. We expect to find some evidence of
positive returns on this effort, namely that attitudes towards the main
government party and economic evaluations become more positive as expo-
sure to public television increases (hypothesis 1).

We expect message impact not to be determined by the sender’s intent
alone. For instance, a recent study has argued that the British audience is so
accustomed to overtly negative coverage of parties that it discounts much of
it. This would explain why positive news coverage consistently increases
support for a party more than negative coverage decreases it (Norris et al.
1999: 142). In a similar vein, the Hungarian public may be accustomed to
pro-governmental bias on public television and might therefore ignore it.

Indeed, the impact of any new information is proportional to how credible
the source is in a particular information domain for a particular audience
(cf. Lupia and McCubbins 1998). Thus enduring opposition criticism of
biased coverage on government-controlled media may shape message
impact, preparing voters to see all the niceness about the government and
the dirt about the opposition in the television news programmes as mere
confirmation of the government’s abuse of power. Indeed, many Hungarian
commentators speculated that in the 1994 campaign the biased coverage of
public television had an unintended boomerang effect among viewers,
reducing support for the main government party (hypothesis 2).

Hypothesis 3 expects partisan actors to also try to increase tactical voting
where that may benefit them, and to sometimes succeed. These efforts must
be particularly strong when uncertainty about the likely election outcome is
high, and, due to monopolistic control of significant and supposedly non-
partisan media, the contenders are unequally equipped to shape the voters’
perception of who may win. Thus government-controlled television will
affect voters’ perception of the race in ways that are conducive to prompting
a tactical bandwagon towards the incumbents.

Finally, we expect partisan actors to share the intuition of salience theory,
which holds that strategic self-positioning on issues is not the typical form of
electoral competition. Rather, election campaigns merely influence the
salience of different considerations for voters. Campaigners avoid, as much
as possible, the topics where their rivals are believed to have a more attractive
position; they seek to direct voters’ attention to considerations that put the
sender at an advantage in the electoral arena (Budge and Farlie 1983).

This resonates well with the theory of accessibility bias, which holds that
more easily retrievable information ‘tends to dominate judgements, opinions
and decisions’, especially ‘in the weights individuals assign to various con-
siderations when expressing attitudes or making choices’ (Iyengar 1990: 2).
Clearly, election campaigns often try to achieve exactly this kind of priming
effects (see Chapter 5 in this volume). Given the degree of governmental
influence on public television in Hungary, we expect to find evidence of such
pro-government priming effects by public television (hypothesis 4).
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Data and models

The analysis below relies on panel survey data collected at the time of the
two elections by the Political Science Department of the Central European
University. Technical information about the surveys and the variables in
the analysis are included in the appendix to this chapter. For the sake of
brevity, we discuss the operationalization of the above hypotheses together
with the findings.

Four linear regression equations were run for each year (see Tables 4.1-4,
respectively). The first three assessed the impact of public television on
campaign-affected determinants of the vote: short-term changes in general
party sympathy, short-term changes in economic evaluations, and voters’
perception of who may win the election. The fourth equation explored
direct influences on vote choice, with the dependent variables of the first
three equations becoming independent variables together with an indicator
of those issue attitudes that the main contenders were trying to prime voters
on in these elections.

It is likely that voters’ general sympathy (or antipathy) towards parties
may be linked with all other determinants of vote choice — i.e. economic
evaluations, perceptions of the expected winner and issue attitudes — via
reciprocal causation. But, in the absence of better data, the equations only
control for what are presumably the strongest of these reciprocal effects,
namely the impact of early-campaign party sympathy on perceptions of the
likely winner and within-campaign changes in economic evaluations.
Because of this limitation we may slightly underestimate the total effect of
the latter variables on vote choice. But, unfortunately, we have no data to
estimate television’s impact on within-campaign changes of issue attitudes,
and thus must ignore a possible type of campaign effect.

Economic evaluations and public television exposure were measured iden-
tically in both elections, but the choice of issue variables and the way we
coded the perception of the likely winner were determined according to the
particular context of each election (see below). The coding of vote choice
reflects the likely calculus of the people who designed the pro-governmental
coverage on public television. We presume that these people wished to see
the government re-elected. Given Hungary’s electoral and party system,
this vastly simplified the determination of the utility of a vote (or non-vote)
for them.® To capture this calculus, we coded the dependent variable 1 for
respondents who voted for the main government party, 0 for voters of the
main challenger party and 0.5 for all other respondents. The construction of
the party sympathy variable followed the same logic. To derive early-
campaign party sympathy, the respondents’ ratings of the main challenger
party in the pre-election poll were subtracted from their ratings of the main
government party. Then a parallel measure was created from their post-
election ratings of the two parties, and the within-campaign change of
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sympathy towards parties was calculated as the difference between early-
campaign and post-campaign measurements.

Findings

Our simplest test is shown in Table 4.1. Campaigners’ are naturally con-
cerned with overall party sympathies, and they see them as a major influence
on the vote — rightly so, as Table 4.4 confirms. Hypothesis 1 expects exposure
to public television to lead to a more positive evaluation of the main govern-
ment party, and/or a more negative evaluation of the main opposition
party, during both election campaigns. In contrast, hypothesis 2 expects a
boomerang effect, at least in 1994: because of the blatant pro-government
bias of public television, exposure to public television should have reduced
sympathy for the incumbents and increased liking for the opposition. Hence
the dependent variable is within-campaign change of party sympathy,
and the independent variable of interest is exposure to public television
broadcasts.

We control for early-campaign party sympathy, since the starting value
powerfully limits how one’s response to the questions on party sympathy
could change during the campaign. People who had a maximum score to
begin with could not become any more positive during the campaign.
Similarly, after a maximally negative initial score, within-campaign change
—if any was observed — had to be in the positive direction. In recognition of
this methodological artefact, the equation controls for the sizeable, but
theoretically irrelevant, negative effect of early-campaign evaluation.

As Table 4.1 reveals, exposure to public television did significantly
increase sympathy for the main government party and/or reduced sympathy
for the main challenger during the 1998 campaign. In 1994, however, we
see a negative effect, i.e. the opposite of what was intended. Despite the
pro-MDF tone of the programmes, the more one watched public tele-
vision during the campaign, the more one’s sympathy shifted towards the
challenger. Hence hypothesis 1 1s supported by the 1998 data but not by the
1994 data, thus lending credence to hypothesis 2 instead.

Table4.1 The net impact of public television exposure on changes in party sympathy
during the 1994 and 1998 campaigns (standardized regression coefficients)

1994 1998
Public television exposure —0.10%* 0.07**
Early-campaign party sympathy —0.45%** —0.36%**
Adjusted R® 0.21 0.13
N 627 1,330

Notes
#k% p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.
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Table 4.2 The net impact of public television exposure on changes in retrospective
economic evaluations during the 1994 and 1998 campaigns (standardized regression
coefficients)

1994 1998
Public television exposure —0.13%** 0.02
Early-campaign party sympathy 0.14%** 0.13%**
Early-campaign economic evaluations —0.60%** —0.64%**
Adjusted R? 0.35 0.38
N 629 1,324

Notes
*E% h < 0.001; **p <0.01; *p <0.05.

A replica of the test is offered in Table 4.2. The incumbents in both 1994
and 1998 saw their chief electoral liability in the pains of post-communist
economic transformation. Indeed, just before the 1994 and 1998 elections,
respectively 64 per cent and 40 per cent of respondents thought that
economic conditions in the country had become worse in the previous
twelve months, while only 16 and 27 per cent thought that things had
improved.? Even these figures, however, showed that popular evaluations of
the economy were already turning more optimistic compared with the
dramatic lows of 1992 and 1996. No surprise, then, that a prime concern of
pro-government propaganda in both campaigns was to convey good news
about the economy. According to the spirit of hypothesis 1, therefore, expo-
sure to public television must have made viewers’ evaluation of the state of
the economy more favourable during both campaigns. Hypothesis 2, again,
suggests the opposite, i.e. that a boomerang effect occurred. As above, the
large but theoretically uninteresting negative effect of the early-campaign
evaluation is controlled for in the analysis of within-campaign changes.

The 1994 results once again support hypothesis 2: no matter how citizens
felt about the economy at the beginning of the campaign, the more they
watched public television, the less their economic evaluations became
optimistic in the course of the campaign. In the 1998 data, exposure to
public television shows a positive but statistically non-significant effect on
within-campaign changes of economic evaluations. Again, the findings
suggest that the less blatant 1998 campaign on public television did less
damage to the government’s chances of re-election than its 1994 counterpart.

I't might be speculated that all these seeming effects of public television
broadcasts were merely spurious. Indeed, they could have been caused not
so much by public television itself as either by the real world events that it
willy-nilly covered or by some peculiar aspect of audience composition.
However, when we added a host of socio-demographic and media exposure
variables to the two equations, the impact of public television remained
unchanged, and the respondents’ frequency of reading newspapers failed to
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register a significant effect (data not shown).!” We conclude that it was the
coverage of the public television (or the opposition’s reaction to it), rather
than the composition of the audience or the real-world events covered by
public television and newspapers alike, that accounts for the apparent boom-
erang effect of public television broadcasts on short-term attitude change.

Ultimately, several explanations remain for the spectacular difference in
campaign impact between the two elections. Since it differed in direction,
and not just magnitude, the 1991-94 media war probably offers a more
plausible explanation than the mere difference of degree in how blatant the
public television’s bias was in 1994 compared with 1998. A plausible alterna-
tive is that viewers who could be offended by the overtly propagandistic
coverage of public television had little choice but to watch it in 1994, while
in 1998 they could simply switch to the private channels, thus reducing the
backlash against public television coverage. Whichever explanation is best,
they all find the reason for the boomerang effect in the extraordinary visib-
ility of the underlying intent and bias in public television coverage. Where
they disagree is over whether the extraordinary visibility was caused by the
coverage itself, or by the media war, or by the lack of private television. Our
next equation is designed to test hypothesis 3. Did exposure to public tele-
vision make viewers more likely to perceive the state of the election contests
in ways conducive to a tactical swing away from the opposition and/or a
shift to the main government party? Support for hypothesis 3 would be pro-
vided by a positive impact of public television exposure on perceptions that
might have prompted a tactical bandwagon towards the main government
party.'!

In both elections, arguably the best chance for a tactical bandwagon to the
main government party was created by a mistaken, but not unusual, percep-
tion of the relative standing of those parties that were actually trailing in the
polls behind the MSZP — the biggest vote-getter in both years despite its
defeat in 1998. In 1994, pro-government strategists presumably pondered
the idea that some liberal voters might move their way if they believed that
only the MDF could prevent the left-wing MSZP winning the election.
Consequently, our dependent variable was coded 1 for everyone who named
the MDF as the likely winner of the election, and —1 for everyone who
named one of the liberal parties.'? Similarly, it made good sense only if the
1998 MSZP campaign had portrayed the widely resented FKGP as the
main challenger, rather than the far more popular Fidesz-MPP.!? In reality,
the latter was closing the gap in the polls with the main government party,
but prior to the election many citizens still deemed the FKGP more likely to
win than Fidesz-MPP. Given the majoritarian aspects of the Hungarian
electoral system, this misperception could no doubt benefit the government
parties, and therefore our dependent variable for 1998 was coded 1 for every-
one who named the FKGP as the party most likely to win the election, and
—1 for everyone who named Fidesz-MPP.
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Public television broadcast no polling information in either election,
despite its ready availability. The polls reported in the press revealed, in
both elections, a fairly widespread misperception among the public — exactly
along the above lines — about the standing of the second and the third most
popular parties. Thus the withholding of polling information — though prob-
ably not the only means used to this effect — can be read as prima facie evidence
that public television deliberately tried to confuse people about where the
major competition to the MSZP came from.

Its success in manipulating popular perceptions can be judged from
Table 4.3. The impact of public television exposure on the perception of the
likely winner was in the expected direction in both years, and reached statis-
tical significance in 1998. The explanation for the non-significance of the
effect in 1994 might be that the pro-government campaign tried to spread a
visibly self-serving message in that year, i.e. that the main government
party was ahead of either of the two liberal parties. In comparison, the 1998
pro-government message was more sophisticated, merely misrepresenting
which was the strongest opposition force.

Hypothesis 4 attributes a pro-governmental priming effect to public tele-
vision broadcasts. This proposition is assessed with the help of the two nter-
action terms included in the fourth equation (see Table 4.4). The equation
takes vote choice as the dependent variable, and controls for exposure to
public television, perception of the likely winner, relevant issue attitudes,
and early-campaign party sympathy and economic evaluations as well as
their change during the campaign. Note that the sum of the ‘Early-campaign
economic evaluations’ and the ‘Change in economic evaluations’ variables
equals the ‘Post-campaign economic evaluations’, i.e. the variable that,
multiplied by ‘Public television exposure’, forms one of the two interaction
terms focused on in the analysis.

If, after controlling for the direct effect of its component parts, the inter-
action term registers a positive effect on vote choice, then the impact of
post-campaign economic evaluations on the vote was bigger among frequent

Table 4.3 The net impact of public television exposure on perceptions of the likely
winner during the 1994 and 1998 campaigns (standardized regression coeflicients)

1994 1998
Public television exposure 0.03 0.06%*
Early-campaign party sympathy 0.18%** 0.18%**
Adjusted R’ 0.03 0.04
N 652 1,392

Notes
*¥*%k p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p <0.05.
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viewers of public television than among other voters. A negative effect of
the same interaction term would imply the opposite: namely that among
frequent viewers voting support for the main government party was less
dependent on positive economic evaluations than among other citizens, and
voting support for the main challenger was less dependent on negative eco-
nomic evaluations. Both effects would constitute evidence of priming vote
choices on particular kinds of considerations by public television, although
the negative effect of the interaction term may be better described as
‘de-priming’ on the economy, i.e. a reduction of the weight of economic
evaluations in the vote function.

However, the mere statistical significance of priming effects would support
hypothesis 4 only if the direction of priming had been consistent with the
intentions of pro-government campaigners. We can only infer intent
indirectly. The 1994 MDF campaign had a compelling reason to reduce
the dependence of voting decisions on retrospective economic judgements:
the latter, as we saw, were overwhelmingly negative. Indeed, the pro-
government campaign on public television — arguably even more than the
party’s own campaign — tried to prime voters’ decisions on another con-
sideration: the perils and sins that could be associated with the communist
past. While it was much debated by commentators whether priming in this
direction could possibly have benefited the MDF in 1994, the inference that
the intention and the attempt were present in the campaign was widely
accepted.

This helps to operationalize hypothesis 4: in 1994, exposure to public tele-
vision had to decrease the impact of economic evaluations on the vote, and
increase the impact of anti-communist attitudes. Anti-communist attitudes

Table 4.4 Effects on the vote during the 1994 and 1998 campaigns (standardized
regression coeflicients)

1994 1998

Public television exposure —0.07* —-0.03
Early-campaign party sympathy 0.73%** 0.68%**
Change in party sympathy 0.39%** 0.36%**
Perception of the likely winner —0.01 0.10%**
Early-campaign economic evaluations 0.25% —0.10
Change in economic evaluations 0.36%* —0.11
Issue position —0.29* 0.14%*
Post-campaign economic evaluations*

public television exposure —0.26%* 0.13F
Issue position* public television exposure 0.36%* —0.13F
Adjusted R? 0.46 0.46
N 610 1,265
Notes

#x% 5 < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; Tp < 0.10.
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are measured by the issue attitude variable in the 1994 data. To assess the
priming of voters by public television on this issue domain, the issues-with-
exposure interaction term was entered into the equation. Note that the issue
variable, and its interaction with exposure, will refer to an entirely different
issue domain in the analysis of the 1998 data, reflecting a different campaign
agenda.

The positive impact of the issues-with-exposure interaction term in 1994
signals that the more people watched television, the more likely anti-
communists voted for the main government party — or at least not for MSZP
— and the more likely pro-communist voters did the reverse.!* The direct
impact of economic evaluations on the vote appears to have been weak
anyway — of course, they may have had a large indirect influence on the
vote via party sympathy — but the effect further decreased in proportion to
public television exposure, as shown by the negative effect of the interaction
term in Table 4.4. Thus the results suggest that, in 1994, pro-governmental
priming of the vote on anti-communism rather than economics worked very
much as intended, despite the boomerang effect of public television on other
attitudes in the same year.

Regarding 1998, it is not entirely clear whether government propagandists
aimed at priming voters on economic performance or not. Popular evalua-
tions of the economy were still predominantly negative (see above). Never-
theless, the MSZP seemed confident that the state of the economy was good
enough to enable it to win the election. At any rate, its lacklustre 1998 cam-
paign lacked clear issue content, apart from claiming success and competence
in economic management. This emphasis may have primed voting decisions
on the state of the economy.

However, the main challenger did run an issue-oriented campaign in 1998.
This may have reflected the greater opportunities than in 1994 to put across
relatively complex opposition messages, via the new and non-partisan
private television channels, but probably also on public television. In 1998,
the opposition front runner, Fidesz-MPP, called for higher welfare spending
in particular areas, and for a stronger state more resolutely fighting corrup-
tion and promoting law and order (see Fowler 1998: 258-9). Two prominent
issues covered by our data were the abolition of tuition fees in higher educa-
tion and means-testing eligibility for child-care allowance — i.e. to repeal
two prominent innovations in the 1995 austerity package that did more
than anything else to define the legacy of the 1994-98 socialist-liberal
government.

Our data (not shown) reveal that on both issues an overwhelming majority
of the public favoured the position of Fidesz-MPP over that of the govern-
ment. Yet the opposition campaign still faced an uphill battle. It had to
explain that Fidesz — previously a strongly monetarist liberal party — had
become a stauncher advocate than the MSZP of the cherished welfare pro-
visions of the former communist regime. The dull way the campaign debates
were organized on the public channels, and the relatively modest coverage
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of the opposition in the news programmes were certainly obstacles to this
effort. Thus public television served the main government party by hamper-
ing the communication of the opposition messages on these welfare state
issues.

Accordingly we operationalize hypothesis 4 in the 1998 context in the
following way: exposure to the pro-government public television primed
vote choices on the state of the economy, and reduced the impact of the two
welfare state issues on voting support for the MSZP versus the Fidesz-MPP.
The issue attitudes variable, therefore, measures the respondents’ support
for the unpopular governmental policies on child-care allowances and tuition
fees.

As Table 4.4 shows, public television primed vote choices largely as
expected by the hypothesis. The main effect of the issue attitudes variable in
1998 was positive — 1.e. the more voters agreed with the government’s line,
the more likely they were to vote for the MSZP, and the less likely to vote
for the main challenger advocating the repeal of these policies. This was
only good news for the opposition, since the government’s position was very
unpopular. Hence only the MSZP benefited from the fact that the issue-
with-exposure interaction negatively influenced the vote: that is, the more
people watched television, the less their votes were moved by the issues of
child-care allowances and university tuition fees. The impact of the other
interaction term (economic evaluations with exposure) was positive, suggest-
ing that the more one watched public television, the more likely one’s vote
choice was directly influenced by economic evaluations. The significance
level of the effect of the two interaction terms may seem less than impressive,
but further checks suggest that the reported findings are robust.!>

As in the case of all previous equations, we experimented with controlling
for socio-demographic and further media exposure variables, and also with
a change in the coding of the dependent variable.!® The relevant results
remained the same (data not shown). Hence we are reasonably confident
that hypothesis 4 is supported by the 1994 and 1998 data, with regard to
both economic evaluations and issue attitudes: public television primed
voters on issues as the pro-government campaign desired.

A brieflook at the effects of the remaining variables in Table 4.4 completes
our analysis. Naturally, party sympathy had the greatest direct effect on
vote in both elections. Its change during the campaign had a sizeable effect
too, so public television’s impact on it (see Table 4.1) indirectly influenced
vote choices too. The perception of the likely winner only affected vote
choice in 1998, but not in 1994.!7 It seems, then, that even if public television
shaped these perceptions more strongly, this would not have benefited the
main government party in 1994. In 1998, however, the effect worked as
expected. In the case of two voters with otherwise identical values on all
independent variables, the one who thought that the widely resented FKGP
would win became more likely to vote for the main government party and
less likely to vote for Fidesz-MPP than the one who thought that the latter
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would win. Hence public television’s impact on perceptions (see Table 4.3)
yielded electoral pay-offs for the MSZP in 1998.

Our most interesting finding concerns the direct impact of public television
exposure on the vote — reaching statistical significance in 1994 only.!® This
negative effect signals that in 1994, among otherwise identical voters in
terms of party sympathy and so forth, those who watched more public tele-
vision became less likely than others to vote for the main government party,
and more likely to vote for the main challenger. Our theory explains this
neatly. The media themselves became an issue directly bearing on the vote,
either because dissatisfied viewers could not switch to private channels, or
because of the tone of the coverage itself, or because of the media war. The
more one watched public television, the more plausible and salient became
the charges about governmental abuse of the media, and the more likely a
defection from MDF was to follow. Hence the direct effect of exposure to
public television on the vote.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have argued that public television is likely to be a very
central weapon in election campaigning in many new democracies. A rela-
tively poor supply of campaign resources for parties and weak party loyalties
in the electorate on the one hand, and likely governmental control of an
unusually important channel of political communication on the other, make
the partisan use and abuse of the media both highly likely and potentially a
major political issue in itself. We outlined plausible reasons why imprudently
blatant use of this campaign device may actually hurt the re-election bid of
incumbents.

We offered some empirical tests of the proposition in the context of
Hungarian elections and found some evidence for such boomerang effects.
We also showed that these are not inevitable. In some contexts public tele-
vision coverage did seem to help the pro-government campaign by increasing
sympathy for the main government party and/or reducing sympathy for the
main challenger, by priming vote choices on particular considerations as
pro-government campaigners apparently wished, and by promoting such
perceptions of the likely winner of the elections as could induce a tactical
bandwagon to the incumbents in some sections of the electorate. Moreover,
our theory seemed to offer sensible explanations of where, when and in what
respect the pro-government coverage of public television helps the incum-
bent’s campaign, and where it hurts it.

Our preferred explanation for the contradictory effects of public television
is that blatant propaganda backfires (probably through the reactions of
the competitors that it triggers), while subtle messages may work. These
are, of course, just hypotheses, distilled from a single case study. But they
are anchored in our findings: boomerang effects of public television cover-
age occurred in the 1994 campaign, but not in 1998; even the generally
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unsuccessful 1994 campaign on public television achieved its intended prim-
ing effects; even the relatively subtle 1998 pro-government coverage failed
to persuade voters about the rosy state of the economy; public television
could impact on citizens’ perceptions of the likely winner when the pro-
government message was more sophisticated, but not in 1994, when it was
more obviously self-serving.

At a more general level, our reasoning implies that the fit between cam-
paign resources on the one hand, and the chosen targets and methods on the
other, influences campaign impact. Campaigners make choices with an eye
on their resources, but some assets may facilitate counterproductive choices.
Pursuing the matter still further, counterproductive choices may be attri-
buted to the force of circumstances. After all, why was the pro-government
bias of public television so unwisely blatant in 1994? Lack of experience, or
the absence of the checks and balances provided by competing channels
may have been part of the story. But, then, why did the post-1998 centre-
right government return to the high-handed interventionism of the 1990-94
governments? An often-heard justification of the media policies of the centre
right gives a plausible account. It argues that the (self-)selection processes
to elite positions under state socialism were such that most journalists of
the immediate post-communist era are natural partisans of the centre left
and the liberals. Consensual and laissez-faire policies would only sustain an
imbalance that has to be combated by the right to improve one’s lot. In this
light, the apparently counterproductive pro-government campaign on
public television in 1994 could be seen as either the result of pursuing the
long-term goal of transforming the media system at the expense of short-
term vote maximization, or as a structurally induced misperception of
strategic opportunities. In either case, the choices were just shifting shadows
of slow-moving constraints. But they had their own effects.

APPENDIX

Data sets and variables

Data sets

The data used in the chapter are made available via the Hungarian data archive,
TARKI. Random route samples of the adult population (1,200 respondents at a
time) were interviewed with standardized questionnaires in April 1994 (about three
weeks before the first round of the 1994 election), March 1998 and April 1998. The
last two data sets (collected approximately six and three weeks before the first round
of the 1998 election, respectively) are merged in the data analysis below. Between
the first and second round of balloting, as many of the respondents in the pre-election
interviews as could be reached were contacted again, with 719 and 1525 of them
successfully re-interviewed in May 1994 and May 1998, respectively. Only these
respondents were included in the analyses reported here. The data were weighted so
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that in both years the weighted proportion of forty non-overlapping demographic
groups (defined in terms of gender, age, urban versus rural place of residence and
education), and of the overlapping group of Budapest residents, corresponded to the
findings of the 1996 micro-census by the Central Statistical Office.

Variables:

Public television exposure: frequency of watching the first channel of public television
measured on a six- (in 1994 five-) point scale running from 0 = never to 1 = every
day.

Early-campaign party sympathy: the difference between the respondent’s pre-election
rating of the main government party (MDF in 1994, MSZP in 1998) and the main
challenger party (MSZP in 1994, Fidesz-MPP in 1998) on a seven-point feeling
thermometer. Positive values stand for more positive evaluation of the main
government party than the main challenger.

Change in party sympathy: the difference between respondent’s early-campaign party
sympathy and a parallel measured derived from the post-election data. Positive
values indicate that over time the difference became more favourable (or less
unfavourable) for the incumbents.

Early-campaign economic evaluations: pre-election responses to ‘Do you think that in the
last twelve months the economic situation (1) has got much worse, (2) has got some-
what worse, (3) has stayed the same, (4) has got somewhat better, or (5) has got
much better?’

Change in economic evaluations: the difference between the pre- and post-election retro-
spective economic evaluations (measured as described above), with positive values
standing for change towards more favourable retrospective assessments.

Post-campaign economic evaluations in interaction with public television exposure: the product of
the two variables.

Issue position: respondents’ position on selected issues, with high values indicating more
agreement with government than opposition. For 1994, the issue variable is the
respondents’ rating of the importance of ‘removing former communists from posi-
tions of influence’ in the pre-election survey. For 1998, the issue scale runs from
—10 to 410, and sums the original post-election responses, recorded on eleven-
point scales, to self~-administered questions about respondents’ preferences between
tuition-free higher education versus cost-based tuition at universities, and universal
versus means-tested eligibility for child-care allowance.

Issue position in interaction with public television exposure: the product of the two variables.

Perception of the likely winner: the respondents’ pre-election response to a question about
which party is going to win the election. In 1994, the responses were coded as:
1 = MDF, —1 = SZDSZ or FIDESZ, 0 = all else. In 1998, the responses were
coded as: 1 = FKGP, —1 = Fidesz-MPP, 0 = all else.

Vote choice: the respondents’ post-election recalls of which party list they voted for. To
reflect the utility of the vote for pro-government campaigners, the 1994 responses
were coded as: | = MDF, 0 = MSZP, 0.5 = all else. In 1998, the responses were
coded as: 1 = MSZP, 0 = Fidesz-MPP, 0.5 = all else.
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Notes

1 On these terms, see Chapters 7, 8 and 1, respectively.

2 Part of the explanation is the understandable lack in many new democracies of a
culture of public service journalism, and the dominance of a ‘political advocate’
rather than ‘watchdog’ and ‘information provider’ role definition among
journalists.

3 The topics were apparently selected with the consensus of the parties, and only
included major policy areas, broadly corresponding to the jurisdiction of cabinet
ministries.

4 We shall not deal with this event because it was in no way the initiative or under
the control of the media personnel who staged the pro-government campaign on
public television. At any rate, the debate took place ten days after the first round
of the election, and one day after the last interviews were done for the post-election
wave of the 1998 survey.

5 Other information sources were mentioned by just 7 per cent of the respondents.
These data were made available to us by the Median Public Opinion and
Market Research Institute, and refer to a random route sample (n = 1,200),
weighted to match the demographic composition of the adult population.

6 Inboth years, 15-16 per cent could not answer, while the rest saw more or less bias
in television coverage. The sources are the post-election waves of the studies
described in the appendix.

7 Most of the remaining respondents either could not positively answer these ques-
tions, or thought that the coverage was always fair and balanced. Ten per cent
in 1994, and 3 per cent in 1998, mentioned other parties as most favoured by the
coverage.

8 Hungary has a mixed electoral system and the coalition alternatives, at least for
informed actors, are exclusive and fairly clear in advance. The fate of the govern-
ment is decided mainly in the single-member constituencies, in multi-candidate
yet essentially two-way races. In both 1994 and 1998, each party in the govern-
ment coalition had its own candidates in all constituencies, but the MDF in 1994
and the MSZP in 1998 were rightly expected to be the main vote-winners among
the incumbents nearly everywhere. The erstwhile voters for the smaller parties
were believed to have a relatively weak propensity to rally strategically behind
the strongest candidate of their side in the second round. Thus, for someone
interested in the survival of the government, votes for the main government
party had the highest positive value, and votes for the main challenger party the
most negative value.

9 The remaining respondents saw no change or did not know. The sources are the
pre-election waves of the studies described in the appendix.

10 We used the following socio-demographic controls: gender, age, age squared,
education, employment status, place of residence, log of family income, frequency
of church attendance and former Communist Party membership. The additional
involvement variables were frequency of reading any newspaper with some politi-
cal coverage, frequency of listening to radio news, interest in politics and — in
1998 — frequency of watching any of the three main private television channels.

11 We have no data on within-campaign changes in the perception of the likely
winner. Therefore early-campaign perceptions define the dependent variable.

12 This coding reflects the complexity of the strategic context. In some of the last
polls, and in the election, the SZDSZ came second and the MDF third, but in
most polls published in the months before the election FIDESZ — then SZDSZ’s
chief partner in the liberal electoral alliance formed for the 1994 election — was in
second place and the MDF in third or fourth.



13

14

Campaign effects and media monopoly 75

This idea was so much in the air that foundations sympathizing with the Fidesz-
MPP even sponsored media polls to counter the mistaken impression.

The estimated impact of the issues-with-exposure interaction is inflated by the
obvious collinearity with the issue attitude variable, but when we removed the
latter variable from the equation, the impact of the interaction term still remained
positive and statistically significant (data not shown).

Given the inevitable multicollinearity between the interaction terms and their
component parts, we re-estimated the equation by excluding three variables
from the analysis: early-campaign economic evaluations, change of economic
evaluations during the campaign and issue attitudes on their own. Furthermore,
the issues-with-exposure interaction term was altered to reflect that a drop, not
an increase, is expected in the welfare state issues’ impact on the vote as public
television exposure decreases. The new formula multiplied the issue attitudes vari-
able by (1 — public television exposure), rather than by public television expo-
sure. In the results so obtained (not shown), both with and without controls for
socio-demographic variables and further media exposure variables, the two inter-
action terms registered the same effects as in Table 4.4 but with p < 0.05.

The alternative coding assumed that, for partisans of the main government party,
votes for allies were slightly better, and votes for smaller opposition parties slightly
worse, than abstention. Accordingly, voters of possible allies were coded 0.75,
and voters of the possible allies of the main challenger as 0.25.

Maybe there were simply too few voters who could have been persuaded to vote
for the incumbents just for a fear of an MSZP victory.

The non-significant effect in 1998 is hardly a surprise: we would not expect mere
watching of the programme to prompt a vote for the government. Rather, it
should be through the impact of exposure on party sympathy, perceptions, issue
concerns and so forth that we would expect pro-government coverage to boost
behavioural support for the government.
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The most obvious place to look for the effects of election campaigns is in the
realm of persuasion. After all, this is what election campaigns are about: the
strategic efforts of parties and candidates to gain votes by persuading as
many voters as possible to vote for their party’s candidates. We typically
think of persuasion as getting voters to change their opinions of the parties,
the leaders or the issues of the day, but this is too narrow a conception.
In this chapter we focus on a more subtle but none the less important form
of persuasion: getting voters to change the bases on which they decide
their vote.

This is precisely what motivates the parties’ struggle to control the election
agenda. Parties seek to emphasize considerations that will help them — be it
a popular leader or an issue on which they possess a recognized expertise —
and to downplay those that will hurt (Budge and Farlie 1983; Petrocik
1996; Nadeau et al. 2000a). From the parties’ perspective, then, election cam-
paigns can be conceptualized as a competition for control of the agenda.
Political parties, however, are not the only players in this agenda-setting
competition. The media are also potentially critical players (Semetko 1996;
Norris et al. 1999). Political parties rely on the media for communicating
their core messages to voters, but the media do not serve simply as a neutral
transmission belt between the parties and the voters. In a very literal sense,
they mediate the campaign communication flows, highlighting some
messages and downplaying others. This is the essence of the media’s power
to prime (Iyengar and Kinder 1987).

Priming can be thought of as ‘“an extension of agenda-setting’ (Ansolabe-
here et al. 1991: 127; Semetko 1996: 275). Indeed, Miller and Krosnick
(2000) have argued that priming occurs via agenda setting.! Agenda setting
refers to the media’s power to influence the public agenda (McCombs and
Shaw 1972). In the context of elections, the basic proposition is that the
more attention the media pay to an issue, the greater will be its perceived
electoral importance. Priming occurs when extensive media coverage leads
voters to attach more importance to a given consideration in deciding their
vote. Priming can lead people to change their minds, not because they have
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changed their opinions of the leaders, the issues or the parties themselves, but
because the relative weight of those opinions in their decision has changed.
As Johnston and his colleagues (1992: 212) aptly put it, ‘Priming is the
electoral manifestation of the elite struggle for control of the agenda.’

Analyses of priming have emphasized the contingent nature of priming
effects. The focus, though, has been on individual-level conditioning factors
like political interest and knowledge about politics (Krosnick and Kinder
1990; Weaver 1991). What has been overlooked is the conditioning effect of
the election campaign itself. In this chapter, we develop some propositions
about the contingent conditions of priming during election campaigns.
These propositions are then assessed using data from recent Canadian elec-
tion studies. The rolling cross-section design of these studies is particularly
well suited to detecting campaign effects. The analysis is restricted to the
official campaign that begins with the dropping of the election writs. This is
the period when the strategic efforts of parties to win votes are most intense
and when media coverage is most extensive.

What gets primed and when?

