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Informationsflisse, Wahlen und Demokratie:
Einleitung zur Festschrift fiir Riidiger Schmitt-Beck

Thorsten Faas, Sascha Huber, Mona Krewel, Sigrid RofSteutscher

Wer Riidiger Schmitt-Beck (fiir manche aka ,Roger”, fiir andere aka ,RSB“)
als Wissenschaftler, aber auch als Mensch und Kollegen kennenlernen und
auch ein Stiick weit verstehen mochte, der muss nur seine Habilitations-
schrift zur Hand nehmen: Hinter einem recht einfachen Titel - ,Politische
Kommunikation und Wahlerverhalten: Ein internationaler Vergleich® -
verbergen sich 448 Seiten, unterteilt in elf Kapitel (untergliedert in vier
Ebenen), zwei Anhdnge und ein Literaturverzeichnis, das knapp 30 Seiten
und darin, vor allem dank minimaler Schriftgréfle, iiber 600 Titel umfasst.
Und das ist, wie man der ,Vorbemerkung® entnehmen kann, ,die gekiirzte
Fassung meiner im November 1999 von der Fakultit fiir Sozialwissenschaf-
ten der Universitdt Mannheim angenommenen Habilitationsschrift® ,Titel*
hat bei dieser monumentalen Schrift aber noch eine weitere Bedeutung,
denn auf dem Titelblatt des Buches findet man auf Wunsch des Verfassers
ein Kunstwerk, ndmlich das Bild ,,Circle of Autumn Winds“ von Richard
Long. Die kleinen Pfeile, die die Richtung der Herbstwinde darstellen,
spiegeln die Informationsfliisse wider, um die es - inspiriert durch John
Zallers RAS-Modell (1993) - in der Schrift geht, wie sie wild um uns herum
wehen - genau wie politische Informationen.

Reliabilitétstest? Jeder und jede, der/die schon einmal das Vergniigen
hatte, im Schmitt-Beck’schen Buro zu Gast zu sein, erkennt ein Muster
wieder: Uberall Biicher und Texte — nebeneinander, tibereinander. Regale,
Hingeregistraturen und Mappen - alle jenseits der erlaubten Belastungs-
grenze und doch wohl sortiert und fiir den Besitzer jederzeit auffindbar.
Selten verldsst man dieses Biiro ohne ein Buch oder einen Text, der ,,phps
of interest” sein konnte. Aber in diesem Biiro gibt es noch mehr zu entde-
cken. Hier begegnet einem auch Kunst an den Winden, teils aus fremder
Feder, teils aus der Feder des Biiroinhabers selbst. Wenn der frithere Papst
einmal tiber sich sagte, er sei ein ,einfacher Arbeiter im Weinberg des
Herrn'; so liele sich iiber Riidiger Schmitt-Beck wohl sagen, es handele sich
um einen akribischen, aber gleichwohl extrem produktiven und kreativen
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Arbeiter im Weinberg der Wissenschaft — auch wenn es ihm wohl nie in
den Sinn kdme, sich selbst mit dem Papst zu vergleichen.

Diese Produktivitat und Kreativitdt belegt auch ein Blick auf Lebenslauf
und Publikationsverzeichnis von Riidiger Schmitt-Beck. 1956 geboren und
in der Pfalz aufgewachsen, studierte er nach seinem Abitur in Mannheim
Soziologie, Psychologie und Politikwissenschaft — ein Studium, das er 1981
mit dem Diplom erfolgreich abschloss. Es folgten zwei Jahre Zivildienst,
ehe er 1983 an die Universitit Mannheim zuruickkehrte, als Doktorand
und wissenschaftlicher Mitarbeiter bei Rudolf Wildenmann. Mit einer Ar-
beit zum Thema ,Die Friedensbewegung in der Bundesrepublik Deutsch-
land: Ursachen und Bedingungen der Mobilisierung einer neuen sozialen
Bewegung“ - 1989 von der Universitdit Mannheim angenommen, 1990
verdffentlicht (allerdings mit nur 338 Seiten, nur 6 Kapiteln, nur 3 Gliede-
rungsebenen, nur 27 Seiten Literaturverzeichnis, nur gut 500 Titeln, aber
okay — es war auch ,nur“ eine Dissertation) - wurde er zum Dr. phil.
promoviert. Nach zwischenzeitlichen kurzen Abstechern an die Universitit
Heidelberg und zu den MediaPerspektiven kehrte er 1990 an die Universitt
Mannheim zuriick, zunéchst ans Mannheimer Zentrum fiir Europdische
Sozialforschung (MZES) und die dort angesiedelte und unter anderem von
Max Kaase geleitete ,Vergleichende Wahlstudie 1990 anschliefSend ab 1995
an den Lehrstuhl fiir international vergleichende Sozialforschung bei Jan
van Deth. Aus diesem Projekt ging auch die bereits erwahnte Habilitations-
schrift hervor, mit Jan van Deth und Max Kaase als Betreuern.

2000 zog es Riidiger Schmitt-Beck innerhalb der Mannheimer Quadrate
schliefSlich ein paar Blocks weiter: Er wurde Wissenschaftlicher Leiter am
Zentrum fiir Umfragen, Methoden und Analysen (ZUMA), ehe er 2003
einen Ruf an die Universitdt Duisburg annahm, aus der kurz darauf die
Universitdt Duisburg-Essen wurde, zunédchst mit dem ,,Standort Duisburg,
spater mit dem ,,Campus Duisburg® An der dortigen Universitit {ibernahm
er die Leitung des Bereichs ,Politik und Kommunikation®!' Einen Ruf an
die Freie Universitat Berlin (der allerdings mit einem Wechsel des Faches
von der Politik- in die Publizistik- und Kommunikationswissenschaft ver-
bunden gewesen wire) lehnte er 2006 ab, um kurz darauf einen Ruf an

1 Wenn oben vom kiinstlerischen Interesse von Riidiger Schmitt-Beck die Rede war,
so muss an dieser Stelle auch die musikalische Dimension dieses Interesses erwahnt
werden. In der Zeit ,im Pott gehorte Riidiger Schmitt-Beck zu den Stammgisten
etwa der Ruhrtriennale. In der Erinnerung des Verfassers dieser Zeilen standen dabei
Symphonien fiir drei Flugzeugturbinen und vier Laubbldser auf dem Programm, die
nur Banausen mit ,Larm" verwechseln und nicht als ,neue Musik“ erkennen wiirden.
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die Universitdt Mannheim auf den Lehrstuhl fiir Politikwissenschaft I - Po-
litische Soziologie anzunehmen und damit die Nachfolge von Franz Urban
Pappi zu tibernehmen. Diesen Lehrstuhl bekleidete er bis jiingst ins Jahr
2023 hinein.

Nicht nur quantitativ arbeitende Menschen werden gerade gestutzt ha-
ben. 1956 geboren, bis 2023 den Lehrstuhl innegehabt? Ja — und das erklart
auch den Zeitpunkt des Erscheinens dieser Festschrift. Das Friihjahrs-/
Sommersemester 2023 markiert das Ausscheiden von Ridiger Schmitt-
Beck aus dem reguldren Professorendienst. ,Rente mit 67 bedeutet es aber
keineswegs, denn gliicklicherweise bleibt er der Universitit Mannheim und
damit auch der einschldgigen Forschung in Deutschland als Seniorprofes-
sor erhalten.

Aber nicht nur der Schmitt-Beck’sche Lebenslauf beeindruckt. Der wis-
senschaftliche Output seiner Karriere ist noch weit bemerkenswerter. Das
Publikationsverzeichnis von Riidiger Schmitt-Beck umfasst (zum Zeitpunkt
des Verfassens dieser Einleitung) 228 Werke und eine erstaunliche Band-
breite. Nahert man sich der Liste qualitativ, so findet man als Ursprungs-
werk einen Beitrag aus dem Jahr 1983, gemeinsam mit Axel Biihler verof-
fentlicht im ,Saeculum - Jahrbuch fiir Universalgeschichte®, ,Uber Michel
Foucaults Methodologie der Ideengeschichte®. Die Jahre 1984 und 1985 da-
gegen waren anders akzentuiert, ndmlich durch den Aufsatz ,Die hessische
Landtagswahl vom 25. September 1983: Neuordnung politischer Standorte
nach der Wende*“ (1984), veroffentlicht in der Zeitschrift fiir Parlaments-
fragen (gemeinsam mit Wilhelm P. Biirklin und Gerhard Franz), sowie
das Werk ,Vorwahl-Studie Niedersachsen — Tabellenband“ (1985, gemein-
sam mit Rudolf Wildenmann und Matthias Jung), der allerdings nicht die
Rezeption in der einschldgigen Forschung erfahren hat, die er sicherlich
verdient hitte.

Mit n=228 Beitrdgen liegt wahrlich geniigend Material vor, um sich dem
Oecuvre auch quantitativ ndhern zu kénnen. Abbildung 1 zeigt im ersten
illustrativen Zugriff, welche (englischen) Worter sich in den Titeln der
Schmitt-Beck’schen Publikationen finden. Ergédnzt man diese Betrachtung
um ein non-supervised topic model?, so stellt sich eine Losung mit vier
bis sechs Themen als optimal heraus, die wir anschliefend anhand von
Schliisselbegriffen aus den Schmitt-Beck’schen Forschungsgebieten — Elec-
tions, Communication, Talk, Voters, Campaigns und Social Movements

2 Die Nicht-Uberwachung hat dabei Anton Konneke iibernommen, dem an dieser Stelle
ein sehr herzlicher Dank gebiihrt!
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- mithilfe von semi-supervised models nachgeschérft haben. Anhand von
Worthéufigkeitsmustern ist es uns so gelungen, Themencluster in den Ti-
teln der Veréffentlichungen zu entdecken, die Abbildung 2 zeigt.

Abbildung 1: Wordcloud basierend auf den Publikationstiteln von Riidiger
Schmitt-Beck
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Basis: Publikationstitel (ggf. ibersetzt) von Riidiger Schmitt-Beck
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Abbildung 2: Themencluster in den Publikationstiteln von Riidiger Schmitt-
Beck auf Basis von semi-supervised topic models
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Basis: Publikationstitel (ggf. tibersetzt) von Riidiger Schmitt-Beck

Differenziert man nun das Ganze nach den oben beschriebenen akademi-
schen Stationen, so sind mit den jeweiligen Phasen und Stationen auch
deutliche Schwerpunkte verbunden (siehe Abbildung 3). War die Promo-
tionsphase noch durch einen deutlichen Schwerpunkt auf den (neuen)
sozialen Bewegungen gekennzeichnet (der in besagter 338-seitiger Disserta-
tion miindete), so verschiebt sich der Fokus in der Phase ,Mannheim I“
(gepragt durch die Vergleichende Wahlstudie 1990 und die Habilitation)
hin zur politischen Kommunikation. Wahrend die Duisburger Phase viele
verschiedene Themenbereiche abdeckte, war Mannheim II dann deutlich
durch die Themen Wahlen (der German Longitudinal Election Study sei
Dank) und Political Talk gepragt.
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Abbildung 3: Themencluster in den Publikationstiteln von Riidiger Schmitt-
Beck auf Basis von semi-supervised topic models, nach
akademischen Stationen
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Basis: Publikationstitel (ggf. ibersetzt) von Riidiger Schmitt-Beck

Die iiberwiltigende Mehrheit dieser Publikationen entstammt dabei aus
Projektkontexten, viele davon DFG-gefordert, viele auch mit einem Fokus
auf Infrastruktur und Datenbereitstellung, gerade auch fiir die Community
insgesamt. Musikalisch konnten sich die ,Fantastischen Vier* (gemeint
sind nicht die vier akademischen Stationen, sondern eine bekannte deut-
sche Hip-Hop-Band) davon sicherlich inspirieren lassen: ALLBUS, CNEP,
CSES, DFG, DGfW, DVPW, GESIS, PVS sind nur einige Abkiirzungen,
die den nationalen und internationalen Weg von Riidiger Schmitt-Beck in
der und fiir die Wissenschaft gepragt haben. Exzellente Daten nicht nur
fiir die eigene Arbeit, sondern auch fiir die wissenschaftliche Community
zur Verfiigung zu stellen, der Community aber auch Publikationsraume zu
offnen, ob als Redakteur der PVS oder Herausgeber des PVS-Sonderhefts
~Wihlen in Deutschland“ oder der ,english books® aus dem GLES-Kontext,
dies alles zdhlte immer auch zu den Anliegen, die RSB mit vollem Einsatz
verfolgte.3
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Abbildung 4: Co-Autor:innen von Riidiger Schmitt-Beck mit mindestens
zwei gemeinsamen Werken
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Basis: Publikationen von Riidiger Schmitt-Beck

Wie sehr ihm der Austausch und das Arbeiten im Team mit Kolleg:innen aus
dem In- und Ausland am Herzen liegt, auch das belegt ein Blick auf die

3 Was in der themenorientierten quantitativen Analyse der Publikationen ein wenig
untergeht, ist die regionale Vielfalt der Schmitt-Beck’schen Publikationen: Von Analysen
hessischer Landtagswahlen in der ZParl tiber Studien zu kommunaler Wahlbeteiligung in
Duisburg und Demokratie- und Talk-Projekte in Mannheim und Baden-Wiirttemberg bis
hin zu nationalen und international vergleichenden Wahlstudien a la CNEP und CSES -
Riidiger did them all! Sich mit den jeweiligen Arbeitsorten — Duisburg, Mannheim - und
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Publikationsliste. Viele Publikationen sind gemeinsam entstanden: 85 ver-
schiedene Co-Autor:innen zieren die Liste; Abbildung 4 zeigt jene, die
mindestens zwei Mal das Vergniigen hatten.

Und damit sind wir wieder bei der vorliegenden Festschrift angekommen.
Denn viele Co-Autor:innen und Weggefahrt:innen haben sich hier versam-
melt, um Riidiger Schmitt-Beck und sein Werk zu ehren. Dass es gelungen ist,
alle Stationen und Phasen des Schmitt-Beck’schen Schaffens abzubilden -
Freund:innen und Kolleg:innen aus Mannheim, Duisburg und verschie-
densten nationalen und internationalen Wahlstudien und Projektkontexten,
Promovend:innen und Mitarbeiter:innen —, darauf sind wir ein bisschen
stolz. Fast 700 Seiten haben alle gemeinsam gefiillt. Die Personen und ihre
Beitrége, aber auch die Linge des Gesamtwerks spiegeln auf ihre Weise das
Werk und den Einfluss von Riidiger Schmitt-Beck in eindrucksvoller Weise
wider.

Das Schmitt-Beck’sche Werk hatten wir oben in sechs Themen unterteilt:
Elections, Communication, Talk, Voters, Campaigns und Social Movements.
Wenig tiberraschend prigen diese Themen auch die Beitrdge dieses Bandes:
Massenmediale, aber auch interpersonale Kommunikation, Kampagnen-
kommunikation, intermediare Instanzen, Wahlen und letztlich Demokratie.
Wenn wir nun einen Blick auf die einzelnen Beitrage werfen, so lief3e sich bei
jedem problemlos eine Briicke zum Schmitt-Beck’schen Werk schlagen. Das
wollen wir zwar nicht jedes Mal tun, aber doch einen Uberblick iiber die
versammelten Beitrége bieten:

Den ersten Teil der Festschrift zum Themenfeld ,,Mediale und interperso-
nale Informationsfliisse und ihre Folgen® leiten Sascha Huber und Anne
Schifer ein. In ihrem Beitrag analysieren sie mit Hilfe von Daten der GLES der
Jahre 2013, 2017 und 2021 das politische Wissen von Biirger:innen. Neben der
Mediennutzung und kognitiven Pridispositionen nehmen sie vor allem die
politischen Orientierungen der Biirger:innen in den Blick: Anhinger:innen
der rechtspopulistischen AfD haben danach, so zeigt sich, ein substanziell
geringeres Wissen der relativen Positionen der Parteien und Kandidat:innen.
Dabei nimmt der Zusammenhang von Wissen und rechtspopulistischen
Einstellungen bemerkenswerterweise iiber die Zeit hinweg noch zu.

Mona Krewel und Ansgar Wolsing befassen sich in ihrem Beitrag mit der
Wahlkampfberichterstattung iiber Kanzlerkandidat:innen und suchen nach
Trends in den Wahljahren von 2005 bis 2017. Basierend auf Medieninhalts-

den Menschen dort - in der Wissenschaft, aber auch der Stadt - auseinanderzusetzen,
auch das gehorte und gehort fiir ihn selbstverstindlich dazu.
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analysen der GLES finden sie dabei keine Hinweise auf eine mdgliche
»~Amerikanisierung“ der Wahlkampfberichterstattung, sondern vor allem
stark ausgeprégte und stabile journalistische Berichterstattungsmuster und
eine beachtliche Variabilitit der Berichterstattung in Abhingigkeit vom
jeweiligen Wahlkampfkontext.

Die folgenden Beitrige nehmen weniger massenmediale Kontexte, son-
dernvielmehr interpersonale Kommunikation einzelner Biirger:innen in den
Blick. Simon Ellerbrock und Manuel Neumann untersuchen, wie Prozesse
der sozialen Projektion und des social sampling miteinander interagieren,
wenn Biirger:innen die 6ffentliche Meinung einschétzen. Dafiir nutzen sie
einen besonders geeigneten Datensatz, der auf eine von Riidiger Schmitt-Beck
konzipierte und realisierte Mannheimer Lokalstudie zuriickgeht und wert-
volle Informationen tber die politischen Gespriche und Gesprachspart-
ner:innen der Befragungspersonen enthilt. Projektionseffekte werden nach
ihren Ergebnissen dann am deutlichsten gesenkt, wenn es Meinungsunter-
schiede zu Bekannten und Arbeitskolleg:innen gibt.

Auch Oana Lup nimmt in ihrem Beitrag den Einfluss sozialer Netzwerke in
den Blick. Sie analysiert, wie sich das Verhalten von Netzwerkpartner:innen
aufdie Impfbereitschaft gegen Covid-19 ausgewirkt hat. Wahrend die meisten
Studien zur Impfbereitschaft individuelle Faktoren analysieren, kann sie mit
Hilfe einer reprasentativen Studie fiir Ruménien zeigen, dass auch Eigen-
schaften der Netzwerke einen systematischen Einfluss ausiiben. Dabei spielen
keineswegs nur die strong ties ~Familie, Freunde - eine Rolle, sondern auch
die weak ties zu Arbeitskolleg:innen.

Das Kapitel von William P. Eveland, Osei Appiah, Jacob A. Long und Steven
B. Kleinman widmet sich ebenfalls Netzwerken personlicher Gesprachspart-
ner:innen. Allerdings liegt ihr Fokus auf der Selektion von Gesprachspart-
ner:innen: Wie suchen sich weifle und schwarze US-Amerikaner:innen ihre
Diskussionspartner:innen aus und welche Rolle spielt dabei die Hautfarbe?
Thre Ergebnisse zeigen, dass schwarze Respondent:innen zwar haufiger auch
weifle Gesprachspartner:innen haben - in einer experimentell geschaffenen,
hypothetischen Situation allerdings geben mehr weifSe Respondent:innen an,
eine Priferenz auch fiir schwarze Gesprichspartner:innen zu haben.

Die Verstandigung zwischen Diskussionspartner:innen iiber ideologische
Grenzen hinweg (bzw. das Ausbleiben davon) steht im Mittelpunkt des
Beitrags von Patrick Kraft. Aufbauend auf Argumenten der Moralpsycholo-
gie, wonach Kompromisse und Verstdndigung eher dann erreicht werden,
wenn beide Seiten eine gemeinsame ,moralische Sprache® sprechen, unter-
sucht er, inwieweit moralische Argumente Kompromisse fordern kénnen.
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Hierzu analysiert er eine ungewdhnliche, aber gleichwohl sehr geeignete
Datenquelle, nimlich Diskussionen auf dem Online-Forum Reddit. Die
Ergebnisse deuten darauf hin, dass gemeinsame moralische Grundlagen
tatsdchlich helfen kénnen, eine starke politische Polarisierung in Diskussio-
nen zu iberwinden.

Der zweite Abschnitt der Festschrift widmet sich ,Kampagnen und Wahl-
kdampfen® Philipp Darius und Andrea Rommele nehmen in ihrem Kapitel die
jingsten Entwicklungen von generativen KI-Systemen zum Anlass, um deren
mogliche Auswirkungen auf politische Kampagnen und demokratische Wah-
len zu diskutieren. Einen besonderen Fokus legen sie dabei auf die verein-
fachten Moglichkeiten, Falschinformationen zu generieren und kostengiins-
tig in politischen Kampagnen einzusetzen.

Dagegen widmen sich Laura Morales, Luis Ramiro und Maria Jiménez-
Buedo in ihrem Beitrag einem der &ltesten Kampagneninstrumente, namlich
Tiir-zu-Tiir-Kampagnen. Sie prasentieren in ihrem Beitrag die Ergebnisse
eines Feldexperiments zur Wéahlermobilisierung in Spanien. Dabei haben sie
verschiedene Mobilisierungsstrategien der Partido Socialista Obrero Espafiol
(PSOE) analysiert. Wahrend die vorhandene, zumeist US-amerikanische
Literatur zu Mobilisierungskampagnen zeigt, dass personliche Ansprachen
deutlich effektiver sind als unpersénliche Formen der Ansprache, findet sich
bei ihrer Studie in Spanien interessanterweise kein solches Muster. Die
Autoren diskutieren mdogliche kontextuelle Griinde fiir diesen Befund in
ihrem Beitrag.

Der Beitrag von Richard Johnston greift in Thema und Datengrundlage ein
Schmitt-Beck’sches Kernthema auf - Wahlkampfdynamik. Im Fokus steht die
Frage nach moglichen Aktivierungen von grundlegenden Parteieinstellungen
in Kampagnen. Hierfiir analysiert er vergleichend Daten aus den USA,
Kanada und Deutschland. Die Ergebnisse zeigen, dass sich viele der Erwar-
tungen des Modells in allen drei Landern bestitigen, gleichzeitig aber eine
erhebliche und nicht mit offensichtlichen makroinstitutionellen Moderato-
ren zu erkldrende Varianz zwischen einzelnen Wahlen und Landern besteht.

Marc Debus geht der Frage nach, inwieweit Wahler:innen in Deutschland
die Partei wihlen, die ihnen auch ideologisch am nichsten ist. Anhand von
GLES-Umfragedaten und Inhaltsanalysedaten zu Signalen, die Parteien zu
ihren Positionen bei verschiedenen Sachfragen in Wahlkédmpfen aussenden,
analysiert er das Wahlverhalten bei den Bundestagswahlen 2009 und 2013.
Seine Befunde deuten daraufhin, dass politische Expertise und Bildung beim
Einfluss der einfachen Links-Rechts-Dimension eine deutlich geringere Rolle
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spielen als beim Einfluss der zwei Subdimensionen 6konomischer und
gesellschaftlicher Sachfragen.

Das Kapitel von Paul Beck betrachtet in vergleichender Perspektive per-
sonliche Kontakte von Parteien zu Wiahler:innen in Wahlkampagnen. Der
Beitrag nutzt das Comparative National Elections Project (CNEP) mit Um-
fragedaten zu 48 Wahlen im Zeitraum von 1992 bis 2020 und zeichnet ein
differenziertes Bild von Parteikontakten sowohl zwischen einzelnen Wahlen
als auch zwischen verschiedenen Landern. Parteikontakte sind demnach
deutlich haufiger in dlteren Demokratien sowie in Landern mit Einerwahl-
kreisen und Zweiparteiensystemen. Uber alle Lander hinweg zeigt sich eine
Konzentration der Parteikontakte auf Wiahler:innen mit héherer Bildung,
hoherem Alter, hdufigerer Mediennutzung, vielen Sozialkontakten und star-
ken Parteibindungen.

Im dritten Teil der Festschrift stehen intermediare Instanzen, aber auch der
institutionelle Kontext, in dem Informationen flieflen, im Fokus. Thorsten
Faas und Sigrid RofSteutscher widmen sich in ihrem Beitrag einem originel-
len, aber umstrittenen Reformvorschlag zur Steigerung der Generationenge-
rechtigkeit in einer alternden Gesellschaft, ndmlich der Einfithrung eines
Familienwahlrechts. Hier stiinde allen Biirger:innen das Wahlrecht ab Geburt
zu, wiirde aber bis zur Erreichung einer bestimmten Altersgrenze stellvertre-
tend von den Eltern ausgeiibt. Der Beitrag untersucht erstmals empirisch, wie
Eltern mit diesen Kinderstimmen umgehen wiirden. Dabei zeigt sich, dass
ungefidhr ein Viertel der Eltern tatsdchlich mit ihrer Kinderstimme anders
abstimmen wiirde als mit ihrer eigenen, wobei aber die Parteien immer auch
fir die Eltern akzeptabel bleiben miissen.