Our first proposition relates to the priming of issues. We hypothesize that
1ssue priming will occur only by exception. The conditionality of issue prim-
ing effects is implicit in Norris and her colleagues’ (1999: 182-3) work on
agenda setting in the 1997 British election. The British public apparently
‘followed its own agenda’ (p. 128), an agenda that was driven by social and
economic concerns. Reflecting as they do the preoccupations of day-to-day
living, issues like health care and education and jobs will typically be on the
public agenda long before the election campaign actually begins. It follows
that the scope for agenda setting — and, by extension, priming — during
the election campaign itself will be correspondingly diminished. For issue
priming to occur, the election campaign has to revolve around an issue that
is ‘dramatically new’ (Norris et al. 1999: 129). An example is the 1988
Canadian election campaign. That election amounted to almost a referen-
dum on the issue of ratifying the CGanada—US Free Trade Agreement, and
Mendelsohn (1996a) has shown that the campaign did indeed prime the
issue. When classic valence issues predominate or when multi-issue agendas
prevail, issue priming is much less likely to occur.

What s likely to occur more routinely is the priming of leadership. In fact,
Mendelsohn’s (1996a) central proposition was that the personalized nature
of media coverage serves to prime leadership considerations. He links this
priming effect with Iyengar’s (1991) arguments about the predominance of
episodic framing in news reports. By failing to situate political issues in some
broader context, news reports encourage the public to attribute undue
responsibility to individual political actors (as opposed to political parties
or larger societal forces). Mendelsohn also points to the large body of
research that has demonstrated the media’s propensity to personalize issues,
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downplay political parties, and encourage ‘the rise of candidate-centered
politics” (Wattenberg 1991) in the United States.

As a presidential system, the United States may be particularly prone to
the personalization of politics, but there 1s evidence that leadership has a
significant independent effect on the vote (though not necessarily on election
outcomes) in Westminster-style parliamentary systems like Australia,
Britain, Canada and New Zealand as well (Graetz and McAllister 1987,
Bean and Mughan 1989; Clarke et al. 1991; Stewart and Clarke 1992; Bean
1993; Crewe and King 1994; Nevitte et al. 2000). Whether leadership has
become more important to the vote in parliamentary systems remains an
open question (Gidengil et al. 2000), but the presumption is that the changing
nature of the mass media has played an important role in focusing attention
on the party leaders (McAllister 1996), and so have changes in campaign
strategy. Such is the personalized nature of media coverage in Canada that
a party will typically receive little or no coverage on the nightly news if the
leader takes the day off from campaigning (Mendelsohn 1993). There are
good reasons, then, to expect that election campaigns will generally tend to
prime leadership, unless a dramatically new issue dominates the agenda, and
that the extent to which leadership is primed in any given campaign will be
a function of the degree to which the campaign is ‘personalized’ (as the
result of a deliberate strategy on the part of campaign managers and/or the
media’s personalizing style of reporting).

One likely corollary of personalized coverage is the muting of partisanship
(see Mendelsohn 1996a). Indeed, we predict that the more leadership gets
primed over the course of an election campaign, the more muted partisanship
will become. This is consistent with the role of party identification in the
original Michigan model. Partisan ties may have weakened,? but there are
still many voters who have long-term affective ties with a particular party
that predispose them to vote for that party. Short-term forces, though, may
intervene to sway their vote. Figuring prominently among those short-term
forces are evaluations of the leaders. If short-term forces do induce temporary
defections, then partisanship should become decreasingly important as the
election campaign progresses. This muting of partisanship will be contingent
on the pull of the short-term forces: the stronger the priming of leadership,
the less important party identification will become to the vote. Both effects
will be heightened by media exposure (see Mendelsohn 1996a).

Our final proposition relates to the effects of interpersonal communication.
Drawing on the work of Huckfeldt and Sprague (1987) and MacKuen and
Brown (1987), Mendelsohn hypothesizes that interpersonal communications
will serve to prime issues. The logic here is that conversations about politics
are likely to focus on aspects of the election that are particularly salient in
people’s every day lives and that means the issues that affect them. Moreover,
political discussion is a much less passive way of acquiring information
(Lenart 1994) and so, presumably, the objects of discussion are likely to
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weigh more heavily in the voting decision. This leads Mendelsohn (1996a) to
predict that political discussion will provide a possible offsetting influence to
the media. Indeed, he found that the priming of the free trade issue in the
1988 Canadian election was due to the effect of interpersonal communication
rather than media exposure.

Again, though, we would argue that this happens only by exception.
As Mendelsohn (1996a: 121) himself cautions, the counterbalancing effects
of interpersonal communications may be much less evident ‘under more typi-
cal campaign conditions’ when no single issue dominates. When the issue
agenda 1s more varied and the issues themselves reflect voters’ on-going
priorities, political discussion appears unlikely to offset the media’s emphasis
on the leaders. Indeed, in the absence of a novel and divisive issue, political
discussion may, if anything, serve to reinforce media messages.” To the
extent that leaders dominate the election campaign, they are also likely to
dominate discussions about the election campaign. This is especially likely
when the issues at stake are valence issues (like inflation and unemployment)
that focus attention on who will do the best job of dealing with them. Accord-
ingly, we predict that it takes a dramatic new issue for interpersonal com-
munication to offset the media’s priming of leadership.

Variations in campaign context

Recent Canadian election campaigns illustrate just how much campaign
contexts can vary.! The 1988 Canadian election brought to the fore exactly
the sort of ‘dramatically new’ (Norris ezal. 1999: 129) issue that could reshape
the public agenda in the relatively short time span of an election campaign.®
The election campaign was dominated, to a degree unusual in Canadian
elections, by a single issue, the Canada—US Free Trade Agreement (see
Johnston et al. 1992). When asked which issue was most important to them
personally, 62 per cent of respondents in the 1988 Canadian Election Study
mentioned free trade (see Figure 5.1). There is reason to believe, then, that
the 1988 election campaign was particularly likely to see issue priming.
Notwithstanding the dominance of the free trade issue, the 1988 election
campaign also kept the spotlight on the party leaders. The two opposition
parties pursued a very deliberate strategy of personalizing the free trade
issue as the ‘Mulroney trade deal’ and there is every indication that this
rhetorical ploy was effective (Johnston et al. 1992). Moreover, the campaign
featured a particularly acrimonious televised debate among the party leaders
during which the Liberal leader, John Turner, accused his Conservative
counterpart of selling out the country. However, account also has to be
taken of the offsetting role of interpersonal communication. It is likely that
the free trade issue dominated discussions about the election campaign.
Seventy-one per cent of those who reported discussing politics with others
over the previous week named free trade as the most important issue to
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Figure 5.1 Single-issue dominance, by election.

them personally (see Figure 5.1). Given the dominance of the issue, it is
plausible that interpersonal communication served to counterbalance
media priming of leadership.

The Conservatives won the 1988 election. Five years later, though, the
party had become massively unpopular in the wake of failed attempts to
resolve the constitutional impasse, the introduction of a controversial Goods
and Services Tax, and chronically high unemployment. In the hope of restor-
ing their party’s fortunes, the Conservatives chose Kim Campbell to become
their new leader and, briefly, Canada’s first female Prime Minister. It was
not to be. The 1993 election proved to be an ‘electoral earthquake’, shatter-
ing Canada’s traditional two-plus-one party system. The Conservative
Party, long one of Canada’s two major parties, was reduced to a mere two
seats in Parliament, and two new political parties broke through — the Bloc
Quebecois in Quebec and the Reform Party in western Canada. 1993 was
the first election as party leader for all five leaders. The election was won by
the Liberal Party, Canada’s dominant party for much of the post-war period.

No single issue emerged to dominate the electoral agenda. When respon-
dents in the Canadian Election Study were asked to name the most important
issue to them personally, the modal response — jobs — received only 37 per
cent of mentions, followed by government spending and programmes at
27 per cent (Figure 5.1). Not only was the issue agenda varied, but un-
employment was a classic valence issue. Kim Campbell misstepped on the
jobs issue on the opening day of the campaign, and within days she was also
being accused of having a ‘hidden agenda’ to cut spending on social
programmes.
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In the absence of a dramatically new issue, the 1993 election was unlikely
to prime issues. And the priming of leadership was unlikely to be offset by
interpersonal communication. Only 38 per cent of respondents who reported
discussing politics over the previous week mentioned jobs as the most impor-
tant issue to them personally and they were scarcely more likely to name
this issue than respondents who had not discussed politics in the previous
week. In other words, the topics of political discussion are likely to have
been more varied than in 1988 and less focused on a single issue.

The 1997 clection campaign was also an unlikely setting for issue priming.
The Liberal Party campaigned on its record and the opposition parties
responded by attacking that record. Again, no single issue dominated the
agenda. The most frequently named issue in the 1997 Canadian Election
Study was again jobs, but now it was mentioned by only 29 per cent of
respondents, followed by government spending and programmes at 24 per
cent. The figures were scarcely higher among those who reported having
discussed politics over the past few days.

With three new leaders contesting the election, and opposition parties
portraying the Liberal leader as ‘yesterday’s man’, leadership was very
much on the agenda in the 1997 campaign. The Conservative Party was led
by an attractive new leader who can take much of the credit for rescuing his
party from electoral oblivion (Nevitte et al. 2000). Given this electoral con-
text, we should expect to find strong evidence of leadership priming during
the 1997 election campaign.

Data and methods

In order to assess our hypotheses about the nature and extent of priming,
we analyse data from the 1988, 1993 and 1997 Canadian Election Studies.
The surveys were Canada-wide and were conducted using computer-assisted
telephone interviewing.® All three studies used a rolling cross-section design
for the campaign-wave survey. This design is particularly well suited to test-
ing hypotheses about priming. For each survey, respondents were inter-
viewed throughout the campaign, beginning the day the election writs were
issued and ending on the final day of the campaign. The overall samples
were broken down into replicates, one for each day of the campaign, with
the date of interview constituting a random event. Because each daily repli-
cate is as similar to the others as random sampling variation permits, all
that distinguishes the replicates (within the range of sampling error) is the
date of interview. This makes for an extremely powerful design for assessing
campaign dynamics and media effects.

The leader variable is a comparative evaluation derived from 100-point
leader rating scales.” There is growing evidence that voters do not evaluate
leaders discretely, but make these evaluations on a comparative basis
(Miller and Wattenberg 1985; Mishler ez al. 1989; Nadeau et al. 1996).
As Nadeau and his colleagues note, ‘This is perhaps so because elections
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themselves are by their very nature comparative; two or more candidates
vie for a post, and only one secures office’ (1996: 248). They also point out
that the ‘point—counterpoint’ (Ansolabehere et al. 1993) nature of media
coverage encourages leaders to be seen in relation to one another rather
than separately. Finally, and crucially, leader evaluations are likely to
matter to vote choice only to the extent that one leader is judged better than
another (Mishler et al. 1989: 230—1). Accordingly, our leader variable is the
difference between the voter’s ratings of the leader of the winning party and
the highest rated of the other party leaders, re-scaled to run from —1 to +1.
Respondents who said they knew nothing about a leader were not asked to
rate that leader.

For the 1988 election, the issue position variable was represented by
opinion about the Canada—US Free Trade Agreement.® The choice of issue
variable was complicated for the 1993 and 1997 elections by the lack of a
single dominant issue. As we saw above, jobs were the modal response in
both elections when respondents were asked to name the most important
issue to them personally, followed quite closely by government spending
and programmes. We have chosen jobs as the issue for 1997, but for 1993 we
have opted for spending cuts.” The decision to go with spending cuts rather
than jobs for 1993 was an empirical one. Spending cuts (unlike jobs) were
mentioned much more frequently by those who discussed politics than by
those who did not. This was similar to the pattern for free trade in 1988.
Moreover, views on spending cuts had a more robust initial relationship
with vote intention than did views about unemployment. This is not surpris-
ing given the tenor of the 1993 campaign. The Liberal Party attacked the
Conservative and Reform Party proposals for eliminating the federal
budget deficit within five and three years, respectively, arguing that both
parties had a hidden plan to cut social programmes. The Conservatives’
supposed secret agenda was the subject of a good deal of media speculation
and may well have been the key to the party’s collapse in the 1993 election
(Johnston et al. 1994). In 1997, by contrast, jobs were clearly the most salient
issue. When respondents were asked to rate the personal importance of a
series of issues in the 1997 campaign, many more rated ‘creating jobs’ as
‘very important’ (83 per cent) than was the case for ‘protecting social pro-
grammes’ (59 per cent) or its flip side ‘reducing the deficit’ (59 per cent).
And it 1s clear that negative perceptions about unemployment hurt the
incumbent Liberals on election day, despite their efforts to campaign on a
record of deficit reduction (Nadeau ef al. 2000b). Because creating employ-
ment is a classic valence issue, we used evaluations of the incumbent’s perfor-
mance on the jobs front as the issue variable.!”

The choice of media variable is complicated by differences in the questions
asked in the three election studies. While the 1988 survey asked about media
exposure and attention to the media, the 1993 survey only included questions
about media exposure and the 1997 survey only inquired about attention to



Priming and campaign context 83

news about the election on television or in the newspapers.!'! This raises the
question of whether comparisons across the three elections are confounded
by differences in the media variable. There is reason to believe that media
consumption is better captured by attention measures (Chaffee and Schleu-
der 1986; Mutz 1992; Joslyn and Ceccoli 1996). In particular, exposure mea-
sures are likely to understate the impact of television news because they
imply a lower cognitive engagement than attention measures (Chaffee and
Schleuder 1986). Clearly, then, exposure and attention should be viewed as
distinct variables whose effects may potentially be different (Krosnick and
Brannon 1993). Whether they are, in fact, different is an empirical question.
Fortunately, the inclusion of both exposure and attention measures in the
1988 study allows their effects to be compared empirically. It turns out that
the basic conclusions are not affected by the choice of media variable.'?
Since the interaction terms involving media attention produced severe multi-
collinearity problems in 1988 (see note 14), we have opted to present the
results for media exposure only.

The analysis proceeds in stages, adding first-order and then second-order
interactive terms to the initial estimation. The key independent variables
are comparative leader ratings, issue position and party identification.'?
The first-order interactives are obtained by multiplying each of the three
original independent variables by day of the campaign. Their effects indi-
cate how the relative weight of each of the independent variables changed
as the campaign progressed. There are two sets of second-order interactives.
The first set is generated by multiplying the independent variables by day of
the campaign and the level of media consumption, while the second set is
obtained by multiplying the independent variables by day of the campaign
and political discussion.!* These terms indicate how the relative weight of
the independent variables changed as the campaign progressed and as
media consumption and political discussion, respectively, increased. All
estimation is performed using logistic regression, with vote intention as the
dependent variable. The dependent variable 1s coded 1 for a vote for the
winning party (the Conservative Party in 1988 and the Liberal Party in
1993 and 1997) and O for a vote for another party. Minor-party voters and
those with no stated vote intention are excluded from the analyses. In order
to ensure that the observed effects were not simply due to differences in

political sophistication, we include controls for interest and education.!”

Findings

Table 5.1 presents the initial estimation. We can see that each of the three
independent variables is significantly related to vote intentions. This is the
case for all three elections. As predicted, the effects of comparative leader
evaluations were stronger in the two later elections. Leadership seems to
have been an especially important factor in 1993, the year of Canada’s
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Table 5.1 The impact of leaders, issues and party identification on vote intentions

Variable 1988 1993 1997

Constant —0.89 (0.43)** 0.47 (0.30) —0.66 (0.35)*

Leaders 4.78 (0.46)**** 752 (0.45)**** 560 (0.4])****

Party identification 1.86 (0.16)**** .63 (0.11)**%* 217 (0.12)%%**

Issue position 1.24 (0.11)**** 1,16 (0.38)%** 0.64 (0.15)%**%**

Media consumption —0.16 (0.34) 0.20 (0.23) 0.03 (0.36)

Date of interview —0.42 (0.35) —0.08 (0.23) —0.08 (0.27)

Interest in the election  0.02 (0.41) —0.22 (0.26) 0.79 (0.39)**

Education 1.08 (0.47)** 0.09 (0.33) 0.55 (0.37)

Discussed politics 0.41 (0.22)* —0.16 (0.16) —0.22 (0.21)

% correctly predicted 90.0 87.6 88.4

2 x log likelihood 766.81 1,464.42 1,121.81
(df = 1,540) (df =2,248) (df =1,904)

Chi-square 1,359.11 1,556.39 1,434.39

(df:ll) (df=11) (df=11)
N 1,552 2,260 1,916
Notes

Maximum likelihood estimate coeflicients; standard errors in parentheses. **** p < 0.001;
*% p < 0.01; **p < 0.05 *p < 0.10.

‘electoral earthquake’. Not surprisingly, party identification had its weakest
impact in the same election. The issue variables are not directly comparable
across elections because of differences in measurement, but we can see that
the issue effect was a little less robust in 1993.

Not only was leadership a more important factor in both 1993 and 1997,
but it was only in these two elections that the election campaign primed
leadership. As Table 5.2 shows, the predictive power of leadership evalua-
tions significantly increased as the election campaign evolved. As the vote
drew closer, voters became more likely to base their vote choice on their
relative evaluations of the party leaders. The 1988 campaign turns out to be
the exception. Indeed, the interactive term has the wrong sign, though the
effect is not robust enough to infer that the election campaign actually
muted leadership.!®

What does get primed in 1988 is clearly the free trade issue. The effect 1s
robust. As the election campaign progressed, opinions about the Canada—
US Free Trade Agreement loomed larger in people’s vote choice. This is
hardly surprising. After all, the 1988 election amounted to a virtual referen-
dum on the agreement. As predicted, campaigns do not routinely prime
issues. There is no hint of a priming effect in either 1993 or 1997. In both
years, the effects are no larger than their standard errors and, in any case,
have the wrong signs. Clearly, the 1988 election was indeed an exceptional
case, dominated as it was by a single issue and aptly dubbed ‘the free trade
election’.
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Table 5.2 The priming of leaders, issues and party identification

Variable 1988 1993 1997

Constant —0.79 (0.44)* 0.49 (0.32) —0.65 (0.35)*

Leaders 5.78 (0.96)**** 583 (0.87)%*** 394 (0.78)%****

Party identification 2.18 (0.33)****  1.91 (0.23)****  2.66 (0.28)****

Issue position 0.74 (0.24)*** 1.83 (0. 84)** 0.87 (0.30)***

Leader x date —1.99 (1.56) 3.36 (1.53)** 3.37 (1.41)**

Party identity x date  —0.64 (0.57) —0.54 (0.38) —0.86 (0.43)**

Issue x date 1.02 (0.42)** —1.32 (1.36) —0.44 (0.50)

Media consumption —0.07 (0.34) 0.22 (0.23) —0.02 (0.36)

Date of interview —0.76 (0.39)** —0.17 (0.34) —0.14 (0.28)

Interest in the election —0.05 (0.41) —0.21 (0.26) 0.84 (0.39)%**

Education 1.20 (0.47)*** 0.10 (0.33) 0.59 (0.37)

Discussed politics 0.43 (0.23)* —0.16 (0.16) —0.21 (0.21)

% correctly predicted 90.8 88.1 88.8

2 x log likelihood 758.87 1,457.08 1,110.70
(df=1,537) (df =2,245) (df =1,901)

Chi-square 1,367.05 1,563.73 1,445.50

(df=14) (df=14) (df=14)
N 1,552 2,260 1,916
Notes

Maximum likelihood estimate coeflicients; standard errors in parentheses. **** p < 0.001;
*k% p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.10.

The final prediction was that the priming of leadership would mute parti-
sanship. In all three elections, the interaction term has the correct sign,
though the coefficient is robust only in 1997. As the 1997 election campaign
unfolded, partisanship came to matter less and less to the vote, just as leader
evaluations came to matter more. The 1997 campaign clearly primed leader-
ship to the detriment of partisanship.

Table 5.3 addresses the role of the media. The results show that the media
did prime the free trade issue during the 1988 election campaign. As media
consumption increased and as election day drew closer, opinion about the
free trade agreement became more important to the vote. But Table 5.3 also
confirms that issue priming occurs only by exception: in both 1993 and
1997 the issue interaction term was not only non-significant but had the
wrong sign. In both 1993 and 1997 it was clearly leadership that got
primed. As the campaign progressed and as media consumption went up,
voters came to rely more on their relative evaluations of the leaders and less
on their partisan cues. As predicted, the muting of partisanship appears to
be related to the priming of leadership. Leadership was not as strongly
primed in 1993 asin 1997, and we can see that the interaction term involving
party identification approaches statistical significance only in that year. In
1997, on the other hand, the party identification interaction term indicates
a robust effect.
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Table 5.3 Media consumption and priming

Variable 1988 1993 1997

Constant —0.77 (0.44)* 0.41 (0.33) —0.63 (0.35)*

Leaders 4.64 (0.77)**** 5094 (0.68)****  3.86 (0.57)****

Party identification 2.08 (0.28)**** 184 (0.18)**%* 260 (0.2])%***

Issue position 0.95 (0.20)****  1.4]1 (0.56)%** 0.69 (0.23)***

Leader x media x date 0.29 (1.81) 5.64 (1.98)*** 8.38 (2.21)****

Party identification x

media X date —0.65 (0.63) —0.70 (0.44) —1.42 (0.57)***

Issue x media x date 0.84 (0.46)* —1.18 (1.45) —0.26 (0.67)

Media consumption —0.22 (0.34) 0.19 (0.27) 0.01 (0.38)

Date of interview —0.59 (0.36)* —0.07 (0.27) —0.04 (0.28)

Interest in the election —0.02 (0.41) —0.21 (0.26) 0.88 (0.39)**

Education 1.16 (0.47)*** 0.13 (0.33) 0.58 (0.37)

Discussed politics 0.42 (0.22)* —0.16 (0.16) —0.30 (0.22)

% correctly predicted 90.2 88.2 88.5

2 x log likelihood 762.36 1,454.06 1,096.52
(df=1,537) (df =2,245) (df=1,901)

Chi-square 1,363.56 1,566.76 1,459.68
(df=14) (df=14) (df=14)

N 1,552 2,260 1,916

Notes

Maximum likelihood estimate coeflicients; standard errors in parentheses. **** p < 0.001;
*k p < 0.01; **p < 0.05 *p < 0.10.

This leaves the role of political discussion. Mendelsohn (1996a) hypothe-
sizes that interpersonal communications will serve as a buffer against media
messages: while media consumption primes leadership, talking about politics
will make issues more salient. For 1988 his prediction is neatly confirmed
(see Table 5.4). Comparative leader evaluations became more important as
the campaign unfolded and as media consumption went up. Conversely, as
the propensity to talk about politics increased over the course of the cam-
paign, the free trade issue grew in significance and the impact of leadership
declined. There is clear evidence, then, for the proposition that the media
and interpersonal communications pull voters in opposite directions when it
comes to what matters to their vote. As predicted, though, this pattern is
peculiar to 1988. There is not even a hint of a similar pattern in either 1993
or 1997.'7 In fact, if anything, political discussion enhanced the importance
of leadership in 1993, suggesting that interpersonal communications may
actually have reinforced media messages. It appears, again, that the 1988
election was a special case where a single issue dominated political discussion
to an unusual degree. While we do not have any direct evidence on the con-
tent of people’s conversations about politics, the data on the most important
issue (see above) strongly suggest that the issue content of political discussion
was more varied in both 1993 and 1997.
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Table 5.4 Media consumption, interpersonal communication and priming

Variable 1988 1993 1997
Constant —0.63 (0.45) 0.38 (0.34) —0.62 (0.36)*
Leaders 5.04 (0.82)**** 563 (0.71)**** 386 (0.65)****
Party identification 2.08 (0.28)**** 18] (0.19)**%* 266 (0.24)%***
Issue position 0.80 (0.20)****  1.38 (0.60)** 0.78 (0.25)***
Leader x media x date 5.11 (2.42)%** 3.68 (2.41) 8.16 (2.72)***
Party identification x

media x date —0.63 (0.90) —0.90 (0.56) —1.13 (0.75)
Issue x media x date —0.84 (0.61) —1.26 (1.64) 0.21 (0.86)
Leader x discussed x

date —5.17 (1.75)%** 2.25 (1.61) 0.14 (1.54)
Party identification x

discussed x date 0.11 (0.69) 0.24 (0.41) —0.29 (0.51)
Issue x discussed X

date 1.91 (0.45)**** 0.13 (1.16) —0.49 (0.55)
Media consumption 0.12 (0.36) 0.17 (0.28) 0.02 (0.38)
Date of interview —0.68 (0.37)* —0.04 (0.28) —0.07 (0.28)
Interest in the election  0.03 (0.42) —0.21 (0.26) 0.89 (0.40)%**
Education 1.08 (0.49)** 0.13 (0.33) 0.57 (0.37)
Discussed politics 0.07 (0.24) —0.12 (0.20) —0.32 (0.22)
% correctly predicted 90.9 88.4 88.7
2 X log likelihood 737.19 1,451.64 1,095.50

(df =1,534) (df =2,242) (df=1,898)
Chi-square 1,388.73 1,569.17 1,460.70
(df=17) (df=17) (df=17)

N 1,552 2,260 1,916
Notes

Maximum likelihood estimate coeflicients; standard errors in parentheses. **** p < 0.001;
*Hkp < 0.01; **p <0.05; *p < 0.10.

Discussion

Clearly election campaigns can affect the bases on which people decide their
vote. As the weeks pass, some considerations will grow in importance while
others become less salient. This is the essence of priming. Our findings contri-
bute to the understanding of priming by demonstrating the conditioning
effect of the election campaign itself. Election campaigns, even within a
single political system, are not all of a piece. It seems that the 1988 Canadian
election was unusual in the degree to which a single issue dominated the
campaign. The priming effect of the election campaign was clear: as the
weeks passed, the free trade issue became increasingly important to people’s
vote choice. As predicted, no such effect was detectable in either of the two
subsequent elections. In neither election did a single issue or set of issues
dominate the public agenda, and the issues that were uppermost in voters’
minds — social spending and jobs — were not the sorts of issues that are
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susceptible to priming. These issues were neither novel nor dramatic in the
way that free trade was in 1988. Instead, they reflected on-going concerns
that were likely to have been salient to voters even before the official election
campaign began. The scope for issue priming, via the media or personal dis-
cussion, was correspondingly limited. Since new and dramatic issues do not,
by their very nature, appear routinely on the public agenda, we can conclude
that issue priming may be the exception rather than the norm.

What may well be more normal is the priming of leadership. This effect
was apparent in both 1993 and 1997. As predicted, leadership became more
salient over the course of both election campaigns, and media consumption
clearly played a role in priming leadership. As the election campaign pro-
gressed and as media consumption increased, relative evaluations of the
leaders became more important to the vote. In 1988, though, this priming
effect appears only when the dynamic effects of political discussion are incor-
porated into the model (and it was completely offset by the pull of political
discussion in the opposite direction).!®

As predicted, the muting of partisanship is inversely related to the priming
of leadership. A comparison of the results for the 1993 and 1997 election
campaigns lends weight to the notion that the priming of leadership and the
downplaying of partisanship are related: the more leadership is primed (as
media consumption goes up and the campaign unfolds), the less important
party identification becomes to the vote.

There is very little support for Mendelsohn’s (1996a) prediction about the
priming effects of interpersonal communication. As he suspected, the 1988
election campaign was probably exceptional in the degree to which a single
issue dominated political discussion. When the issue agenda is more varied
and the issues themselves reflect voters’ on-going priorities, political discus-
sion appears unlikely to serve as a counterbalance to the media’s emphasis
on the leaders. Indeed, it is possible that political discussion actually
reinforces media messages. Clearly, we need to know more about the content
of political discussion. We cannot assume that political discussion will revolve
around the issues of the day. It is quite possible that interpersonal communi-
cation, like media coverage, focuses on the leaders.

The rolling cross-section design of the Canadian election studies provides a
powerful means of examining campaign effects. While we were unable to
incorporate measures of media content into our models, the inference that
the effects of media consumption mirror patterns of media coverage is
certainly plausible. There is ample evidence in Canada, as elsewhere, that
media coverage is typically preoccupied with the leaders (Mendelsohn
1993, 1996b; National Media Archive 1993). And it should be noted that
the media priming hypothesis does not require the media to focus increasing
attention on leadership for priming to occur. As Fan (1988) argues, what
really matters is the cumulative effect of repeated patterns of coverage.

In thisstudy, we have emphasized the contingent nature of priming and we
have tested some propositions about the conditioning effects of campaigns.
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Our study, though, has only compared campaigns within a single political
system. What differences might we expect across political systems? The
most obvious distinction to make i1s between presidential and parliamentary
systems. McAllister (1996) has argued persuasively that leadership effects
should be strongest in presidential systems and the fact that ‘candidate-
centered politics’ (Wattenberg 1991) first became visible in the United States
lends weight to his argument. Candidate-centred politics are, of course,
particularly conducive to the priming of leadeship. Semetko (1996) has also
pointed to the possible importance of the electoral system, the argument
being that politics will be more party-centred in systems with proportional
representation. It follows that there will be less scope for priming leadership.
Another contextual variable that needs to be taken into consideration is the
nature of the party system. Semetko (1996) suggests that stronger party
systems (like Britain’s) afford party elites more discretion in setting the cam-
paign agenda. To the extent that the media’s power to prime presupposes
their power to set the campaign agenda, priming effects will be weaker.!?

This discussion of context raises the question of how we should characterize
the institutional setting, and hence the potential for priming, in the case of
Canada. On a continuum of parliamentary systems, Canada would rank
toward the ‘presidentialized’ pole. Indeed, even back in the 1970s there was
a good deal of speculation about the presidentialization of Canadian politics
and the dominance of the executive (Smith 1977; Savoie 1999). More inter-
esting than the phenomenon of presidentialization, perhaps, is the fact that
Canada has a party system in flux. In the unfamiliar terrain of multipartyism
under Westminster-style rules, comparative leader evaluations may serve as
a particularly valuable guide to vote choice.

Notes

The authors gratefully acknowledge the financial support of the Social Sciences and
Humanities Research Council of Canada under its Major Collaborative Research
Initiatives Programme.

1 Thisis at odds with conventional wisdom, which assumes that priming is mediated
via accessibility. In other words, the more attention the media pay to an issue,
the more likely that issue is to come to mind and thus influence people’s political
judgements.

2 Bartels (2000) represents a fundamental challenge to the partisan decline thesis in
the United States.

3 Mendelsohn (1996a) did recognize this possibility.

4 An election was also held in November 2000, but the election study data were not
available at the time of writing.

5 Debate about the Canada—US Free Trade Agreement was cast very much in
terms of competing claims about jobs and social programmes (which may also
help to explain its capacity to dominate the campaign agenda), but the issue
itself was clearly new to the public.

6 The campaign-wave sample sizes were 3,609 in 1988, 3,775 in 1993 and 3,949
in 1997. The response rates were 57 per cent, 64 per cent and 59 per cent,
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respectively. The principal investigators were Richard Johnston, André Blais,
Henry E. Brady, and Jean Créte for the 1988 Canadian Election Study, Richard
Johnston, André Blais, Henry E. Brady, Elisabeth Gidengil and Neil Nevitte for
the 1993 Canadian Election Study, and André Blais, Elisabeth Gidengil, Richard
Nadeau and Neil Nevitte for the 1997 Canadian Election Study. The fieldwork
for all three studies was conducted by the Institute for Social Research at
York University and all three studies were funded by the Social Sciences and
Humanities Research Council of Canada. Technical documentation is available
from the Institute for Social Research and the data are also archived at the
ICPSR.

Mendelsohn (1996a) used comparative trustworthiness ratings to represent leader
evaluations in 1988. We prefer to use overall evaluations because different
campaigns and different personalities can bring different traits to the fore.
‘Oppose’ was coded —1, ‘neither support nor oppose’ and ‘don’t know’ were coded
0, and ‘support’ was coded 1.

Respondents were asked whether they would cut spending for pensions and old
age security, health care, unemployment insurance and education, respectively,
‘alot’ (coded 0), ‘some’ (coded 0.5) or ‘not at all’ (coded 1). A simple additive
scale was created, rescaled to run from 0 to 1, with 1 indicating no cuts in any of
the four areas.

Responses have been rescaled to run from —1, ‘not good at all’, to 1, ‘very good’,
with ‘don’t know’ coded 0.

Media exposure is represented by the total number of days the respondent said he
or she had watched the news on television or read a newspaper in the previous
week. Media attention is represented by the amount of attention the respondent
reported paying to news about the election on television and in the newspaper
over the previous few days. Both measures were rescaled to run from 0 to 1.
It was not feasible to examine the effects of each medium separately. There is
evidence, though, of media priming, whether the respondent relies on television
or on print (Mendelsohn 1994).

The same is true of differences in the measurement of political interest. While the
1988 and 1997 surveys measured both interest in politics generally and interest in
the election, the 1993 survey measured only interest in the election. Whether
general political interest or interest in the election is used in 1988 and 1997, the
results are the same. Accordingly, for the sake of consistency across elections, we
present the results using interest in the election.

Those who identified very strongly or fairly strongly with the winning party are
coded 1, while those who identified very strongly or fairly strongly with another
party were coded —1. Weak identifiers, leaners and non-identifiers are coded 0.
Weak identifiers are not counted as partisans because they seem to lack the sort
of psychological attachment to their party that the concept of party identification
implies. When asked whether they think of themselves as close to any particular
political party, weak identifiers are no more likely than leaners to answer in the
affirmative (Blais et al. 1999).

The political discussion variable is a binary variable, coded 1 for respondents who
reported having discussed politics with other people over the past week (1988/
93) orin the last few days (1997). The inclusion of higher-order interactives neces-
sarily creates problems with multicollinearity. This makes for inefficiency which
shows up in the form of inflated standard errors. The practical effect is to provide
a more conservative test. The one instance where multicollinearity appears to be
a fatal problem is in 1988, when media attention is used to represent media con-
sumption. Adding the political discussion terms to the model causes the second-
order interactive term for media consumption and issue position to change sign,
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even while remaining statistically significant. Accordingly, we have chosen to use
media exposure instead for the 1988 estimations. This does not materially affect
the results in any other respect.

The eleven levels of education were rescaled to run from 0 to 1. Following Mendel-
sohn (1996a), controls were also included for region, using a series of dummy
variables for Atlantic Canada, Quebec and the West. Region is the single most
important electoral cleavage in Canada. To simplify the presentation of results,
the regional coefficients are not shown in the tables, which focus on the substan-
tively important results.

It is consistent, though, with detailed analyses of campaign dynamics which show
that ratings of Mulroney had less impact on the Conservative vote following the
televised leaders’ debates (Johnston et al. 1992: chapter 8).

Given the multicollinearity problems entailed in the use of second-order inter-
actives, the models were re-estimated without the media terms. The results were
even less favourable to the proposition about the priming effects of political discus-
sion. They suggested that, just like the media, political discussion primed leader-
ship and, at leastin 1997, muted partisanship.