Bernhard Ebbinghaus analysiert, ob die Bindung zwischen deutschen
Gewerkschaften und linken Parteien unter Gewerkschaftsmitgliedern seit der
Deutschen Einheit nachgelassen hat. Er untersucht die Mitgliedschaftstrends
der deutschen Gewerkschaften und verwendet Allbus-Bevolkerungsumfra-
gen fiir detaillierte Analysen zu Strukturen der Gewerkschaftsmitgliedschatft,
politischer Bindung und gesellschaftspolitischen Einstellungsmustern. Seine
Ergebnisse deuten sowohl auf eine Pluralisierung der Parteibindungen hin als
auch auf eine Angleichung der Einstellungen von Gewerkschaftsmitgliedern
und anderen Erwerbstitigen.

Das Kapitel von Thomas Brauninger und Franz Urban Pappi untersucht
das Wahlverhalten in gemischten Wahlsystemen, in denen Wihler:innen zwei
Stimmen abgeben konnen - eine fiir Parteilisten und eine fiir einzelne
Wahlkreiskandidat:innen. Sie argumentieren, dass Wahler:innen bei solchen
Wahlen vor einem ,,Zwei-Giiter-Wahl-Problem” stehen und es so bei Indivi-
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duen mit nicht-separablen Priferenzen zu sogenannten Kontaminationsef-
fekten kommen kann. Thre Analyse einer Wéhlerbefragung in zwei Wahlkrei-
sen bei der Bundestagswahl 2013 legt nahe, dass Kontaminationseffekte im
deutschen Mischwahlsystem hiufig und substanziell sehr relevant sind.

Klaus Armingeon widmet sich der Welle von Liberalisierungsreformen, die
seit den frithen 1980er Jahren in demokratischen Landern mit Marktwirt-
schaften stattfand und mittlerweile wieder verebbt zu sein scheint. Der
Beitrag geht der Frage nach, ob die parteipolitische Zusammensetzung der
Regierung einen Unterschied fiir die Politikgestaltung im Bereich der Libe-
ralisierung und De-Liberalisierung macht und ob dabei die Salienz des
Themas relevant war. Dabei zeigt sich, dass linke Regierungen zogerlicher
waren und dass liberalisierende Reformen insgesamt in geringerem Mafle
eingefithrt wurden, wenn diese politisch sehr umstritten waren.

Die Entwicklung des ehrenamtlichen Engagements in Deutschland und
Stideuropa steht im Mittelpunkt des Kapitels von Jan van Deth. Wéhrend ein
allgemeiner Riickgang von Engagement in Vereinen und Verbanden sichtbar
wird, scheint die Zivilgesellschaft nach seinen Befunden dennoch recht
robust — auch wéhrend und nach der Weltwirtschaftskrise von 2008. Neue
Formen des Engagements scheinen zudem die herkdmmliche Kluft zwischen
formellem und informellem Engagement in Teilen iiberbriicken zu kénnen.

Der abschlieflende Teil der Festschrift ist dem weiten Feld von ,Wahlen und
Demokratie® gewidmet. Katrin Voltmer analysiert in ihrer Studie das Ver-
stdndnis von Demokratie in Siidafrika. Mit Hilfe von qualitativen Interviews
mit politischen Aktivist:innen im Jahr 2015 geht sie der Frage nach, was
Demokratie fiir die Menschen bedeutet, die den Ubergang vom Apartheid-
Regime miterlebt haben. Thre Ergebnisse zeigen, dass Demokratie sehr eng
mitdem Wert der (hinzugewonnenen) Freiheit und 6konomischer Gleichheit
verkniipft wird. Ein rein prozedurales Verstindnis von Demokratie spielt
dagegen eine deutlich geringere Rolle bei ihren Interviewpartnern.

Christian Schnaudt und Christof Wolf befassen sich mit dem Einfluss von
Wahrnehmungen elektoraler Integritit auf die Beteiligung bei Wahlen und
deren moglicher Moderation durch Kontextfaktoren. Hierfiir analysieren sie
einen umfangreichen Datensatz aus Umfragen sowohl des World Values
Survey als auch des European Values Study mit insgesamt 75 Landern im
Zeitraum von 2011 bis 2021. Die Analysen zeigen, dass die Wahrnehmungen
der Biirger:innen von zentraler Bedeutung sind. Interessanterweise ist das vor
allem dann der Fall, wenn die tatsichliche Verfahrensqualitdt im Land
vergleichsweise hoch ist.
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Der Popularitat der AfD und der Wahrnehmung einer méglichen Vertre-
tungsliicke widmet sich der Beitrag von Bernhard Weflels und Hans-Dieter
Klingemann. Der Beitrag untersucht anhand von GLES-Daten, ob die These
einer wahrgenommenen Vertretungsliicke zur Erklarung der Erfolge der AfD
bei den Wahlen 2013, 2017 und 2021 beitragen kann. Nach ihren Ergebnissen
nehmen tatsdchlich viele derjenigen Biirger:innen eine Vertretungsliicke
wabhr, die bei ihren politischen Einstellungen und ideologischer Orientierung
als konservativ bis rechts einzustufen sind.

Auch der Beitrag von Julia Partheymiiller und Stefanie Walter widmet sich
rechtspopulistischen Parteien und vergleicht das Wahlverhalten in Deutsch-
land und Osterreich bei den relativ zeitnahen Wahlen in beiden Landern im
Jahr 2017. Fiir beide Lander zeigen sich bei ihren Analysen deutliche Effekte
von Einstellungen zur Migration und populistischer Orientierungen. Der
Einfluss pessimistischer 6konomischer Einstellungen variiert dagegen zwi-
schen den beiden Kontexten. Gleichzeitig wird die populistische Rechte in
Osterreich als weniger radikal wahrgenommen als in Deutschland.

Mark Peffley und Robert Rohrschneider gehen in ihrem Beitrag der Frage
nach, ob es eine Beziehung zwischen populistischen und antisemitischen
Einstellungen in der Bevolkerung gibt. Hierfiir nutzen sie eine eigene Studie
aus dem Jahr 2020 und finden einen deutlichen Zusammenhang zwischen
Populismus und Antisemitismus. Der Zusammenhang bleibt dabei auch
dann bestehen, wenn verschiedene mogliche Urspriinge dieses Zusammen-
hangs wie eine allgemeine kulturelle Orientierung oder Parteianhéngerschaft
betrachtet werden.

Erganzt werden diese Befunde im folgenden Beitrag von Stefan Liebig. Er
betrachtet antisemitische Einstellungen in Deutschland im Zeitraum zwi-
schen 1996 und 2021 auf der Grundlage von Daten des ALLBUS. Nach seiner
Konzeption und seinen Analysen sind antisemitische Einstellungen in
Deutschland verbreiteter als in der Literatur angenommen, gleichzeitig gehen
antisemitische Einstellungen der Bevolkerung aber etwas zuriick. Als Triger-
gruppen identifizieren seine Analysen vor allem Personen, die vor 1945
geboren sind, Personen, die sich politisch rechts verorten, AfD-Anhénger:in-
nen und Muslime. Auch unter Nicht-Wahler:innen ist Antisemitismus haufi-
ger vertreten.

Karl-Rudolf Korte und Kristina Weissenbach befassen sich schlieflich
konzeptionell mit politischer Teilhabe und deren Rolle bei gesellschaftlichen
und politischen Transformationsprozessen. Sie argumentieren, dass in Zeiten
hohen Transformationsdrucks ein héherer Bedarf herrscht, Biirger:innen an
gesellschaftlichen und politischen Prozessen teilhaben zu lassen, um Akzep-
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tanz fiir Transformationen zu schaffen. Dabei fokussieren sie insbesondere
auf das Konzept von ,Citizen Science® als ein Beispiel zusétzlicher Teilhabe
und diskutieren dessen Potenzial.

Diese Festschrift in den Handen halten zu kénnen, wire ohne die Unter-
stiitzung zahlreicher Personen nicht vorstellbar gewesen. Ohne Beitrage keine
Festschrift — daher gilt den Autor:innen ein grofler Dank fiir ihre Beitrége,
aber auch ihre Geduld und Kondition im Umgang mit den vielen Mails rund
um ihre Texte. Auch ohne Verlag gébe es keine Festschrift: Herzlichen Dank
daher an den Nomos-Verlag, der auch fiir Riidiger Schmitt-Beck {iber viele
Jahre hinweg ein enger und guter Partner gewesen ist. Zu nennen sind hier
insbesondere Beate Bernstein und Eduard Schwarzenberger. In Mannheim
gebiihrt dem Mannheimer Zentrum fiir Europdische Sozialforschung sowie
der Lorenz-von-Stein-Gesellschaft ein herzlicher Dank fiir die Unterstiitzung
des Projekts. Die Priifung und Finalisierung der Manuskripte wére ohne die
Unterstiitzung von Jan Langlitz und Maresa Bauer in Frankfurt, Yanick
Gutheil in Mainz sowie Anton Konneke, Teresa HaufSmann, Katrin Schmitz,
Matthis Dumke, Luke Moldenhauer und Petra Lipski in Berlin nicht vorstell-
bar gewesen — auch Thnen allen gebiihrt ein grofes und herzliches Danke-
schon. Und schliefllich hdtten wir ohne Ulrike Beck als Schaltzentrale im
Hintergrund sicher keinen Termin fiir die Ubergabe des Werks an ihren
Gatten gefunden - auch viele weitere wichtige Informationen und Hinweise
hitten uns nie erreicht, die aber fiir das Projekt unerlasslich waren. Danke!

Last but not least gilt natiirlich: Ohne Riidiger Schmitt-Beck gibe es keine
Festschrift fiir Riidiger Schmitt-Beck. Was trivial klingt, ist es gar nicht: Denn
ohne die Unterstiitzung von Riidiger Schmitt-Beck gibe es vieles von dem,
was fiir diese Festschrift nétig gewesen ist, tiberhaupt nicht: Ob Daten, Titel,
Input: Vieles davon gibt es nur, weil Riidiger Schmitt-Beck dafiir gesorgt oder
zumindest hoch signifikant dazu beigetragen hat. Insofern ist diese Festschrift
nur ein kleines Zeichen des Danks dafiir an Dich, lieber Riidiger. Klar ist aber
auch: Wer Riidiger Schmitt-Beck kennt, der weif$ zu genau, dass ihm solche
Zeilen eher unangenehm sind ... insofern belassen wir es dabei. Viel Spafs bei
der Lekture De(ine)r Festschrift!

Online Appendix — Abstracts der Beitrdge (deutsch/englisch)

https://www.nomos-shop.de/shopfiles/anhang_978-3-7560-0800-1_mat_o
nline_anhang.pdf.
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1. Introduction

Ideally, voters should have some basic knowledge about their options in an
election if they want to make choices signifying their political preferences
(Dahl 1971). Election campaigns are times of intensified political debate and
communication and constitute a particularly information-rich environment
in which voters can acquire new knowledge about parties, candidates and
their issue positions without too many costs. Even though it may not be
too hard to learn about the political choices in times of election campaigns,
voters differ sharply in their media use, their cognitive skills to process
information, and their cognitive and motivational dispositions to acquire
new knowledge, which will all lead to many voters not knowing very much
about the positions of parties and candidates (cf. Eveland et al. 2005).
In addition to these factors, political orientations of voters may constitute
another dimension of explaining low levels of political knowledge. New
research suggests that supporters of right-wing populist parties and candid-
ates are often particularly less knowledgeable about politics and policies
and more prone to conspiracy beliefs (e.g. Zhuravskaya et al. 2020). When
right-wing leaders reject information from mainstream media, denigrate
media reporting as inherently biased or even being part of a conspirative
effort to mislead the public, and spread misinformation about other parties
and candidates, it seems plausible that their supporters may follow their
lead and de facto become less knowledgeable about politics over time.

In this study, we will examine the effects of different sets of factors —
demographics, political interest, media use, and cognitive dispositions — on
political knowledge of voters in Germany during the election campaigns
of the last three federal elections in 2013, 2017, and 2021. In addition, we
will examine whether political support of the right-wing party AfD adds to
these factors in explaining different knowledge levels of the electorate. We
further explore possible interactions of political orientations with the use of
social media.
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2. Theory and previous findings
2.1 Campaigns and political knowledge

Parties and candidates are running electoral campaigns in order to influ-
ence voters and gain as many votes as possible. They will present their
positions as appealing as possible, the positions of other parties may be un-
fairly attacked, they will simplify some political issues, frame them in ways
that they consider most useful or be purposefully ambiguous about them.
Obviously, parties and candidates are not conducting electoral campaigns
to provide voters with the most comprehensive and balanced information
and to foster political learning and knowledge. Nevertheless, it seems by
no means implausible that political competition and the sum of all parties’
efforts to attract voters can lead to some political learning on the part of
individual voters and an overall better-informed electorate at the end of
an election campaign. From a normative standpoint of many democratic
theories, citizens in representative democracies should at least know what
kind of policies the various parties or candidates stand for (cf. Berelson
1952). Only then, it might be possible for citizens to “signify their prefer-
ences” (Dahl 1971: 2). Knowing what different parties or candidates stand
for on the major issues of a polity therefore seems to be a prerequisite
of meaningful democratic decisions (cf. Eveland et al. 2005). However,
the literature on campaign effects and political knowledge paints a diverse
picture of whether campaigns help voters learn about the issues at stake.

In the tradition of the early studies of the Columbia school, electoral
campaigns have often been described as rather ineffective when it comes
to changing voters’ attitudes and attracting additional voters (Lazarsfeld
et al. 1944). Instead, the major effects of election campaigns are seen in
activating and strengthening political predispositions. More recent studies
on the influence of campaigns largely confirm these “minimal effects”
(Miller 1990; Farrell/Schmitt-Beck 2002). Moreover, studies have shown
that voting models with only fundamental variables are pretty good in
predicting actual voting behavior - relatively independent from the ups and
downs of electoral campaigns (Finkel 1993; Campbell/Garand 1999).

Still, this does not necessarily imply that election campaigns are irrelev-
ant for voters. In fact, the strong effects of fundamental variables may
emerge because of the confrontation of political opponents and the political
debate during election campaigns. Voters may need the additional informa-
tion and the intensified political debate of election campaigns to relate their

26

{o) I


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748915553
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Political knowledge, media use and right-wing populist preferences

own political views to the positions of parties and candidates. According to
this view, quite a few citizens may not regularly follow politics. However,
when elections are getting closer and citizens actually have a chance of
influencing the political process, they may start thinking about various
options and their political positions. Election campaigns may thus serve as
“the most compelling incentive to think about government” (Riker 1986: 1).
Generally, campaigns will offer a very good and partially even entertaining
chance to get political information. In the most optimistic perspective,
citizens will use that information to gain a better political understanding of
what the various parties and candidates stand for and relate the issues of the
campaign to their own political views. Campaigns may then lead to more
“enlightened” voting decisions (Gelman/King 1993).

According to a more pessimistic view, campaigns are less useful and will
hardly help voters to make up their minds. Some see electoral campaigns as
a pure spectacle that lacks substantive political content (e.g. Perloff 1999).
Then, they may offer “little, if any, information to the electorate (...) and
(...) whatever information is disseminated by the campaign is distorted by
the mass media and even ignored by voters” (Alvarez 1997: 7). There are
indeed findings showing that parties and candidates are not always com-
municating their positions very clearly and deliberately choose a strategy
of ambiguity (e.g. Shepsle 1972; Bartels 1988). Such a strategy of being
unspecific and of leaving voters without clear signals can be potentially
quite successful (e.g. Tomz/van Houweling 2009). At the same time, it is
not clear whether the media will always communicate the political content
of campaigns even if parties and candidates take distinct and discernible
positions. Some authors argue that there is a decrease in reporting on
substantive political issues and an increase in horse-race journalism con-
centrating on possible winners and losers (e.g. Sigelman/Bullock 1991).
Others observe a stronger personalization (e.g. Poguntke/Webb 2005) and
a greater focus on scandals and apolitical characteristics of candidates (e.g.
Sabato et al. 2000). Finally, not all campaigns will be competitive and not
all reporting on campaigns will be balanced. The less balanced and the less
competitive a campaign the better the chances that one party will frame
the political issues in a favorable way and possibly distort the perceptions
and attitudes of voters. Instead of enlightening voters, campaigns may then
rather confuse and even bias them (Zaller 1992; Lachat/Sciarini 2002).

It is therefore not obvious that election campaigns will really help voters
to know more about politics and lead to better decision-making. Still,
quite a few studies in the US have found evidence for an increase in polit-
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ical knowledge during election campaigns (e.g. Berelson et al. 1954; Patter-
son/McClure 1976; Bartels 1993; Gelman/King 1993; Ansolabehere/Iyengar
1995). Some studies take a comparative perspective and examine what kind
of election campaigns and institutional arrangements produce the biggest
learning effects (Stevenson/Vavreck 2000; Arceneaux 2005; Fraile 2014).

In this study, we want to contribute to the growing literature and exam-
ine some individual conditions of political knowledge (see also Huber
2013). First, we will focus on the transmission of campaign information
through mass media and some underlying cognitive dispositions of in-
formation processing. Secondly, we will look into voters with populist
preferences in particular and investigate how such attitudes impact voters’
knowledge about politics — while controlling for media use and individual
cognitive differences. Finally, we will explore a possible interaction of right-
wing populist attitudes and social media use.

2.2 Mass media and the transmission of political information

In mass democracies, voters won’t be able to follow whole election cam-
paigns in person. Thus, they won’t receive most of the campaign inform-
ation directly from parties or candidates. They will always depend on
the mass media as the dominant mediator of this information (Graber
2004). Political knowledge, therefore, will not only depend on what kind
of information parties and candidates provide and how competitive and
balanced campaigns are on the party level. It will also depend on what is
reported and how it is reported in the mass media. Different media outlets
will vary on how much, how balanced, how comprehensive, and how
accurate they report on campaigns and the various issues and messages.
Thus, consumers of different media will encounter different information
and different styles of presentation.

There are several studies showing that reading political articles in daily
newspapers has a stronger effect on citizens’ learning and knowledge than
watching newscasts on TV (e.g. Patterson/McClure 1976; Weaver/Drew
1993; Druckman 2003; Fraile 2011). These findings of different media effects
may be based on different logics of television and newspapers, with televi-
sion being almost naturally more personalized and superficial (e.g. McAl-
lister 2007; Chaffee/Kanihan 1997). However, there are also studies that
found rather mixed results on the different effects exerted by television and
newspapers (e.g. Brians/Wattenberg 1996). At the same time, experimental
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studies found that it is not the medium itself that is responsible for varying
learning effects but the transmitted information and the quality of journal-
istic reporting (Norris/Sanders 2003). Using survey data and measuring
the content of various media reporting, Barabas and Jerit (2009) came to
similar conclusions and found that the volume, breadth, and prominence
of news media coverage can increase policy-specific knowledge. Differenti-
ating between high (public television/broadsheets) and low (commercial
broadcasts/tabloids) quality reporting in both television and press, de
Vreese and Boomgarden (2006) found that it is rather the quality of the
reporting than the medium that drives the levels of political knowledge.
For our study in Germany, we expect a similar pattern. We presume greater
knowledge among people who watch newscasts on public television than
those who watch fewer substantial newscasts on commercial television. The
same should be true for readers of high-quality broadsheets in comparison
to readers of tabloids.

Research on the effects of social media use on political knowledge is less
clear (Zhuravskaya et al. 2020). Some studies find no clear relationship
between social media use and political knowledge (e.g. Lee/Xenos 2019;
Bode 2016), while others find that — at least over time - social media
use may erode political knowledge by exposing voters to less substantial
information (Cacciatore et al. 2018). The use of social media for political
information is very different from traditional media, as users can actively
decide which sources to follow. On the other hand, algorithms may create
additional “filter bubbles” of like-minded people causing some voters to
be less critical of potential misinformation (e.g. Rhodes 2022). The overall
effect of social media use may therefore not be straightforward, with some
voters benefitting from its easily available information and other voters
being hurt by its distractions and their specific bubbles of like-minded
sources (Prior 2005).

2.3 Political interest, education, demographics

Obviously, political interest will play a major role in acquiring political
knowledge. Politically interested voters will almost automatically have a
greater political knowledge. But it is less clear whether politically interested
voters will also pick up more additional information during election cam-
paigns or whether people less interested will show the strongest learning
effects. After all, campaigns may be occasions when uninterested voters
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also deal with at least some politics. According to the hypothesis of the
“knowledge gap”, the difference between politically informed and politic-
ally uninformed voters will get bigger the more information is available
(Tichenor et al. 1970; Viswanath/Finnegan 1996). It should thus be the
politically interested voters who disproportionally benefit from the inform-
ation provided during election campaigns. The same argument may apply
for education. It is to be expected that voters with higher education have
a better knowledge of political parties and their positions at the end of an
electoral campaign. According to the hypothesis of the “knowledge gap” it
should be expected that better-educated voters will also learn more during
campaigns.

Gender differences in political knowledge and political learning do not
seem very plausible. Still, a large number of studies have found an effect
of gender in multivariate analyses: women seem to have a systematically
lower political knowledge (e.g. Delli Carpini/Keeter 1996; Verba et al. 1997;
Frazer/Macdonald 2003; Fraile 2014). The differences are often consider-
able, but they may be reduced when taking into account that men tend to
guess more on multiple-choice knowledge questions (e.g. Mondak/Ander-
son 2004), or when different types of knowledge questions are taken into
account (e.g. Dolan 2011). According to these findings, a gender effect on
knowledge also seems possible in our study.

Age should also matter: as for other indicators of political involvement,
the effect should be curvilinear. Lower levels of knowledge and learning
among the young and the very old should be observed due to high mobility
levels during adolescence and physical hindrances and declining social
contacts later in life (e.g. van Deth 2013: 147). There is less exposure to
politically relevant information both due to a lack of available sources and
motivation to follow electoral politics. People being employed are embed-
ded in larger social networks outside their homes and more likely to get
into contact with information about parties and the electoral context. They
may therefore be more likely to acquire knowledge about issue positions
and to learn during election campaigns.

2.4 Cognitive dispositions for information processing
Besides their interest and their resources to gather political information,

voters will also differ sharply in their cognitive styles of processing this
information. In psychology, three concepts have been found to be specific-
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ally useful for capturing individual differences in information processing:
Need for cognition, need to evaluate, and need for cognitive closure. Need
for cognition aims at measuring the inclination of people to deal with new
information. Cacioppo and Petty (1984: 306) define the concept as “an in-
dividual’s tendency to engage in and enjoy effortful cognitive endeavours”.
More than 100 studies present a largely consistent picture: People with
high levels make more sophisticated judgments, integrate more substantial
information into their judgments, and are influenced by strong rather than
weak arguments (for an overview, see Cacioppo et al. 1996). In contrast,
people with low levels take less time to make a judgment, use simpler heur-
istics, and invest less thinking effort. Some recent studies also examined
the particular effects of political information processing. Holbrook (2006),
for instance, analyzed the US presidential election of 2000 and found a
positive effect of need for cognition on the ability of respondents to assess
the political positions of candidates. For our study on Germany, we also
expect voters with a high need for cognition to know more about politics
as they have a higher affinity to deal with new information and may also
be more willing to process ambiguous and complex campaign information.
Accordingly, we expect a positive effect of need for cognition on political
knowledge.

Need to evaluate is another concept for describing cognitive dispositions
and aims at measuring how opinionated people are and how likely they
judge or evaluate various aspects of their lives and their environment -
independent of the cognitive effort they take to form these judgments. The
concept is based on the assumption that “individuals differ in the extent
to which they chronically engage in evaluative responding” (Jarvis/Petty
1996: 172). People with a high need to evaluate form opinions on various
objects in their environments more willingly and easily, they also express
more assessing thoughts about relevant and irrelevant attitude objects (Jar-
vis/Petty 1996). Analyzing political decision-making, Bizer et al. (2004)
found that voters with a high need to evaluate showed more projection
effects when assessing political positions and relied more often on their
party identification and emotional reactions when evaluating candidates.
Holbrook (2006), however, found that voters with a high need fo evaluate
were a bit better able to categorize candidates ideologically. The evidence is
thus mixed. For Germany, we still expect a rather negative effect of need to
evaluate. As the German multi-party system is considerably more complex
than the American two-party system, a simple projection of own political
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judgments on the positions of positively evaluated parties should more
often be misleading.

The measure of need for cognitive closure that was developed by
Kruglanski et al. (1993) tries to capture a general aversion to ambiguity and
uncertainty and a tendency towards firm and definitive answers to social
circumstances. It is defined as an unspecific desire to get clear answers
to a given problem as well as a tendency to think in simple and rigid cog-
nitive structures and to reach unambiguous judgments on complex issues.
Accordingly, voters with a high need for cognitive closure should be more
likely to seal themselves off from new political information during election
campaigns and stick to their already defined view of the world - even if
the media or the election campaign provides contradictory information.
Voters with a high need for cognitive closure try to maintain their percep-
tions of parties and candidates. Overall, a high need for cognitive closure
clearly should have negative effects on political knowledge: voters being
predominately motivated to maintain their worldview will probably be less
knowledgeable about politics.