Mendelsohn (1994: 119) himself found that the priming effect of media consump-
tion was not very robust (the statistical significance was ‘underwhelming’) until
the political discussion terms were added to the model.

Other, more idiosyncratic, factors to bear in mind are the legal context and the
length of election campaigns. Norris and her colleagues (1999: 115-16), for
example, suggest that the legal regulations governing political broadcasting, and
especially the requirement of ‘political balance’, may limit the media’s agenda-
setting role. As for campaign length, it is plausible that longer election campaigns
are more conducive to priming effects. It is worth noting, though, that the 1997
Canadian election campaign (at thirty-six days) was almost two weeks shorter
than the previous election campaign and yet media priming of leadership (and
the muting of partisanship) was even more in evidence.



6 Candidate-centred
campaigns and their effects
in an open list system

The case of Finland

Ilkka Ruostetsaar: and Mikko Mattila

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the factors that influenced the
electoral success of candidates in the Finnish parliamentary elections of
21 March 1999. The Finnish electoral system uses open lists, where a candi-
date’s election is determined on the basis of a personal vote (a preferential
system). In other words, the party organizations cannot prioritize the rank
order of candidates; the voters alone decide their fate (e.g. Gallagher et al.
2001: 314). Thus the system emphasizes candidates’ personal qualities,
available resources and campaigning efforts. In fact, the open list system
combined with the d’Hondt method of allocating the seats means that the
most serious competitor for a candidate may well be from the same party,
not from other parties. Compared with systems with closed lists, the Finnish
system encourages individual candidates to invest much more time, effort
and money in their election campaigns to secure their success. This is why
Finnish election campaigns can be called candidate-centred as opposed to
party-centred campaigns.

The main research question in this chapter is how much do campaigns
matter in candidate-centred elections? We use survey data from an electoral
district in the Tampere region of Finland collected during the 1999 election
campaign. We analyse factors influencing the votes for individual candi-
dates. Three rival models of possible influence on a candidate’s personal
vote are tested, two of which place stress on the candidates’ campaigns. The
first model emphasizes the candidates’ prior political experience in determining
their electoral success. Political experience is based on such things as candi-
dates’ status as incumbent MPs, or municipal councillors, or their participa-
tion in previous elections. The remaining two models focus on candidates’
campaigns. While the second model concentrates on organizational aspects of
the campaign, the third model’s focus is on the candidates’ access to advertis-
ing resources. We investigate how candidates’ advertising expenditure in news-
papers, on television and on radio are related to their election result.

We start with a discussion about the Finnish electoral system. Then we
introduce our three models and evaluate their merits based on descriptive
univariate and bivariate analysis. In the final part of the chapter we use
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multiple regression analysis to test the models in a multivariate setting to see
which model performs best in terms of its explanatory power.

The Finnish electoral system and the recruitment
of MPs

The opportunities to become a legislator in Finland are heavily influenced
by the electoral system and the legal regulations surrounding the recruit-
ment process. The 200 members of the unicameral Finnish parliament
(Eduskunta) are elected for a four-year term on the basis of proportional
representation. For electoral purposes, the country is divided into fifteen con-
stituencies. Fourteen multi-member constituencies vary in size from seven to
thirty-one members, with the exception of the single-member self-governing
province of Aland. This means that in practice an electoral threshold exists
in the smallest constituencies, even though there are no formal national or
constituency thresholds (Helander 1997b: 57).

Usually, in Scandinavian elections the parties nominate the candidates
and decide their rank order. The voters’ task is to determine the distribution
of mandates, while the parties determine which candidates are to be elected.
In Finland open lists are used: the candidates are not ranked, and so the
voters have decision-making power over both functions. Under the Finnish
system electors vote for individual candidates. Every candidate is assigned a
number and voters cast their ballot for an individual candidate by writing
down the number of the candidate on the ballot. The seats are allocated to
parties, based on the total vote for all the party’s candidates, using the
d’Hondt method (Kuusela 1995: 24-30). Given that the order of the names
on the party list does not have any effect on the final result, candidates find
themselves competing for the mandate both with candidates from their own
party and with candidates from other parties. In this sense, the Finnish
system clearly focuses more on the individual candidate than the more
commonly used closed list electoral systems.

This stress on the role of individual candidates gives room for both
financial and personnel resources to be used not only by parties but also by
individual candidates. Indeed, Finland has seen a shift from a collective,
party-based style of campaigning to individual candidate-centred campaign-
ing, even on the political left (Helander 1997a: 65). While the probability of
a candidate being elected is not directly dependent on the support of their
party, it is worth while for the candidate to invest in the election campaign.
This is not the case, for instance, in Sweden and Norway, where candidates’
rank order on the party list determines de facto who will be elected, and
personal campaigns have no influence (Pesonen et al. 1993: 295).

The Finnish Electoral Act lays down certain general principles about the
process of candidate selection. These include provision for managing candi-
date nomination. Every local party branch, which is based on personal
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membership, is entitled to nominate people for the party primary. Legally all
parties must hold a primary in order to select their candidates (unless no
more than the number of candidates assigned to the constituency have been
nominated). If the party has no internal rules for candidate selection the
Electoral Act provides the framework, although the law does not regulate
such practical issues as joining an electoral alliance, the timetable of a party
primary, or the number of aspirants for which a party member may vote.
Most parties have drawn up model rules in line with the provisions of the
Electoral Act for organizing candidate selection at the constituency level.
These include such matters as the way in which the party branches or indi-
vidual party members can make proposals for the nomination process,
whether a party member is entitled to vote for one or more aspirants and
whether the voting may be completed by postal ballot or in some other way
(Helander 1997b: 59; see also Sundberg 1995).

The Electoral Act further provides that persons supported by at least
fifteen members of one party branch, or thirty members of separate party
branches in the same constituency, must be put on the list for the party
primary. The procedure also secures the right to participate for persons who
have been rejected by the branch leadership (Helander 1997b: 59).

Overall, then, in terms of international comparisons, the Finnish electoral
system 1is heavily focused on individual candidates. It opens up a pathway to
candidacy for individuals outside parties, i.e. voters’ associations and elec-
toral alliances of voters’ associations. The system is also very decentralized,
stressing intra-party democracy. In contrast to most European counterparts,
the Finnish electoral system also calls for active co-operation of party
members as far as the nomination of candidates is concerned (Gallagher et
al. 2001). The opportunities for national parties to influence district party
organizations are rather limited; they can normally interfere in the activities
of party district organizations only in order to settle conflicts. Similarly, the
opportunities for party district organizations to manipulate the local party
branches’ supply of candidates and the results of party primaries are also
limited. The district party leadership can, however, change a quarter of
the results of the party primary — excluding the top of the list — in order, for
instance, to balance the party list of candidates (Helander and Kuitunen
1997:17-18).

Research task, method and data

The purpose of this chapter is to analyse the role of candidates’ personal
features in influencing their vote, and, in particular, those aspects of their
campaigns which affect their electoral success. As the study focuses on a
single electoral district — the district of Pirkanmaa — we cannot generalize
our findings to all electoral districts. It is evident, however, that the study 1s
of heuristic value because it can generate hypotheses concerning the whole
country.
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As far as the number of MPs elected from constituencies is concerned, the
constituency of Pirkanmaa is the fourth largest in the country (sixteen). The
largest constituency is Uusimaa (thirty) and the smallest North Karelia
(seven). Voter turnout in Pirkanmaa in 1999 (68.9 per cent) was only a
little higher than the national average (68.3 per cent). An industrial heart-
land, with rather big estates, Pirkanmaa has been dominated by the political
left and the Conservatives, while the political support of the Agrarians
(nowadays the Centre Party) has been essentially lower than in the country
at large. Support for the parties changed quite significantly in the constitu-
ency in 1999, although changes at the individual level were even greater.!
The Conservatives won five seats (41), the Social Democrats four (—2), the
Left Alliance three (41), the Centre Party two (£0), the Green League
one (£0) and the Christian League one (41). Three of the MPs elected in
Pirkanmaa in the 1995 election did not stand for re-election, whereas five
others were not elected.

This study uses data from two sources. Most information was obtained
by means of a postal survey of all 172 candidates nominated in Pirkanmaa,
conducted between 18 February and 21 March 1999. The response rate was
76 per cent. Of the sixteen successful candidates elected to parliament, ten
participated in the survey. In addition, information was collected about the
candidates’ media advertising. All newspapers, party papers, local papers
and free distribution papers which were published or distributed in the
electoral district between 25 January and 21 March were analysed to deter-
mine the amount of advertising in the press. The space, i.e. the size of each
advertisement, was multiplied by the price of an advertisement’s location in
the paper, in order to determine the cost of the advertisement. An advertise-
ment was interpreted as a candidate advertisement if no more than five
candidates were mentioned.? In this case the same advertisement was coded
for all the candidates involved. In all other cases the advertisement was inter-
preted as a party advertisement and excluded from the analysis. The cost of
television and radio advertising was obtained directly from these media
after the elections. As the candidates’ electoral code numbers were asked in
the questionnaire, information on election advertising could be combined
with the survey data.?

Our empirical study starts with descriptive analyses in which successful
candidates are compared with all candidates to see how they differ from the
‘average’. This is followed by regression analysis in which the number of
votes cast for candidates is used as a dependent variable. Three rival models
are used to explain electoral success, and the relative explanatory power of
these models is tested. The first model — political experience — includes a
candidate’s status as perhaps an incumbent MP, and previous participation
in different types of elections at local and national level. Experience can
further a candidate’s electoral success in a number of ways. Incumbent MPs
are likely to receive more free media exposure in newspapers and on tele-
vision. Candidates who have taken part in elections before have more
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experience in running campaigns and they usually have their support groups
ready to start campaigning. The second and third models are based on the
assumption that, all else being equal, campaigning can enhance a candi-
date’s electoral prospects. The second model — campaign organization —
takes account of the number of election rallies which were organized, the
range of municipalities which were campaigned in, and the utilization of
a campaign office and a support group. The third model — resources —
comprises variables measuring the extent of electoral advertising in the
press, on television and on radio.

Political experience

The first of our three models hypothesizes that political experience is the key
to understanding the electoral success of candidates. Obviously, having
served previously gives incumbents a clear advantage. Their work as out-
going MPs guarantees them free media attention throughout the whole
four-year electoral period, and most of the voters recognize their names
even before the campaigns start. The ‘incumbency effect’ was strong in
Pirkanmaa in 1999. Over 60 per cent (eight out of thirteen) of the MPs
elected in 1995 were re-clected. Three MPs did not stand for re-clection.

Candidates’ previous participation in various elections is analysed in
Table 6.1. A quarter of all candidates and a fifth of successful candidates
had no prior electoral experience before the 1999 election. The most
common form of experience among candidates was participation in muni-
cipal elections. Almost a third of all candidates had prior experience in
parliamentary elections, while the figure for the successful candidates was
70 per cent. Table 6.1 suggests that electoral experience matters; the success-
ful candidates have more experience with all kinds of elections than the
average candidate.

In Finland, as in other European countries, politicians have traditionally
been trained as legislators in lower elective offices, or through election to
internal party bodies. Table 6.2 shows that more than half the candidates

Table 6.1 Candidates’ prior electoral experience (%)

Type of election All candidates Elected candidates
Co-operatives 24 60
Parish 19 20
Municipal 68 80
Parliament 28 70
Electoral college 10 30
European Parliament 5 10
None of the above 25 20

N 130 10
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Table 6.2 Candidates’ prior experience as members of political institutions and
organizations (%)

Member of All candidates Elected candidates
Municipal board 55 70
Municipal council or executive 43 80
committee
Party organization 39 80
National party organization 26 30
None of the above 31 20
N 105 10

nominated in Pirkanmaa had previously been members of municipal boards
or committees, while two-fifths had been members of municipal councils or
municipal executive committees. Two-fifths had been leaders at the national,
regional or local level of the party organization, with a quarter holding a
leadership position at the national level (party executive committee or
party council). A third of all candidates and a fifth of the successful candi-
dates had no such prior experience. As before, Table 6.2 leads to the conclu-
sion that successful candidates had more experience than those candidates
who failed to be elected. More of them had already stood for office before,
and more of them had actually held electoral office both in public institutions
and in party organizations.

Having inspected candidates’ political ‘histories’, the next two sections
examine their campaigns.

Campaign organization

Our second model posits that candidates’ campaign organizations and
campaigning efforts help to explain their electoral success. In this section we
consider as parts of a candidate’s campaign organization such factors as the
number of election rallies, the size of the candidate’s support group, and the
range of different municipalities campaigned in.

On the whole, the candidates’ election campaigning was traditional in the
sense that the most commonly used modes were newspaper advertising and
participation in election rallies organized by the party or their own support
group. Three-quarters of candidates in Pirkanmaa estimated that they used
both modes during their campaign. Two-thirds of candidates distributed
election material in the street. About half of them reported sending letters
or cards to target groups, appearing in the party’s mobile campaign unit,
advertising on free poster spaces or appearing on radio (e.g. panel discus-
sions). Use of the internet is a recent innovation in Finnish parliamentary
elections. As many as half the candidates in the 1996 European Parliament
election reported using it (Ahopelto-Marjamaki 1999: 62). In Pirkanmaa
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in the 1999 general election the internet (home page, e-mail address or
own material on the internet) was the fourth most common mode of
campaigning.

The increased role of individual candidates in Finnish campaigns was
already evident in the early 1990s, at least partly as a result of the weakening
of party organizations (Pesonen et al. 1993: 295-6). In the case of Pirkanmaa
we can analyse the organization, and scope, of the candidates’ campaigns
by inspecting the number of election rallies held by candidates in the district’s
thirty municipalities, and by the number of municipalities that were covered
by these activities.

Also of interest is whether candidates had support groups and what size
these were. Candidate support groups have increased in importance in
Finnish election campaigns over the last two decades. Their role includes
fund raising, organizing campaigning activities and attracting publicity for
the candidate. Furthermore, given that they include in their ranks indi-
viduals who are not party members, support groups function as a means of
recruiting new party members (Pesonen et al. 1993; Venho 1999: 55).

In Table 6.3 we see how successful candidates were more likely to have
support groups in the first place, and that their support groups had, on aver-
age, more members than those of unsuccessful candidates. The average size
of support groups for all candidates was twenty-two members while elected
candidates’ support groups consisted of more than seventy members on aver-
age. Table 6.3 also shows how successful candidates had more election rallies
in more municipalities than the average. Of all candidates, 33 per cent
reported attending fewer than six election rallies, while at the other extreme
about 7 per cent attended 100 or more rallies. As far as the regional distri-
bution of election rallies is concerned, 11 per cent of candidates attended
rallies in only one municipality, whereas the plurality (40 per cent) reported
attending rallies in two to five municipalities. Both the number of rallies and
the range of municipalities was greatest among the candidates of the major
parties, 1.e. the Social Democrats, the Conservatives, the Centre Party and
the Left Alliance.

Table 6.3 Candidates’ campaigning organizations and activities

Variable All Elected
candidates candidates

Existence of support group (%) 61.0 80.0

Size of support group (mean number of members) 22.0 73.0

Number of election rallies held (means) 13.0 31.0

Number of municipalities campaigned (means) 4.0 16.0

Diversity of campaigning activities (means) 7.2 8.2

Nonin 123.0 10.0
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Earlier studies (e.g. Sundberg 1996: 46—-59) have shown how, in contrast to
the national campaigns of political parties, the planning and implementation
of candidates’ campaigns in Finnish parliamentary eclections are mostly
conducted by political amateurs. This study confirms this trend. Only one-
tenth of candidates reported utilizing an election office or headquarters,
a more permanent way to run the campaign compared with relying on a
support group.

Election campaigns can be conducted in a number of different ways.
Some candidates concentrate their resources on only one or two campaign
tactics (such as newspaper advertising or personal web pages), while others
invest time and resources in a wide variety of different campaign tactics. We
measure the use of various different forms of campaigning with a variable
called ‘diversity of campaigning’. This variable is an additive scale calcu-
lated from questions in our survey. The respondents were shown a list of
twenty-four different forms of campaigning and were asked to check every
one they had used.* Accordingly, the scale can vary from 0 to 24. There is a
difference, in Table 6.3, in the number of campaign forms used between all
candidates and successful candidates. The average number was about seven
for all candidates and about eight for the successful candidates. Successful
candidates, therefore, relied on a somewhat more varied repertoire of
campaign techniques.

Advertising resources

The previous section focused on the organizational pathways candidates
rely on to communicate to the electorate. This section looks at mediated com-
munication, and more particularly at candidate advertising. The extent to
which candidates can make use of this channel of campaign communication
is highly dependent on their financial resources. Our third model, therefore,
assumes that resources available for advertising in newspapers, and on tele-
vision and radio, are a major factor in explaining a candidate’s success.
Since the 1970s, candidates’ share of total expenditure on election
advertising in Finnish general elections has averaged about two-thirds of
the total, with the parties making up the remainder (Pesonen et al. 1993:
430). Our calculations suggest that expenditure on press and broadcasting
advertisements by candidates in Pirkanmaa was FIM 3.4 million (equivalent
to €0.57 million). Indeed, the total cost is likely to be greater, as the
calculations do not include, for instance, advertising in periodicals, street
advertisements, brochures, direct mail or advertising production costs.
Advertising expenditure trends are shown in Table 6.4.° Expenditure
on press advertising accounts for almost 80 per cent of total candidate
advertising, while the share of television advertising 1s 16 per cent and radio
just 4 per cent. If we compare the cost of press advertising in 1999 (FIM
2.6 million) with that in 1991 (FIM 1.8 million, see Pesonen et al. 1993:
310), we can conclude that expenditure increased by a fourth, even if the
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Table 6.4 Candidates’ mean expenditure on advertising in
various media (FIM)

Medium All candidates Elected candidates
Press 12,034 46,828

Radio 683 1,220
Television 2,360 18,158

Total 15,077 66,206

N 131 10

Note

FIM 5.95 =€1.

number of newspapers studied was smaller in 1991 than in 1999. Over the
period, the share of advertising on radio has decreased in favour of television
advertising.®

Table 6.4 shows how the resources spent on advertising differ significantly
between successful and unsuccessful candidates. The advertising budget of
the candidates who were elected was more than four times larger than the
average. The difference is even more notable in the case of television advertis-
ing: a successful candidate used almost eight times more money on television
commercials than an average candidate. According to Venho (1999: 25),
financial resources for campaigning varied greatly between candidates in
the 1999 parliamentary elections. The amount of money that was at a candi-
date’s disposal was affected markedly by prior experience of candidacy,
prior experience as an MP and the gender of the candidate. Typically, more
experienced and established male candidates of major parties who stood for
election in southern or western Finland had the largest budgets.

The introduction of political advertising on television in the 1990s has
changed remarkably the modes of advertising used by candidates. While in
the 1991 general election 76 per cent of candidates in Pirkanmaa advertised
in the press (Pesonen et al. 1993: 309), in 1999 the figure dropped to 62 per
cent. All candidates of the four major parties included newspapers in their
electoral advertising. Radio advertisements were used by 11 per cent and
television by 12 per cent of the candidates.

With regard to campaign finance in Pirkanmaa, the most important
sources of funding included the candidates’ own assets, the local party
branch and the support group or other campaigning organization. For
instance, a quarter of candidates reported that their own assets covered
91-100 per cent of total campaign costs. According to Venho (1999: 27-8),
candidate campaigns in the 1999 Finnish election were financed by the
following sources: own assets 30 per cent, local party branch 14 per cent,
firms 11 per cent, selling of campaign material and revenue from fund raising
10 per cent, revenue from electoral publications 10 per cent, interest groups
7 per cent, private donations 5 per cent, personal loans 4 per cent and other
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associations 2 per cent. The small share of party finance highlights the indi-
vidualistic, or candidate-centred, nature of Finnish election campaigning.

Factors explaining electoral success: regression
analysis

The bivariate analyses reported in the previous sections provide tentative
support for each of our three models. This section deploys regression analysis,
first to study the explanatory power of the three models individually, and
then of all the models simultaneously. This procedure enables the evaluation
of the relative merits of each individual model and the total explanatory
power of all the included variables.

The dependent variable in the analysis is the natural logarithm of the
number of votes a candidate received in the polls. Taking a logarithm of the
number of votes means that we assume constant proportional marginal
returns from electoral inputs (such as money spent on advertising or
number of electoral rallies).” This means, for instance, that increasing adver-
tising expenditure from FIM 0 to FIM 1,000 leads to exactly the same
increase in votes measured in percentage terms as it would if expenditure
increased from FIM 10,000 to FIM 11,000. (This 1s different from the more
common linear model specification; see Gujarati 1995: 169-71.)

In addition to the models we have been discussing so far, there are other
factors that may contribute to the success of individual candidates. For
instance, in the United Kingdom socio-demographic factors have been seen
to influence the candidate recruitment process (Norris and Lovenduski
1997: 168). So far we have neglected these factors. For example, in
Pirkanmaa the share of female candidates was 37 per cent but in the case of
elected MPs it was closer to a half. To account for socio-demographic factors
we include an additional regression model in Table 6.5, conveniently
labelled the ‘socio-demographic model’, which incorporates measures of
candidates’ gender and levels of formal education. Table 6.5 includes five
different regression models. The first four models are the socio-demographic
model and the models discussed in the previous section. These can be used
to evaluate their relative explanatory power individually. The last regression
model (full model) includes all the variables together, providing a decisive
test of the included variables.

Most of the models have a good fit. The full model explains 72 per cent of
the variance in the dependent variable, while the explanatory power of the
individual models varies between 8 per cent and 50 per cent. The socio-
demographic model performs worst, while the three models of central interest
each have adjusted R” values of around 45-50 per cent. In terms of the
R? statistic the best model is the resources model.

While the socio-demographic model performs worst in terms of model
fit, its results are nevertheless quite interesting. First, a candidate’s education
has a statistically significant impact on the number of votes received.
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Candidates with university degrees perform better than average, this obser-
vation reflecting the elitism of the recruitment process (Ruostetsaari 2000).
The second observation from the socio-demographic model is rather surpris-
ing. The gender variable is statistically significant in the full model, suggest-
ing that female candidates can attract more votes than their male
counterparts. The value of the this coefficient (0.43 in the full model) means
that female candidates receive, all things being equal, over 50 per cent more
votes than male candidates (¢%** = 1.54), a very substantial gain in vote
count. Females’ underrepresentation among candidates (37 per cent) was
offset by their good success in the polls. Half the elected MPs in Pirkanmaa
were women.

The experience model explains 45 per cent of the variance. The incum-
bency effect is statistically significant both in the experience and full models.
In the full model, the coefficient of the incumbency variable is 2.02. This
translates to a very large gain in votes: an incumbent candidate receives, all
things being equal, over seven times (¢*"? = 7.54) more votes than other
candidates. Thus it is clear that the most important factor explaining the
success of candidates is their experience as an incumbent MP.

Participation in previous national elections® and being an incumbent
municipal council member do not have statistically significant effects on
votes in the full model. However, the variable measuring previous partici-
pation in municipal elections is statistically significant. Contesting local
elections can improve candidates’ ‘name recognition’ among the electorate
and help them to gain more votes in future elections. It is interesting that
candidate victory in local elections is not important (the municipal council
incumbency variable is not significant); it is taking part in the local elections
that counts.

The effect of local politics is not surprising. According to several previous
studies (e.g. Noponen 1989), municipal politics has traditionally functioned
as a stepping stone to the national parliament in Finland. However, the role
of municipal politics as a training ground for politicians started to decline in
the early 1970s, to the extent that a polarization in the training of MPs has
occurred. On the one hand, there was an increase in the number of represen-
tatives who had no political background at all, prior to recruitment to parlia-
ment. On the other hand, the number of MPs with several types of political
background also increased. This indicates the growth in Finland, not only of
political professionals, but also of a new type of politician — the expert repre-
sentative. This is a highly educated professional; increasingly a woman; and
someone working in the public sector as a civil servant rather than having
worked in political parties or labour unions. Interestingly, neither the candi-
dates nor the electorate in Pirkanmaa see a lengthy party career (the back-
ground of the professional politician) as an important characteristic of a
candidate (Vaalikysely 1998).

The main research question of this chapter is how campaign activities
may have affected electoral trends. In the campaign organization model,
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the variables measuring the number of election rallies and the range of muni-
cipalities campaigned in are statistically significant. However, these vari-
ables fail to reach statistical significance in the full model. Furthermore, the
size of the support group is not a significant factor in explaining a candidate’s
vote. By contrast, the variable measuring the diversity of campaign forms is
significant in the full model. This means that candidates who invest in several
different kinds of campaign tactics gain more votes than candidates who
concentrate only on one or two tactics.

In the case of the resource model, the only significant predictor of the vote
1s the amount of resources spent on press advertising. This reflects the strong
position of newspapers in Finnish political advertising. The results in
Table 6.5 show that every additional FIM 1,000 invested in press advertising
increased the number of votes by 4 per cent. Since the amount of resources
spent on press advertising varied between FIM 0 and FIM 8,000 in our
sample of candidates, this suggests a major role for press advertising in deter-
mining a candidate’s vote. Those with ample resources to invest in press
advertising can count on a substantial increase in their vote share compared
with candidates with fewer resources. By contrast, expenditure on television
or radio advertising does not affect a candidate’s vote, an unexpected obser-
vation given that the amount spent on television and radio advertising has
increased over the last decade.

Conclusion

This chapter has analysed the determinants of electoral success for candi-
dates in Finnish parliamentary elections. The use of open lists emphasizes
the role of individual candidates and their campaign efforts. Candidates
compete not merely against competitors from other parties, but also against
candidates from their own party. This means that co-operation between
candidates from the same party is increasingly replaced by individual candi-
date campaigns. Such a development is revealed by the decline in the parties’
share of the funding of candidates’ election budgets.

Political experience is a major factor contributing to electoral success. Our
results show that the largest advantage in electoral competition is provided
by a candidate’s previous experience as an incumbent MP. Furthermore,
previous participation in local elections also helped candidates in attracting
more votes.

While political experience is important, this does not mean that the
organizing of the election campaign does not matter. On the contrary, we
found that expenditure on political advertising plays a major role in affecting
a candidate’s vote. Certainly, this was the case for newspaper advertising;
however, television and radio advertising were not found to have any signifi-
cant effect on the vote. This latter point is rather surprising, given that adver-
tising in these media constitutes a large and growing share of candidates’
campaign expenditure. Liberalized regulations for election advertising on
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the electronic media do not seem to have led to any increase in the impor-
tance of this kind of mediated campaign communication for the outcome of
elections in Finland.

The high probability of success for incumbents and the important role of
(newspaper) media advertising highlight the increasing significance of
media coverage in election campaigns. While outgoing MPs may receive
‘free’ media publicity in the newspapers, newer candidates can use local
politics or buy advertising space to attract their own share of media visibility.
This trend is consistent with the debates surrounding image politics and the
media-ization of politics. Success in elections requires ever more publicity
and the taking of positions in the public arena. The role of active and
sustained activity in less visible arenas, such as in party organizations, is
clearly less important. On the one hand, such a development is positive,
because ‘media representatives’ do not ‘live on’ politics in the same way as
the traditional professional politicians; they can be more independent of
the political parties, and thus more independent representatives in the consti-
tuency. On the other hand, this development might lead to short-term
policy making and to a weakened ability to take responsibility, because the
politician must constantly pay attention to variations in popular opinion, as
measured by opinion polls, in order to harmonize statements in line with
trends in popular opinion.

It is not enough for a candidate to simply buy visibility through newspaper
advertisements. Our results show that — in addition to large advertising
budgets and political experience — the way the election campaign is orga-
nized matters. If a candidate uses a wide variety of different forms of
campaigning his/her likelihood of success is (all other things being equal)
better than that of a candidate who tries to succeed using only one or two
campaigning methods. In practice, this means that a successful election
campaign is still at least partly based on more traditional campaigning
forms, such as election rallies, visits to workplaces and so on.

On the whole, the results of our regression analysis endorse — albeit not
exclusively — the political experience and resources models. In particular,
the role of the candidates’ advertising resources has grown over recent
decades, indicating how campaigns have become more and more candidate-
centred. This reflects a new kind of elitism in Finnish politics. The traditional
‘party elitism’ is increasingly being replaced by candidates who either have
partially free access to publicity on the grounds of non-political merit (such
as sports stars and other celebrities) or can raise private campaign funding.
In the long run this kind of development suggests that the traditional political
class of party professionals — who tended to train for several years in the
party organizations — may lose out to political amateurs. Indeed, just such a
development has already started, not only in the Finnish national parliament
but also among Finnish MEPs (Ruostetsaari 2001).
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Notes

1 Party support (per cent) in Pirkanmaa was as follows (SVT 1991; comparisons with
national trends in 1999 are shown in brackets). Social Democrats 23.8 (+0.9);
Centre Party 14.7 (—7.7); National Coalition Party (the Conservatives) 24.1
(+3.1); Left Alliance 16.0 (45.1); Green League 7.0 (—0.3); Swedish People’s
Party in Finland 0 (5.1); Christian League of Finland 4.6 (40.4); Progressive
Finnish Party 1.4 (40.4); True Finns 0.6 (—0.4); Reform Group 0.9 (—0.2);
Communist Party of Finland 1.3 (40.5); Ecological Party 3.4 (43.0); Alliance for
Free Finland 0.4 (—); Pensioners for the People 0.3 (40.1); Liberal Party 0.8
(+0.6); Finland’s Pensioners’ Party 0.4 (40.2); Natural Law Party 0.1 (—); For
Peace and Socialism — Communist Worker’s Party 0 (—0.1); other 0.2 (—0.6).

2 In order to save expenses, candidates occasionally publish a common advertise-
ment even if they are competitors. The usual presumption here is that they are not
seeking the support of the same groups of voters.

3 The survey data and information on press advertising were collected by a seminar
group of twelve students of political science at the Department of Political Science
and International Relations, University of Tampere.

4 Examples of forms of campaign tactics asked about in the questionnaire included:
‘advertising in the press’, ‘advertising on television’, ‘participation in election
rallies’, distribution of material on the streets’, ‘information on the internet’, ‘visits
to workplaces’, ‘visits to hospitals or schools’.

5 When examining the figures one should bear in mind that as many as 30 per cent of
all candidates did not spend any money at all on electioneering. These candidates
are included in the calculations, meaning that the figures are somewhat ‘biased’
downwards, i.e. if a candidate decided to use money on advertising, the average
amount spent is bigger than the figures in Table 6.4 indicate.

6 Itisimportant to note that there were no legal regulations or limits on advertising
in 1999. Only in May 2000 was legislation introduced requiring candidates to
inform public authorities of their total expenses and the financing of their election
campaigns. The share of support received from private individuals, firms, party
organizations and other sources must be specified. For instance, in the case of
private donations, the amount of money and the name of the donor are supposed
to be provided in cases where the size of the donation exceeds €3,364
(FIM 20,000) in presidential and European Parliament elections and €1,682
(FIM 10,000) in parliamentary and local elections. However, if the information is
not provided or is incorrect, there are no legal sanctions.

7 We repeated the same analysis in linear form with the raw number of votes as the
dependent variable, but the logarithmic transformation performed better. The
coeflicients in our log-lin model specification have the following interpretation: if
the coefficient of the independent variable is 4, one unit increase in this variable
means that the value of the dependent variable grows ¢’ units. For instance, if the
coefficient on a dummy variable has a value 0.1 this means that the dependent vari-
able is 11 per cent (¢%! = 1.11) higher when the dummy variable is coded 1 than
when it is coded 0.

8 This is a dummy variable that is coded 1 if the candidate has participated in
national parliament, European Parliament or presidential (as a candidate for the
electoral college) elections, and otherwise zero.



7 Post-Fordism in the
constituencies?

The continuing development of
constituency campaigning in Britain

David Denver and Gordon Hands

As Chapter 1 in this volume suggests, there have been important recent
changes in the style of election campaigning — amounting broadly to a
process of ‘modernization’ — and authors have used various conceptual
frameworks to describe and explain this process. This chapter focuses on
constituency-level campaigning in British general elections. We describe
how this too has changed, in line with the developments summarized in
Table 1.1, and also consider conceptual frameworks used to understand
these changes. In addition, we present some evidence about the effectiveness
of new campaigning techniques in improving electoral performance.

Pippa Norris distinguishes three phases in the development of campaign-
ing in Britain — pre-modern, modern and post-modern. Pre-modern or
traditional campaigning was low budget, ad hoc, local and decentralized and
was characterized by ‘direct communications between citizens and their
representatives’ (Norris 1997a: 76), but this declined after 1945 to be
replaced by modern campaigning. The latter involved a longer time scale,
was dominated by television, opinion polls and daily press conferences and
was nationally co-ordinated by specialists and professionals from central
party headquarters. In the 1990s, however, campaigning in Britain began
to move into a ‘post-modern’ phase, coming to be characterized by
‘specialized narrowcasting leading to a greater fragmentation of media
outlets, messages and audiences’ (ibid.: 87). We now have the permanent
campaign, nationally co-ordinated but with decentralized operations, exten-
sive media management, greater use of focus groups and selective mail shots
and advertisements.

Norris’s focus is almost entirely upon campaigning at national level and
the kinds of changes that she identifies have been well documented (see
Kavanagh 1995; Scammell 1995; Rosenbaum 1997). In the major parties
national campaigning has become highly professionalized and is now a
sophisticated exercise in political marketing. The parties employ professional
experts to develop a ‘media strategy’, to give advice on how to improve the
image of party leaders (including how they should dress, speak and have
their hair cut), to design posters and logos, to devise slogans, to suggest who
should (and should not) appear on television and which policies should be



Post-Fordism in the constituencies? 109

stressed. Party election broadcasts are made by professional film directors.
Daily press conferences are carefully managed and other campaign events
planned to ensure the best possible media coverage. Certainly as compared
with the 1960s it would be fair to say that national-level campaigning has
been revolutionized.

Our concern here, however, is with campaigning at constituency level.
During British general elections, in every constituency many volunteers
trudge the streets delivering leaflets, knock on voters’ doors, staff street stalls
and participate in get-out-the-vote efforts on polling day, while candidates
go on walkabouts, visit local institutions and so on." But despite being a
traditional, familiar and essential aspect of British elections constituency
campaigning has a much lower profile in the mass media and, until recently,
has been all but ignored by academics. Indeed, the development of election
campaigning over most of the twentieth century has involved, broadly speak-
ing, a switch in focus by the political parties themselves from constituency
campaigns to the national campaign.