2.5 Right-wing populist support and political knowledge

Recent research suggests that political orientations may constitute another
dimension that affects the political knowledge of citizens. If an important
part of populist right-wing rhetoric and ideology consists of stating that
“elites” systematically do not tell the truth, that they mislead the public,
that “mainstream” media cannot be trusted, that only right-wing leaders tell
the truth, supporters of populist right-wing parties and leaders may well
become less knowledgeable about politics over time. Voters with right-wing
preferences, for instance, believe more often in fake news (Baptista/Gradim
2022). Populist attitudes in general have been found to be strongly associ-
ated with beliefs in conspiracy theories (Castanho et al. 2017). For the
US, there have been several studies investigating Trump supporters. It has
been shown that voters with low political knowledge had significantly more
sympathy for Trump, relied more heavily on their emotions, and were thus
more trustful about statements made by Trump (Fording/Schram 2017).
Trump supporters were also less aware of being misinformed and generally
knew less about policies and politics (Milner 2020).

There is also some evidence for European countries.. For Denmark,
Jordan (2022) investigated supporters of the Danish People’s party and
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found that they are less politically knowledgeable — even when controlling
for demographics and other political attitudes. Interestingly, some of these
effects are attributed to a strategic issue blurring of the radical right with
its voters engaging in more projection. Stanley and Czesnik (2021) studied
voters in Poland and found a strong association between populist attitudes
and low political knowledge. Examining populist party support in the 2019
Belgian election, Gallina et al. (2020) used the concept of political sophist-
ication - consisting of political knowledge, participation, and interest — and
found supporters of Vlaams Belang to be generally less sophisticated. Con-
trolling for other factors, however, there was no direct effect of sophistica-
tion on populist vote choices. Van Kessel et al. (2021) differentiated political
knowledge into three categories — informed, uninformed, and misinformed.
In their comparative study of nine European countries, they found that
voters of right-wing populist parties belonged more often to the category
of being misinformed - that is they answered knowledge questions not
with “don’t know” but with a wrong answer. This finding indicates that sup-
porters of right-wing parties may indeed not only disregard “mainstream”
information sources with a certain level of quality control, but turn to other
less valid sources that tend to be available in a differentiated information
environment and become misinformed. Westle (2020) studied German
voters using the ALLBUS and found that political knowledge — measured
on a rather comprehensive scale consisting of questions about institutions,
policies, and politicians — was negatively associated with populist attitudes.
While most of these recent studies found substantial associations
between political knowledge, conspiracy beliefs, and susceptibility to mis-
information on the one hand and populist attitudes or support for right-
wing populist parties and leaders on the other hand, the causality and
direction of the relationship is far from being clear. It may be that voters
who are generally more knowledgeable in the first place do not develop
populist attitudes, see through the misinformation attempts of populist
leaders, and hence do not support right-wing populist parties. Political
knowledge may be a safeguard against populist support (e.g. Milner 2020;
Westle 2020). Or, the direction may be the other way round: voters may
be appealed by the rhetoric and ideology of right-wing populist parties and
their leaders and hence disregard “mainstream” information as statements
of perceived “elites”, turn to less qualitative information sources within their
filter bubbles and therefore become misinformed and less knowledgeable
about politics (e.g. Fording/Schram 2017; Baptista/Gradim 2022). Both
directions seem theoretically plausible and may occur empirically. There is,
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however, also the possibility that the association is just spurious and the
result of omitted variables like demographics, political interest, media use
or cognitive dispositions that may be related to both political knowledge
and right-wing populist support. In our study, we are able to control rig-
orously for these factors and will examine whether political orientations
independently contribute to the explanations of political knowledge. By
studying not only cross-sectional knowledge but also learning during an
election campaign, our analysis may also shed some light on the direction
of the association.

2.6 Possible moderation of political orientations by media use and
cognitive closure

In an explorative way, we are also looking into how political orientations
are moderated by media use. We are focusing on one particularly interest-
ing factor: social media use. One plausible mechanism of how support for
the populist right is related to political knowledge could be that different
social media use has different effects on voters with right-wing preferences.
Given their potential skepticism about mainstream media and elites, sup-
porters of the populist right might rely more heavily on social media to
inform themselves about politics. Assuming that their social media filter
bubble of like-minded peers and sources often provides less qualitative in-
formation (e.g. Alcott et al. 2019; Zhuravskaya et al. 2020), social media use
could have a particularly strong negative effect on the political knowledge
of right-wing supporters.

3. Data

For our analysis of political knowledge and political learning during elec-
tion campaigns, we use three datasets collected around the three most
recent German elections in 2013, 2017, and 2021. All three have been con-
ducted as CATT rolling cross-section studies and included a post-election
panel wave.! To measure our main dependent variable, political knowledge

1 GLES (2019). Rolling Cross-Section-Wahlkampfstudie mit Nachwahl-Panelwelle
(GLES 2013). GESIS Datenarchiv, Koln. ZA5703 Datenfile Version 2.0.2, https://doi.o
rg/10.4232/1.13214.
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(and as derivative political learning), we employ questions asking respond-
ents to place the German parties (in 2013 and 2017) or candidates for the
position of chancellor (in 2021) on different issue scales. We thus focus
on citizens’ perception of the supply side of politics. In 2013, the GLES
(German Longitudinal Election Study) asked about the issue stances of
the parties on a continuum between lowering taxes and decreasing social
spending on the one end, and more social spending and tax increases on
the other. We record whether respondents are able to correctly identify
parties’ relative issue positions as a dichotomous variable. Our measure
focuses on whether respondents were able to correctly reproduce an over-
arching picture of the political space on relevant issues in order to help
orient themselves in the world of politics and thus inform their choice on
election day. We believe that such a general understanding of the relative
locations of all major political contestants - a realistic map of the political
- is an important prerequisite of well-informed electoral choices?. At the
same time, we are not too demanding on voters’ ability to reproduce the
German issue spaces, when even experts placed parties very close to each
other on certain issues (Jolly et al. 2022). Regarding the tax issue in 2013,
the economically liberal FDP has to be located to the right of the Christian
Democrats (CDU) which should be placed to the right of both the Social
Democrats (SPD) and the Greens. For the relative position of the Social
Democrats and the Greens, the coding was generous: as both parties have
rather similar positions (Jolly et al. 2022), voters were not expected to know
the positions of these parties relative to each other. It was only important
that both parties were placed to the left of the Christian Democrats. The
German Left Party should then also be placed left to the Social Democrats
and the Greens.?

For the 2017 election, the GLES did not ask about the taxes/spending
positions but about issue stances on migration. We code respondents to be

GLES (2022). Rolling Cross-Section-Wahlkampfstudie mit Nachwahl-Panelwelle
(GLES 2017). GESIS, Kéln. ZA6803 Datenfile Version 4.1.0, https://doi.org/10.4232/1
.13948;

GLES (2022). GLES Rolling Cross-Section 2021. GESIS, Kéln. ZA7703 Datenfile Version
2.0.0, https://doi.org/10.4232/1.13876.

2 In our view, recording the proportion of correctly classified pairs of political contes-
tants would not adequately capture this idea; e.g., “knowing a third” of how parties are
located to each other on an issue space would still not provide useful orientation to
signify one’s preferences in an election.

3 The position of the AfD was not asked as the AfD was a new party and not yet very
popular.
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knowledgeable on that question if they place the AfD on the right to the
CDU and the CDU to the right of the FDP and the SPD. On this issue di-
mension, we were generous about the relative positions of the FDP and the
SPD, as both have similar centrist positions on this issue (Jolly et al. 2022).
To be counted as knowledgeable about the migration issue, we accepted
both: that the FDP was seen as being left of the SPD and that the FDP was
seen as being right of the SPD - as long as both parties were placed left
of the CDU. Finally, our last requirement was that the Greens were placed
left of the SPD. The Left party was sending rather ambiguous signals about
migration, and we found a particularly high variance of perceptions for our
respondents. We therefore did not include the position of the comparatively
small Left Party in our measurement.

For the 2021 election study, party positions were not asked but the posi-
tions of the three candidates for chancellor — Laschet for the CDU/CSU,
Scholz for the SPD, and Baerbock for the Greens. As in 2013, respondents
were asked about the candidates’ positions on the taxes/spending issue.
Respondents were classified as placing the three candidates correctly if they
placed Laschet to the right of Scholz and Laschet to the right of Baerbock.
As the positions of Scholz and Baerbock differed not too much, we were
again generous about the placements of Scholz and Baerbock relatively to
each other - as long as respondents placed Laschet to the right of both
candidates, it did not matter whether they placed Baerbock to the left of
Scholz or vice versa. These requirements for only three candidates were
thus much easier than for the earlier elections.

In 2013, the GLES-RCS also asked respondents about their perceptions
of party positions in the post-election panel wave. This allows us to also
study political learning during the election campaign. It is also operation-
alized as a dichotomous variable: Changes from misperceived positions
during the pre-election wave to correct positioning of parties in the post-
election survey are assigned the value one (success). Those with an incor-
rect placement in both the pre-and post-election survey and those with
a correct answer in the pre-election wave but misperceiving the positions
after the election* constitute the reference category. Respondents being able
to correctly position the parties in both the pre- and post-election wave

4 In line with a more pessimistic view on election campaigns, these respondents did
apparently not benefit from the intensified information environment of campaigns but
were rather getting more confused. Obviously, another reason for voters’ “unlearning”
can be measurement error.
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are excluded from the analyses — as there was no possibility of learning.
Unfortunately, in 2017 and 2021 perceptions of issue positions were not
asked in the post-election panel wave, leaving us with the 2013 study as the
only data point to study learning during the campaign.

Following the theoretical discussion above, we included several predict-
ors of political learning as independent variables. On the media side, we
separate between print and audio-visual formats. Differences in the quality
of journalistic reporting are taken into account by differentiating between
public and commercial TV stations and high-quality and low-quality news-
papers. Additionally, we included social media use for political information
purposes in our analysis. For 2013 and 2017, our media variables record
whether a respondent indicated to use the respective medium in the week
prior to her interview. As the measurement of media consumption changed
in the 2021 GLES, our media variables for that year record whether a
respondent indicated to use the respective medium “most frequently”. The
cognitive dispositions for information processing need to evaluate, need
for cognition, and need for cognitive closure are single-item measures using
five-point scales.> For populist right-wing support, we simply used the
rating of the AfD on an 11-point evaluation scale.

The multivariate models also include controls for political interest (1-5),
education (1=A-level or higher), respondent’s age and age squared, gender
(1=female), and the distinction between West and East Germany. All inde-
pendent variables, except for the cognitive dispositions, which have only
been asked in the post-election waves, are measured in the pre-election
wave; models including cognitive dispositions thus have fewer respondents
- only those having participated in both the pre- and post- election wave.

4. Results

Before we turn to examine the various factors explaining political know-
ledge in multivariate models, we take a brief look at the levels of knowledge
and learning of AfD supporters and all other voters. Figure 1 shows the
levels of knowledge and learning across the three elections that we study in
this chapter. As we need to operationalize positional knowledge differently
for each election, it is not surprising that the overall level of knowledge var-

5 In the 2021 GLES study, the wording of the item used for need for cognitive closure
slightly changed.
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ies quite substantially across the different studies. While about 25 percent
of respondents met our criteria of placing the German parties correctly on
a taxes-versus-welfare-spending dimension in 2013, the number of respond-
ents who were able to do that on the migration issue which was asked in
2017 was only about 18 percent. In 2021, the GLES rolling cross-section
did not ask about party positions but about the perceived positions of the
three candidates for the position of chancellor of the CDU/CSU (Laschet),
the SPD (Scholz) and the Greens (Baerbock). Obviously, it is easier to
place only three candidates, which explains the relatively high numbers
for political knowledge measured in 2021, again on the taxes-versus-welfare-
spending dimension.