With respect to constituency campaigning we might elaborate, and per-
haps clarify, Norris’s insight by using the related terminology of Fordism
and post-Fordism. Sociologists and economists have used these concepts to
distinguish different phases in the development of the capitalist production
process (Amin 1994). Fordism refers essentially to mass production — produc-
tion designed to achieve economies of scale by manufacturing a relatively
undifferentiated product in very large numbers for an undifferentiated mass
market, using dedicated machinery operated by relatively unskilled labour.
This can be distinguished from an earlier period of craft production, in
which individually differentiated products were produced, ‘hand made’, by
skilled craftsmen using general tools; and a later period of post-Fordism,
characterized by the use of hi-tech multi-purpose machines, batch produc-
tion of diverse specialized products and a versatile work force with some
control over its work patterns. Post-Fordism involves flexible specialization
and niche marketing — identifying particular consumer demands and adjust-
ing the productive process to meet them.

The Fordist/post-Fordist distinction provides a suggestive framework
within which to examine the development of election campaigning in the
second half of the twentieth century. In particular, the standard constituency
campaign that had developed by the late 1950s and 1960s shared features of
the mass-production Fordist model, and it is tempting to think of changes
since then as marking a move into a post-Fordist period.

Norris’s categorization suggests a qualitative change — the post-modern
campaign is not just ‘the same only more so’, but qualitatively different
from the modern campaign. We want to ask whether there is evidence of
such a qualitative change in campaigning at constituency level. In the two
elections of the 1990s there was undoubtedly something of a resurgence of
local campaigning. Significantly greater resources were poured into the
constituencies by all the major parties and this renewed effort has been
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matched by a renewed interest in this aspect of electoral politics on the part of
academics (see, for example, Whiteley and Seyd 1992; Pattie et al. 1995;
Denver and Hands 1997). Like national campaigning but somewhat
belatedly, constituency campaigning was revamped and modernized. But
has there been anything amounting to a qualitative change? Later in this
chapter we explore these developments in constituency campaigning before
going on to examine the impact of the new campaigning style on party
performance. First, however, it is useful to provide a brief account of local
campaigning as it was in the Fordist phase.

Constituency campaigning in the Fordist phase

There were many features of the standard local campaign between the 1950s
and 1980s which could be seen in terms of a mass-production Fordist model.
Elsewhere we have distinguished between four aspects of campaigning —
informing, persuading, mobilizing and reinforcing (Denver and Hands
1997). By the 1960s, with the emergence of television as the dominant
means of political communication, it was clear that informing, persuading
and reinforcing activities were best carried on at the national level — a huge
mass audience could be addressed economically and effectively. Increas-
ingly, therefore, local campaigning focused on the one activity that could
best be done locally — mobilizing voters to go to the polls. It is, after all, in
local constituencies that voting takes place and it is constituency results that
determine the outcome of elections. The ‘Fordist’ local campaign was, there-
fore, concerned with identifying supporters and making sure that they
turned out on polling day.

The classic mobilizing campaign focused on known supporters and
concentrated on building an effective organization to ensure that as many
as possible of them voted (see Holt and Turner 1968). In all parties the
central mobilizing technique was canvassing, carried out by teams of volun-
teers calling on voters in their homes and attempting to ascertain their inten-
tions in the forthcoming election. Usually there was no attempt to solicit
support or persuade opponents — ‘arguing on the doorstep’ was explicitly
discouraged in party handbooks of the time. Rather the purpose was simply
to compile a list of potential supporters which was as full and accurate as
possible. The relevant names, with electoral registration numbers, were
then transferred to specially prepared sheets. On polling day ‘number
takers’ recorded the registration numbers of electors as they went in to vote
and these numbers were relayed to a central location where those who had
voted were crossed off the prepared lists. Teams of volunteers would then
‘knock up’ or ‘fetch out’ those who hadn’t voted, often offering a lift to the
polling station. In a well run campaign, this continued until well into the
evening to ensure that as many as possible of those on the list had been pre-
vailed upon to vote.
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The role played by national party headquarters in these campaigns was
modest. Party professionals provided routine services, such as training for
campaign workers, leaflets and posters but constituency campaigns remained
just that — campaigns organized and run by constituency parties or associa-
tions with some help and guidance from the centre. The organizational
effort was planned and headed by a local campaign organizer, known as the
election agent, with the help of a few key local party officers.

Although the ‘canvass and knock-up’ campaign required a lot of volunteer
workers and a fairly complex organization, it was a relatively straight-
forward operation in principle. As a technique for ensuring that as many
supporters as possible went to the polls it is difficult to see how it could be
improved upon, and in many ways it can be seen as the application of Fordist
methods to the task of constituency campaigning. The central aim is stripped
down to its essentials — getting supporters to the polls on polling day — and
the work necessary to achieve this 1s split into a number of simple repetitive
tasks to be carried out by (relatively) unskilled workers — canvassing,
making lists of supporters, taking polling numbers and knocking up on poll-
ing day. It is perhaps not entirely accidental that the organization created
to do this was known as the party’s election machine.

Recent developments

We now turn to look at developments in constituency campaigning over the
general elections of the 1990s. There have been two major sets of changes:
some concerning the relationship between party headquarters and local cam-
paigns and others relating to the development of new campaign techniques.

The role of the centre

The Fordist model would lead one to expect that constituency campaigns
would be fairly tightly co-ordinated from the centre — in the economic
sphere mass production would be controlled by specialized central manage-
ment. In practice, even in the 1960s and 1970s the role of the centre in consti-
tuency campaigning was largely restricted to giving advice and providing
services. On the whole, local campaigns were locally organized and locally
run. Officials at party headquarters were, of course, well aware that elections
were decided in a relatively few marginal seats and attempted to improve
the local campaign in these seats — making extra resources available, for
example. For a variety of reasons, however, attempts by the parties to target
their efforts on key constituencies were not always successful. As Butler and
Kavanagh pointed out in their report of the 1983 election, ‘Parties have
always had target seats, but this often meant little in practical terms’ (Butler
and Kavanagh 1984: 212-13). Even relatively modest measures, such as
urging volunteer workers from safe or hopeless seats to go to neighbouring
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marginal constituencies, sometimes met with resistance from local party
activists.

During the 1990s, however, there was renewed emphasis on targeting, but
it was now much more rigorous and far-reaching (see Denver and Hands
1998b). In the 1992 election the parties’ national campaign teams gave
much greater attention to constituency campaigns in marginal seats (see
Denver and Hands 1997: 159-61). The aim was to ensure that the best
possible campaigns were mounted in these seats, and in practice that meant
well organized and well resourced campaigns, using the most up-to-date
campaigning techniques. Additional resources and effort were clearly
brought to bear by Labour and the Liberal Democrats in their targeted
seats: campaigns were much stronger and more intense in marginal seats
than in those which were safe or hopeless prospects. Despite the efforts of
central party officials, however, the Conservatives were less able to focus
resources and effort into the seats that mattered — partly because local
Conservative associations have traditionally been more autonomous than
the constituency organizations of the other parties, but also because associa-
tions in safe seats in 1992 were so well endowed with resources that it was
easy for them to mount strong campaigns.

In 1997 targeting reached new peaks of sophistication — with both Labour
and the Conservatives targeting individual voters as well as constituencies —
and this has transformed the relationship between local and national levels
in running constituency campaigns. This process has gone furthest in the
Labour Party and a brief account of Labour’s campaign strategy in 1997
illustrates this new approach in its most developed form so far.

The basis of Labour’s strategy — code-named Operation Victory — was the
ruthless targeting of national and local resources on about ninety key seats.
National headquarters sought to ensure that candidates were selected early
in these seats, that a campaign organization was in place with either a trained
agent or alternatively a special organizer ‘parachuted’ in from national
party headquarters.? Canvassing was now renamed ‘voter identification’,
and the central element in the strategy was a mass telephone voter identi-
fication campaign in the key seats during the eighteen months before the
election. Telephone banks were established across the country and volunteers
(using a centrally written script) contacted key seat voters. On the basis of
the telephone interview, voters were divided into one of a number of
categories, depending on whether they were reliable Labour supporters,
had a weak Labour preference, were potential switchers, and so on. Reliable
Labour supporters received little more attention and firm opponents were
subsequently ignored, while potential switchers, first-time voters and weak
Labour supporters were then the subjects of a direct mail campaign and
further telephone calls. During the ‘short’ campaign before the election,
candidates and party workers were directed to individual voters whom they
should contact personally. Finally there was a massive get-out-the-vote
operation on polling day, based on the detailed canvass returns. This whole
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operation was tightly managed from the centre by a ‘Key Seats Unit’ at
national headquarters. To a large extent in the target seats, then, the initia-
tive in local campaigning had ceased to lie with the local candidate and
agent. Equally, by categorizing other seats as non-targets and prescribing
the nature of the campaigns that should be run in them — high-profile but
low-cost and low-energy — the influence of the centre was felt in these as well.

The change in the extent of centre involvement in Conservative and
Labour campaign planning is illustrated by the fact that, whereas in 1992 in
marginal seats 22 per cent of Conservative (n =54) and 16 per cent of
Labour agents (n = 69) reported that they were contacted weekly by party
headquarters in the six months before the election, the 1997 figures for
target seats were 61 per cent (n = 61) and 58 per cent (n = 64) respectively.”

The effects of the parties’ efforts at targeting in 1997 are shown in
Table 7.1. Constituency spending was highest in the parties’ target seats
and much lower in non-targets which they did not hold, most of which
would be hopeless seats for the party concerned. Conservative and Liberal
Democrat spending in non-target seats that they held, however, was close to
the levels of target seats.’

In terms of directing volunteer workers to key areas, all parties had some
success but Labour was clearly best at getting workers out of safe and hopeless
seats and into the targets. Whiteley and Seyd (1998) have suggested, on the
basis of a survey of Labour Party members, that Labour’s strategy was not
particularly effective in this respect since ‘only’ 3 per cent of Labour members

Table 7.1 Campaigns in target and non-target seats, 1997

Con. Lab. LibDem.

Mean % of permitted expenditure (all seats)

Target seats 91.1 93.0 95.0

Non-targets won in 1992 88.6 76.1 90.6

Non-targets not won in 1992 54.0 62.9 30.4
Index of worker transfers

Target seats +54 +92 +35

Non targets won in 1992 —48 -76 a

Non-targets not won in 1992 —23 =57 —67
Mean index of overall campaign strength

Target seats 0.758 1.218 1.288

Non-targets won in 1992 0.773 0.351 a

Non-targets not won in 1992 —0.368 0.146 —0.763
Notes

‘Index of worker transfers’ is the percentage of campaigns which received volunteers minus
the percentage which sent volunteers elsewhere. Overall campaign strength is measured by a
standardized index (see note 6).

a Too few cases for analysis. For the survey-based data the s for the three categories used are:
Conservative 64, 166, 204, Labour 65, 168, 222 and Liberal Democrats 29, 1, 380.
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reported campaigning in another constituency most or all of the time. How-
ever, given that the party’s average membership in non-target seats was
about 600 at the time of the election and that there were six non-target seats
for every target, each target constituency could have received about 108
campaign workers. By any standard that is a very significant addition to a
campaign work force!

The final comparison shown in Table 7.1 is in terms of an overall index of
campaign intensity® and the data show that, as in 1992, the Conservatives
still had difficulty targeting resources. Their campaigns were strongest in
seats that they held but did not target, although non-target seats not won in
1992 had relatively weak campaigns. The strongest Liberal Democrat
campaigns were in their targets while campaigns where their prospects were
poor were very weak. Labour’s targeting was highly effective, campaigns in
their target seats easily outstripping those in other seats.

New campaigning techniques

The nature of local campaigning has changed a good deal since the 1950s.
One early casualty of the advent of television was public election meetings
(especially in urban areas) which were once a standard feature of all cam-
paigns. In his account of the 1950 election, Nicholas (1951: 235) suggested
that candidates addressed an average of about twenty public meetings in
urban areas and over eighty in rural areas. By 1992 candidates of the three
main parties averaged only 2.5 meetings and this fell further to 1.2 in 1997.
This form of face-to-face communication with electors is largely now con-
fined to some rural areas. On the other hand, the continuing modernization
of local campaigns has involved the use of personal computers, direct mail
and telephone canvassing, which we will consider in turn.

Use of personal computers

Personal computers can take the drudgery out of many routine aspects of
the traditional canvass and knocking-up campaign. Computerized electoral
registers can be used to prepare the necessary lists of voters, to maintain
records of individuals canvassed and responses received, and to prepare
knocking-up lists for use on polling day. In addition, computers can be used
to print address labels for the delivery of campaign material to voters, for
correspondence and to produce leaflets at local level. Distributing leaflets
has always been an important part of the conventional constituency
campaign but in the past they were usually produced by professional printing
firms and were relatively expensive. As a consequence, local parties fre-
quently bought standard leaflets printed in large numbers for their regional
or national headquarters. Now, highly professional leaflets can be produced
by the local parties themselves relatively quickly and cheaply, and so they
can deal with locally relevant issues.
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Table 7.2 Use of computers in constituency campaigns

Con. Lab. LibDem.

1992 1997 1992 1997 1992 1997

% used PCs 79 88 77 90 68 77
% (of all) used party
software 45 56 48 69 15 42
Mean number of PCs
(of users) 1.6 1.8 2.9 3.7 2.4 3.6
% (of all) used for:
Canvass records 60 75 45 67 29 50
Knocking-up lists 46 48 47 44 30 22
Correspondence 61 78 54 73 48 61
Address labels 67 69 45 58 35 47
Targeted leaflets 46 a 47 a 30 a
Targeted direct mail a 56 a 50 a 31
Desk-top publishing a 39 a 66 a 68
Notes

a Was not specifically asked about in relevant survey. Number of PC users are: Conservative 376,
Labour 393, Liberal Democrat 294. Otherwise Ns for this and subsequent tables involving all
respondents are as given in note 3.

Table 7.2 gives details of the use of PCs by the local constituency organiza-
tions of the major parties in 1992 and 1997. Computer use was already wide-
spread by 1992, but it increased further in 1997 — well over three-quarters of
all campaigns used PCs, and the figure was virtually 100 per cent for all
three parties in marginal seats. The figures in the second row of the table,
showing sharp increases in the proportions of constituency campaigns using
their party’s specially designed software, reflect the efforts made by party
headquarters to assist and encourage their constituency organizations.
Where computers were used, there was also an increase in the number of
machines available. The Conservatives lagged somewhat, but by 1997
Labour and the Liberal Democrats, on average, used over three PCs per
constituency (and over four in their marginal seats).

The uses to which computers were put is in line with the discussion above
and in almost all cases there was a clear increase between the two elections.
The relatively low figures for producing knocking-up lists may reflect a lack
of confidence in computers on the part of campaign organizers. This is under-
standable, given that knocking up is the climax of a constituency campaign
and it is vital that nothing goes wrong at this stage, otherwise a vast amount
of effort will have been wasted.
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Dairect mail

A major innovation in British campaigning during the 1990s has been the use
of direct mail techniques. This too is a consequence of the development of
computers and appropriate software packages. Given an adequate database,
customized letters containing appropriate information and appeals can be
sent to specific groups or individuals. Direct mail of this kind is such a recent
innovation at constituency level that we did not ask about it in our 1992
study. In 1997, however, we directly asked election agents whether they
targeted ‘special communications (direct mail) to individual voters pre-
viously identified as supporters or potential supporters’. Twenty-eight per
cent of Conservative respondents indicated that they did ‘a substantial
amount’ of this, as did 29 per cent of Labour respondents and 10 per cent of
Liberal Democrats. As we have seen (Table 7.2), even larger proportions
reported that they used computers to undertake some direct mail activity
(56 per cent of Conservative, 50 per cent of Labour and 31 per cent of Liberal
Democrat campaigns).

There is no doubt, however, that the main direct mail effort was made by
the parties centrally, as can be illustrated by consideration of the Conserva-
tives’ efforts in this direction in 1997. Beginning just after the 1992 election,
Conservative Central Office embarked on a strategy called Battleground
Voters. This involved building up a database of 2 million target voters —
20,000 from each target constituency. This was developed partly on the
basis of door-to-door inquiries, supplemented by increased use of telephone
canvassing — Central Office helped financially with the installation of
telephone lines and provided training in telephone canvassing techniques.
In addition, however, a major effort was put into a series of mail surveys.
Lists of potential supporters were initially compiled from computerized elec-
toral registers using geo-demographic data based on postcodes and ‘lifestyle’
data supplied by commercial firms. Over a period of two and a half years
these voters were sent mail surveys designed to identify previous Conserva-
tive voters and possible future supporters, and also to get information about
voters’ concerns on key political issues. Particular efforts were made to iden-
tify ‘soft” Conservative supporters — those who had voted for the party in the
past but were now worried about some aspects of the government’s perfor-
mance. This combination of canvassing, survey and other techniques allowed
the database to be refined into what was potentially a very powerful electoral
weapon and it was used in the pre-election period to send direct mail from
the centre to target groups. Thus, in September and November 1996 and in
January 1997, Central Office sent out 2 million personalized letters to their
target voters. In addition, however, candidates and party workers were
expected to use the information available from the database and make
special efforts to personally visit ‘swing’ voters and to respond to their
particular concerns.



Post-Fordism in the constituencies? 117

As with Labour’s Operation Victory, the Conservatives’ strategy in 1997
demonstrates the tendency for control and direction of constituency cam-
paigning to move from the localities to the centre. In addition, it illustrates
the move to more or less continuous campaigning which is thought to be
typical of ‘post-modern’ campaigning.

Telephone canvassing

Like direct mail, telephone canvassing is a campaign technique imported
from the United States. It has a number of advantages over traditional ‘door-
step’ canvassing. It can be undertaken in bad weather and by people who
would be unable or unwilling to meet voters face-to-face, and it enables the
parties to contact voters who live in remote areas or are otherwise difficult
to reach in person. Perhaps most important, telephone canvassing can be
done from anywhere in the country. Parties can set up central or regional
telephone ‘banks’ from which teams of volunteers can ring voters. What has
made this method of canvassing feasible is the explosive growth in ownership
of telephones in Britain, which stood at only 42 per cent of households in
1972, but had reached 91 per cent by 1994 (OPCS 1978: table 4.28, 1994:
table 6.8).

The first use of telephone canvassing on a significant scale was in the 1992
election but it became much more extensive in 1997, as shown in Table 7.3.
About a quarter of Labour and Conservative campaigns did a substantial
amount of telephone canvassing during the campaign itself —a sharp increase
from 1992 — but this is clearly an activity which the Liberal Democrats
eschew (probably for financial reasons). There were also very large increases
in the proportions of campaigns using telephones to call out supporters on
polling day — now a very well established practice in the Conservative Party.

In our 1997 survey we asked more detailed questions about telephone
canvassing. Table 7.4 shows the responses for all campaigns and also for
target constituencies. As we have seen, the national strategies of both the
Conservatives and Labour involved a good deal of telephone canvassing
well in advance of the election. This is reflected in the first row of the table,
which shows the proportions of constituency campaigns which did a substan-
tial amount of telephone canvassing in the year before the campaign began.

Table 7.3 Telephone canvassing, 1992-97 (%)

Con. Lab. LibDem.

1992 1997 1992 1997 1992 1997

Did ‘a substantial amount’ 15 25 8 26 1 1
Did telephone ‘knocking up’ 37 66 7 32 6 15
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The huge concentration in target seats is evident, especially in the case of
Labour. However, the arduous and time-consuming nature of even tele-
phone canvassing is illustrated by the relatively small proportions of the elec-
torate reached in this way. Even in their targets Labour only managed to
canvass 38 per cent of the electorate by telephone. The third row shows
mean scores on a scale of 1 (very little) to 5 (very substantial) when agents
were asked to rate the effort that was put into telephone canvassing in their
constituency campaign. When all campaigns are considered the scores are
towards the ‘weak’ end of the scale, but in their targets the Conservatives
and Labour clearly made greater efforts. Labour had by far the greatest
number of telephone canvassers at work during the campaign — reaching
almost forty in their target seats. Fewer Labour people were at the end of a
telephone line on polling day — as noted above, this appears to be a technique
especially favoured by the Conservatives. The last row of the table shows
the proportions of agents who were aware of telephone canvassing of the elec-
torate in their constituency having been organized at regional or national
level in 1997. The striking figure is for Labour’s target seats (88 per cent).
This is probably a reflection of the fact that (in contrast to previous elections)
the list of targets and the campaign strategy were effectively communicated
to the grass roots and campaign organizers were, therefore, aware of activ-
ities affecting their constituency going on at other levels.

The development of telephone canvassing has encouraged other important
changes in campaigning. First, parties no longer wait until an election is in
the offing before they start to gather information about voters’ preferences.
Rather, the operation begins months or years before an election is due.

Table 7.4 Telephone canvassing, 1997

Con. Lab. LibDem.
All Targs  All Targs  All Targs
% ‘a substantial amount’
pre-campaign 24 48 24 84 1 10
% elect canvassed by
telephone 15 19 19 38 6 6
Mean effort telephone
canvassing (1-5) 2.4 3.1 2.2 4.0 1.2 1.9
Number of telephone
canvassers (in campaign) 12 17 19 39 6 10
Number of telephone
canvassers (on polling day) 13 15 8 8 5 7
% telephone canvassing from
outside constituency 8 31 16 88 9 14
Note

Numbers for target seats are as in Table 7.1.
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Secondly, more detailed information is now sought from voters. In addition
to their current voting intention, those staffing the telephones typically now
also collect demographic details, such as age, sex and occupation, and ask
voters about their past voting record, opinions on issues, current concerns
and evaluations of the party leaders. Subsequently, as explained above,
voters can be sent targeted direct mail specifically tuned to their situation
and, if necessary, arrangements can be made for party workers in the locality
to pay a visit. We described the classic ‘Fordist’ constituency campaign
above as essentially involving mobilization. These developments clearly
reintroduce elements of persuasive communication into canvassing, and also
involve feedback from voters to parties.

An index of post-Fordism

In order to obtain an overall impression of the extent of recent changes we
computed a simple index of the use of recent developments in campaigning,
which we tentatively label an index of ‘post-Fordism’, based on our 1997
survey. We used fourteen variables relating to work done well in advance of
the election (to capture the idea of continuous campaigning) and to the use
of telephone canvassing, direct mail and computers.” This is, of course, a far
from ideal measure but it is a useful rough-and-ready summary. Table 7.5
shows the distribution of constituency campaigns on the index and the data
suggest that we should not overestimate the extent to which constituency
campaigning has entered a new phase, since the distance that constituencies
have travelled down the post-Fordist road varies a good deal. More than
half of the campaigns of each party (and 85 per cent of Liberal Democrat
campaigns) scored less than seven out of fourteen while only 14 per cent of
Conservative, 17 per cent of Labour and 2 per cent of Liberal Democrat
campaigns are at the top end of the scale.

To compare the extent to which campaigns in different types of seat were
post-Fordist, the scores were converted to percentages and means computed.
Details are shown in Table 7.6. Clearly much greater efforts have been
made by all parties to update campaigning in target seats. In contrast, in

Table 7.5 Scores on index of post-Fordism (%)

Score (out of 14) Con. Lab. LibDem.
0-2 18 23 43
3-6 33 36 42
7-10 36 24 13
11-14 14 17 2

N 434 455 411
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Table 7.6 Mean scores on index of post-Fordism in different types of seat

Type of seat Con. Lab. LibDem.

All 459 (434) 45.5 (455) 24.7 (411)
Target seats 67.1  (64) 84.3  (65) 56.2  (29)
Non-target seats 42.2  (370) 35.5 (390) 22.3 (382)
Very safe 50.5 (119) 26.0 (82) 28.6 (1)
Comfortable 56.7  (47) 44.7  (47) 50.0 (5)
Marginal 62.3 (121) 71.2  (94) 52.0 (14)
Possible 36.3  (46) 66.9 (35) 50.6  (24)
Hopeless 19.9 (101) 30.8 (197) 21.6 (367)
Note

The numbers on which the calculations are based are shown in brackets.

weaker Conservative seats, and very safe and hopeless Labour and Liberal
Democrat seats, the scores suggest that little has changed.

The electoral impact of constituency campaigning

For most of the post-war period, the dominant view among academics was
that constituency campaigns were old-fashioned rituals that parties indulge
in out of habit. As early as the 1951 election David Butler suggested that
‘the quality of the candidate and his organization matter remarkably little’
(Butler 1952: 4), and during the 1992 campaign Ivor Crewe asserted that
‘constituency organization counts for next to nothing’ ( The Times, 24 March
1992). The orthodoxy was that modern election campaigns were so domi-
nated by the national mass media and the national party leaders that what
happened on the ground in the constituencies was of little or no consequence.

During the 1990s, however, revisionist researchers began to devise
measures of the intensity and organizational effectiveness of local campaigns
that could be applied across a large number of constituencies and could be
used to investigate the effects of campaigning in ways that had been impos-
sible before. Johnston and Pattie (1995) argued that campaign spending
was a useful surrogate indicator of the strength of a campaign and, on this
basis, provided evidence that campaigning had a significant effect on election
results, especially improving the performance of non-incumbent candidates.
Whiteley and Seyd (1992); Whiteley et al. (1994) used nation-wide surveys
of Labour and Conservative party members to derive an indirect measure of
the intensity of campaign activity and found that this too suggested that
local campaigning affected constituency results. Finally, we ourselves con-
structed a direct measure of the strength and intensity of local campaigning
on the basis of surveys of local campaign organizers at the 1992 and 1997 gen-
eral elections. We found clear evidence that in 1992 Labour and Liberal
Democrat campaigning improved their performance and, despite Labour’s
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landslide victory, there was evidence that all three parties’ local campaigns
were effective in 1997 (Denver and Hands 1997, 1998a, b).

We do not repeat these analyses here but present a brief analysis of the
impact of the new developments that we have discussed. Did constituency
campaigns making use of the most up-to-date (post-Fordist) campaigning
techniques achieve better results than those which did not? We compare
the impact of the most recent changes (using the simple index of post-
Fordism described above) with the effects of more traditional methods of
mobilization, using a modified version of the more elaborate index of cam-
paign intensity developed in previous work and explained above.? The
modification makes the latter now more clearly an index of the intensity of
Fordist mobilization techniques.

In Table 7.7 we present a series of simple multiple regression models with
change in each party’s share of the vote between 1992 and 1997 as the depen-
dent variable. In each case the first model (a) has the index of modernization
as an independent variable together with two other variables that might be
assumed also to have affected changes in vote share — region and whether
the candidate was an incumbent MP. In addition, we include each party’s
share of the vote in 1992 as controls. Previous party strength could itself be
associated with change in the 1997 election but it also correlates strongly
with a large number of socio-economic variables such as class structure,
housing patterns, proportion of ethnic minority voters, indicators of poverty
and affluence and the rural-urban dimension. Thus including previous vote
shares is an economical way of controlling for a large number of socio-
economic variables.

The figures for the Conservatives’ campaigns show, first, that they did
relatively worse where they were previously strong and also where Labour
was previously strong. They also had poorer results in London than in the
Midlands (the comparator region) but stemmed the tide somewhat when
their candidate was an incumbent MP. Once these variables are taken into
account more modern campaigning made no significant difference to their
performance at constituency level. When the Fordist mobilization index 1s
incorporated into the model (equation b) this did have a positive significant
effect on Conservative performance — the greater the mobilizing effort the
better the result — but post-Fordist campaigning now has a significant nega-
tive impact. In the case of Labour campaigning, the post-Fordism index has
a significant positive effect on performance in both equations. In other
words, after taking other factors into account, variations in the strength of
traditional campaigning help to explain variations in performance but, in
addition, the more that post-Fordist techniques were used the better the
result for Labour. In equation (a) for the Liberal Democrats, the most impor-
tant predictor is the post-Fordism index. We have already seen, however,
that relatively few Liberal Democrat campaigns scored high on this index
(Table 7.5) and its effect i1s swamped when the measure of traditional
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Table 7.7 Multiple regression analyses of changes in vote share, 1992-97

Con. Lab. LibDem.

(a) (b) (a) (b) (a) (b)

Post-Fordism —0.06 —0.12** 0.28** 0.15** 0.40*%* 0.13
Fordism (mobilization) - 0.18** — 0.20%*  — 0.60%*
Incumbent MP 0.21** 0.21%* (.00 0.00 0.32%* (.31 %*
% Con. 1992 —0.96** —1.05*%* 0.10 0.08 0.23 0.20
% Lab. 1992 —0.33* —0.33* —0.14 —0.19 0.09 0.13
% LibDem. 1992 0.10 —=0.01 —0.30** —0.29** —0.29% —0.53%*
North —0.37 —=0.05 0.05 0.06 0.11 0.03
South 0.00 —-0.02 0.12 0.10 —=0.10 —0.09
Greater London —0.22%* —(0.23** (0.19** 0.19** —0.04 —0.02
Scotland —-0.05 -0.07 -0.12 —0.13 0.12 0.07
Wales —0.05 —0.05 —0.19*%* —0.20** 0.11 0.11
Constant 1.35 2.69 10.05 11.1 —5.01 —0.12
Adjusted R? 0.49 0.50 0.29 0.31 0.17 0.26
N 4929 439 404

Notes

The coefficients shown are standardized (‘betas’). ** Significant, p < 0.01; * significant,

p < 0.05.

campaigning is introduced (equation b) which now becomes the most signi-
ficant predictor.

The strength of local campaigning, then, affected the performance of
all three parties in 1997. In the case of the Conservatives and the Liberal
Democrats, however, the extent to which techniques that might be described
as post-Fordist were used did not make a significant difference. The change
in Labour’s share of the vote, on the other hand, was positively influenced
not just by the intensity with which traditional mobilizing techniques were
employed but also by the use of post-Fordist campaigning.

Table 7.7 is concerned with the effects of each party’s constituency cam-
paigning separately. It is likely, however, that a party’s performance will
also be affected by the campaigns of the other competing parties, and in
order to take account of this we need to incorporate scores on the strength of
campaigning indices for all three major parties into the analysis. This is
done in Table 7.8 which relates only to constituencies for which we had
survey responses from all three parties and which, for clarity of presentation,
shows only the equation in which both campaigning indices are involved.

Focusing on the first six rows, which contain the coeflicients relating to
campaigning, it can be seen that Conservative campaigning had mixed
effects. Post-Fordist Conservative campaigning had no effect on their own
performance, was associated with better Liberal Democrat results but
affected the Labour vote in the expected way. As in Table 7.7, traditional
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Table 7.8 Multiple regression analyses of changes in vote share, 1992-97 (campaigns
of all three parties)

Con. Lab. LibDem.
Post-Fordism — Con. —0.08 —0.19%* 0.17*
Post-Fordism — Lab. 0.05 0.22%% —0.19%*
Post-Fordism — LibDem. 0.01 0.14 0.27%*
Fordism (mobilization) — Con. 0.22%* —-0.10 0.08
Fordism (mobilization) — Lab. —0.12 0.25%* —0.17*
Fordism (mobilization) — LibDem. —0.11 —0.46** 0.58**
Con. incumbent MP 0.02 0.07 —0.04
Lab. incumbent MP —0.23%* 0.06 0.11
LibDem. incumbent MP —0.24%%* —0.08 0.54%**
% Con. 1992 —0.89%* 0.59%* 0.14
% Lab. 1992 0.02 0.05 0.09
% LibDem. 1992 0.28 0.40% —0.77%*
North —0.05 0.07 0.08
South —0.02 0.11 —0.13
Greater London —0.28%* 0.22%* —0.07
Scotland —0.02 0.22 —0.06
Wales —0.04 0.06 —0.05
Constant —2.69 —6.33 2.49
Adjusted R? 0.47 0.41 0.34
N 198 198 198

Notes
The coefficients shown are standardized (‘betas’). ** Significant, p < 0.01; * significant,
p < 0.05.

campaigning by the Conservatives improved their performance but it had no
impact on that of the other parties. Labour campaigning of both the tradi-
tional and post-Fordist kind affected their own vote and that of the Liberal
Democrats in the expected ways but had no effect on the performance of the
Conservatives when the other variables are taken into account. Similarly,
Liberal Democrat campaigning did not affect the change in the share of
vote obtained by the Conservatives but improved their own performance
and (at least in terms of traditional mobilization) weakened Labour’s. For
all parties the coeflicients relating to traditional mobilization in campaigns
are signed as expected and in most cases they indicate a more powerful
effect than those related to post-Fordist campaigning.

We have provided persuasive evidence, then, that local constituency
campaigning affected electoral outcomes in 1997. The evidence relating
specifically to what we have called post-Fordist campaign techniques is
more mixed. In part this is because the two are related — campaigns scoring
well on the use of post-Fordist techniques also tend to score well on the use
of classical mobilizing techniques. When the Fordism index is entered into
regression equations predicting change in share of vote, it tends to make the
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coefficient for the post-Fordism index non-significant. On the other hand,
post-Fordist campaigning by Labour does seem to have some independent
effect, and Labour was the party which had the most sophisticated and
powerful local campaigns in the 1997 election.

Conclusion

Having considered recent changes in constituency campaigning in some
detail we need now to return to our original question. Do the changes in
local campaigning that have taken place over the 1990s amount to a qualita-
tive change into a new post-Fordist phase? It would, of course, be foolish to
press analogies of this kind too far or to expect anything like a perfect fit
between the implicit models and how campaigning has developed in prac-
tice. None the less, it seems clear that the terminology does capture an
aspect of what has been going on, since some of the changes we have
described appear to fit well with the post-Fordist model. This applies, in
particular, to the use of computers, telephone canvassing and the use of
direct mail. In some ways the use of computers and telephone canvassing
simply allows the classic modern campaign to be conducted more effectively
but they also bring in new and distinctively post-Fordist features. The Fordist
constituency campaign focused on identifying supporters, who were then all
treated alike — this is reminiscent of the application of the Fordist mass-
production system to achieve economies of scale. The combination of com-
puters and telephone canvassing has allowed well organized campaigns not
only to identify potential supporters but to differentiate them and then treat
them differently. So, as we have seen, Labour in 1997 identified various cate-
gories of supporters by telephone canvassing and these were then handled in
different ways during the campaign proper. Moreover, the maintenance of
computerized records allows the generation of direct mail customized for
different groups, for example on the basis of demographic characteristics or
known support for different causes. So there is some evidence here of post-
Fordist development.

On the other hand, what is arguably the most important single develop-
ment in constituency campaigning in the 1990s — greatly increased central
control, seen particularly in Labour campaigns but also to some extent in
those of the Conservatives — does not fit so well with the post-Fordist
model.? The latter would, if anything, lead us to expect some relaxation of
central control and an extension of local autonomy. Constituency parties
and local campaign organizers would be given some freedom to adjust their
methods, using new techniques, to the particular circumstances facing
them. As Table 1.1 puts it, we might expect ‘decentralization of operation
with central scrutiny’. Certainly in the case of Labour what we have seen is
a move to greater central direction and control. This perhaps represents the
belated perfection of the Fordist campaign, rather than any move in a post-
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Fordist direction. Local campaigns in key seats are now seen as too important
to be left to volunteers in the constituencies.

There have undoubtedly been significant changes in constituency cam-
paigning in Britain over the last decade. Whether these amount to a revo-
lution or a qualitative change is less certain. Furthermore, the impact of the
changes that have taken place should not be overplayed. In seats where
parties see themselves as having little chance of winning, campaigns remain
fairly perfunctory and, at best, consist largely of going through the motions
of ‘modern’ campaigning. The same may be said of safe Labour seats. It is
generally less true of safe Conservative seats and is certainly not the case in
seats held by the Liberal Democrats. None the less, post-Fordism in terms of
techniques, if not management, has clearly emerged in key seats and it
seems likely that the relevant techniques will slowly spread to the others.

Notes

The research on which this chapter is based was supported by the ESRC (grant
reference number R000222027).

1 We estimate thatin 1992 about 280,000 people across Britain helped one or other of
the three major parties on polling day; in 1997 the figure fell to about 205,000 (see
Denver and Hands 1998a: 79).

2 Interestingly, in a very significant new development, Conservative Central Office
ensured that trained agents were in place in key seats by appointing and paying
half or more of an agent’s salary where the local association could not afford it.

3 All data presented in this chapter are derived from postal surveys of party agents
conducted shortly after the appropriate election. From 634 constituencies the
1992 survey produced responses from 266 Conservative, 356 Labour and 386
Liberal Democrat agents. In 1997 there were 434 Conservative, 450 Labour and
410 Liberal Democrat responses from 639 constituencies.

4 There were significant changes to the boundaries of parliamentary constituencies
between 1992 and 1997. All references to 1992 results are, therefore, based on esti-
mates of what the 1992 result would have been in the new constituencies (Rallings
and Thrasher 1995).

5 The spending data are not survey-based but derive from official returns. The
numbers for target seats, non-targets won in 1992 and non-targets not won in 1992
are 85, 257 and 297 for the Conservatives; 91, 262 and 286 for Labour; 54, 2 and
583 for the Liberal Democrats.

6 The index of campaign intensity summarises seven dimensions of campaigning, as
follows.

1 Preparation — when serious campaign planning started; how far advanced
various aspects of pre-campaign preparation were when the election was called.

2 Organization — when the organizer was in place; whether there were other cam-
paign officers; the proportion of the constituency covered by active campaign
organization.

3 Election workers — the number of volunteer workers on a typical campaign day
and on polling day.

4 Canvassing — the proportion of the constituency electorate canvassed face-to-
face.
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~1

5 Literature— the number of leaflets distributed in the constituency, as a proportion
of the electorate.

6  Use of computers — whether a computerized electoral register was used; whether
computers were used for various campaign tasks; whether there was a specialized
computer officer.

7 Polling day operation — whether last-minute leaflets were distributed; whether
there was knocking-up from canvass records; proportion of the electorate
covered by polling station number takers; whether the number of polling day
workers was relatively large or small.

A factor analysis of these data generated factor scores for each case which are taken

as campaign intensity scores. For further details see Denver and Hands (1997:

chapter 8).

Details of the variables used are as follows. In each case the responses in brackets

scored 1 and other answers 0.

1 Work in advance of the election
Identifying supporters through canvassing. (Scored 4 or 5 out of 5.)

Contact from national headquarters in the six months before. (Once a week or
more.)

2 Telephone canvassing, etc.

How much in the year before? (Substantial amount.)
How much during the campaign? (Substantial amount.)
Whether organized nationally/regionally. (Yes.)
Whether telephoned promises on election day. (Yes.)
Effort on telephone canvassing. (Scored 4 or 5 out of 5.)

3 Direct mail
How much during campaign? (Substantial amount.)

Used computer for direct mail? (Yes.)

4 Computers
Used computer? (Yes.)

Had computer officer? (Yes.)

Used for canvass returns? (Yes.)

Used for knocking-up lists? (Yes.)

Had computerized electoral register? (Yes.)

All these variables are positively intercorrelated and on a principal component

analysis all score positively on the first factor extracted. The index is the sum of

the scores.

For the purpose of this analysis the index described in note 6 was modified by

excluding the computing components.

The ‘post-Fordism’ index includes a measure of contact with party headquarters in

the period before the election but we interpret this as an indicator of continuous

campaigning rather than central control.



8 Do campaign communications
matter for civic engagement?

American elections from Eisenhower

to George W. Bush
Pippa Norris

Who killed civic engagement? During the 1990s multiple voices on both sides
of the Atlantic have blamed campaign communications for fuelling public
cynicism. In particular, political actor accounts claim that links between
politicians and voters have been weakened by the adoption of professional
marketing techniques, including the mélange of spin, packaging and poll-
sters. In contrast, media actor accounts hold journalistic practices in campaign
coverage liable for growing public disengagement from civic affairs, and
this thesis has developed into something of an unquestioned orthodoxy in
the popular literature. The arguments are hardly new, but are these claims
correct? Previous work by the author has argued that the process of campaign
communications by politicians and journalists has not contributed to civic
disengagement (Norris 2000). This chapter, based on analysis of long-term
trends in political communications in US election campaigns from the Eisen-
hower era in 1952 until the Bush—Gore contest in 2000, confirms that the
indictment remains unproven. The chapter draws upon fifty years of
National Election Surveys. Many popular commentators suggest that the
US public was exceptionally disenchanted by the 2000 presidential election
but, in contrast, this chapter demonstrates that (1) contrary to popular
opinion, the electorate did not display exceptional levels of disaffection in
the 2000 campaign, in fact according to the standard indicators, American
faith and confidence in government have been progressively restored in
successive elections from 1994 to 2000; (2) overall levels of political activism,
interest in elections and public affairs, and attention to the news media
display trendless fluctuations in successive US campaigns during the last
twenty years, not a steady secular decline; and lastly that (3) at individual
level, channels of campaign communications directly initiated by politicians
and indirectly mediated by journalists are positively associated with levels
of civic engagement.

To develop this argument, the next section briefly summarizes the
theoretical framework, including conceptual models of how the process of
political communications in election campaigns has been transformed over
the years and theories about how these developments may have fuelled
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public cynicism. The subsequent section examines whether there has been a
long-term decline in civic engagement in the United States, as many claim,
monitoring trends in party canvassing, campaign activism, political interest,
trust in government, and attention to the news media, drawing from the
series of surveys in the US National Election Studies. The third section
examines the impact of attention to the campaign on public engagement,
with models conducted at individual level. The conclusion outlines the
theory of a ‘virtuous circle’ to explain the pattern we find. Rather than mis-
takenly criticizing the process of campaign communications, the chapter
concludes, we need to understand and confront more deep-rooted flaws in
American democracy.

The theoretical framework

At the most general level, and as outlined in the first chapter, campaigns can
best be understood as organized efforts to inform, persuade and mobilize. Using a
simple model, campaigns include four distinct elements: the messages that
the campaign organization is seeking to communicate, the channels of com-
munication employed by these organizations, the impact of these messages
on their targeted audience and the feedback loop from the audience back to
the organization. Some messages are conveyed directly from politicians to
voters, such as through door-to-door canvassing, advertising and internet
websites, but most are communicated indirectly via the prism of the news
media. This process occurs within a broader social and political environ-
ment. Effective campaigns also include a dynamic feedback loop as cam-
paign organizations learn about their targeted audience and adapt their
goals and strategies accordingly. Indeed, the most dramatic effect of cam-
paigns may be evident at elite rather than mass levels, for example if electoral
defeat leads to parties adopting new policies and leaders. Understood in this
way, campaigns essentially involve the interaction of political organizations,
the news media as prime intermediary and the electorate. Studying these
phenomena systematically is difficult because effective research designs
require analysis of dynamic linkages among all three levels and often data
are available only at one, namely post-election cross-sectional surveys of the
electorate.

Although we commonly think of elections as the prime arena for political
campaigns in fact, and as pointed out in Chapter 1, these come in a variety
of shapes and forms, such as AIDS prevention and anti-smoking cam-
paigns by public health authorities, environmental recycling campaigns by
environmentalists and attempts to win hearts and minds in the debate
between transnational advocacy groups and anti-globalization movements
and government and business proponents of free trade in the ‘battle for
Seattle’ or Quebec. Campaigns can be regarded as ‘political’ when the
primary objective of the organization is to influence the process of govern-
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ance, whether those in authority or public opinion and behaviour. As other
chapters in this volume discuss, the primary impact of this process may be
informational, if campaigns raise public awareness and knowledge about an
issue like the dangers of smoking, or problems of the ozone layer. Or the
effect of a campaign may be persuasion in terms of reinforcing or changing
public attitudes and values, such as levels of support for the major parties or
the popularity of leaders. Or campaigns may have an effect upon mobilization
— the focus of this chapter — typified by behaviour such as voting turnout
and party volunteer work. Many accounts emphasize how the process of
campaign communications has been transformed during the twentieth
century, but nevertheless the impact of these changes upon the contents of the
messages has not been well established, still less the impact of the process
upon mobilizing or demobilizing the general public.

Many fear that common developments in election campaigns have under-
mined their role as mobilizing processes. The last decade has seen growing
concern in the United States about civic disengagement fuelling a half-
empty ballot box. The common view is that, faced with the spectacle of US
elections, the public turns off, knows little, cares less and stays home (Nye et
al. 1997; Ladd and Bowman 1998; Putnam 2000). Similar fears are wide-
spread in many other democracies (Pharr and Putnam 2000). The growth
of critical citizens is open to many explanations that have been explored else-
where (Norris 1999), linking public confidence with levels of government
performance and value change in the political culture. One of the most
popular accounts blames the process of political communications for public
disengagement, especially the changing role of politicians and journalists
within election campaigns. The idea that typical practices in campaign
communications have fostered and generated civic malaise originated in the
political science literature in the 1960s, developed in a series of scholarly
articles in the post-Watergate 1970s, and rippled out to become the conven-
tional wisdom today. The chorus of critics is loudest in the United States but
similar echoes are common in Western Europe. There is nothing particularly
novel about these arguments but their widespread popular acceptance
means that the evidence for these claims deserves careful examination. Two
main schools of thought can be identified in the literature. Political actor
accounts emphasize the decline of traditional face-to-face campaigns, erod-
ing direct voter—politician linkages, and the rise of ‘spin’ and strategic news
management by politicians, reducing public trust in parties and confidence
in governments. Journalist actor accounts stress the shift within the news
media towards covering political scandal rather than serious debate, policy
strategy rather than substance and conflict rather than consensus. These
developments can be regarded as complementary, with the shift towards
strategic news management by government prompting a journalistic
reaction, or as two autonomous changes.
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In theorizing about these developments, campaigns can be understood to
have evolved through three primary stages. Pre-modern campaigns are under-
stood to display three characteristics: the campaign organization is based
upon direct and active forms of interpersonal communications between can-
didates and citizens at local level, with short-term, ad hoc planning by the
party leadership. In the news media the partisan press acts as core inter-
mediary between parties and the public. And the electorate is anchored by
strong party loyalties. During this era, which predominated in Western
democracies with mass branch party organizations at least until the rise of
television in the 1950s, local parties selected the candidates, rang the door-
bells, posted the pamphlets, targeted the wards, planned the resources, and
generally provided all the machinery linking voters and candidates. For
citizens the experience 1s essentially locally active, meaning that most
campaigning is concentrated within communities, conducted through more
demanding activities like rallies, doorstep canvassing and party meetings.

Modern campaigns are defined as those with a party organization co-
ordinated more closely at central level by political leaders, advised by
external professional consultants like opinion pollsters. In the news media,
national television becomes the principal forum of campaign events, a more
distant experience for most voters, supplementing other media. And the
electorate becomes increasingly decoupled from party and group loyalties.
Politicians and professional advisers conduct polls, design advertisements,
schedule the theme du jour, leadership tours, news conferences and photo
opportunities, handle the press and battle to dominate the nightly television
news. For citizens, the typical experience of the election becomes more
centrally passive, in the sense that the main focus of the campaign is located
within national television studios, not local meetings, so that the experience
becomes more distant.

Lastly post-modern campaigns are understood as those where the coterie of
professional consultants on advertising, public opinion, marketing and
strategic news management become more co-equal actors with politicians,
assuming an increasingly influential role within government in a ‘permanent’
campaign, as well as co-ordinating local activity more tightly at the grass
roots. The news media fragment into a more complex and incoherent
environment of multiple channels, outlets and levels. And the electorate
become more dealigned in their party choices. The election may represent a
return to some of the forms of engagement found in the pre-modern stage, as
the new channels of communication allow greater interactivity between
voters and politicians. Post-modern types of communication can be concep-
tualized to fall somewhere between the locally active dimension of traditional
campaigns and the centrally passive experience characteristic of television-
dominated elections. Case studies suggest that political campaigns in many
nations have been transformed by the widespread adoption of political
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marketing techniques, although countries have not simply imported US
practices wholesale. According to the ‘shopping’ model, politicians adopt
whatever techniques seem well suited to their particular environment,
supplementing but not discarding older forms of electioneering (Plasser et al.
1999).

The extent and pace of these developments can be expected to vary from
one context to another. Rather than claiming that all campaigns are inevit-
ably moving into the post-modern category, contests can continue to be
arrayed from the pre-modern to the post-modern, due to the influence of a
range of intermediary conditions such as the electoral system, campaign
regulations, and organizational resources. Even within the United States,
where these developments have perhaps gone furthest, all forms of campaign-
ing remain evident, from the face-to-face, yard-sign, retail politics of
primaries in New Hampshire to the capital-intensive, poll and ad-driven
campaign in California. A series of case studies have documented the deploy-
ment of new campaign techniques in many established and new democracies
around the world (Bowler and Farrell 1992a; Butler and Ranney 1992;
Swanson and Mancini 1996; Gunther and Mughan 2000). The move
towards strategic communications represents part of the ‘professionalization’
of campaigning, giving a greater role to technical experts in public relations,
news management, advertising, speech writing and market research.

The rise of modern and post-modern campaigns has been widely blamed
for encouraging cynicism. The most common concern is that the techniques
of ‘spin’, selling and persuasion may have undermined the credibility of
parties and political leaders (Jones 1995; Rosenbaum 1997). If everything
in politics i1s designed for popular appeal then it may become harder to trust
the messages or messenger (Franklin 1994; Pfetsch 1996; Siune 1998). Many
believe that this process has reduced the importance of traditional activities
such as local party meetings, door-to-door canvassing and direct voter—
politician contact. The use of ‘negative’ or attack advertising by parties and
candidates has also raised anxieties that this practice may demobilize the
electorate (Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1995).

News demobilization?

Another related perspective commonly blames journalists rather than
politicians. Kurt and Gladys Lang (1966) were the first to connect the rise
of network news with broader feelings of disenchantment with US politics in
the 1960s. The Langs proved an isolated voice at the time, in large part
because the consensus in political communications stressed the minimal
effects of the mass media on public opinion. The idea gained currency in the
mid-1970s since it seemed to provide a plausible reason for growing public
alienation in the post-Vietnam and post-Watergate era. Michael Robinson
(1976) first popularized the term ‘video-malaise’ to describe the link between
reliance upon US television journalism and feelings of political cynicism,
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social mistrust, and lack of political efficacy. Greater exposure to television
news, he argued, with its high ‘negativism’, conflictual frames and anti-
institutional themes, generated political disaffection, frustration, cynicism,
self-doubt and malaise. During the 1990s the trickle of complaints about the
news media became a popular deluge. For Thomas Patterson (1993) the
press, in its role as election gatekeeper, has become a ‘miscast’ institution,
out of order in the political system. Gappella and Jamieson (1996) found
that strategic news frames of politics activate cynicism about public policy.
Dautrich and Hartley (1998) conclude that the news media ‘fail American
voters’. James Fallows (1996) argues that down-market trends have pro-
duced the relentless pursuit of the sensational, superficial and populist, at
the expense of serious coverage of public affairs.

Eleswhere similar voices can be heard. Blumler and Gurevitch (1995)
believe that a ‘crisis of civic communication’ has afflicted Western Europe.
Achille and Bueno (1994) fear that growing competition from commercial
channels has undermined the quality and diversity of public service tele-
vision. Dahlgren (1995) argues that the displacement of public service
television by commercial channels has impoverished the public sphere.
Schulz (1997) warns that the decline of public service broadcasting and the
rise of commercial channels in Germany, the latter emphasizing the more
sensational and negative aspects of political news, may have increased
public cynicism. Kaase (2000) fears that these developments may produce
audiences segmented according to the amount of political information to
which they are exposed, possibly reinforcing a ‘knowledge gap’. There is
widespread concern that increased competition for readers has increased the
pressure on traditional standards of news in the print sector, leading to
‘tabloidization’ or ‘infotainment’. While hardly a new practice, many believe
that today routine and daily front-page news about government scandals
appears greater than in previous decades (whether sleaze in Britain, Tangen-
topoli in Italy or [’qffaire Lewinsky in America) (Lull and Hinerman 1997).
This coverage is believed to corrode the forms of trust underpinning social
relations and political authority. Many hope that the internet can escape
these problems, but others fear that new media may simply reinforce political
cynicism (Murdock and Golding 1989; Hill and Hughes 1998; Owen and
Davis 1998: 185).

Of course there are counter-claims in the literature and the number of
sceptics questioning the evidence media malaise has been growing in recent
years. The most recent examination of the US evidence, by Bennett et al.
(1999), found that trust in politics and trust in the news media went hand in
hand, with no evidence that use of the news media was related to political
cynicism. Kenneth Newton (1997, 1999) showed that reading a broadsheet
newspaper in Britain, and watching a lot of television news, was positively
associated with political knowledge, interest and understanding of politics.
Christina Holtz-Bacha (1990) demonstrated similar patterns in Germany,
while Curtice et al. (1998) reported similarly positive findings in a five-
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nation study from elections in the early 1990s. Until recently, however,
counter-claims have usually been published in scattered scholarly journals
and thereby drowned out by the Greek chorus of popular lament for the
state of modern campaign communications. In work elsewhere (Norris
2000) I have argued that the media malaise thesis remains flawed on multiple
grounds.

Since the argument is based on historical shifts in the nature of campaign
communications, then at diffuse level there should be evidence from longi-
tudinal indicators of public opinion. If modern campaigns have weakened
direct voter—party linkages, then there should be evidence of lower levels of
electoral canvassing. And there should be a steady erosion of conventional
political participation, measured by traditional activities such as involvement
in political discussion, attending party meetings, working for a party, con-
tacting elected representatives and donating money to a candidate during
the election. If negative and strategic news has turned people off, then the
public should be less attentive to the news media. There should be a long-term
decline in public interest in government, civic affairs and political campaigns.
And standard measures of political trust should show a steady and significant
fall. On the other hand, if indicators of American civic engagement display
a pattern of stability or trendless fluctuations over time, rather than a
steady fall, then this throws doubt on the core thesis.

Trends in civic engagement

Party canvassing

First, to consider the evidence for these claims, this study can examine long-
term trends in reported party—voter contact and levels of participation in
US campaigns, drawing upon National Election Studies since 1952. If US
parties have progressively abandoned traditional campaign techniques,
exemplified by grass-roots meetings and local get-out-the-vote drives, then
we might expect to see lower levels of canvassing over the years. Figure 8.1
shows the proportion of Americans who said that someone from the political
parties had called them by phone or someone had come round to talk to
them about the campaign during successive elections. The results according
to the NES figures show that party-initiated contact activity surged from
1956 to 1972, despite coinciding with the era when television took off rapidly
in US households as a popular medium, and therefore when political ads
gradually reached a wide audience. Itis true that trends suggest a subsequent
decline in contact activity from 1972 to 1990, but this was followed by a
major recovery in successive elections. The level of contact activity generated
in the 2000 campaign was the highest ever recorded in the series, with
almost one-third of all Americans talking about the election with parties.
The major parties have been broadly balanced in their contact activities
over the years, with the Democrats marginally more energetic in many
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Figure 8.1 Percentage canvassed by the major parties, United States, 1956—2000.
Source: American National Election Studies, 1956-2000.

Note

Question: ‘As you know, the political parties try to talk to as many people as they can to get them
to vote for their candidate. Did anyone from one of the political parties call you up or come
around and talk to you about the campaign this year?’

years although the GOP has outpaced them occasionally in the early 1960s
and again in the mid-1990s. Moreover this underestimates the total amount
of contact activity since about one in ten Americans regularly reports being
called to talk about the election by someone not from the major parties, and
this proportion has also increased in recent years. The form of contacting
may now be conducted more by telephone than by the traditional face-to-
face meeting, but what this trend suggests is that in recent decades US parties
and candidates have been investing greater energies in the attempt to
mobilize individual voters through calling them directly, not less.

Campaign activism

Figure 8.2 presents the trends in campaign activism in US presidential elec-
tions. The pattern shows trendless fluctuations from 1952 to 2000 in many of
the items, rather than a clear secular decline. The sharpest fall is in the pro-
portion of Americans wearing a button or displaying a bumper sticker, both
minor activities that have become unfashionable. Since the 1960s there has
also been a modest long-term decline in activism within parties, although
the proportion of party workers today is similar to the situation in the 1950s.
The proportion of Americans engaged in other types of campaigning remains
fairly stable, such as those contributing money or going to a political meet-
ing. Today the internet provides new channels of communication, such as
the use of candidate websites for fund raising and e-mail for networking,
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Figure 8.2 Trends in campaign activism, United States, 1952-2000.
Source: American National Election Studies, 1952-2000.

Notes

NES 2000 version of questions Persuade: “We would like to find out about some of the things people
do to help a party or a candidate win an election. During the campaign, did you talk to any
people and try to show them why they should vote for or against one of the parties or
candidates?” Meeting: ‘Did you go to any political meetings, rallies, speeches, dinners, or things
like that, in support of a particular candidate?” Party work: ‘Did you do any (other) work for
one of the parties or candidates?” Money: ‘During an election year people are often asked to
make a contribution to support campaigns. Did you give money to an individual candidate
running for public office?” ‘Did you give money to a political party during this election year?’
Button: ‘Did you wear a campaign button, put a campaign sticker on your car, or place a sign
in your window or in front of your house?’

discussion groups for chat and electronic payments for donations (Norris
2001a), but the figures suggest that older forms of campaigning continue,
with new technologies supplementing rather than replacing older channels.

Attention to campaign news

As discussed earlier, many believe that the public has been turned off from
the campaign by strategic and negative coverage in the news media. These
fears have been fuelled by broader trends as many Americans leave network
television evening news for cable channels like MSNBC and CNN, as well as
alternative news sources available via the internet. The secular erosion in
overall network news viewership recorded by Nielsen figures persists in non-
election as well as election years, as Americans find access to cable news
more convenient for their working schedules (Norris 2001b). Newspaper
circulation figures, which have long been weak in comparison with similar
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Figure 8.3 Attention to the news media, United States, 1952-2000.
Source: American National Election Studies, 1952-2000.

Notes

Television news: ‘Did you watch any programs about the campaign on television?’ Radio: ‘How
about radio — did you listen to any speeches or discussions about the campaign on the radio?’
Magazines: ‘Did you read about the campaign in any magazines?’ Newspapers: ‘Did you read
about the campaign in any newspaper?’

post-industrial societies, have also been steadily falling in the United States.
Yet when asked how much attention they pay to news about the campaign
for President, the trends in Figure 8.3, from 1960 to 2000, show a picture of
trendless fluctuations. The main change occurred earlier, in the 19350s, as
television came into the living room, displacing the role of radio news that
had been popular in the inter-war years. Once widely available, television
news shows a fairly stable plateau over successive elections, with two tempor-
ary dips in 1984 and again in 1996. Use of newspapers shows a slightly more
pronounced decline since the early 1980s but it also remains unclear whether
this has now stabilized or whether it will fall further.

Political interest

If traditional forms of campaign activism have not fallen, what about general
interest in election campaigns, as well as in government and public affairs?
If election coverage became more negative in the 1960s and early 1970s,
then plausibly people could switch off from politics. Figure 8.4 shows long-
term trends in these indicators, in presidential and mid-term elections. The
results show that interest in the campaign was slightly stronger in successive
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Figure 8.4 Interest in campaigns and in government, United States, 1952—-2000.
Source: American National Election Studies, 1952-2000.

Notes

Interest in government and public affairs: ‘Some people seem to follow what’s going on in
government and public affairs most of the time, whether there’s an election going on or not.
Others aren’t that interested. Would you say you follow what’s going on in government and
public affairs most of the time, some of the time, only now and then, or hardly at all?’
(percentage ‘Most/some’ of the time). Interest in campaigns: ‘Some people don’t pay much
attention to political campaigns. How about you? Would you say that you have been very
much interested, somewhat interested, or not much interested in following the political
campaigns so far this year?” (percentage ‘Very’ interested).

elections from 1952 to 1976, and then fell to a lower level from 1978 to 2000
(with the exception of the 1992 election, where attention rose again). The
pattern is far from uniform, for example interest in the 1956 campaign
proved similar to that in 1996. Variations over time could plausibly be
produced by many factors, including the closeness of the race, whether an
incumbent President was standing for re-election, competition from third
party candidates, the salience of the political issues, and so on (Rosenstone
and Hansen 1993). The decline of political interest indicates a period-specific
shift, but this change seems to have occurred between 1976 and 1978. In
addition, the decline in political interest could be attributed to many things
beyond changes in campaigning, for example the heightened generational
and racial tensions in US politics could have increased political interest
during the 1960s, producing a fall thereafter.

Trends in attention to government and public affairs, rather than cam-
paigns, present a similar picture. The proportion of Americans who follow
government and public affairs either ‘most’ or ‘some’ of the time in the
1990s is similar to the situation in the early 1960s. The main exceptions to
the overall trend concern heightened attention in the 1964, 1972, 1974, and
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1976 elections. As many have observed, the events of these years stimulated
political awareness — from conflict over civil rights and urban riots to anti-
Vietnam demonstrations, political assassinations, the rise of second-wave
feminism, generational culture wars and the aftermath of Watergate. From
1976 to 2000 attention returned to the ‘normal’ level evident in the early
1960s. There is no linear decline in interest in US politics. The 1992 Bush
versus Clinton versus Perot election, for example, registered the fifth highest
level of interest in the entire series. The common assumption that Americans
have become increasingly bored with government and turned-off from
public affairs in recent years, and that this can be attributed to increasingly
negative, trivial or strategic coverage in the news media, or to changes in
party campaigning, receives no support from this evidence.

Political trust

Yet the effects of a more cynical culture in journalism should be evident more
directly in indicators of political trust in US government and politicians.
After all, much of the concern about growing alienation has been generated
by the long-term slide in the standard NES indicators of civic malaise. The
key question here is whether the timing of the decline in political trust mirrors
the events that are believed to have transformed the news culture.

Figure 8.5 maps trends in the standard NES indicators of trust in govern-
ment, from 1958 until 2000. The pattern confirms relatively high levels of
trust from 1958 to 1964, the sharp plunge from 1964 to 1974, the modest
slide until 1980, then the revival under Reagan’s first term in the early
1980s, the slide again from 1984 to 1994, then a distinct revival during
Clinton’s second term. While earlier observers saw only a linear decline, the
most recent figures suggest a far clearer pattern of fluctuations. The key ques-
tion for this study is how far these patterns can be related to the timing of
any assumed changes in political campaigning. The pattern in the 1980s
and 1990s, with the rise and fall and rise again in US political trust, strongly
suggests that rather than a secular phenomenon, driven by cultural or struc-
tural trends, this represents a more events-driven or performance-driven
political explanation. If ‘negative’ campaign coverage increased in the early
1980s, as Patterson (1993) suggests, or if news of political scandals commonly
became front-page headlines in the 1990s, this may be associated with the
popularity of presidential candidates, but it is unrelated to broader trends in
political trust, which became more positive during these eras. Of course we
cannot assume that there is any simple and direct link between attitudes
towards the political system and the broader pattern of campaign coverage,
since multiple factors can influence political trust. But at the same time if
the timing of trends in these indicators of civic engagement fails to match
the timing of any hypothetical change in the campaign communications,
even with lags, then we have failed to establish convincing evidence for
these hypothetical effects at diffuse level.
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Figure 8.5 Trends in trust in government, United States, 1958-2000.
Source: American National Election Studies, 1952—2000.

Notes

Crooked: ‘Do you think that quite a few of the people running the government are [1958-72: a
little] crooked, not very many are, or do you think hardly any of them are crooked [1958-72: at
all]?” Benefit few: “‘Would you say the government is pretty much run by a few big interests
looking out for themselves or that it is run for the benefit of all the people?” Waste: ‘Do you
think that people in the government waste a lot of the money we pay in taxes, waste some of it,
or don’t waste very much of it?” Trust government: ‘How much of the time do you think you
can trust the government in Washington to do what is right — just about always, most of the
time, or only some of the time?’

The impact of exposure to campaign communications

So far we have examined diffuse patterns at aggregate level, but what is the
evidence of the effects of exposure to campaign communications on civic
engagement at individual level? Table 8.1 displays the results of a regression
model analysing the effects of attention to the campaign news media and
party canvassing on campaign activism. The model controls for the standard
factors commonly found to be associated with political participation, includ-
ing demographic background (age, gender, income, education and race)
and political attitudes (including political interest and strength of partisan-
ship), as well as the year of the survey in the merged NES 1948-98 data set.
The results in Table 8.1 confirm that attention to campaign communications
in newspapers, radio news and magazine news, as well as being canvassed
by parties, are all significantly associated with greater campaign activism,
even after controlling for social background and political attitudes. Attention
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to television news about the campaign is also positive but proves a statis-
tically insignificant predictor of activism. Other variables point in the
expected direction, with greater levels of political participation among men,
older citizens, the well educated and the more affluent, as well as among
stronger partisans and those who are politically interested. The year of the
election proves insignificant, confirming the earlier observation that there
has not been a secular slide in overall levels of campaign engagement. More-
over the indicator of party canvassing proved more strongly related to parti-
cipation than any of the demographic variables.

Similar models are run using a single media attention scale with measures
of campaign activism, external efficacy, trust in government and govern-

Table 8.1 Regression model predicting campaign activism, United States, 1948-98

B (SE) Beta Sig. Coding

Year 0.00  (0.00) 0.003  0.802 Year of the election
Demographic controls

Gender 0.03  (0.01) 0.02 0.018 Male (1)

Race —0.02 (0.03) —0.01 0.485 White (1)

Age —-0.03 (0.01) —0.06 0.000 Years

Education 0.05 (0.01) 0.06 0.000 Four categories

Household income 0.02  (0.01) 0.03 0.022 Five categories

Attitudinal controls
Political interest 0.12  (0.01) 0.26 0.000 Seven-point scale
Strength of partisanship 0.01  (0.00) 0.03 0.002 Seven-point scale

Attention to campaign news

Television news 0.04 (0.02) 0.02 0.108 See Fig. 8.3 caption
Newspapers 0.04 (0.02) 0.03 0.024  See Fig. 8.3 caption
Radio news 0.08  (0.01) 0.05 0.000 See Fig. 8.3 caption
Magazine news 0.12  (0.02) 0.08 0.000 See Fig. 8.3 caption
Party contact 0.22  (0.02) 0.14 0.000 Contacted (1)

Constant 0.20

Adjusted R? 0.184

N 42,908

Source: American National Election Studies, 1948-98, merged dataset.

Notes

The model predicts campaign activism based on ordinary least-squared regression models with
columns reporting the unstandardized (B) coeflicients (with the standard errors in parenthesis),
the standardized beta coeflicients, and significance. The model was tested for collinearity.
Campaign activism: a four-point scale measuring attending a political meeting, working for
a candidate or party, displaying a campaign button, and talking to others about parties or
candidates. This scale is available for all elections except 1954, 1958, and 1966. For details see
Figure 8.2. It should be noted that similar results were replicated using the longer six-point
scale of campaign activism. Party contact: see Figure 8.1.
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ment responsiveness as alternative indicators of civic engagement, with the
summary results presented in Table 8.2. The models confirm that Americans
who are most exposed to direct and indirect channels of campaign communi-
cations, because they pay attention to campaign news and they are canvassed
by parties, prove consistently more active, efficactous and more positive about
government responsiveness. This relationship remains significant even after intro-
ducing a battery of controls in the multivariate regression models. There is a
modest negative effect between exposure to the news and trust in government
but this proves statistically insignificant despite the large sample size.

Moreover, far from a case of ‘American exceptionalism’, this pattern 1s
found in the United States and in Western Europe (for full details see Norris
2000). The evidence strongly suggests that the public are not simply passively
responding to political communications being presented to them, in a naive
‘stimulus—response’ model; instead they are critically and actively sifting,
discarding and interpreting the available information. A more educated
and literate public is capable of using the more complex range of news sources
and party messages to find the information they need to make practical
political choices. The survey evidence suggests that news exposure was not
associated with civic disengagement in America.

Conclusion: a virtuous circle?

Why should we find a positive link between civic engagement and attention
to campaign comunications? There are three possible answers, which
cannot be resolved with the available evidence here.

One interpretation is selection effects. In this explanation, those who are
most predisposed to participate politically (for whatever reason) could well
be more interested in keeping up with current affairs, so the direction of
causation could be one-way, from prior attitudes to attention to campaign communi-
cations. This view is consistent with the ‘uses and gratification’ literature,
which suggests that media habits reflect prior predispositions in the audience:
people who love football turn to the sports results, people who invest on
Wall Street check the business pages and people interested in politics read
about government and public policy (Blumler and Katz 1974). But if we
assume a purely one-way selection effect, this implies that despite repeatedly
turning to campaign messages, the public learns nothing whatever from the
process, a proposition that seems inherently implausible.