Figure 1: Knowledge, learning and support for the AfD

mAfD-Supporters  m Others

0,6
0,5
0,4
0,3
0.2

0,1

Knowledge - party Learning - party Knowledge - party Knowledge - leader
positions taxes positions taxes positions migration positions taxes
2013 2017 2021

GLES Rolling Cross Sections. Share of respondents with and without knowledge about
the issue space of party positions.
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Table I: Political knowledge and learning in 2013

(1) @ (3) () 5) (6)
Political knowledge 2013 Learning during campaign 2013
Rating AfD 0.04” -0.03 -0.03" -0.04 -0.04 -0.04
(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Sociodemographics
Education (high) 1.10” 0.92" 0.87" 0.61" 0.54" 0.52"
(0.07) (0.07) (0.08) (0.10) (0.10) (0.11)
Political interest 0.60" 0.55" 056" 033" 031" 031"
(0.04) (0.04) (0.05) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06)
Age 0.06" 0.06" 0.07" 0.06" 0.06" 0.06"
(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Ager2 -0.001" -0.001" -0.001” -0.001" -0.001" -0.001”
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Gender (female) -0.67" -0.72" -0.70" 045" 046" -0.48"
(0.07) (0.07) (0.08) (0.10) (0.10) (0.10)
West Germany 0.08 -0.00 -0.03 0.34" 031" 0.29"
(0.08) (0.08) (0.09) (0.12) (0.12) (0.12)
Media
Tabloid (BILD) 043" -0.36" -0.14 -0.08
(0.12) (0.14) (0.17) 0.17)
Quality newspaper 0.36" 0.38" 0.11 0.11
(0.09) (0.11) (0.15) (0.14)
TV news: public 0.30” 0.17 0.12 0.13
(0.09) (0.11) (0.14) (0.14)
TV news: commercial -0.74" -0.65" -0.36" -0.34"
(0.09) (0.11) (0.12) (0.13)
Social media use 0.02 0.12 -0.05 -0.01
(0.12) (0.15) (0.20) (0.20)
Cognitive dispositions
Need to evaluate 012" -0.11°
(0.04) (0.05)
Need for cognition 0.10" 0.08"
(0.03) (0.04)
i\llzcsegrfeor cognitive 016 013
(0.04) (0.05)
Constant 454" 429" -3.474" 437" 420" 3717
(0.33) (0.35) (0.466) (0.53) (0.55) (0.60)
Observations 5639 5639 3884 3246 3246 3156
McFadden Pseudo R? 0.14 0.16 0.16 0.05 0.06 0.06

GLES Rolling Cross Section. Displayed are coefficients of logistic regressions.
All variables are transformed to an interval from 0 to 1. Standard errors in parentheses;
+p<0.10,* p < 0.05,** p < 0.01
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The difference between AfD-supporters® and others was not very big in
2013, but increased substantially over the course of the three elections. In
2017, only about nine percent of AfD-supporters could correctly place the
parties on the migration issue, while 17 percent of the other respondents
were able to do that. In 2021, about 38 percent of AfD-supporters and
55 percent of the other respondents could place the candidates on the
spending vs taxes dimension. Even though the measures were differently
for the various elections, these numbers suggest that the perceptions of
voters of the populist right and other voters diverged over time and the
knowledge about important policy positions of political actors were very
unevenly distributed in 2017 and 2021. The measure of political learning
during the campaign, which we could only obtain in 2013, indicates that
AfD-supporters not only knew less about the political positions of parties
but also that they were less likely to learn about these positions during the
election campaign: about 17 percent of the other respondents who were not
able to place the parties correctly in the pre-election survey were able to
place them correctly in the post-election survey. Among the AfD-support-
ers, this was true for only about eleven percent.

These differences between AfD-supporters and other voters may be
caused by several factors: different demographics, different political in-
terest, varying media use or different cognitive dispositions for information
processing, all of which have been shown to correlate with political know-
ledge. In a next step, we will therefore examine these factors in combination
with AfD preferences. Table 1 shows the results of logistic regression models
for political knowledge and political learning in 2013.

Model 1 of table 1 shows the expected strong effects of education and
gender. Additionally, we find a curvilinear association of age: political
knowledge generally increases the older voters are getting, but decreases
again for very old voters. We find no significant effect for East and West
Germany. Model 2 adds media usage of voters. Again, we find many of
the expected effects: knowledge increases for respondents reading quality
newspapers and watching TV news on public broadcasts and it decreases
for respondents reading a tabloid and watching news on commercial TV
stations. For social media use, we find no effect. Looking at the indicators

6 Our indicator for AfD-support here is based on party ratings for the AfD. To illustrate
the descriptive results, we dichotomized support into two groups, those supporting the
AfD (by giving the AfD a strong positive rating: +3, +4, +5 on the eleven-point scale
ranging from -5 to +5) and all others not supporting the AfD.
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for cognitive dispositions in model 3, all three have the expected effects. A
high need to evaluate and a high need for cognitive closure both lead to
less knowledge, whereas a high need for cognition leads to more political
knowledge. Interestingly, the effect of the AfD rating is very similar in
all three models. Although rather small, the effect does not seem to be
substantially mediated by the additional factors in models 2 and 3. We are
thus confident that populist attitudes do indeed have an independent effect
on political knowledge. Turning to the models of campaign learning, we
find that learning in the 2013 election campaign is positively associated
with education, political interest, age, being male, and being a resident of
West Germany. Interestingly, media usage is less important for learning
effects than for pre-election knowledge. Cognitive dispositions also had the
expected effects on learning: voters with a need for closure are less likely
to learn new information, voters who like to think learn more, and voters
with strong opinions on many issues learn less. On top of all these factors,
we still find significant negative effects for the rating of the AfD in all three
models: the more positive respondents view the AfD, the less likely they
learn about the positions of the parties in the campaign.

Table 2 displays the results for political knowledge in 2017 and 2021
In 2017, political knowledge is again associated with education, political
interest, being older (but not very old), being male, reading a quality news-
paper, and watching the news on public broadcasts and not on commercial
TV. For reading a tabloid and social media use, the East/West distinction,
and cognitive dispositions we find no significant effects. The rating for the
AfD had a rather strong negative effect in 2017. Again, we find no indication
that this effect should be ascribed to demographics, interest, media use, or
cognitive dispositions as we are controlling for these factors.

Results are very similar in 2021. In addition to the effects of education,
interest, age, gender, quality newspapers, and public TV news, there is also
a significant effect of the need for cognitive closure: voters with a higher
need for closure are less knowledgeable about the positions of the three
candidates for chancellor. Controlling for all these factors, we still find a
significant effect of the AfD rating: the more positive the respondents view
the AfD, the less knowledgeable they are about the candidate positions on
the taxes vs. spending dimension.
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Table 2: Political knowledge in 2017 and 2021

(€] (2 (3) 4) (5) (6)
Political knowledge 2017 Political knowledge 2021
Rating AfD -0.08 -0.07 -0.08 -0.10 -0.08" -0.06
(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Sociodemographics
Education (high) 047" 0.40" 039" 0.62" 0.58" 0.52"
(0.07) (0.07) (0.09) (0.05) (0.05) (0.07)
Political interest 0.36" 0.32" 0.27" 0.52" 049" 0.44"
(0.04) (0.04) (0.05) (0.0302) (0.03) (0.04)
Age 0.05" 0.06" 0.07" 0.04" 0.04" 0.03"
(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Ager2 -0.001" -0.001" -0.001" -0.001" -0.001" -0.000"
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Gender (female) 052" -0.50" -0.57" -0.50" -0.50" 047"
(0.07) (0.07) (0.09) (0.05) (0.05) (0.07)
West Germany -0.03 -0.06 -0.068 0.23" 0.19" 0.10
(0.08) (0.08) (0.09) (0.06) (0.06) (0.08)
Media
Tabloid (BILD) -0.11 0.05 0.11 0.23
(0.11) (0.14) (0.21) (0.29)
Quality newspaper 0.33" 0.35" 032" 0.32"
(0.08) (0.10) (0.08) (0.10)
TV news: public 0.18" 0.06 036" 0.27"
(0.09) (0.11) (0.06) (0.08)
TV news: commer- -0.29" -0.25 -0.17 -0.17
cial
(0.09) (0.11) (0.14) (0.19)
Social media use 0.10 0.14 0.03 0.11
(0.10) (0.12) (0.06) (0.08)
Cognitive disposi-
tions
Need to evaluate 0.02 -0.04
(0.04) (0.03)
Need for cognition 0.04 0.00
(0.03) (0.03)
Need for cognitive -0.06 -0.14"
closure
(0.04) (0.03)
Constant 3617 3717 -3.69" 263" -2.70" -1.49”
(0.32) (0.34) (0.51) (0.25) (0.26) (0.39)
Observations 7354 7354 4081 6895 6895 4268
McFadden Pseudo 0.06 0.06 0.06 0.10 0.10 0.09
R

GLES Rolling Cross Sections. Displayed are coefficients of logistic regressions.
All variables are transformed to an interval from 0 to 1. Standard errors in parentheses;
*p<0.10,* p < 0.05,** p < 0.0l

To get a better indication of the magnitude of the effects of right-wing

preferences, figures 2 and 3 show the marginal effects of the AfD rating
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on political knowledge and political learning across the three elections.”
Figure 2 indicates that for 2013 voters rating the AfD most negatively have a
predicted probability of knowing about the relative party positions of about
0.23 and voters rating the AfD most positively have a predicted probability
of about 0.18. The effect is similar in size for campaign learning: For those
respondents rating the AfD lowest, the prediction of learning is 0.17 and for
those rating the AfD highest, it is 0.12.

Figure 2: Marginal effects of right-wing support on knowledge and learning
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GLES Rolling Cross Section 2013. Predicted probabilities of knowledge and learning
(based on models 2 and 5 of table 1).

As shown in figure 3, the magnitude of the effects was much bigger in 2017
and 2021. For 2017, the probability of knowing the relative party positions

7 The predictions are made based on models 2 and 5 of tables 1 and 2 - with other
covariates fixed at their means. We chose models 2 and 5 here because they include
all respondents of the pre-election wave. Models 3 and 6 which include only those

respondents participating in both the pre-election and the post-election wave, however,
show an almost identical picture.
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on the migration issue decreases from 0.16 to 0.08 depending on the favor-
ability of the AfD rating. For 2021, the probability of knowing the relative
candidate positions on the taxes versus spending dimension decreases from
0.58 to 0.38. While the effects of the AfD rating were thus only modest in
2013, they were quite substantial in 2017 and 2021I: in total, voters strongly
favoring the AfD were only about half as knowledgeable as voters strongly
opposing the AfD. Populist political orientations are thus rather strongly as-
sociated with citizens’ knowledge of politics and their ability to reconstruct
a realistic map of the political world. This holds true even when we control
for a comprehensive set of other correlates of political knowledge. Political
perceptions of right-wing voters were rather distorted — and became more
so over the course of the three elections. One possible reason for that trend
could be the development of the AfD: Throughout the three elections, the
party became more extreme both in its anti-establishment rhetoric and its
policies. Mirroring this development, its supporters may have turned away
from mainstream politics.

Figure 3: Marginal effects of right-wing support on knowledge in 2017 and

2021
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Finally, we take an exploratory look at the possible moderation of right-
wing populist support by social media use and cognitive dispositions for
closure. Figure 4 shows the effect of the rating of the AfD on political know-
ledge dependent on whether one uses social media for political information
(the interaction effect was calculated based on model 2 in table 2 and is
only shown graphically here). For 2017, we find a substantial moderation
for social media use: support for the AfD had a much stronger negative
effect for those using social media than for those using no social media. In
contrast to the overall null effect of social media in 2017, shown in table
2, for voters with very positive views of the AfD, figure 4 shows negative
effects of social media. Apparently, social media use had only negative
effects in 2017 if voters had right-wing orientations. As we calculated the
same interaction for 2013 and 2021 and found much smaller effects, this
finding can only be interpreted as indicative of a possible moderation.

Figure 4: Interaction effects AfD rating and social media use on political
knowledge
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GLES Rolling Cross Section 2017. Interaction of AfD rating and social media on
political knowledge.
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5. Conclusion

If elections are supposed to be about the political direction of a country
and about how important issues in a society are settled, it would be helpful
for citizens to know about the various stances of parties and candidates
in order to signify their preferences. In this study, we have examined such
issue stance knowledge and its predictors for the German electorate in the
last three federal elections. The analysis revealed that knowledge about the
relative positions of parties on important issues like taxes and welfare or
migration is very far from being a given. Many voters do not have this
knowledge when they make up their minds before an election. Among the
strongest factors in our analysis contributing to knowing about relative
issue positions are education and political interest. Voters with more educa-
tion and a stronger interest have more capacity and motivation to learn
about issue positions of parties and candidates.

Information flows from mass media play another important role: reading
quality newspapers and watching the news on public broadcasts increase
knowledge, while watching the news on commercial TV channels decreases
knowledge. These results are consistent in all three election studies. The
findings on reading the German tabloid “Bild” are less consistent, a strong
negative effect is only found for the 2013 federal election. Overall, our res-
ults on information flows are, however, very clear: even when controlling
for demographics, interest, and education, consumption of high-quality
media is quite beneficial for voters. Media content does matter. For social
media use, we found no clear pattern. Given the potentially quite diverse
nature of social media content, an overall measure of social media is
probably too broad to capture important quality differences. Acquiring
political knowledge also depends on cognitive dispositions of processing
information. We found that looking at these individual differences may
enhance explanations of political knowledge: voters with a high need for
cognition tend to have more political knowledge and voters with a high need
for cognitive closure as well as need to evaluate tend to know less. For the
three elections, the effect of need for cognitive closure is most consistent:
when voters mainly try to maintain a closed worldview, they are more likely
to be ill-informed about the actual issue stances of parties and candidates.