Another answer could be campaign effects. In this explanation, the process of
attending to campaign messages (for whatever reason) can be expected to
increase our interest in, and knowledge about, government and elections,
thereby facilitating political participation. The more we watch or read, in
this interpretation, the more we learn. News habits can be caused by many
factors such as leisure patterns and broadcasting schedules: people may
catch the news because it comes on after a popular sit-com, or because radio
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stations air headline news between music clips or because the household
subscribes to home delivery of a newspaper. In this view, the direction of
causality would again be one-way, but in this case running from prior exposure
habits to our subsequent political attitudes.

Both these views could logically make sense of the associations we establish.
One or the other could be true. It is not possible for us, any more than for
others, to resolve the direction of causality from cross-sectional polls of
public opinion taken at one point in time. But it seems more plausible and
convincing to assume a two-way interactive process or a virtuous circle. In the
long term, through repeated exposure, like the socialization process in the
family or workplace, there may well be a ‘virtuous circle’ where the news
media and party campaigns serve to activate the active. Those most inter-
ested and knowledgeable pay most attention to campaign communications.
Learning more about the election (the policy stances of the candidates and
parties, the record of the government, the severity of social and economic
problems facing the nation) reduces the barriers to further electoral turnout
and civic engagement. In this interpretation, the ratchet of reinforcement
thereby moves in a direction that is healthy for public participation.

In contrast, the news media have far less power to reinforce the disengage-
ment of the disengaged, because, given the easy availability of the multiple
alternatives now available, and minimal political interest, when presented
with campaign messages this group is habitually more likely to turn over,
turn off or surf to another web page. If the disengaged do catch the news,
they are likely to pay little attention. And if they do pay attention, they are
more likely to mistrust campaign information. Repeatedly churning out
political messages inoculates against their potential impact. This theory
cannot be proved conclusively from the available cross-sectional survey
evidence, any more than can alternative theories of blaming campaign com-
munications for the ills of the body politic, but it does provide a plausible
and coherent interpretation of the associations confirmed in this chapter.

Claims of campaign-induced malaise are methodologically flawed, so that
they are at best unproven, to use the Scottish verdict, or at worse false.
As a result too often we are ‘blaming the messenger’ for more deep-rooted
ills of the body politic. This matters, not just because we need to understand
the real causes of civic disengagement to advance our knowledge, but also
because the correct diagnosis has serious implications for public policy
choices. ‘Blaming the messenger’ can prove a deeply conservative strategy,
blocking effective reforms, especially given a First Amendment tradition
that idealizes the protection of media mega-corporations from public
regulation.

This study does not seek to claim in la-de-da fashion that all is for the best
in the best of all possible political worlds. If not ‘broken’, there are many
deep-rooted flaws embedded in the core institutions of representative
democracy; we are not seeking to present a Panglossian view. The important
point for this argument is that many failings have deep-seated structural
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causes, whether the flood of dollars drowning US campaigns, the bungling
and incompetence evident in the Florida recount, or the lack of viable third
parties competing in US elections (for details see Norris 2001c). If we stopped
blaming the news media’s coverage of campaigns, and directed attention to
the structural problems in ensuring free, fair and competitive democratic
elections, perhaps effective remedies would be more forthcoming.



9 Referendums and elections

How do campaigns differ?

Lawrence LeDuc

A referendum presents a different set of choices than does an election. No
political parties or candidate names appear on the ballot, and voters must
choose among alternatives that are sometimes unfamiliar and perhaps lack-
ing in partisan cues. One might therefore expect a greater degree of volatility
and uncertainty in referendum voting than is typically found in elections.
Particularly in those instances where the issue(s) of the referendum are new
to the voter, the campaign dynamic which ensues becomes critical to the
determination of the outcome. Only through the various information sources
available to them over the course of a campaign will voters be able to form
opinions on new and unfamiliar (or only partly familiar) ballot questions.
As Biitzer and Marquis show in Chapter 10, this process of opinion formation
is of primary importance for the wide variety of issues which Swiss voters are
routinely asked to consider. Applying Zaller’s (1992) model of communi-
cation flows, they show that information communicated by elites during
the course of a referendum campaign is often crucial to the outcome of a
vote on an issue about which voters may have little prior information. This
view 1s also supported by evidence from US studies (Lupia 1994; Bowler
and Donovan 1998; Lupia and McCubbins 1998). Voters draw upon a
variety of sources in forming opinions about the sometimes complex and
confusing initiatives which routinely appear on many US state ballots.!
Among the most frequently mentioned sources of such information are cam-
paign pamphlets, newspaper and television editorials, and direct mailings
from campaign organizations. Voters take their cues from these and other
campaign sources, as well as from individuals, groups and organizations
with which they identify.

In other situations, however, voters may be able to make up their minds
much more quickly on the basis of partisan or ideological perceptions, or
familiarity with one or more positions in a long-standing political debate.
Strong supporters of the Parti québécois, for example, would hardly have
needed a campaign in order to make up their minds how to vote in the 1995
Quebec sovereignty referendum, given that the ‘sovereignty’ issue has been
debated for more than twenty years and itself forms the basis on which
the party system in Quebec is aligned. Referendums such as the 1980 vote
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on nuclear power in Sweden, the several votes on EU issues in Denmark
(1986, 1992, 1993, 1998, 2000) or the two Irish referendums on abortion
(1983, 1992), may also serve as examples of instances in which a significant
part of the electorate could be expected to have strong existing views. As
Zaller (1992) notes, the process of opinion formation proceeds from an inter-
action of information and predisposition. When strongly held predispositions
are merely reinforced by the campaign, referendums begin to take on some
of the characteristics of elections. But when parties are internally divided,
1deological alignments are unclear or an issue 1s new and unfamiliar, voters
may be expected to draw more of their information from the campaign dis-
course, and the outcome of the contest becomes highly unpredictable.
Although models of electoral behaviour that are familiar to election scholars
work reasonably well in explaining referendum voting in some instances,
the relative weight of campaign effects can vary substantially as the context
in which a referendum takes place changes. Because referendums are rela-
tively rare events in most countries, this contextual variation is most easily
operationalized in a broadly comparative study. In this chapter, I examine
the effects of the campaign in twenty-three national or sub-national referen-
dums held in fourteen different countries or provinces.? This set of cases pro-
vides sufficient diversity to permit an analysis of the dynamics of referendum
campaigns within a broadly comparative context.

The theoretical issues

At least some of the factors which political scientists are accustomed to
considering in studies of elections also arise in referendums. However, these
might be expected to vary considerably from one referendum case to another,
because the political context in which one referendum takes place can be
very different from another. The context of the referendum, therefore, itself
becomes a variable, which in turn will affect the weight which even familiar
elements of electoral models such as partisanship or ideology might carry in
explaining behaviour and outcomes.

Referendum campaigns can easily become entangled with a range of other
political factors, above and beyond the issue presented on the referendum
ballot. In this respect, they may be somewhat like ‘second order’ elections
(Reif and Schmitt 1980; van der Eijjk et /. 1995). Examining the 1992
Danish and French referendums on Maastricht, Franklin ef al. (1995) con-
cluded that shifting attitudes toward domestic political actors, or the relative
popularity or unpopularity of the government of the day, can sometimes
provide a more plausible explanation of changes in voter sentiment than
feelings about the referendum issue itself. Heath and Taylor (1999) advance
a similar view in their analysis of the 1997 referendums in Scotland and
Wales, noting that the popularity of the newly elected Blair government was
a positive element for the ‘yes’ side in both of these campaigns. However,
the relative weight of such factors in a referendum campaign can vary
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Figure 9.1 Elements leading towards stability or volatility in referendum voting.

considerably from one context to another. Feelings about certain types of
1ssues may change less readily than attitudes toward individual politicians
or even political parties. For some voters, opinions on Quebec sovereignty
or European integration might reflect fundamental beliefs about the nation
or a sense of political community. For others, such attitudes are less the
product of deeply held beliefs than a shorter-term electoral decision based
on the persuasive arguments of an advertising campaign, apprehensions
about the state of the economy, or judgements about the relative credibility
of those delivering the message.

As Tonsgaard (1992) has argued, the extent to which basic values and
beliefs are linked with the referendum issue in the public debate, and the
relative strength and stability of those beliefs, is a key starting point for
any theoretical understanding of referendum voting. Factors such as party
identification, linkage of the referendum issue with particular groups, or its
identification with established political actors, might also provide examples
of Zaller’s ‘predispositions’. Figure 9.1 outlines a conceptual map, on which
a number of the variables which are familiar from the study of election cam-
paigns are rearranged to fit the more widely varying context of referendum
voting. I will argue here that the closer a particular referendum comes to
involving elements at the left-hand side of the diagram, the more foreseeable
its outcome should be and the more limited (or reinforcing) the effects of the
campaign. As one moves towards the right hand side of the diagram, the
greater the potential for volatility and the more inherently unpredictable
the outcome. Thus a referendum which involves a cleavage or ideological
issue, and/or in which political parties take well known and predictably
opposite positions, ought to see the least volatility. One which involves a
new or previously undiscussed issue, or in which parties line up in a non-
traditional manner, is more likely to promote some of the short-term vari-
ables towards the right side of the diagram. Of course this schematic, when
applied to real cases, may somewhat understate and minimize the potential
for campaign effects, even in instances where the initial configuration of
forces would seem to fall more towards the ‘stability’ end of the continuum.
For, as we shall see subsequently, an important part of the dynamic of a
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referendum campaign involves changing and redefining the subject matter of
the referendum through the campaign discourse. Hence the 1986 Irish
divorce referendum might have seen less movement over the course of the
campaign had it been fought solely along religious or partisan lines. But the
rather dramatic shift which took place in voter sentiment during that cam-
paign was attributable in part to the success of certain campaign actors in
redefining the issue for the voters, i.e. in persuading them to view the matter
as something other than a traditional cleavage issue (Darcy and Laver
1990). To frame this question properly, we must consider how an issue
comes to be on the ballot in the first place.

Why governments call referendums

The origin of a referendum is nearly always found in a conscious political
decision taken by a party, organization or group. Even in the case of ‘citizen
mitiated’ referendums, the undertaking generally requires the political and
financial resources of a well organized group in order to collect the thousands
of signatures needed to get a proposed measure on to the ballot. The question
therefore is often clearly identified at an early stage with the group or organi-
zation thatinitiated it. In virtually all of the cases to be considered here, how-
ever, the decision to hold a referendum was taken by a governing political
party (or parties). Sometimes this occurred because the governing party
concluded that a particular political agenda required demonstrated public
support in order to carry it through. No British government today, for
example, would risk joining European monetary union without obtaining
public approval in a referendum, even though such a course is not legally
required. Similarly, none of the governments of the Nordic countries in
1994 was willing to undertake the historic decision to join the European
Union without the concurrence ofits citizens. A referendum may also involve
other strategic considerations. The 1992 Irish abortion referendum took
place because of the government’s desire to separate the contentious abortion
issue from the debate on the Maastricht treaty, for which the government
wanted a smooth ratification process. In each of these instances, and in
dozens of others that might be used as examples, the political chain of events
that led up to the decision to hold a referendum can be easily reconstructed.

The reasons why a governing party or coalition might opt for a referendum
strategy are many and varied. Morel (1993) notes that divisions within a
party on a sensitive issue are one of the most common reasons. By tossing the
‘hot potato’ to the electorate, party leaders may hope to be better able to
manage dissent within the party on a divisive issue. The Swedish and
Austrian referendums on the divisive issue of nuclear power provide one
such illustration of circumstances in which a popular vote was used to pre-
vent a difficult issue from tearing a party apart. A referendum may also be
part of some larger political objective. The 1997 Scottish and Welsh devolu-
tion referendums, together with the 1998 referendum on local government
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in London, were clearly part of the Blair government’s wider constitutional
agenda, which also included Northern Ireland, restructuring of the House
of Lords and electoral reform.

When a governing party chooses a referendum strategy, it generally does
so in the expectation that it will win. Even in those instances where a party
is internally divided, it is generally possible to discern the preferred outcome
of those who planned and organized the referendum. Harold Wilson saw the
referendum as a means of sustaining British membership of the European
Community in 1975, even though many prominent members of his party
continued to oppose it. Similarly, Felipe Gonzalez used the 1986 Spanish
referendum on NATO as a means of quelling opposition to NATO member-
ship within his own governing party. But such strategies can easily fail.
Francois Mitterrand may not have fully anticipated the high degree of
political risk involved in putting the Maastricht treaty to a referendum in
1992, believing as he did that the treaty would be readily endorsed by
French voters. Neither did Canadian political leaders, having committed
themselves to a referendum following the 1992 constitutional agreement,
anticipate that the electorate would ultimately reject their carefully
balanced package of reforms. While the strategy behind calling a referendum
may be clear, the outcome of the venture, once undertaken, is much more
uncertain. The volatility of a campaign can place at risk even the most care-
fully thought out referendum strategy.

The campaign and the vote decision

One indicator that is suggestive of the role played by the campaign is the
amount of time that voters require in order to reach a decision about how to
vote in a referendum. As noted earlier, we would expect that in those
instances where the issues of the referendum are entirely new to the voter,
the learning process of the campaign will be more critical for deciding
how to vote and therefore also more important in determining the outcome.
In those cases where voters clearly need the campaign in order to form an
opinion on the issue(s) of the referendum, we might expect more actual
voting decisions to be made late in the campaign, after a sufficient amount
of information about the issue has become available. When voters are able
to make up their minds on the basis of clear partisan or ideological cues, or
where there is a high degree of prior familiarity with the referendum
issue(s), we might expect voting decisions to be made earlier. The timing of
the vote decision therefore may be a useful indicator of the role of the
campaign in affecting the outcome of a given referendum.

Survey data on reported time of vote decision are available for ten of the
referendums considered here (Table 9.1). The cases presented cover a range
of different contexts in terms of the amount of prior knowledge that a voter
might be expected to have regarding the issue being voted upon in the refer-
endum. The 1992 Canadian constitutional referendum provides a fairly
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Table 9.1 Reported time of vote decision in ten referendums (%)

Where Year Long Atcall During Final week
before campaign
Quebec? 1995 70 5 14 11
Finland” 1994 62 16 22
France® 1992 60 20 20
Norway” 1994 59 24 17
Sweden” 1994 58 17 25
Quebec! 1980 49 19 27 5
Australia® 1999 49 19 20 19
Scotland" 1997 40 21 16 24
Wales' 1997 32 20 16 33
Canada® 1992 - 38 33 29

Sources: a 1995 Carleton ISSP Study. b Comparative Nordic Referendums Study (Pesonen
1998). ¢ SOFRES/Le Figaro (Franklin et al. 1995). d 1980 Canadian National Election Study.
Quebec referendum wave. e 1999 Australian Constitutional Referendum Study. f 1997 CREST
surveys. g 1992 Carleton Referendum Study.

extreme example, because that referendum could not have been anticipated
in advance and voters could not have been expected to have a high degree
of prior knowledge of the content of a complex constitutional agreement
which had been negotiated in closed sessions. Not surprisingly, therefore,
nearly two-thirds of those voting in that referendum made their decisions
over the course of the campaign, a substantial number of these as late as the
final week. By contrast, voters in the second (1995) Quebec sovereignty refer-
endum were able to come to a decision much more quickly on the issue, in
part because the subject matter of the referendum was well known, but also
because the campaign provided strongly reinforcing partisan cues for many
voters. While the campaign was still important to the outcome, in part
because of the closeness of the result, fewer voters needed the additional infor-
mation provided by the campaign in order to reach a decision. Three-
quarters of the Quebec electorate had already made up their minds how to
vote at the time that the referendum was called.®

The 1994 EU membership referendums in the Nordic countries provide
examples which fall clearly between these two extremes. While a majority of
the voters surveyed in all three countries reported having made their decision
how to vote ‘long before’ the campaign had begun, substantial numbers
also decided how they would vote at some point during the course of the
campaign. In Sweden, 25 per cent reported that they made their decision in
the final week. The fact that parties that are normally opponents in election
campaigns were campaigning together in support of EU membership in
these referendums may have served to present voters with new information,
in which it could be expected that more time might be required for this to be
factored into their decisions. In Sweden, divisions among the governing
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Social Democrats spilled over into the campaign, with the government
actively supporting the ‘yes’ side but others campaigning against it under
the umbrella group ‘Social Democrats against the EU’. Listhaug et al.
(1998) found that partisanship played an important role in voting in the
1994 EU referendums in all of the three Nordic countries, but also discovered
that the strength of this relationship varied substantially both between the
countries and between parties. In Sweden, the correlation between feelings
toward the Social Democratic Party and feelings about the European Union
was 1n fact moderately negative, in spite of the party’s official endorsement
of EU membership.! Listhaug e/ al. show that the party was able to win
back some of its supporters to the ‘yes’ side over the course of the campaign,
perhaps making the difference between victory and defeat for the proposal.’
But the circumstances of the 1994 EU referendums in the three Nordic coun-
tries present a quite different picture from the Quebec case, in which parties
with well known and strongly held positions on the sovereignty issue were
putting forward highly familiar arguments right from the beginning.

Campaign effects

The measurement of campaign effects is not an easy task, either in the study
of elections or in the case of referendums. Sometimes, studies which have
employed rolling cross-section survey designs over the length of a campaign
have been successful in isolating the effects of particular campaign events.
But such studies are even rarer in referendum campaigns than in election
research.® Public opinion polls, however, can sometimes provide circum-
stantial evidence of similar shifts over the course of a campaign.

Polls on the issue of the referendum taken either at the beginning of] or in
advance of, a campaign provide a benchmark against which outcomes can
be compared in attempting to estimate campaign effects. Of course, such a
comparison measures only unidirectional shifts in public sentiment. Movement
of voters in equal and opposite directions over the course of a campaign
would not be captured by such an indicator. Nevertheless, such a measure 1s
appealing, in spite of its limitations, because it is readily available for many
of the cases considered here and because it can be applied in a broadly com-
parative manner. Computed as an absolute value, the net shift from the poll
percentage to the final result is conceptually similar to a Pedersen index,
which is commonly computed to measure electoral change.” It is thus an
approximation of the net level of volatility generated by the campaign.

Table 9.2 compares the estimate of vote share based on a poll taken early in
the campaign, or in advance thereof, on the issue of the referendum for a
number of the cases examined here. Comparing this indicator with the
actual outcome of the referendum provides a useful surrogate for campaign
effects. To permit a statistically legitimate comparison with the referendum
outcome, the poll figure displayed in the table excludes undecided respon-
dents. These, however, are shown in a separate column, labelled ‘DK’. The
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percentage of such ‘undecided’ respondents is often quite high, a pattern not
unexpected in a poll taken in the early stages of a campaign.

The average absolute shift of seventeen percentage points found for these
twenty-three cases taken together is impressively high, but by itself may actu-
ally understate the degree of movement occurring in some of the referendum
campaigns. In the 1988 Australian campaign, for example, all four constitu-
tional proposals enjoyed the support of a majority of the electorate according
to polls taken about a month in advance of the referendum (Hughes 1994).
The campaign waged by the opposition Liberals in that referendum was
very effective in raising doubts among voters about the measures, in the end
bringing about the defeat of all four proposals by wide margins.® Similarly
large shifts are found in other cases such as the 1992 Canadian constitutional
referendum, the 1992 French referendum on the Maastricht treaty, or the
1994 Uruguayan referendum on electoral reform. In all of these cases, the
effectiveness of campaign actors in raising doubts about what was actually
being proposed may have accounted for a substantial share of the decline in
support (Appleton 1992; Johnston et al. 1996; Qvortrup 1997). This pattern
is similar to that found by Darcy and Laver (1990) in their study of the 1986
Irish divorce referendum campaign. In that case, the ability of fringe
groups who became involved in the campaign to effectively ‘change the
subject’ of the debate in the minds of voters introduced a new campaign
dynamic. As voters began to have doubts about what was actually being
proposed, support for a proposal which once seemed solid quickly evaporated.

Another important element of the dynamic in these cases is the perception
developed over the course of the campaign that the referendum is really a
battle of ‘the people’ against ‘the establishment’, a perception encouraged
by the entry of groups that do not normally play an active role in election
campaigns. In the case of the 1992 Canadian constitutional referendum, the
constitutional proposal was supported by all three major national parties
and by all ten provincial premiers. Yet this seemingly broad phalanx of
cross-party support was unable to save the agreement, and may in fact have
actually contributed to its defeat (LeDuc and Pammett 1995). A similar
pattern emerged in the case of the French Maastricht referendum, in which
the treaty enjoyed the support not only of President Mitterrand, but also of
his predecessor (Giscard), of Mitterrand’s 1988 presidential opponent
(Chirac), the leaders of all of the mainstream political parties, most of the
business establishment, many trade unions and a wide variety of prominent
figures in French society. The ‘no’ side, consisting mainly of the political
fringes (Communists, National Front) and a handful of party dissidents,
had little in common politically except for their opposition to Maastricht.
But the opponents’ ability to portray themselves as political ‘outsiders’ cap-
tured the mood of disenchantment with the political class which was wide-
spread in France at the time. Mitterrand’s own unpopularity and the
perceived deficiencies of his government were also weaknesses that could be
readily exploited by the treaty’s opponents (Franklin ez al. 1995). An intense
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campaign waged in the final week by the ‘yes’ side, including an unprece-
dented nation-wide television appearance by German Chancellor Helmut
Kohl, barely saved the treaty from defeat, as the polls shifted from forecasting
a narrow ‘no’ victory to a narrow ‘yes’ in the last few days.”

Of course, while the average degree of movement in referendum cam-
paigns as documented in Table 9.2 is substantial, not all of the cases con-
sidered here conform to identical patterns. Particularly in the case of the
1994 EU membership referendums (Austria, Finland, Norway, Sweden),
the amount of movement in the campaign appears to have been much
smaller, and was found to be in a positive rather than a negative direction.
Here, the issue of EU membership was well known, and had been actively
debated in the political arena for some time. Norway had voted narrowly
against membership in a previous (1972) referendum. These were not cases
where ‘changing the subject’ or ‘raising doubts’ about what was actually
being proposed was as likely to prove an effective campaign tactic. In all
four cases, also, the governments involved had initiated the referendums,
and were actively campaigning for a ‘yes’ vote. In the cases of Norway and
Sweden in particular, the Euro-scepticism of their electorates was well
known, and it had been important to lay the political groundwork for propos-
ing EU membership carefully. But while the vote was particularly close in
both Norway and Sweden, the evidence does not suggest that the campaign
itself accounts for the outcome in either case. The vote in Norway was in
fact considerably closer than was predicted by most of the pre-referendum
polls, but this may have been due as much to the ‘domino effect’ of the Swed-
ish vote two weeks earlier as to the overall effectiveness of the government’s
campaign in support of the ‘yes’ (Jahn and Storsved 1995).!° The two effects
are virtually inseparable here, since the likelihood of a Swedish ‘yes’ vote
was in fact an important part of the Norwegian government’s own campaign
strategy.

The two Quebec sovereignty referendums provide a particularly good test
of the potential of campaigns to sway public opinion on different types of
referendum issues. As is seen in Table 9.2, the two Quebec referendums
display a very different dynamic, even though the issue was essentially the
same in both instances. This is because the context in which they occurred
was quite different, given the fifteen years of debate over Quebec sovereignty
which had taken place in the interim between the two votes. In the first
(1980) referendum, the sovereignty issue in Quebec was still a new political
phenomenon, and the campaign represented an important part of the learn-
ing process for many voters. The product of extensive public opinion polling,
the question put to the electorate in the 1980 referendum was widely thought
at the time to be a “winning’ question.!! It provided the reassurance of a con-
tinued economic association with Canada and a common currency and
asked only for a ‘mandate to negotiate’ an agreement with the rest of
Canada and not for sovereignty itself. Further, it specified that any agree-
ment that might be achieved through such negotiations would have to be
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approved in another referendum. Polls commissioned by the Quebec govern-
ment suggested that this strategy was capable of attracting the support of
well over 50 per cent of the electorate. Yet the proposal ultimately went
down to a rather decisive defeat. In part, this was because the federalist side
was able to effectively shift the terms of the debate over the course of the
campaign, arguing instead for ‘renewed federalism’ as an alternative to the
Quebec government’s sovereignty-association proposal. The message of
‘renewed federalism’ was delivered to a receptive electorate by a respected
and credible federal Prime Minister, Pierre Trudeau — still at that time
popular in Quebec. While ‘renewed federalism’ as such was not on the
ballot, the ‘no’ campaign ultimately persuaded voters to view the choice in
these terms rather than as the status quo versus sovereignty-association.

Opinion shifted steadily away from the ‘yes’ side over the course of the
1980 Quebec referendum campaign, reflecting in part the struggle between
the two sides to redefine the issue in their own competing terms. The relative
newness of these issues at the time, the complexity of the ballot question (see
note 11), and the nature of the discourse itself meant that the decision was
not a clear-cut or easy one for many Quebec voters. The context in which
the second Quebec sovereignty vote took place in 1995 was very different.
Partisan positions on the sovereignty issue by that time were well known
and well entrenched. The federal Prime Minister, Jean Chrétien, was highly
unpopular among Quebec francophones and widely mistrusted. An electo-
rate frustrated with the record of failed constitutional initiatives of the pre-
vious fifteen years was much more prepared to listen to the arguments put
forward by more popular Quebec leaders over the course of the campaign.
But, as Table 9.2 shows, the total amount of movement during the 1995 cam-
paign was much less than had been the case in 1980, and it was in a different
direction. It was important to the outcome nevertheless because of the close-
ness of the vote. But there were simply fewer voters in 1995 who had not
already made up their minds on an issue that had by that time become /e
defining cleavage of Quebec politics.

Because these contextual factors vary more widely in referendum cam-
paigns than in elections, the potential for volatility is greater in many referen-
dums. Table 9.3 compares the average absolute amount of change over the
course of some of the referendum campaigns discussed here with a Pedersen
volatility index, which measures the absolute change in party shares of the
vote for pairs of elections. The election pairs have here been chosen to repre-
sent time periods reasonably close to those of the referendums. By this
measure, the amount of volatility found in referendum campaigns is, on
average, about 50 per cent higher than that calculated for the election pairs.
It also varies considerably between countries and cases. In Australia,
Canada and Ireland, for example, the amount of volatility found in referen-
dum campaigns appears to be substantially greater than that typically occur-
ring in elections, while in Norway and Sweden it is less. In Denmark,
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Table 9.3 Comparison of net change in campaign with Pedersen index

Country Issue RY%  P% +/— PED  Elections
Australia 1988 rights and freedoms 31 71 —40 10 1987-90

1999 republic 45 63 —-18 10 1996-98
Austria 1994 European Union 67 61 +6 8 1995-99
Canada 1992 Charlottetown 45 67 -22 8 1993-97

agreement

Denmark 1992 Maastricht treaty 49 60 —11 9 1990-94

1993 Edinburgh agreement 57 67 —-10 12 1994-98
Finland 1994 European Union 57 52 +5 7 1995-99
France 1992 Maastricht treaty 51 78 27 14 1993-97
Ireland 1986 divorce amendment 37 61 —24

1992 Maastricht treaty 69 91 =22 15 1989-92

1992 abortion (restrict) 35 67 -32

1995 divorce amendment 50 69 —19 9 1992-97
New 1992 electoral system 85 69 +16 15 1993-96
Zealand (change)

1993 electoral system 54 63 -9 16 1996-99

change

Norway 1994 European Union 48 41 +7 17 1993-97
Quebec 1980 sovereignty-association 40 62 -22 14 1981-85

1995 sovereignty 49 46 +3 6 1989-94
Scotland 1997 Scottish parliament 74 78 —4 8 1992-97
Sweden 1980 nuclear power (line 3) 39 40 -1 9 1982-85

1994 European Union 52 51 +1 15 1994-98
Uruguay 1994 electoral reform 31 80 —49 13 1989-94

1996 electoral reform 50 64 —-14 10 1994-99
Wales 1997 devolution 50 65 —15 9 1992-97
Mean absolute change 17 11

Note

See note on Table 9.2. PED is Pedersen index for election pairs shown.

Finland and Austria, on the other hand, the statistics for referendums and
elections are roughly comparable.

Using these measures of overall campaign volatility, the referendum cases

considered here might be arranged along a continuum in a manner suggested
in Figure 9.2. Referendums with relatively little movement in public opinion
over the duration of the campaign are grouped towards the left side of the
continuum; those with greater volatility towards the right.!?> Some patterns

quickly suggest themselves. Referendums involving well known issues, on
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Figure 9.2 Categorizing selected referendum campaigns by degree of volatility.

Notes
1 Constitutional referendum, 1988, ‘rights and freedoms’ item. 2 Abortion referendum, 1992,
substantive item (no. 1). 3 Referendum on the Maastricht treaty, 1992.

which voters might be expected to have already formed opinions, tend to be
found on the lower end of the distribution. Those involving new issues, or
areas of political debate in which the mass public is not highly engaged,
tend to display more volatility. Principal among these are constitutional
referendums in which elite-driven projects were suddenly thrust upon the
public for ratification. In many of these instances, initial public support
deteriorated rapidly once the campaign began. When an issue has been
widely debated in other political arenas, or where links with partisanship or
ideology are stronger, the potential for movement resulting from the
campaign is much less.

Conclusion: three types of referendum campaign

As we begin to pull together the theoretical threads of this analysis, we can see
that the types of referendum campaign that are least like those of elections
are the ones in which there is little partisan, issue or ideological basis on
which voters might tend to form an opinion. Lacking such information, they
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take more time to come to a decision, and that decision becomes highly
unpredictable. Where an issue is a familiar one, or where parties take
clear competing positions, the voting decision is easier and tends to be made
carlier in the campaign. We might here distinguish between three distinctly
different types of referendum campaign, all of which are amply represented
among the cases examined. In the first of these, termed opinion formation,
voters cannot be expected to have fully formed opinions on a issue that has
not previously been a subject of political debate in arenas such as those of
clections. As the campaign progresses, opinions gradually begin to form.
Many of these cases also involve elites taking strong positions at the begin-
ning of the campaign, to which voters gradually begin to react. As noted
earlier, the Australian, Canadian and Uruguayan constitutional referen-
dums seem to conform to this pattern, in which elite-driven projects were
decisively rejected once voters had learned enough about them.

A second type of dynamic occurs when a referendum on a reasonably well
known issue suddenly takes on a new direction over the course of a campaign.
Often this occurs when opposition groups are successful in ‘changing the
subject’ of the referendum, or in raising doubts about the issue that is really
being discussed. Darcy and Laver (1990) documented this type of campaign
in their study of the 1986 Irish divorce referendum, coining the term opinion
reversal to describe that dynamic. Prior to that campaign, public opinion
polls had shown substantial support for a change in the laws governing
divorce, and there was initially little organized opposition to the referendum.
But the campaign took on an unexpected direction when non-party groups
became involved and began to refocus the debate in terms of the rights of
women and the integrity of family life. Support for the proposed change in
the divorce law declined rapidly. Within a few months after the referendum,
public opinion polls in Ireland had returned to a ‘normal’ reading on the
issue of divorce. But the rapid shift in the discourse over a short campaign
had been enough to defeat the proposal. Raising doubts about the motives
of those proposing the referendum, or changing the subject of the debate
in mid-course, can often be a highly effective campaign tactic. In the
1999 Australian republic referendum, polls indicated that a majority of
Australians favoured ending the monarchy, both before and after the referen-
dum. But opponents of the change were successful during that campaign in
shifting the debate on to the terrain of an elected versus appointed President,
thereby dividing potential ‘yes’ voters. Persuaded that the ‘politicians’
republic’ deserved to be defeated, many republicans who would otherwise
have supported the ‘yes’ voted ‘no’.'

Finally, we come to a third type of referendum campaign which might
seem more familiar to students of elections. Here, opinion is much firmer
and less subject to rapid change or sudden reversal. Voters will often have
strong cues based on partisanship or ideology, and be receptive to arguments
presented by familiar and trusted political leaders. In such a campaign,
much of the attention is directed towards wavering or ‘undecided’ voters, in
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the knowledge that a swing of only a few percentage points might make the
crucial difference in the outcome. The government of Felipe Gonzalez was
successful in mobilizing partisan voters to support his NATO position in the
1986 Spanish referendum, and the Swedish government successfully over-
came opposition to EU entry in its 1994 referendum. In both of these cases
the votes were extremely close, and might conceivably have gone either
way. The 1995 Quebec sovereignty referendum also stands as a good
example of a campaign in which the separatist provincial government knew
that it could count on the support of the partisan voters who had brought it
to power, but also needed the votes of ‘soft nationalists’ in order to secure a
majority for its sovereignty proposal. The fact that it was nearly successful
in that effort was due more to effective campaign leadership than to the
underlying fundamentals of opinion on the issue (Pammett and LeDuc
1998). I term this type of campaign dynamic the uphill struggle. The party
initiating the referendum knows that it can count on the votes of its core
supporters. It knows also where the additional votes may lie that it needs in
order to security a majority, and that it can win these only through a hard-
fought campaign. But, as the Norwegian and Quebec cases demonstrate,
such a strategy is not always successful even when it is well conceived and
well executed.

Figure 9.3 presents a graphic illustration of these three types of referendum
campaign, and of the dynamic of opinion formation or change that might be
expected to occur in each of them. To a large extent, these are repre-
sentations of pure type, that may portray only an abstraction of the reality
of many actual referendum campaigns. In fact, some campaigns may readily
combine elements of more than one type. Yet the typology shown in
Figure 9.3 seems to capture the essential characteristics of many of the
specific campaigns discussed in this chapter. Research on elections teaches
us that ‘campaigns matter’, but the extent to which this is true in any given
setting 1s likely to depend on the overall volatility present in the party

Opinion formation Opinion reversal Uphill struggle

Figure 9.3 Three types of referendum campaign dynamics.



Referendums and elections 161

system to begin with. Levels of volatility in elections vary considerably from
one system to another, and even within a particular system over time. Refer-
endums display the same sort of variation, but across a much wider range.
The ‘opinion formation’ model resembles that of the most highly dealigned
polities, in which short-term variables become the dominant element in
understanding and explaining electoral outcomes. Theories of direct democ-
racy presume that referendum voters are ‘issue’ voters. But the evidence
examined here suggests that attitudes towards issues are only one of the vari-
ables affecting voting choice, and not always the most important one in
determining the outcome of a referendum.

Notes

The support of the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada
(grant #£410-98-4161) for this research is gratefully acknowledged. I also wish to
thank Michael Harvey, Josh Koziebrocki and Helder Marcos for their work on this
project.

1 Inthe November 2000 US presidential election, there were over 200 citizen initia-
tives or legislative propositions on the ballot in forty-one states. There were
twenty-six such proposals on the Oregon ballot alone, dealing with issues such as
gun control, utility rates, tobacco settlements, campaign finance, education and
taxation. Initiative and Referendum Institute (http://www.iandrinstitute.org).

2 This material was compiled as part of the Comparative Referendums Project at
the University of Toronto. The referendums considered here were chosen to repre-
sent a wide diversity of countries and issues, but the inclusion of particular cases
also reflects the availability of sufficient data.

3 The categories found in the surveys do not always coincide perfectly with the
labels employed in Table 9.1. In the CREST surveys in Scotland and Wales, for
example, the categories were: before the general election (i.e. 1 May 1997); between the
general election and the referendum; in the month before; in the week before. The category
when the referendum was called was not used in the SOFRES or the Nordic countries
surveys, but the other categories utilized in those instances were similar to those
shown in the table.

4 A special party congress held in June 1994 voted to support EU membership by a

margin of 232 to 103 (Jahn et al. 1998).

The vote in Sweden on EU membership in the 1994 referendum was 52.3 per cent

‘yes’, 46.8 per cent ‘no’. The remaining 0.9 per cent of the ballots were recorded

as blank.

6 But see the study by Johnston et al. (1996) of the 1992 Canadian constitutional
referendum campaign. In this study, a rolling cross-section sample of 2,530
respondents was interviewed over a thirty-two-day period, at the rate of approxi-
mately eighty interviews per day.

7 The Pedersen index computes the difference in the share of votes received by poli-
tical parties across any pair of elections as a summed absolute value. It thus has a
‘base 100° comparability to the measure employed here. See Pedersen (1983).

8 The percentage of ‘yes’ votes cast for the four proposals in the 1988 referendum
was: ‘Fair elections’ (37.6 per cent), ‘Local government’ (33.6 per cent), ‘Parlia-
mentary terms’ (33.0 per cent) and ‘Rights and freedoms’ (30.8 per cent). None
of the four proposals carried a majority of the votes in any state (Galligan 1990;
Hughes 1994).

o
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The treaty was approved in the referendum by a vote of 51.0 per cent to 49.0 per
cent.

The vote in Norway was 52.3 per cent ‘no’ to 47.7 per cent ‘yes’.

The text of the 1980 Quebec referendum question was as follows: “The Govern-
ment of Quebec has made public its proposal to negotiate a new agreement with
the rest of Canada, based on the equality of nations; This agreement would
enable Quebec to acquire the exclusive power to make its laws, levy its taxes, and
establish relations abroad — in other words, sovereignty — and at the same time,
to maintain with Canada an economic association including a common currency;
No change in political status resulting from these negotiations will be effected
without approval by the people through another referendum. On these terms, do
you agree to give the Government of Quebec the mandate to negotiate the pro-
posed agreement between Quebec and Canada?’

The difference between the percentage vote in the referendum and a pre-
campaign poll is used as the metric here. See Tables 9.2 and 9.3.

The proposal put to Australian voters in the 1999 referendum was: “To alter the
constitution to establish the Commonwealth of Australia as a republic, with the
Queen and Governor General being replaced by a President appointed by a two-
thirds majority of the members of the Commonwealth Parliament.” The overall
national vote was 54.9 per cent ‘no’ to 45.1 per cent ‘yes’.



10 Public opinion formation in
Swiss federal referendums

Michael Biitzer and Lionel Marquis

Direct democracy is central to Swiss politics (Trechsel and Kriesi 1996).
Three to four times a year, citizens are asked to express their opinions in
popular votes on ballot proposals. It is this important stage of the political
decision-making process, the stage when voters and public authorities are
confronted with referendum campaigns, that is the focus of attention here.!
In Chapter 1 of this volume it was noted that the general view on whether
campaigns actually matter could best be described as ‘undecided’. This is
particularly so for referendum campaigns (as also shown by Chapter 9).
Whereas some authors underline the voters’ limited cognitive capacity and
the decisive impact of the ballot propaganda (Converse 1964; Hertig 1982;
Cronin 1989; Saris 1997), others, while acknowledging the important role of
campaigning, point out that voters are not quite so ignorant as is often
believed (Kriesi 1994; Dubois and Feeney 1998; Kl6ti and Linder 1998;
Norris et al. 1999).

Referendum campaigns provide a good illustration of the complexity of
the public opinion formation process, showing how the relevant characteris-
tics can change from one issue to the next. This chapter aims at analysing
this fundamental link between discourse at the macro-level of political elites
and cognitive mechanisms at the micro-level of individual electors. How do
voters form their opinion on ballot issues? What factors determine the
people’s reaction to communications of the political elite? And to what
extent do campaigns influence the ballot outcomes? In the next section, we
present our theoretical model, based upon John Zaller’s research (1992),
which we believe elucidates well the mechanisms at work in referendum
campaigns. Indeed, during these campaigns, advocates and opponents of
the ballot measures are foremost in using propaganda techniques to try to
influence the voters’ decision. A top-down approach is therefore appropriate.
Moreover, Zaller’s ‘RAS model’ (receive—accept—sample) — combining, as
it does, the communications of the political elite with just two individual
characteristics, political awareness and personal predispositions — is both
parsimonious and sophisticated enough to account for the voter behaviour
in any ballot measure, independently of the issue at stake.
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Having set out the theoretical framework, we then proceed with a descrip-
tion of the data used and the operationalization of the main variables,
where necessary adapting Zaller’s model to the Swiss context. (This is consis-
tent with Zaller’s claim of the general applicability of his model, see Zaller
1992: 301-8.) At the macro-level, we analyse the level and nature of conflict
between the political elite — taking into account campaign intensity — with
political conflict measured by two indicators: vote cues of the political parties
and the balance of press advertisements. At the micro-level, we develop the
concepts of political awareness and individual predispositions. The chapter
concludes with an empirical test of Zaller’s opinion formation model,
making use of individual-level data gathered by VOX surveys of voter
opinion conducted after each federal referendum vote.? We test voter beha-
viour in consensual and conflicting vote situations in relation to both political
awareness and personal predispositions. This analysis thus allows us to link
campaign effects at the macro-level to voter behaviour at the micro-level.

Theoretical framework

Building on the early scholarly work of Converse and McGuire, John Zaller
(1992) developed a theoretical model for the study of mass communications.
At the core of his model are four ideas. First, citizens vary considerably in
their habitual attention and exposure to political information in the media.
Second, people are only able to react critically to the arguments they
encounter to the extent that they are knowledgeable about political affairs.
Third, citizens do not typically carry around in their heads fixed attitudes
but construct opinion statements on the fly as they confront each issue. And
fourth, people make greatest use of ideas that are most immediately salient
to them when constructing their political opinion statements, which is
typically the case in survey responses. For the models’ key axioms — reception
and acceptance of political communications — two auxiliary assumptions
are developed (Zaller 1993). According to the reception axiom, the greater
a person’s level of general political awareness or attentiveness, the greater
the likelithood of reception of mass communication. Reception depends thus
on the individual level of political awareness and involves both exposure to
and comprehension of a given communication. Regarding the acceptance
axiom, the greater a person’s political awareness, the less likely he or she 1is
to uncritically accept the contents of mass communications. Thus acceptance or
resistance brings one’s values in line with the contents of the communications.

If the individual level of political knowledge determines the reception of
information in Zaller’s theory, it is political predispositions that become
crucial for the degree of acceptance of a received message. Political predispo-
sitions are conceptualized as stable, individual-level values or ideological
orientations. In interaction with political awareness, predispositions consti-
tute the critical intervening variable between the communications people
encounter in the mass media and their political values (Zaller 1992: 23).
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More precisely, people tend to resist arguments that are inconsistent with
their predispositions to the extent that they possess the contextual knowledge
to assess the arguments in the light of their predispositions. In other words,
the most aware citizens receive most campaign messages, but they are also
the most critical and selective citizens as they scrutinize the message’s con-
formity to their own ideological backgrounds (Marquis and Sciarini 1999).
The least aware pay little attention to politics and receive only a few
messages. Furthermore, they change their opinions on the spot when con-
fronted with new messages as they lack the contextual information for
analysing them in the light of their beliefs. This does not imply that referen-
dum campaigns do not matter to them. On the contrary, non-aware citizens
are easily influenced and most affected by the mass media in general, as
they accept most messages uncritically. Yet often this influence is hard to
measure, since conflicting messages may neutralize each other and ne/ media
effects may appear considerably smaller than the tofal media impact (Zaller
1996: 37).

In addition to the two micro-level variables, Zaller’s model (1992: 97) also
refers to elite discourse. The political elite can either be unanimous or divided
about a certain issue, with consequences for how the RAS model operates at
the voter level (see also Chapter 9 of this volume). In the case of consensus,
a mainstream effect 1s likely to occur, whereby public support of the elite tends
to increase with the degree of political awareness, independently of the ideo-
logical predispositions. In conflictual cases, however, voters are exposed to
competing elite arguments and rival flows of communications. In such situa-
tions, a polarization effectis likely to occur, whereby support for a given position
tends to increase or decrease with a higher level of awareness, depending on
political predispositions.

Operationalization

The focus of our empirical study is on Swiss federal referendums between
1981 and 1996. Of the 118 federal referendums during this period, we have
selected thirty-two for our analysis.> Half of the ballot measures which we
selected were on foreign policy issues, half concerned domestic policies.
Where these tended to differ was with respect to the general conditions under
which the public opinion formation takes place; in general, the opinion
formation processes were the same across both types (Marquis and Sciarini
1999: 23).* With regard to the sixteen domestic votes, we deliberately
selected cases in which party cues and vote results differed substantially.
The underlying idea was that advertising campaigns could have influenced
voter behaviour between the announcement of party recommendations
and the voting day. This particular mode of selection does not interfere with
our analyses, however, since we are assembling all ballots in broader vote
categories and testing the general opinion formation process, independently
of the context of the issues at stake.”
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As far as opinion formation is concerned, the distinctive parsimony of
Zaller’s model makes the operationalization of the two key independent vari-
ables — political awareness and ideological predispositions — quite straight-
forward. However, with respect to the level and nature of conflict among
the political elite, we will need to explain the details of variable construction
at greater length. The vote decision, our dependent variable, will be
presented last.

Political awareness. The keystone in Zaller’s model is the concept of political
awareness. However, his operationalization of awareness is not optimal for
our purposes, as it provides ‘a measure of general, chronic awareness’ (1992:
43). Instead, with the help of three ‘factual’ questions, we will first determine
the voters’ knowledge of each ballot proposals, or their issue-specific knowl-
edge. The three questions are: (1) recall of the ballot title, (2) recall of its
basic content and (3) recall of the vote recommendation issued by the Federal
Council. The resulting ‘cognitive’ scale ranges from 0 to 3. In addition, in so
far as awareness can be defined as ‘intellectual engagement with politics’
(Zaller 1992: 21), we also wanted our indicator of awareness to convey a
sense of ‘practical competence’ (Biitschi 1993). By this concept we mean the
capacity of motivating a vote decision correctly. More concretely, VOX
respondents were asked to give two justifications for their vote decisions. The
scores on this ‘motivational’ scale range from 0 (no justification, or no valid
justification)® to 2. Figure 10.1 summarizes how the cognitive and moti-
vational components of awareness have been combined to produce our
composite index of political awareness.’

Political predispositions. In line with Zaller’s definition of political predispo-
sitions (1992: 228), we first considered using voters’ self-positioning on the
left—right scale as a possible indicator, but this variable was missing for a
good many votes in the VOX surveys. We therefore used the party identification
question instead. Admittedly, this variable is not ideal either, because 50 per
cent of the respondents did not express any partisan preference whatso-
ever;® however, we will systematically compare the voting behaviour of
‘apartisans’ and ‘party identifiers’. We next assigned the different parties to
broader political categories. The left—right cleavage is widely regarded as
the most salient dividing line in Swiss politics (Linder 1998). However, for
some issues, a clash emerges inside the right camp, setting moderate parties

Factual knowledge

0 1 2 3
0
Motivation 1 1(32.3) 3(31.2)
2(17.6)
2 4(19.0)

Figure 10.1 Composite index of political awareness (N = 30,000): percentage of
voters per category.
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against extreme parties (Sciarini and Marquis 2000). In such cases, the
former take a common stance with the left parties, while the latter are prone
to advance drastic solutions in opposition to the other parties. Consequently,
if Zaller is correct in asserting that citizens follow ‘their’ political elite, then
a threefold classification of predispositions (left, centre right, far right)?
incorporates all major cleavage configurations in Switzerland. The share of
cach political category in our sample is, therefore, as follows: left 20.7 per
cent, centre right 22.2 per cent, far right 9.6 per cent, apartisan 47.5 per cent.

Level and nature of conflict among the elite. In his fullest description of the RAS
model, Zaller (1992) does not provide any consistent method of how the
level of conflict among the political elite should be measured. On occasion he
draws a distinction between mainstream and conflicting politics by simply
looking at the degree of ‘congressional criticism’ against an administration’s
policies (1992: 103). Alternatively, he accounts for elite consensus and divi-
sion by counting magazine cover stories that either promote or condemn the
government’s actions (1992: 102). Given the large number and diversity of
policies dealt with in this chapter, we cannot rely on ad hoc estimates of elite
divisions. Instead, we shall employ a three-stage filter to distinguish between
‘consensual’ and ‘conflicting’ ballot proposals, which will then allow us to
categorize our thirty-two ballots into ‘mainstream’ and ‘polarization’
groups. This fairly demanding method implies the prior collection of specific
data about each proposal, as follows:

1 We consider the vote recommendations of the main political parties, issued on
every ballot proposal. The twelve main parties are included, accounting
for more than 95 per cent of the votes at national elections: their voting
cues (weighted by their electoral result) are compiled into an indicator
of support for the government’s position on the ballot proposal. This procedure
amounts to calculating the share of ‘yes’ cues in the case of referendums,
and the share of ‘no’ cues in the case of popular initiatives.'” The resulting
measure provides a rough estimation of the support authorities enjoy in
the ‘parliamentary arena’.

2 We measure the intensity of the advertising campaign in the month prior to the
poll. The purpose of analysing the advertising campaign is to take into
consideration the general referendum campaign and the role of actors
other than political parties. Our attention is focused on just one means of
campaigning, namely political ads placed in six major Swiss newspapers.'!
Although advertisements are also used by political parties, it has been
shown elsewhere (Sciarini and Marquis 2000) that their messages can be
overwhelmed by the advertising messages of other actors.

3 We consider the directional thrust of the advertising campaign. Here our aim is
to assess the margin by which the ‘yes’ or the ‘no’ side prevails in the
advertising campaign. This requires adding the size of all advertisements
endorsing both positions, and then converting the figures so as to pro-
duce an indicator of governmental support, as we do for party cues. The
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resulting measure provides a rough estimation of the support authorities
enjoy in the ‘referendum arena’.

Taking into account the intensity of advertising campaigns (Table 10.1)
shows an increased erosion of support for the government when campaigns
exceed a certain threshold.'? In such cases, on average, no more than 58.6
per cent of newspaper advertising space endorses its position, as do 52.3 per
cent of the people at the polls. These figures illustrate that a wide consensus
in the partisan arena does not preclude a strong opposition in the referendum
campaigns, in particular in high-intensity situations.

According to our theoretical model, campaign intensity has an influence
on the reception of messages by the voters (Zaller 1992: 154). We assume
therefore that the impact of referendum campaigns on voters is more impor-
tant when campaigns are intensive. In other words, we believe that the elite
conflict is more accurately represented when taking into account the referen-
dum campaign in high-intensity situations. Conversely, we believe that par-
tisan cues become more important to the electorate when the advertising
campaign is weak, as then the parties are often the only active actors. The
direct measure of the vote recommendations of all parties is, then, a more
precise indicator of the actual elite conflict. In short, with respect to the
level of conflict among the political elite, we draw a distinction between ‘high-
intensity’ and ‘low-intensity’ campaigns, and we measure the degree of elite
division among those elites who are most likely to take the crucial part in
the process of opinion formation, i.e. parliamentary elite or advertising elite.
More formally, we classify the thirty-two votes under study into ‘consensual’
and ‘conflictual’ categories by applying two sorting rules:

1 When the parliamentary elite command control over the campaign —i.e.
when referendum campaigns remain below the mean intensity in our
database (16,390 cm?; see note 10) — we use the party cues as an indicator
of elite support for government’s policies.

2 When referendum campaigns reach a high intensity (over 16,390 cm?),
we use the percentage of advertising space endorsing the government’s
position as an indicator of elite support.

Table 10.1 Support for government and campaign intensity (%)

Support for Average Low-intensity High-intensity
government campaigns campaigns
measured as (016,390 cm®) (16,390 cm®+)
Party cues 77.38 76.55 78.2

Ads’ surface 63.1 67.6 58.6

Popular vote 53.98 55.65 52.3

N 32 20 12
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Regardless of the method of elite support, we calculate an index of tightness
of majority view, which estimates the closeness of the actual majority to
a situation where both camps would be exactly matched (i.e. where
50:50 would be a situation of maximal conflict): therefore, tightness =
majority — 50. Next, we consider as ‘conflicting’ all ballot proposals in
which the majority has a smaller lead than the average. All other objects are
classified as ‘consensual’. This sorting procedure leaves us with twelve
consensual and twenty conflictual cases in our sample of Swiss federal
referendums.

With one exception, all consensual cases display a majority in favour of
the government’s position both in the parliamentary and in the referendum
arena. However, in the case of the vote on Swiss accession to the United
Nations, a solid partisan majority (79 per cent) approving the policy could
not prevent an unprecedented reversal of opinion in the referendum
campaign, with only 23 per cent of advertising space advocating a ‘yes’!
This fact alone reveals a major conflict between the party establishment and
other actors from civil society, leading us to classify the UN vote as highly
conflictual.!® As for the other conflictual objects, they all display party
majorities supporting the government’s position, while advertising majorities
are almost balanced between support and refusal. In the light of all this, we
ultimately define eleven policies as consensual and twenty-one as conflicting.

We now turn to the nature of the conflict. This concept seeks to determine who
is responsible for the conflict at stake and, in turn, which voters might be
most sensitive to their claims. Consider the example of a conflict situation
produced by a left-wing referendum. Clearly, it does not take on the same
meaning for voters of different ideological groupings. We expect the
supporters of left parties to decrease their governmental support as a function
of their level of awareness, because higher knowledge and attentiveness to
the issues correlate with a better reception of cueing messages. By contrast,
the supporters of right parties should offer a reverse image to left-wing
citizens, increasing their governmental support as competence rises.

Our concern with the nature (or localization) of conflict is to anticipate the
directional effect of the resistance mechanism among different ideological
groups (Zaller 1992: 448). We want to avoid aggregating different types of
ballot proposals for which the cueing messages pushed the same ideological
groupings of citizens in opposite directions. The consequence of assembling
such votes is that the particular effects of political awareness in each situation
would cancel one another across the whole range of votes.

We can operationalize the nature of the conflict by looking at the configura-
tion of voting cues in the partisan arena. We focus here on party recommen-
dations because the evidence is readily available and the identification of
the dissenters 1s an easy task. Also, it is hardly conceivable that opponents to
the governmental policies should change their basic political orientation as
we move from the parliamentary to the referendum arena. Thus we classify
the opponents of government again into three categories: left, centre right,
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Was there a lively
media campaign?

No Yes
Does the partisan majority Does the ads majority
have an important lead? have an important lead?
No / Yes No Yes
A
Who is responsible for Who is responsible for
the conflict at stake? the conflict at stake?
¢ \4 v ¢ \4

Left-wing Far right Consensus Left-wing Far right Consensus

conflict conflict conflict conflict

N=10 N=1 N=9 N=4 N=6 N=2

Figure 10.2 Procedure for determining the level and nature of conflict among the
political elite.

far right. All possible combinations of either two or three categories were also
considered,'* but in fact only two simple configurations emerged:!> left-
wing opposition to government (fourteen cases) and far right opposition
(seven cases).

Adding these cases to the eleven consensual policies outlined above,
Figure 10.2 defines three basic configurations of conflict at the elite level.
We should underline that our classification procedure is essentially a
heuristic device providing an automatic way of discriminating ideal types of
elite division within a large pool of objects.

Vote decision. Finally, the dependent variable in our analysis is the vote
decision made by the citizens at the polls.'® This is converted into an indi-
cator of voting support for the government’s position, so as to match the construc-
tion of the variables at the elite level. It should be noted that it also includes
the decision of people who actually abstained, but who indicated their
‘virtual’ choice. Although the participants and non-voters do not reach
completely similar decisions,!” the main reasons for keeping the latter in our
analysis are to avoid our sample shrinking by nearly a third, and to increase
the degree of variance in the level of awareness.'®

Mainstream and polarization effects

According to the categories established above and as summarized in
Figure 10.2, we can test voting behaviour in one consensual and two conflict-
ing situations, in the latter distinguishing between cases where left-wing
parties opposed the government position and cases where the far right parties
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Figure 10.3 Consensus: influence of political awareness and predisposition on support
for government.

Note
Gammas: left 0.142*%* (N =1,464), centre right 0.257** (N =1,653), far right 0.048
(N = 730), apartisan 0.285** (N = 3,172).

were in opposition. We start with consensual ballot measures, for which our
model predicts a mainstream effect.

Figure 10.3 reveals overall voter support for the government position,
which tends to increase with the level of political awareness. Political predis-
positions do not matter for voter behaviour, except for centre right voters,
who are most in support of the government position. But, given that all
voter groups support the government position in an increasing trend, this
reflects a ‘mainstream’ effect. However, general support for the mainstream
measures is pretty low —around 60 per cent — and fluctuates within the voter
categories. These effects might be due to our rather permissive definition of
elite consensus. Some of the nine cases in our mainstream situation are,
indeed, characterized by a modest conflict among the elite, either from the
left or from the far right, and therefore voter behaviour is somewhat more
volatile and general support a bit lower than predicted. But none the less,
we can affirm that political awareness is the single most significant predictor
of individual voter behaviour and that the elite’s discourse seems to be of
prime importance for the opinion formation process.

Turning, next, to ballots with a conflictual elite discourse, we start with
those cases of challenge by left-wing groups. Figure 10.4 reveals a very expli-
cit polarization between the voters of different political orientations. On the
one hand, the gap between groups tends to increase with the level of political
awareness. For leftist voters, the more aware one is, the less one supports
these measures; inversely, for rightist voters, the more aware one is, the
more one supports them. On the other hand, even the least aware citizens
were able to scrutinize the messages of their respective elite. In other words,
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Figure 10.4 Left-wing conflict: influence of political awareness and predisposition on
support for government.

Note
Gammas: left 0.113%* (N =2,382), centre right 0.208** (N = 2,545), far right 0.053
(N = 1,020), apartisan 0.037 (N = 4,450).

they did not uncritically accept all the messages they received. Thus, what-
ever their level of awareness, a majority of left-wing voters disavowed the
government, whereas a majority of both right and far right voters supported
the authorities’ position. Clearly, the dissident campaigns of left-wing
groups seem to have been received and accepted by their voter bases and
rejected by the other voters. As expected, citizens without an ideological
preference took a middle stance between the two camps. Moreover, there 1s
a sharp decline in governmental support among very aware far right voters.
The nature of these ballots and our classification criteria could explain this
behaviour. Together with leftist organizations, the far right elite on occasions
take stances on environmental and social matters against the government.!?
This atypical elite position is very poorly received by its voter base and is
accepted only by the most aware voters.

To sum up, ballots facing opposition from the left produce a polarization
effect at the voter level. The level of political awareness and ideological pre-
dispositions jointly determine individual voter behaviour, according to our
theoretical model — although, undeniably campaigns do not have the same
impact on all voters, and even the least aware citizens seem to be capable of
scrutinizing elite communications. For this ballot category, however, we
find support for the assumption that elite discourse is a determinant of indi-
vidual opinion formation.

The third category is ballots facing opposition from far right groups. We
expect far right voters to decline in their government support as a function
of their level of political awareness. In Figure 10.5 the gap between ideo-
logical groups tends to increase with a higher level of political awareness.
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Figure 10.5 Far right conflict: influence of political awareness and predisposition on
support for government.

Note
Gammas: left 0.162%* (N =1,184), centre right 0.128** (N =1,653), far right 0.066
(N =599), apartisan 0.034 (N = 2,546).

For far right voters, the more aware one is the more one rejects the govern-
ment’s position. But given the very low level of far right support — around
30 per cent — the decline in support is only slight. For left and centre right
voters, the support tends to increase with the level of awareness. Strikingly,
only leftist voters with a certain competence are in majority support of the
proposed measures. Moreover, we notice again that even citizens with little
awareness are able to scrutinize campaign communications. Voters must
therefore be considered as competent enough to receive and evaluate elite
messages according to their ideological beliefs. This evidence corroborates
the decisive effect of elite discourse on voter behaviour for those ballots
opposed by far right groups. Again voter support depends unmistakably on
the interaction of individual competence and political predisposition.

Taken together, we have observed the same underlying mechanism
regarding the public opinion formation process in all of our three ballot
categories. However, when comparing the two conflictual categories, we see
a noticeable difference with respect to the level of governmental support. Ballots
opposed by far right groups are generally poorly supported, not only by
their voters but also by all other voters. By contrast, leftist groups have
less success in influencing the other voters to such a low level of support.
In other words, leftist chances of successfully opposing a ballot measure at
the polls seem to be lower than those of far right groups. The resources available
to groups and the nature of the opposition in the campaign could explain this
phenomenon. Whereas leftist groups primarily try to promote ecological or
social measures, resourceful far right groups are more likely to want to preserve
the status quo with opposition campaigns. Thus ‘negative’ spending seems to
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attract voters more easily than ‘positive’ campaigning. This assumption is
supported by empirical evidence from several US campaigns, where large
amounts of money can increase the likelihood of a negative outcome at the
polls (Dubois and Feeney 1998: 185; Gerber 1999: 137).

Clearly, the RAS model has proved to be a robust predictor of voting
behaviour at the aggregate level. In particular, the expected interaction
between political awareness and partisanship — regardless of how one may
question the measuring of these two variables — was clearly displayed in
Figures 10.3-5). But the model needs a more straightforward test at the indi-
vidual level, employing logistic regression to account for individual differ-
ences in voting. The dependent variable is a dummy indicating whether a
person voted according to the government’s recommendation (1) or not (0).
The model consists of three independent variables: political awareness, parti-
sanship and an interaction term (awareness X partisanship). However,
because our measure of partisanship does not qualify as a continuous
variable, we construct three dummy variables for left, centre right and far
right partisanship, with the apartisans defined as the reference category.
Accordingly, the interaction between awareness and partisanship produces
three variables (one for each partisanship category). In any event, awareness
per se 1s also included at this first step, since the RAS model predicts a direct
effect of awareness in mainstream situations.

In a second step, we control for other effects than those of awareness and
partisanship. The model, therefore, includes the following: (1) the global
intensity of the advertising campaigns (measured in square metres of news-
paper space); (2) the familiarity of ballot proposals (measured by the mean
level of awareness of voters in our surveys); and two individual-level vari-
ables that traditionally exert a strong influence on voting behaviour: (3) edu-
cation levels and (4) linguistic region.?” If the RAS model really applies to
the Swiss case, the introduction of these control variables should not remove
the effects of its basic components.

As before, the model was tested separately for the three types of situations
(mainstream, left-wing and far right conflicts). All variables in the three
models were standardized,?! so that the impact of the independent variables
can be roughly compared within and across models. Table 10.2 displays the
results of the two-step logistic regression analysis for each category. With
respect to the coding of the dependent variable, positive coeflicients indicate
the factors increasing the government’s chances of success at the polls.

A final commentary is in order before presenting our results. Throughout
this analysis, we have been concerned about the risk that our results could
be plagued by multicollinearity problems, particularly because some basic
elements of the model are partial combinations of others. In fact, whereas
this risk was found to be negligible for our first two models (mainstream and
left-wing conflict situations), the threat is more serious with respect to far
right conflict situations. On occasions, more specifically among partisanship
variables and interaction terms, the proportion of an independent variable’s
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variance not accounted for by the other independent variables in the model
sinks to nearly 10 per cent, which indicates sizeable risks of multicollinearity
(see Gujarati 1995: 338-9).22 At the same time, the most frequent and
conspicuous signs of excessive collinearity — unreasonably large regression
coeflicients, large standard errors (see Menard 1995: 65-6) — were not found
in our results.?® It seems, therefore, that high collinearity did not entail
major computational problems or fully unreliable estimates. With these
considerations in mind, we can proceed to an interpretation of our regression
cocflicients.

To begin with, the results for mainstream situations correspond rather closely
to our observations at the aggregate level (Figure 10.3). First, at step 1,
awareness exerts a highly significant effect on the vote: the more people are
aware of issues, the more they follow the government position. Furthermore,
regardless of awareness, partisans of each camp are more prone than aparti-
sans to support the government. Next, with respect to the interaction terms,
we can see that awareness plays a lesser role in boosting the support of left
and far right citizens than it does for people without partisan affiliation.
This pattern probably reflects the fact that several objects, although defined
here as consensual, gave rise to some moderate opposition from either
groups (see above). Hence, overlapping a general mainstream baseline,
there is a tendency for left and far right partisans to be less driven by aware-
ness toward approval of government than are more neutral apartisans.

At step 2, the main effect of awareness remains highly significant, a result
which conforms with the predictions of the RAS model. Likewise, partisan-
ship remains a significant factor of the vote decision, centre right and far
right citizens being more favourable to the government than apartisans.
As for the interaction between awareness and partisanship, it also retains
significance in the face of the control variables.

The impact of awareness is all the more remarkable given that the vari-
ables added to the model are quite strong explanatory factors of the vote.
In particular, education plays an important role in increasing government
support. Since education and awareness measure partly the same dimension,
we are not surprised to find parallel effects. However, even though education
might capture some of the explanatory power of awareness, the latter
remains relevant for predicting votes in mainstream situations. Likewise,
the government clearly gets more support when objects are more familiar to
the public. Yet, strong as it is, this effect does not take away the impact of
awareness.

In contrast to education and familiarity, increasing the space of the adver-
tising campaign seriously depresses the share of votes in support of the govern-
ment. This effect of advertisements seems to be intrinsic to mainstream
situations. The explanation lies perhaps in the fact that parties and resource-
ful ‘organized interests’ (such as business organizations, labour unions, etc.)
engage less in referendum campaigns when the outcome seems predeter-
mined by the absence of sizeable opposition, at least in the parliamentary
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arena. In turn, challengers (such as minor parties, ecological organizations
or xenophobic groups) can seize this opportunity to make their voices heard
more easily, especially through alternative channels like newspaper
advertisements. In passing, we should also note a small effect of the linguistic
cleavage, as French-speaking people are less prone to follow the government
than their German-speaking and Italian-speaking counterparts.

The results for left-wing conflict situations show that the interaction posited by
the RAS model outperforms the direct effects of awareness and predispo-
sitions in explaining vote behaviour, although it does not supersede them
completely. In line with Zaller’s assumptions, awareness contributes to
decreasing the agreement with the government among left citizens (assuming
that it has no effect on apartisans),?* while it contributes to increasing the
support among centre right citizens. The interaction term indicates no
effect on far right partisans; for them, a significant main effect of partisanship
simply reveals that their support is higher than the support of apartisans,
regardless of awareness. Globally, then, a clear polarization effect arises
between the voting behaviour of left and centre right partisans. Finally, we
should note that awareness per se contributes little to predicting the vote
decision.

Adding the control variables at step 2 does not change the impact of aware-
ness and predispositions. Moreover, it does very little to improve the fit of
the model, and there remains a large amount of variance in vote decision to
be explained. Contrary to mainstream situations, it appears that an intensi-
fication of advertising campaigns tends slightly to profit the government.
Conversely, education and the familiarity of ballot proposals tend to be
detrimental to the authorities, and thus to favour left-wing disagreement.
Compared with mainstream situations, though, their impact on the vote
decision is quite negligible. This suggests that, when the political debates
take the form of a classical left—right conflict, neither awareness nor educa-
tion produces a sizeable net impact on the vote. Rather, specific political
skills (i.e. awareness) or general cognitive capabilities (1.e. education) are
assumed to help people assess the consistency with their values of messages
they receive, and so to foster an indirect, interactive effect.

Finally, the model for far right conflict situations yields some mixed results. On
the one hand, it bears some resemblance to left-wing conflict situations in
that awareness plays a role mainly through its interaction with partisanship.
Indeed, awareness contributes to increasing the agreement with the govern-
ment among left citizens (assuming again that it has no effect on apartisans).
On the other hand, contrary to the predictions, there is no polarization
effect stricto sensu, since awareness exerts no specific effect on centre right
and far right partisans, as compared with apartisans.

Moreover, the introduction of the control variables yields a pattern of
results that is fairly reminiscent of mainstream situations. As a matter of
fact, education again proves to be a strong and direct predictor of voting:
people with higher educational levels, whatever their ideological orientation,
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are more likely to reject far right stances and to adopt the more moderate
position of government. Likewise, when far right parties are the only chal-
lengers of national policy making, increasing the global intensity of the
advertising campaigns (along with the familiarity of issues) is a means of
preventing the public from accepting the minority view. Globally, then,
information mediated through education or referendum campaigns seems to
be rather ‘enlightening’ — in Gamson and Modigliani’s (1966) sense of dis-
crediting ‘belligerent’ or radical policies. There is also evidence of a moderate
effect by the linguistic cleavage: French-speaking citizens are more likely to
side with the government on such matters.

Conclusion

The purpose of this chapter was to use survey data to test a theoretical model
of public opinion formation. Our empirical evidence supports the case that
elite discourse in Swiss referendum campaigns can influence individual vote
decisions. More precisely, the balance of communication flows of the elite
determines the citizens’ vote behaviour in a way which is regulated by the
interaction of individual awareness and political predispositions. This inter-
action reflects a two-stage process at the voter level, involving reception and
acceptance of persuasive messages (Zaller 1993: 381).

As has already been shown by Kriesi (1994: 255), newspaper advertise-
ments have a direct influence on the individual vote decision in Switzerland,
although not a large one. Indeed, advertising campaigns more distinctly
reflect the overall division of the political elite, an aspect of the general referendum
campaign that is of prime importance for the public opinion formation
process. With our measures of advertising, therefore, we have considered the
balance of referendum campaigns as a part of the global decision-making
context and not their overall influence on the citizens.