It is quite remarkable that right-wing populist support adds to all these
variables in explaining political knowledge. Even when we extensively
control for interest, education, media use, and cognitive dispositions, right-
wing preferences have a substantial negative effect on knowledge. The more
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voters are in support of the AfD, the less they know. This finding contrib-
utes to the growing international literature on associations between right-
wing populist attitudes and lower political knowledge (e.g. Zhuravskaya
et al. 2020, Baptista/Gradim 2022). As discussed above, the literature so
far is not that clear about the direction of the relationship. Both seem
plausible: voters with little political knowledge may get more attracted
by right-wing populist messages and actors. Supporting these parties and
actors may also lead voters to trust their messages, disregarding other
political information, and get less knowledgeable about politics over time.
For our cross-sectional results, we cannot discern the direction either. Our
results on learning in the 2013 election, however, point to some support
of the second mechanism: Voters with preferences for the AfD learned
less about the issue stances of parties during the election campaign than
other voters, again extensively controlling for other contributing factors for
learning. Apparently, it is not only that right-wing populist parties are more
appealing to less knowledgeable voters, but also that those voters are getting
relatively less knowledgeable — even when there is plenty of information
during an election campaign. Both mechanisms together may lead to a
vicious circle of right-wing populist parties and voters reinforcing their
misconceptions and (wrong) perceptions about the political world, leaving
right-wing supporters less and less knowledgeable about the options they
are facing at election time. Interestingly, our results also show that the effect
of right-wing political orientations increased over time. In 2021, differences
between AfD supporters and others were much more pronounced than in
2013. As the AfD got more extreme over time, we found that its supporters
also became less knowledgeable. Finally, we looked exploratively into pos-
sible moderation effects and found some evidence that the negative effects
of right-wing preferences on political knowledge may be amplified by the
use of social media. These findings are only a first step to understanding the
mechanisms of how political orientations translate into different levels of
political knowledge. Future research needs to look more thoroughly at these
mechanisms.

If voters cannot differentiate between issue stances of parties and leaders
and misconceive where they stand on important political issues, it becomes
harder for them to make sense of elections, government formation, and
policy decisions. Consequently, they might also get more frustrated with
politics. Right-wing populists may use this development strategically and
reinforce the feeling that other “mainstream” parties are all the same, blur-
ring the differences of competitors and thereby fostering political ignorance
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among their supporters. Voters not knowing what they do (cf. Schmitt-Beck
1993) cannot be good for democracies. And voters’ perceptions and misper-
ceptions of the political issue space drifting further apart - depending on
the political orientations of voters — is probably not good news either.
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»The Times They are A-changin”, lineare Trends oder Muster in
der Fernsehberichterstattung tiber KanzlerkandidatInnen

Mona Krewel, Ansgar Wolsing

1. Einleitung

In der Forschung zur politischen Kommunikation dominierte lange Zeit
die Annahme linearer Trends in Wahlkdmpfen tber Zeit. Spétestens seit
Gerhard Schréders KAMPA 1998 konnte man in den Medien, aber auch in
politik- und kommunikationswissenschaftlichen Betrachtungen nach jeder
Wahl lesen, dass Wahlkdampfe kontinuierlich amerikanischer oder moder-
ner wiirden - sowohl auf Seiten der Parteien und der Medien als auch
der WihlerInnen. Schlagworte, die im Zuge dieser Wahlkampfdiagnosen
hinsichtlich eines Wandels der Medienberichterstattung die Runde mach-
ten, waren neben den iibergreifenden Thesen von einer Amerikanisierung
bzw. Modernisierung des Wahlkampfs, vor allem eine Personalisierung ein-
schliellich eines zunehmenden Horse-Racings zwischen den KandidatIn-
nen bei gleichzeitiger Entpolitisierung der Berichterstattung. KandidatIn-
nen wiirden im Vergleich zu Themen in den Medien zunehmend wichtiger
und von JournalistInnen vor allem unter Einsatz von Sportvokabular direkt
miteinander verglichen. Oft wurde auch eine wachsende Negativitdt der
Wahlkampfberichterstattung diagnostiziert, die zumindest teilweise auf ein
gestiegenes ,Negative Campaigning® auf Seiten der KandidatInnen und
Parteien zuriickgefiihrt wurde.

Hinsichtlich der oben genannten Annahmen, die sich zu einem nicht
unerheblichen Teil auf eine Verdnderung der Berichterstattung {iber Kan-
didatInnen im Zeitverlauf beziehen, blieb es in der Wahlkampfforschung
jedoch grofitenteils bei ungepriiften Catch-All-Terms und Hypothesen, da
einer schier endlosen Welle an Publikationen zu diesem Themen nur weni-
ge longitudinale Medienuntersuchungen gegeniiberstanden, die in der Lage
gewesen wiren, diese Trendthesen zu priifen und die Berichterstattung
tiber KanzlerkandidatInnen tatsdchlich im Zeitverlauf zu betrachten. Die
meisten Untersuchungen, die diese Schlagworte bemiihten, belieflen es
bei der Betrachtung einzelner Wahlkdmpfe. Marcinkowski (1996, S.211)
illustriert die Notwendigkeit von Vergleichen iiber Zeit dagegen treffend,
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wenn er schreibt: ,Obwohl viele ... Aussagen im beliebten Paradigma des
Jmmer-Mehrismus’ formuliert werden und von daher grundsitzliche (,his-
torische’) Trends implizieren, wurden zu ihrer Illustration hiufig Bestands-
groflen herangezogen. Fiir den wissenschaftlich exakten Nachweis von
Strukturwandel benétigt man aber offensichtlich Flief3groflen, also Daten
im Zeitreihenformat“ Ahnlich formulierte Wilke (2000, S.79): ,Mehrere
Bundestagswahlen in die Analyse einzubeziehen, das geschieht bisher nur
in Ausnahmefallen.”

Zu den Ausnahmen, die Langzeituntersuchungen iiber Kanzlerkandida-
tinnen in der Medienberichterstattung in deutschen Wahlkdmpfen vorge-
legt haben, miissen vor allem Leidecker-Sandmann et al. (2023) gezahlt
werden, die die Bundestagswahl 2021 im Spiegel von 72 Jahren Presse-
berichterstattung iiber KanzlerkandidatInnen analysieren und auf frithere
Studien von Wilke und Leidecker (2010) bzw. Leidecker-Sandmann und
Wilke (2015, 2016, 2019), ebenso wie Reinemann und Wilke (2000, 2007)
bzw. Wilke und Reinemann (2001, 2003) rekurrieren. Aber auch Zeh et al.
(2023) miissen hier erwidhnt werden, welche die Fernsehberichterstattung
ber KanzlerkandidatenInnen zur Bundestagswahl 2021 im Lichte ihrer seit
den 1990er Jahren in leicht veranderter AutorInnenzusammensetzung und
mit zum Teil variierender methodischer Herangehensweise durchgefiihr-
ten inhaltsanalytischen Studien tiber KanzlerkandidatInnen im Fernsehen
betrachten (zu den fritheren Studien, aus denen diese Daten hervorgin-
gen, obgleich nicht alle longitudinal, siehe vor allem Hagen et al. (1998),
Schulz/Zeh (2003, 2004, 2006, 2010), Schulz et al. (1994), Zeh (2005), Zeh/
Hopmann (2013), Zeh/Schulz (2005, 2015, 2019)). Schlieflich miissen hier
zudem Schifer und Schmidt (2016) erwahnt werden, die sich zwar nicht auf
KanzlerkandidatInnen im Speziellen konzentrieren und lediglich die Bun-
destagswahlen 2005 bis 2013 analysieren, allerdings explizit die These einer
Amerikanisierung der Fernsehnachrichten im Untersuchungszeitraum prii-
fen.

In Anbetracht dieser tiberschaubaren Zahl von Studien bleibt jedoch
fraglich, ob es tatsdchlich langfristige partei-, rollen- und kandidateniiber-
greifende lineare Trends gibt oder ob die Wahlkampfberichterstattung viel-
mehr von stabilen Mustern geprigt ist, die beispielsweise auf die Parteizu-
gehorigkeit der Kanzlerkandidatinnen oder auch ihre Rolle als Amtsinha-
berIn respektive HerausforderIn zuriickzufithren sind. Oder ist es vielmehr
so wie in Bob Dylans ,The Times They are A-changin”, einem Song, in
dem jede Zeile des Textes eine andere Geschichte erzdhlt, und sich die
Wahlkampfberichterstattung von Wahlkampf zu Wahlkampf unterscheidet
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und vor allem von den Kontextbedingungen und der Persénlichkeit der
KandidatInnen bestimmt wird?

Im nachfolgenden Kapitel gehen wir dieser Frage basierend auf longi-
tudinalen inhaltsanalytischen Daten zur Fernsehberichterstattung in den
Wahlkampfen zwischen 2005 und 2017 nach, die von Riidiger Schmitt-Beck
erhoben wurden und der gesamten Profession dankenswerterweise heute
tiber GESIS uneingeschrénkt zur Verfiigung stehen. Wir nutzen demnach
dieselben Daten wie Schifer und Schmidt (2016), erweitern die Zeitreihe
jedoch um eine weitere Wahl und fokussieren uns im Speziellen auf die
Berichterstattung tiber KanzlerkandidatInnen. Dariiber hinaus geht es uns
im Unterschied zu den vorgenannten AutorInnen nicht bloff um eine
Priifung der Amerikanisierungs- bzw. Modernisierungsthese. Stattdessen
untersuchen wir die Frage, in welches der in der Politik- und Kommunika-
tionswissenschaft gingigen Erkldrungsmuster sich die Wahlkampfbericht-
erstattung {iber KanzlerkandidatInnen am ehesten einordnen ldsst:

(a) das der linearen Trends im Sinne einer Amerikanisierung bzw. Moder-
nisierung der Wahlkampfberichterstattung,

(b) das der stabilen Muster, welche journalistische Selektionskriterien, Ar-
beitsroutinen und Heuristiken widerspiegeln (vor allem Parteienbias,
Amtsinhaberbonus), oder

(¢) ,The Times They are A-changin”, das unterstellt, dass jeder Wahlkampf
anders ist und von Kontext und KandidatenInnenpersonlichkeiten ge-
pragt wird?

2. Theoretischer Hintergrund: Lineare Trends, stabile Muster oder
Kontextabhdngigkeit in der Wahlkampfberichterstattung?

Entwicklungen in Wahlkdmpfen iiber Zeit wurden zwischen Ende der
1990er Jahre und Mitte der 2010er Jahre vor allem unter den Schlagworten
einer Amerikanisierung bzw. Modernisierung von Wahlkdmpfen diskutiert
(Krewel 2017, 2020). Mehrheitlich wurde Amerikanisierung dabei als die
Anndherung aufleramerikanischer Wahlkdmpfe an Wahlkdmpfe in den
USA verstanden (Schoen 2005; Schulz 1997). Schnell zog der Begriff aber
wissenschaftliche Kritik auf sich, vor allem, weil er die Ursachen der beob-
achteten Veranderungen nicht erfasse, da die Griinde fiir die konstatierten
Entwicklungen in Parteienkampagnen, Wahlkampfberichterstattung und
WaihlerInnenverhalten in aufSeramerikanischen Wahlkampfen nicht in den
USA zu sehen seien, sondern auf endogene Ursachen zuriickzufiithren wé-

55

(e |


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748915553
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Mona Krewel, Ansgar Wolsing

ren. Hierbei handele es sich vor allem um einen gesellschaftlichen Wandel,
der die USA lediglich frither erfasst habe, von dem letztlich aber alle mo-
dernen Gesellschaften betroffen seien (Schulz 1997). Der Ausloser fur die
beobachteten Veranderungen in Wahlkdmpfen sei somit diesseits wie jen-
seits des Atlantiks derselbe: eine gesellschaftliche Modernisierung (Kamps
2000), weshalb man es in Anlehnung daran fiir gerechtfertigt hielt, von
einer Modernisierung des Wahlkampfs zu sprechen (Krewel 2017, 2020),
weil sich der Wahlkampf diesen Veranderungen letztlich blof3 angepasst
habe (Wagner 2005).

Unabhiéngig davon, welchem dieser beiden Begriffe man sich in dieser,
die politische Kommunikationsforschung fast zwei Dekaden lang beschafti-
genden Debatte, letztlich anschloss, konstatierten die meisten AutorInnen
recht dhnliche Merkmale, die mit dieser Entwicklung einhergingen. Alle be-
schrieben langfristigen, linearen Trends die grofitenteils auf das Suffix “-ie-
rung” endeten und konsequenterweise empirisch somit nur in Langzeitun-
tersuchungen untersucht werden konnen, da sie eine temporale Dimension
beinhalten, wobei dies den nur einen einzigen Wahlkampf umfassenden
Betrachtungen, die stets feststellten, dass der betreffende Wahlkampf noch
amerikanischer oder moderner gewesen sei, jedoch keinen Abbruch tat.