To be sure, the campaign messages are communicated to voters in multiple
ways in a total media flow, and in this chapter we have been investigating
just one element of this. But our focus on the balance of power in political
advertisements shows that citizens clearly take the position of “their’ elite into
consideration. Accordingly, the voters cannot be considered as ignorant,
but must be credited with the cognitive capacity to receive and evaluate cam-
paign messages. Thus Zaller’s model of opinion formation turns out to be
highly relevant in the context of Swiss referendum campaigns — although, in
consensus and far right conflictual situations, some macro-level variables
may have a greater direct statistical impact on vote outcomes. The potential
campaign effects on voters must indeed be differentiated among our vote cate-
gories. In other words, voters’ resistance to changing their opinion towards,
or away from, the dominant elite position varies across the three categories
(Zaller 1992: 118).

The potential impact of campaigns in shaping negative vote outcomes for
government is biggest in consensus situations, as voters are, then, least likely to
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resist countervailing messages from minority groups. Given that consensus
ballots are often over non-salient issues, of which the general level of aware-
ness in the electorate is pretty low, as soon as persuasive campaigns by oppo-
nents exceed a minimal attention threshold, there is no solid basis for the
public to resist countervailing arguments. As has been shown, the relative
importance of peripheral actors in the referendum campaigns can therefore
be considerable.

Campaign effects appear indirectly in left-wing conflictual situations to the
extent that they are mediated through political predispositions. Individuals
refuse to internalize new dominant messages that they recognize as inconsis-
tent with their predisposition (Zaller 1992: 121). Ballots with such partisan
resistance are similar to the US party context in which the RAS model
originates. Thus, in this instance, the inclusion of macro-level variables does
not increase the general model fit.

The potential for campaign effects is limited in far right conflict situations.
Here, ballot proposals often concern very salient issues, such as foreign
policy. Thereby, individuals possess large stores of pre-existing views, pro-
ducing inertial resistance to campaign messages (Zaller 1992: 121). The indi-
vidual vote decisions are therefore largely predetermined, and government
faces considerable difficulty in breaking this baseline resistance in some
policy domains. In addition, government opponents often successfully resort
to populist and emotional campaigns in order to increase their impact on
vote outcomes. Qualitative dimensions of campaigns, however, are not
taken into consideration in the RAS model. Among others, this aspect
deserves more attention in coming analyses on referendum campaigns.

Notes

We are grateful to the editors for their comments on a draft of this chapter and for
their help in editing it.

1 Throughout this chapter, the term ‘referendum’ refers to compulsory and optional
referendums, as well as to popular initiatives.

2 The VOX surveys are regular post-election surveys accompanying each federal
referendum in Switzerland since 1981, usually conducted during the week follow-
ing the referendum.

3 Insome cases, the VOX surveys we use did not distinguish between the proposals
being voted on, and as a result the number of ballot measures in our individual
analyses is reduced to thirty. This particularly affects our consensual category,
reducing the number of ballots from eleven to nine.

4 The most significant ways in which the conditions can vary is over the role of
non-partisan actors, the intensity of the campaigns and, in general, a higher elite
conflict in foreign policy.

5 Finally, for all individual analyses, we have weighted the VOX surveys so that the
number of respondents equals 1,000 in each ballot. The weighting was necessary
as sample sizes vary considerably among our selected proposals (600—1,000
respondents).
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6 Justifications are considered as ‘non-valid’ if they conspicuously miss the point of

the question asked (e.g. reasons for a ‘yes’ to motivate a ‘no’), or if they are un-
related to the characteristics of the ballot proposal (e.g. ‘I voted like my
husband/wife’). Note that validity is independent of whether people actually
voted in the first place. As we take into account the ‘virtual’ decisions of non-
voters (see below), similarly we retain their ‘virtual’ motivations (“Which are the
main reasons why you would have accepted / refused the ballot proposal?’).

Note that the mean level of awareness is slightly higher in our ballot sample
(n = 2.37, thirty-two votes) than that for all ballots held between 1981 and 1996
(n =2.23, 118 votes). This is due almost entirely to the inclusion of foreign
policy (u = 2.85, four votes), immigration policy (u = 2.45, five votes) and
defence policy (u = 2.50, seven votes) in our sample.

In fact, 45 per cent declared that they had no preference, while 5 per cent did not
give any answer.

For more details see Marquis and Sciarini (1999).

With respect to compulsory or optional referendums, the Federal Council and the
Federal Administration (in rarer instances, the parliament) initiate the legislative
process and have control over the content and formulation of ballot proposals. As
aresult, supporting referendum proposals amounts to a backing of the authorities’
policies. In addition, each citizen is entitled to launch a popular initiative and to
put a proposal on the vote agenda, provided he or she meets the legal require-
ments. Popular initiatives are thus meant to challenge or oppose governmental
action in some domain, and the Federal Council has almost always recommended
their rejection at the polls.

Neue Liircher Leitung, Tages-Anzeiger, Blick, Journal de Geneve, Tribune de Geneéve,
Le Matin. Advertisements were selected because they can be seen as representa-
tive of the tenor of campaigns at a more general level, especially since broadcast
political campaigning is prohibited by law. In contrast to television and radio pro-
grammes, newspaper editorials or the letters’ page in the newspapers, political
ads are very broad in scope (at least as concerns the social and political back-
ground of their users and the tone and content of the messages) and are used by
almost all political actors.

This threshold is the mean intensity across all votes (16,390 cm?) excluding the
campaign regarding participation in the European Economic Area. This case
had to be set aside because on its own it nearly equalled the advertising space of
all other campaigns.

The ‘upheaval’ of advertisers against UN membership was replicated later in the
voting booth. However, so impressive was the tidal wave in the media that the out-
come of the ballot — a clear rejection by 76 per cent of voters — was not surprising.
Our classification method is an automatic procedure taking into account the
voting cues of the four main parties: Social Democratic Party (left); Christian
Democratic Party or Radical Democratic Party (centre right); Swiss People’s
Party (far right). This method showed at once which ideological camps were at
odds with the government’s position. Only with respect to four votes did we have
to take a closer look at the recommendations issued by smaller parties (i.e. when
no main party took an anti-government stance) to get a picture of the dissenters.
The proposal to replace the old taxation system is an exception in this regard, as
small parties on both the left and the right extremity of the political spectrum
opposed the policy. However, since the share of the dissenting far right parties
inside their own camp was noticeably greater than that of the dissenting left
parties, and also for the sake of simplicity in the coming analysis, we decided to
classify this case as one that elicited far right-wing opposition.
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Of course, this is a self-reported decision, which might differ from the actual decision
in some individual cases. We know from experience that the vote decision, as well
as the reported participation in the ballot, is regularly biased in the VOX surveys;
however, this should not alter our conclusions, since we are not primarily inter-
ested in the absolute level of support for the government.

Participants are somewhat more supportive of the government than the non-
participants (respectively 55 per cent and 51 per cent in its favour; ¢ = 0.04;
p < 0.001), but in only two cases could the majority have changed sides if the
non-voters had made their way to the voting booth.

Indeed, only 32 per cent of the participants (down to 27 per cent among the left-
wing citizens) are classified within the two lower levels of awareness, which
might prove problematic. In some conflict configurations (especially far right),
this share is further reduced — with almost no one left in the lower categories — so
that the uncovered relationships between awareness and voting would virtually
bear on the differences between the two upper categories only. Taking the non-
participants into consideration permits us to raise the proportion of least aware
citizens from 32 per cent to 39 per cent.

In four out of fourteen votes, the Swiss Democrats (a xenophobic party) recom-
mended rejection of the government position.

Unfortunately, other socio-demographic determinants of the vote decision (like
age, or town versus countryside residence) were missing in the VOX surveys for
several votes.

The SPSS £ scores procedure was applied, which transforms any variable into a
new variable with a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1. This standardization
method was carried out separately for each sub-sample (mainstream, left-wing,
far right conflicts), so that B coeflicients can approximately be compared across
models.

To evaluate multicollinearity, we entered all independent variables in a linear
regression model and looked at the tolerance or VIF (variance inflation factor)
statistics (see Menard 1995: 66). For the first two models, the VIF exceeds 7 only
for two variables (left X awareness, centre right x awareness) and normally
ranges between 1 and 6.5. For the third model, VIF values are generally higher,
indicating risks of multicollinearity.

Neither was it the case when the unstandardized variables were entered in the
models.

To be sure, this formulation is simplistic, since we do not know exactly the effect of
awareness on apartisans. Thus a negative coeflicient merely indicates that the
effect of awareness is less positive on a given partisanship category than it is on
apartisans. But because this kind of formulation is rather cumbersome, and pro-
vided that our preliminary analysis has found the relationship between awareness
and voting to be virtually non-existent or non-monotonic, we will interpret the
interaction effects without explicit reference to the category of apartisans.



11 Do political campaigns
matter?

Yes, but it depends

Riidvger Schmatt-Beck and David M. Farrell

The previous chapters have taken us on a Cook’s Tour of different cases of
campaign effects. The objective of this chapter is to draw the threads
together, to show how collectively these chapters demonstrate some
important steps forward in the comparative study of campaign effects, and
to set out a stall for further possible research. Three major conclusions are
drawn, namely: (1) campaigns do matter, but (2) how they matter can vary
in a number of respects and (3) is contingent on circumstances.

Campaigns do matter

As John Zaller puts it in his path-breaking study on political influence,
‘[e]very opinion is a marriage of information and predisposition: information
to form a mental picture of the given issue, and predisposition to motivate
some conclusion aboutit’ (1992: 6). Information is thus essential for any pro-
cess of decision making. The information used by electors when deciding
how to vote can come from many sources, and campaigns are only one of
them. For instance, people may derive an impression of the political state of
affairs from their experiences in everyday life. Are prices rising? Do I know
many people who are unemployed? Have public services lately been improv-
ing or deteriorating? Such observations may help voters to draw conclusions
about the performance of government (Popkin 1991). Voters also receive
political cues from their social environment. They may see more and more
people wearing lapel buttons, or cars displaying bumper stickers supporting
a particular party or candidate. They may overhear political conversations
in the tram on their way to work or afterwards at the pub. Or they may
gather information by engaging in political discussions with their family,
friends or co-workers. Last but not least, the mass media, especially tele-
vision, must never be overlooked as a ubiquitous source of political informa-
tion in modern democracies.

Hence voters constantly move in environments saturated with political
information, even without the campaigns being waged by political actors.
This means that, in their campaigns, the political actors have to compete
with a range of other sources of potential influence over their target
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audiences. Campaign information is enmeshed in complex ways with infor-
mation from other sources. In part, the campaigners’ messages compete for
(scarce and rather precious) voters’ attention with other sources of infor-
mation. In part, too, the information from other sources actually originates
from, and is mediated by, campaigns, albeit modified through multi-step
flows of communication, working through the mass media and stages of
interpersonal communication. The point is nicely illustrated by Elisabeth
Gidengil and her colleagues in Chapter 5, in their examination of how
political discussions between voters can interfere with campaign information
obtained from the mass media.

Studying the effects of campaigns requires us to disentangle this complex
web of information flows, in order to isolate campaign information from all
other kinds of information that fill both public and private spaces before the
ballots are opened on election day. Only then is it possible to arrive at
viable answers to the crucial question over whether political actors, by
waging more or less sophisticated campaigns, can influence public opinion,
increase their social support base and thus become, at least to some degree,
masters of their own fate. Obviously, this is a challenging task, both theoreti-
cally and methodologically, and in part this difficulty explains why any
answer to the question of whether campaigns matter must inevitably remain
heavily qualified.

According to active participants in the political game — politicians, con-
sultants, journalists — all in one way or another dealing each day of their
professional life with strategic communications, campaigning is one of the
biggest movers in the political process. In their view it plays a key role in
determining voting behaviour and election outcomes. ‘Election victories
can be made,’ as one German campaign consultant once self-confidently put
it (Miller 1997). Sometimes even single campaign events, like a well
designed television spot, are attributed the capacity to decide an election
(Morris 1997). By contrast, there are those who believe that election results
may be wholly explained by factors totally unrelated to the noisy rhetorical
interludes preceding election day, such as the ups and downs of the economy,
or the basic division of society in terms of political predispositions like social
group identifications, ideology, basic value orientations or partisanship.
According to this perspective, election outcomes are decided long before the
election actually takes place, and remain unaffected by the communication
strategies of political actors. As Newton (2000) argues, voters form their
preferences on the basis of other information than that provided by cam-
paigns, and against this information the biased messages thought up by
marketing specialists cannot prevail. If this sceptical view entails any prac-
tical advice for politicians, it is to save their money for more worthwhile
endeavours rather than habitually taking part in the frenzy of campaigning
every four or five years.

As ever, there is a position in between these two extremes, in which 1t
can be suggested that, while campaigns may not be of such predominant
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importance as is assumed by the political actors (whose outlook is glued to the
superficial back-and-forth of day-to-day political debate), they do, none the
less, count for something in the political process. They are one factor among
many others that are important for how and what people decide. Parties
trailing miles behind their competitors in terms of voters’ support may not
turn the tide simply by running a good campaign, but they may still have
some effect on the vote. As Popescu and To6ka note in Chapter 4, the exclusive
use of resources linked with their public office did not help the Hungarian
government parties in 1994 and 1998 in their campaigns to gain re-election;
however, at least it may have spared them even more painful defeats.
Conversely, parties riding high on a tide of electors’ esteem may well win
even if they do not campaign at all. But certainly, in the case of close contests,
campaigning may well be the pivotal force that in the end decides the contest.

In short, then, while it would be a clear exaggeration to state that cam-
paigns are of prime importance in determining the election result, in the light
of the research reviewed in this volume, it seems pretty incontrovertible that
campaigns do, indeed, matter for the behaviour of citizens at elections and
referendums. The rhetorical activities undertaken by political actors in
order to improve their electoral prospects seem to matter to voters when
they take their decisions. However, the extent of this influence varies between
campaigns, as discussed below. In addition, and to return to a theme raised
in Chapter 1, campaigns seem to have unintentional effects. They matter
not only for citizens’ votes but also for the wider polity, and thus are of
consequence for politics in modern democracies more generally.

The potential for campaign influence is shown by Ian McAllister in
Chapter 2 by the rising numbers of campaign late deciders in the United
States, the United Kingdom and Australia, a proportion of whom — as ‘calcu-
lating’ voters — are open to campaign influence. In Chapter 3, Romain
Lachat and Pascal Sciarini provide similar evidence from the 1999 Swiss
general election showing how late-deciding voters are most responsive to
campaign information. Other chapters in this volume present a range of
different scenarios of campaign influence. For instance, Marina Popescu
and Gabor Toéka, in Chapter 4, demonstrate that in Hungarian elections
during the 1990s government parties, by instrumentalizing public television
as channel of campaign communication, were able to influence those voters
who were exposed to its programmes. In Chapter 5, Elisabeth Gidengil and
her colleagues produce clear evidence of priming in recent Canadian
elections, indicating how election campaigns can affect the bases on which
people decide their vote. Findings from Finland, provided by Ilkka Ruostet-
saari and Mikko Mattila in Chapter 6, suggest that both through advertising
in newspapers and through applying a broad range of other direct campaign
techniques, candidates can win votes in an environment of personalized
campaigning. In Chapter 7, David Denver and Gordon Hands demonstrate
how the local campaign efforts of political parties affected electoral outcomes
in the constituencies during the British 1997 general election.
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Turning to referendums and applying a wide-angle lens by looking at cam-
paigns across a range of democracies, Lawrence LeDuc demonstrates how
dramatic shifts in opinion on referendum issues can occur during campaigns,
shifts which can be at least partially attributed to effects from the information
infused through campaigns (Chapter 9). On the specific case of referendum
campaigns in Switzerland, Michael Butzer and Lionel Marquis show in
Chapter 10 how the degree of consensus or division between elites — in turn
leading to very different campaigns — affects the way citizens make up their
minds on the referendum proposals. Between them, and through a mix of
micro-level and macro-level analysis, these chapters provide evidence
supporting the notion that campaigns matter with regard to the aims for
which they are fought, namely to obtain support for parties or candidates in
elections or for issue proposals at referendums.

Chapter 8, by Pippa Norris, goes beyond this narrow instrumental focus.
I't addresses widespread worries, reviewed in Chapter 1, that campaigning,
while perhaps being advantageous to some political actors, may also
damage democratic political systems by contributing to growing civic dis-
engagement and cynicism among the citizens. Yet, if anything, as Norris
shows, the evidence points to a contrary conclusion, at least for the United
States. The upshot of this is that, even if campaigns were irrelevant to
electoral outcomes, they would still have relevance to democratic politics:
rather than depressing citizens’ political trust and involvement in the elec-
toral process, they actually seem to enhance them. This is good news at least
for one form of unintentional consequence of campaigns. However, this does
not preclude the possibility that there are others, still in need of further study.

Variations in campaign effect

As we outlined in Chapter 1 (see Figure 1.3), there are a range of different
types of campaign effects that political actors have in mind when planning
their strategies. For instance, they attempt to influence the salience of matters
that voters consider when deciding how to vote. They also seek to bring new
matters to people’s attention. Finally — and certainly the most demanding
task — they aim to change the voters’ views of the political world.
Undoubtedly, persuasion features most prominently among the effects
actually intended by the relevant political actors. As the two chapters on
Swiss election (Chapter 3) and referendum campaigns (Chapter 10) suggest,
activation of latent predispositions is an important effect brought about by
campaigns: this is in line with the classic assertion of Lazarsfeld and his
colleagues (Lazarsfeld et al. 1968 [1944]). The more they are reached by
campaigns, the more those citizens with ideological or partisan affiliations
tend to support their own elites, either by electing them or by supporting
their positions on referendum proposals. On the other hand, the second
message of these studies is that conversion is also possible. In particular, if
campaigns are highly intense and non-balanced, in the sense that not all
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competitors invest equal amounts of resources, they may suitably distract
voters from their predispositions.

Several other chapters provide additional evidence of campaign-induced
persuasion. For instance, Chapter 4 on the influence of Hungarian public
television, shows how government parties used this medium as a campaign
tool, and the more citizens were exposed to its coverage the more they
tended to like these parties and the better they evaluated their economic
record. Yet Popescu and Toka raise an interesting note of caution: this kind
of persuasive effect was observable only in the 1998 election. In 1994, by
contrast, there was a backlash effect, actually damaging the prospects of the
governing party. Apparently, therefore, if media partisanship becomes too
blatant, it may backfire. Chapter 4 demonstrates nicely the complexity of
campaign effects: the persuasive impact of a campaign is not always a linear
function of the resources which have been mobilized, and in this instance
the bias shown by the television coverage in 1994 made it possible for the
opposition to turn its onesidedness into an issue in its own right, resulting in
a boomerang effect against the government party.

However, this kind of resistance on the part of the target audiences of
campaign messages is perhaps restricted to the persuasive potential of
blatant ‘propaganda’. In the Hungarian case it did not extend to a more
subtle mechanism of influence — priming. The voters may have remained
unimpressed by public television’s onesidedness in evaluative content, but,
despite this, they none the less adapted the bases on which they decided
their vote in accordance with this medium’s issue agenda. Political actors’
campaigns aim not only at changing voters’ evaluations of them (in a positive
direction) and their competitors (in a negative direction), they also seek to
get voters to change the considerations — be it issues or candidates — they
take into account when forming their preferences. Chapter 5 on Canadian
elections, by Gidengil and her colleagues, also provides evidence of this
more subtle (and thus more difficult to detect) effect of campaigns.

A third form of intended campaign influence is the classic strategy of
promoting voter mobilization, which as we saw in our literature review in
Chapter 1 is most closely associated with local campaign activities. Denver
and Hands’s account in Chapter 7 of campaign trends in the 1997 British
election shows that this practice is still very much alive and kicking even in
a ‘post-Fordist’ age — and, as their findings suggest, it works.

There is also evidence in this volume of a fourth type of intentional effect.
Campaigns focusing on individual candidates instead of party organiza-
tions and their leaders are often confronted with a specific problem, namely
that candidates unknown to the public are standing against well known
incumbents who earn a lot of ‘free’ media through parliamentary and other
political activities. American primaries are a classic case of where such
patterns are notorious (Bartels 1988). For newcomers, the first aim must be
to gain visibility and make themselves known to electors. As Chapter 6 by
Ruostetsaari and Mattila suggests, investing resources in campaigning may,
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indeed, help candidates to overcome the drawback of low ‘name recogni-
tion’, thus mastering a crucial precondition for being considered at all as a
viable alternative by voters.

The contingent nature of campaign effects

The third main conclusion to be drawn from the studies in this volume is that
campaigns may matter, but not necessarily for all voters, all the time, or
regardless of circumstances. Campaigning has its limits. The fact is that, for
all the efforts a political actor like a party might put into a campaign, for all
the resources it might bring to bear in selling itself, its candidates and its
policies to the voters, if the voters are not buying then there is not much a
campaign can do about it. Such a dilemma was neatly illustrated by the
2001 election campaign of the British Conservative Party. By general con-
sensus it fought the best campaign: for the most part controlling the agenda,
on most days setting the ‘issue of the day’, keeping the media coverage on
the party’s preferred issues (such as taxation and Europe). The party flung
everything it had into the campaign, using all the latest campaign
gimmickry, deploying the most professional of strategists, borrowing the
best from recent US Republican campaigns, outspending all the other
parties. Yet, for all this exhaustive effort, the campaign proved utterly use-
less in raising the party’s vote. From day one of the four-week campaign the
Conservatives’ poll rating stubbornly refused to budge from the historically
low level it had maintained throughout the lifetime of the Parliament; the
yawning gap between their vote and that of the Labour incumbents simply
refused to close. The outcome of all this was a miniscule rise of 1.0 per cent
in the Conservative vote on polling day and a net seat gain of one.

As discussed in Chapter 1 the shape of a campaign — its strategies, its
messages and appeals, its communication channels, its length, as well as its
‘loudness’ and corresponding penetration power — depends on a broad
variety of factors, including features of political systems as well as situational
circumstances. We have seen throughout the chapters of this volume that
the nature of the effects a campaign may have is also highly contingent.
Campaigns matter in ways that are dependent on a multitude of factors,
often interacting with each other in complex patterns. Some of these factors
concern the campaigns themselves, others concern the campaigns’ recipients
— the electorates and the individuals of which they are composed.

Campaign-related factors

One of the core findings of this book, most notably of Chapter 9, is that cam-
paigns may matter very differently depending on the type of decision event.
On the whole, referendum campaigns can be expected to be more effective
than election campaigns. As LeDuc suggests, we can look at this distinction
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in terms of a continuum of stability versus volatility, with elections being
located closer to the end-point of stability. Referendum campaigns, however,
vary significantly, depending on the degree to which the referendum pro-
posal is related to the socio-political cleavage structures of organized party
conflict. In the cases of campaigns for elections and those referendums over
established issues with clear partisan connotations, the story is mostly one of
activation, as is shown by the Swiss referendum campaigns analysed by
Biitzer and Marquis in Chapter 10. Towards the other (volatility) end-
point of the continuum, we find referendum campaigns over new, unclear
and complex issues without inherent and obvious underpinnings in tradi-
tional cleavage structures. In such cases opinions cannot be activated but
must be formed, and there is considerable scope for conversion through cam-
paign information, leading to unpredictable outcomes. Where parties are
internally divided and appear positioned on opposing sides of a referendum,
there is even greater potential for this kind of persuasion through campaigns.

Several chapters demonstrate how campaign intensity or loudness can also
be important. Lachat and Sciarini’s analysis in Chapter 3 compares three
Swiss cantonal campaigns that vary by intensity, as expressed in advertising
expenditures. It turns out that campaigns of low intensity influence almost
no one. A certain minimum intensity seems necessary to influence apartisans.
High-intensity campaigns have the capacity to influence apartisans and
even some partisans. In general, the findings in Chapters 6, 7 and 10 support
the notion that the amount of resources invested in campaigns can matter.

Campaigns may use a number of different channels for communicating to
voters. Chapter 7 explores how direct contact with voters, in British constitu-
ency campaigns, can affect mobilization. The research in Chapter 6, on the
Finnish case, suggests that a range of campaign activities applied simulta-
neously is important: campaigners should not restrict themselves to too few
channels for addressing the electorate. The chapters by Ruostetsaari and
Mattila, Lachat and Sciarini and Biitzer and Marquis indicate that, at least
in the European context where campaigners have very restricted opportu-
nities for purchasing air time on the broadcast media, advertising resources
may deliver returns if invested in ads in the printed press. This, again,
points to the crucial importance of sufficient resources for the success of
campaigns.

As a functional equivalent to advertising, the mass media’s political
reporting — seen as ‘free media’ compensating for insufficient resources for
‘paid media’ — plays a central role in contemporary campaign strategies, pro-
viding a key channel of campaign communication, and a focus of effort by
campaign organizations to influence the reporting of events. Chapter 4 in
particular, focusing on Hungarian public television, indicates that such
strategies may actually bear fruit. However, this case may be exceptional
and probably cannot be generalized beyond the realm of new democracies.
In established democracies, the media usually cannot be fitted quite so
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neatly into campaign strategies; they prefer to give their own, independent (if
not anti-party-political), angle to the presentation of politics, as discussed
by Norris in Chapter 8. Either reflecting campaign agendas or their own
criteria of news value, the media’s agendas are prominent sources of priming
effects, determining what voters think of when they make up their minds
about how to vote (cf. Chapter 5).

Finally, campaign themes also featured in a number of our chapters. This
is most notable in Chapter 5, where, in their analysis of three Canadian
elections, Gidengil and her colleagues demonstrate how campaign-specific
the themes can be; in some cases with candidate image featuring strongly, in
other cases one or more issues playing a stronger role. As they put it, election
campaigns ‘are not all of a piece’ (p. 87). Such differences between cam-
paigns are of consequence with regard to priming effects. While candidate
priming seems to take place quite regularly in campaigns, issue priming
occurs only in cases of highly concentrated issue agendas in which one
dramatically new issue features highly prominently. Agenda structures may
not necessarily be under the control of campaigners, however. Issue contexts
are also important because they may colour the way campaign messages are
interpreted by voters. The 1994 Hungarian general election took place
amidst a ‘media war’ about the issue of government control over broadcast
media. This specific context contributed to the ‘boomerang effect’ of public
television’s slanted reporting (cf. Chapter 4).

One of the most pressing issues in the study of the consequences of
campaigns concerns the theme, raised in several chapters (most notably
Chapters 1, 7 and 8), of how campaigns have been going through a process
of modernization, towards a form of campaigning which we describe in
Chapter 1 as ‘stage III’ campaigning (see Table 1.1). Implicit in much of
this discussion is the notion that (pace the British Conservatives in 2001)
more modern campaigns are, somehow, more influential, not least because
they are more sophisticated and professional and because they perhaps
better suit the needs of a more fragmented, and at the same time more avail-
able, electorate. Among campaigners, and especially among the consultants
who make a living from this, such a beliefis common currency. As discussed
in Chapter 1, it is the core rationale behind the ‘arms race’ for ever more
sophisticated tools and techniques of campaigning. Although this hypothesis
is in desperate need of empirical validation, it would be premature to draw
any firm conclusions about it here. With regard to constituency-level cam-
paigns, there is some evidence in Chapter 7 that what Denver and Hands
refer to as ‘post-Fordist’ local campaigning in the constituency may be no
less (but equally also no more) effective than more traditional forms of
campaigning. In short, then, the jury is still out on this matter: plausible as
it may seem to hypothesize that more sophisticated campaigns are more
effective, the matter clearly needs further study before a definite assessment
can be given.
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Factors related to voters

Many models of political behaviour implicitly assume that all citizens base
their decisions in similar ways using the same variables. In recent years this
view has been challenged by the notion that not all voters are the same, and
that correspondingly their political behaviour does not follow the same
regularities (Rivers 1988). A number of chapters suggest that this general
idea is also important when thinking about the effects of political campaigns.
The scope for campaign influence can vary dramatically depending on the
types of voters involved. One obvious conditioning factor is, for instance,
whether voters are at all available to be influenced by campaigns. This is
not the case if they have taken their decisions long before the start of a
campaign, as Lachat and Sciarini demonstrate for Swiss voters in Chapter 3.
As they show, campaigns can only be expected to have effects on late deciders
(see also Chapter 2).

In The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion, John Zaller (1992) places great
stress on two features of relevance here, namely the political predispositions
of voters and their degrees of political awareness. A number of chapters
confirm the importance of both variables. Predispositions like ideology and,
above all, partisanship feature as important moderating factors for campaign
influence. Referendum campaigns inform partisans about the positions of
their parties’ elites and help to align their votes accordingly. Depending
on the degree of consensus or division between the elites, this leads to a
‘mainstream’ or a ‘polarization effect’ in referendum voting, as Biitzer and
Marquis show in Chapter 10. However, as Chapter 9 by LeDuc suggests,
this kind of activating role of predispositions presupposes that the referendum
issue bears a relationship to existing cleavage structures and organized
party conflict. However, if the issue is new, unclear and/or complex, pre-
dispositions may give voters little guidance, thus enabling campaigns to
influence different types of voters more evenly.

Zaller (1992) also attaches importance to the mediating role of individual
voters’ degrees of political awareness, in the sense of a person’s intellectual
engagement with public affairs, including both ‘the extent to which an indi-
vidual pays attention to current political events and understands what he or
she has encountered’ (Zaller 1990: 126). Again several chapters in this
volume provide evidence of how this affects campaign influence. The more
sophisticated voters are more inclined to receive campaign information, as
can be seen in Chapters 2 and 10. Those voters who experience higher levels
of media exposure, in turn, are more likely to be primed about issues and
candidate images, as shown in Chapter 5. However, when it comes to
persuasion, the moderating effect of political awareness is more complex.
It decreases the likelihood that partisans will be pulled by a campaign
towards decisions deviating from their predispositions, and not in line with
the campaigns of ‘their’ elite (Chapter 10). It also reduces the likelihood
that (late-deciding) apartisans will vote contrary to their ideological
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predispositions. Political awareness thus increases the likelihood of activation
while inhibiting the likelihood of conversion (Chapter 3).

Political campaigns in perspective

As we noted in Chapter 1, the study of the effects of political campaigns is
located at the intersection of various sub-disciplines of political science, thus
making it methodologically demanding. To arrive at a credible answer to
the question of whether campaigns have effects requires an approach com-
bining different perspectives and using data from various sources. Certainly,
the chapters collected in this book represent a broad range of differ-
ent methodological approaches, although surveys clearly dominate. The
groups surveyed include voters (Chapters 2, 3, 4, 5, 8 and 10), candidates
(Chapter 6) and party activists (Chapter 7). Some chapters also com-
bine survey data with data from other sources, such as electoral records
(Chapters 6 and 7), campaign expenditure records (Chapters 3 and 6) and
media content analyses (Chapter 10). In addition, comparisons of different
campaigns appear as a particularly promising path towards a better under-
standing of campaign effects. The chapters include comparisons of various
local or regional campaigns for the same election (Chapters 3, 6 and 7), as
well as comparisons of national campaigns across various elections or
referendums within the same country (Chapters 4, 5, 8 and 10) or even
across different countries (Chapters 2 and 9). Although quite varied in their
methodological approaches, the studies in this volume do not exhaust the
range of research techniques that are available. In particular, experimental
methods, applying both laboratory experiments (e.g. Kaid and Holtz-
Bacha 1993; I'yengar and Petrocik 2000) and field experiments (e.g. Gerber
and Green 2000), appear as a fruitful option that is not represented in this
volume.

The findings in this book indicate that research in this area is not a futile
effort, and certainly much more is needed. Indeed, if it is the case that, as we
have seen, campaigns can matter, then it seems reasonable to propose that
they will matter even more in the future. Electorates continue to change in
ways that make them more responsive to campaign communications.
In many democracies, partisan dealignment makes increasing portions of
the electorate susceptible to conversion through campaigns. In new democ-
racies partisanship generally tends to be weak, and unlikely ever to build up
to the levels found traditionally in the established democracies. There is
thus a far greater potential for campaign effects from the start.

Parallel to these transformations of the electorate, campaigning itself is
developing increasingly in the direction of ‘stage III’; ‘post-modern’ or
‘post-Fordist’ styles of permanent, highly intense, sophisticated and targeted
operations. Gone are the days when political parties could rely on the support
of particular categories of voters; indeed, gone also are the days when the
established, mainstream political actors had the electoral field to themselves.
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The political market has become much more competitive, and the parties, as
well as other relevant actors (such as media and interest groups) have had
to adapt their modes of operation if only to keep up with the extent of
change, and with adaptations by their competitors. And there is little sign of
this abating as the ‘arms race’ of campaign modernization continues apace.

Whether all the changes connected with the emergence of ‘stage IIT’
campaigning actually make for more effective campaigns in comparison
with the more traditional ways of conducting campaigns of old is one of the
questions for which we are still lacking evidence. Yet some assumptions can
safely be made, based on the evidence assembled in this book. For instance,
the trend towards the ‘permanent’ campaign undermines the relevance of
the timing of the vote, since in the long run it neutralizes the inhibiting poten-
tial of early deciding. As McAllister demonstrates in Chapter 2, partisan
dealignment is likely to move the average time when voting decisions are
cast closer to the day when elections or referendums are held. In addition, if
campaigning is no longer restricted to short periods of intense communica-
tion efforts immediately preceding elections or referendums, the campaigns
should also start reaching those electors who still take their decisions long
in advance. As campaigns start earlier, more and more voters mutate, by
definition, from early deciders to campaign deciders.

Furthermore, a proliferation of campaigns is likely, due to the growing
number of organizations that are becoming active in the crowded and differ-
entiated landscape of ‘post-modern’ politics, and due to the increasing pro-
pensity of political actors of all sorts to rely on campaigns to promote their
causes. As political parties transform into ‘cartel parties’, increasingly
making use of state resources for the purpose of campaigning and removing
restrictions and shaping the legal framework of campaigning in their
common interest (Katz and Mair 1995), and as campaign organizations
develop improved skills at fund raising, campaigns are also likely to be more
intense in the future. Campaigns of higher intensity, in turn, are more likely
to be effective.

Finally, as we have seen, referendum campaigns are likely to influence
more voters than are election campaigns. Hence the general trend towards
more plebiscitary politics in contemporary democracies, brought about by
the ‘participatory revolution’ (Kaase 1984), which spawned a spreading
institutionalization of the means of direct democracy and an increase in
their use (Butler and Ranney 1994; Bowler and Donovan 1998), will also
contribute to a growing importance of political campaigns for the processes
of democratic governance.
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