Auf Seiten der Medienberichterstattung in Wahlkdmpfen gehorte zu den
konstatierten Verdanderungen und Merkmalen einer Amerikanisierung bzw.
Modernisierung vor allem eine Personalisierung (Radunski 1980, 1996;
Schulz 1997; Clemens 1998; Miiller 1999; Bieber 2000; Holtz-Bacha 2000;
Kamps 2000; Marschall 2000; Meckel/Scholl 2000; Rdssler/Meinzolt 2000;
Striinck 2000; Geisler/Sarcinelli 2002; Holtz-Bacha 2002; Schoen 2005),
welche als Konsequenz des Einzugs des Fernsehens in moderne Wahl-
kdmpfe gesehen wurde. Das Fernsehen muss Themen visualisieren und
dafiir braucht es Kopfe. PolitikerInnen und insbesondere Spitzenkandi-
datInnen riicken somit in den Mittelpunkt der Wahlkampfberichterstat-
tung (Schoen 2005).

Aus Sicht vieler AutorInnen ist die Personalisierung der Berichterstattung
dabei eng mit einer Entpolitisierung verbunden (Schulz 1998), weil politi-
sche Inhalte hinter die KandidatInnen zuriicktreten (Kamps 2000).

Eine besondere Form der Personalisierung stellt auflerdem der Kan-
didatInnenwettstreit oder das ,Horse-Race“ dar (Schulz 1997; Weischen-
berg 1998; Miiller 1999). Verstanden wird hierunter die Inszenierung des
Wahlkampfs als Duell zwischen den beiden SpitzenkandidatInnen (Schulz
1997). Die Medien nutzen zunehmend Vokabular aus dem Sportbereich,
um die Auseinandersetzung zwischen den KandidatInnen zu einem Kopf-
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an-Kopf-Rennen zu stilisieren und auf diese Weise Spannung in ihre Be-
richterstattung tiber den Wahlkampf zu bringen (Plasser 2000).

SchliefSlich wird auflerdem eine Zunahme der Negativitt in der Wahl-
kampfberichterstattung vermutet, die sich aus einem steigenden , Negative
Campaigning® auf Seiten der politischen Akteure ergibt. Unter ,Negative
Campaigning®, das fiir die politischen Akteure vor allem den Zweck erfiillt,
Aufmerksamkeit zu generieren (Holtz-Bacha 2001), werden dabei in der
Regel alle Formen des Angriffs auf den politischen Gegner verstanden
(Walter/Vliegenthart 2010). Da Negativitit zudem einen Nachrichtenwert
besitzt und die Medien bevorzugt iiber negative Ereignisse berichten (Gal-
tung/Ruge 1965), spiegelt sich eine Zunahme des Angriffswahlkampfs in
modernen Wahlkdmpfen, auch in der Medienberichterstattung.

Neben den oben genannten Merkmalen gibt es eine Reihe weiterer Cha-
rakteristika, die mit der Amerikanisierung bzw. Modernisierung von Wahl-
kdmpfen in Verbindung gebracht werden. Diese Merkmale sind jedoch
starker mit der Seite der politischen Akteure und den von ihnen gefiihrten
Kampagnen verbunden als mit der Seite der Medien, weshalb wir auf diese
Verdnderungen hier nicht weiter eingehen.

Auf der anderen Seite haben viele Untersuchungen der Medienbericht-
erstattung in Wahlkdmpfen im Gegensatz zu diesen mit der Amerikanisie-
rungs- bzw. Modernisierungsthese verbundenen Wachstumstrends dariiber
hinaus wiederkehrende Muster in der Berichterstattung identifiziert. Hier-
zu muss vor allem der sogenannte Amtsbonus gezahlt werden, der darin
zum Ausdruck kommt, dass tiber AmtsinhaberInnen héufiger berichtet
wird und sie somit generell sichtbarer in der Medienberichterstattung sind
als HerausforderInnen. Der Amtsbonus resultiert dabei aus der Tatsache,
dass Journalistinnen nicht iiber alles und jede und jeden in gleichem Ma-
8e berichten kénnen, sondern gezwungen sind, Auswahlentscheidungen
zu treffen. Diesen Auswahlentscheidungen liegen dabei die oben bereits
erwahnten Nachrichtenwertfaktoren zugrunde und je mehr dieser Fakto-
ren Themen oder KandidatInnen auf sich vereinen, desto gréfler sind
die Chancen, dass iiber sie berichtet wird (Schulz 2015). Die Prominenz,
welche sich im Amt des Bundeskanzlers bzw. der Bundeskanzlerin zum
Ausdruck kommt, ist einer dieser Nachrichtenwertfaktoren und begiinstigt
damit AmtsinhaberInnen in der Berichterstattung (Galtung/Ruge 1965).
Andere stabile Muster in der Berichterstattung konnten dariiber hinaus
in der unterschiedlichen Behandlung verschiedener Parteien bestehen und
tiber bestimmte Parteien und ihre KandidatInnen konnte haufiger und
moglicherweise auch vorteilhafter berichtet werden als iiber andere Partei-
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en. Medienberichterstattung ist in diesem Sinne oftmals nicht wertfrei,
sondern weist Verzerrungen zugunsten bestimmter politischer Akteure auf,
die auch als Medienbias bezeichnet werden (Eberl 2020).

Schliefilich haben einige Autoren darauf verwiesen, dass sich langfristi-
ge Trends in der Wahlkampfberichterstattung entgegen der Amerikanisie-
rungs- und Modernisierungsthese nicht finden liefen und stattdessen jeder
Wahlkampf anders sei. Dementsprechend schreiben beispielsweise Schifer
und Schmidt (2016, S.120): ,Die Entwicklungen iiber die Wahlkdmpfe
hinweg deuten auf starke Einfliisse der Umstdnde der jeweiligen Kampa-
gnen und des politischen Angebots auf die Fernsehberichterstattung. Eine
Konzentration auf den Wettbewerbscharakter der Wahl findet statt, wenn
diese als besonders spannend wahrgenommen wird. Eine personalisierte
Darstellung ist wahrscheinlich, wenn sich die Kandidaten dazu eignen, weil
sie beispielsweise schon in der Parteikampagne prominent hervorgehoben
werden.*

3. Datengrundlage und methodische Herangehensweise

Dank einer extrem guten Datenlage fiir Deutschland konnen wir analy-
sieren, ob sich tatsdchlich so etwas wie langfristige kandidaten-, rollen-,
und parteieniibergreifende lineare Trends in der Fernsehberichterstattung
tiber KanzlerkandidatInnen beobachten lassen, oder ob die Wahlkampfbe-
richterstattung {iber Kanzlerkandidatinnen eher vom Kontext einzelner
Wahlen und KandidatenInnenpersonlichkeiten gepréagt war. Es besteht zu-
dem die Moglichkeit, dass die Wahlkampfberichterstattung in erster Linie
Faktoren wie die Rolle der KandidatInnen als AmtsinhaberInnen versus
HerausforderInnen genauso wie ihre Parteizugehorigkeiten widerspiegelt
und kein lineares Wachstum bestimmter Charakteristika der Berichterstat-
tung zeigt, die gemeinhin mit einer Modernisierung von Wahlkdmpfen
assoziiert werden. Vor allem rollen- und parteigebundene Muster wiirden
dafiir sprechen, dass die Wahlkampfberichterstattung in erster Linie ein
Spiegel weitgehend stabiler journalistischer Selektionskriterien, Heuristiken
und Arbeitsroutinen ist.

Unsere Analyse stiitzt sich auf inhaltsanalytische Daten der Fernsehbe-
richterstattung, die im Rahmen der durch die DFG gef6rderten Projekte
~Kampagnendynamik - Mobilisierende und persuasive Effekte von Fern-
sehnachrichten auf Wiéhler wihrend der Bundestagswahl 2005 (Schmitt-
Beck et al. 2010) und ,,German Longitudinal Election Study (GLES)“ (Rof3-
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teutscher et al. 2018; Rattinger et al. 2015, 2018) unter der Leitung von
Riidiger Schmitt-Beck an der Universitit Mannheim durchgefiihrt wurden.
Der Zeitraum, den diese inhaltsanalytischen Studien abdecken, erstreckt
sich von 2005 bis 2017 und umfasst daher vier Bundestagswahlen, was
es uns erlaubt, die Berichterstattung i{iber KanzlerkandidatInnen in den
deutschen Medien tatsichlich longitudinal zu untersuchen.

Die drei spéteren inhaltsanalytischen Datensétze der GLES von 2009
bis 2017 weisen eine hohe inhaltliche Ubereinstimmung hinsichtlich der
erhobenen Variablen mit dem Datensatz des Kampagnendynamik-Projekts
von 2005 auf, so dass wir diese fiir unsere Analysen kumulieren kénnen. Al-
le vier Datensétze stellen Vollerhebungen der Hauptnachrichtensendungen
der reichweitenstérksten deutschen Fernsehsender dar. Die Samples dieser
Studien konnen daher als vergleichbar betrachtet werden. Die inkludierten
Sender (ARD, ZDF, RTL und SAT.1) reprisentieren dabei zwei 6ffentlich-
rechtliche und zwei private Fernsehsender. Basierend auf einer Vielzahl von
inhaltsanalytischen Studien ist anzunehmen, dass sie zudem sdmtliche poli-
tischen Tendenzen (links/rechts) in der Berichterstattung abdecken sollten
und somit das volle publizistische Spektrum abbilden. Bei den analysierten
Hauptnachrichtensendungen der jeweiligen Sender handelt es sich in allen
Wahlkampfjahren um die Tagesschau (ARD), Heute (ZDF), RTL Aktuell
(RTL) und SAT.I Nachrichten (SAT.l). Im Bundestagswahlkampf 2005 be-
trug der Analysezeitraum 65 Tage vom 15.07.2005 bis zum 17.09.2005. In
den Wahlkdmpfen 2009, 2013 und 2017 wurden jeweils rund drei Monate
ausgewertet: 2009 (28.06. bis 26.09.) und 2013 (23.06. bis 21.09.) waren es 91
Tage, 2017 89 Tage (27.06. bis 23.09.). Die unterschiedlich langen Zeitraume
werden in den folgenden Analysen beriicksichtigt. Dementsprechend wird
der Analysezeitraum fiir aggregierte Betrachtungen iiber den gesamten
Wahlkampf einheitlich fiir alle Jahre auf 65 Tage vor dem Wahltermin
standardisiert. Fiir Zeitreihen innerhalb eines Wahlkampfs arbeiten wir mit
dem jeweils verfiigbaren Untersuchungszeitraum. Alle Variablen, die wir in
unsere Analysen einschliefen, wurden in mehreren Reliabilitatstests vor,
wiahrend und bei Abschluss der Datenerhebung getestet. Auf der Grundla-
ge der, in den Sozialwissenschaften iiblichen, Schwellenwerte fiir Krippen-
dorffs Alpha und Holsti wurden fiir alle im Folgenden verwendeten Varia-
blen zufriedenstellende Werte erreicht. Die Anzahl an Fernsehberichten,
die in den einzelnen Wahlkdmpfen ausgewertet wurde, lag dabei 2005 bei
N = 876, 2009 bei N = 1.336, 2013 bei N = 1.060 und 2017 bei einem N von
1.339.
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Tabelle 1: Anzahl der Beitrdge (jeweils gesamter Untersuchungszeitraum,)

2005, 2009, 2013, 2017,
Umfang N =3876 N =1.336 N = 1.060 N=1339
Sendung
Tagesschau 259 377 261 336
Heute 245 375 257 324
RTL aktuell 189 329 291 356
Sat.1 Nachrichten 183 255 251 323

Entsprechend unseres Fokus auf KanzlerkandidatInnen konzentrieren wir
uns in unseren nachfolgenden Analysen ausschliefSlich auf die Kandida-
tInnen von CDU/CSU und der SPD, da diese in den hier analysierten
Wahlkdmpfen die einzigen KandidatInnen mit realistischen Chancen auf
das Kanzleramt waren und von ihren jeweiligen Parteien auch offiziell
als KanzlerkandidatInnen nominiert wurden. Mit Blick auf das politische
Personal bedeutet dies fiir die CDU/CSU, dass wir uns auf Angela Mer-
kel fokussieren, die im gesamten Analysezeitraum von 2005 bis 2017 als
Kanzlerkandidatin fiir die Union antrat. Auf Seiten der SPD wechselte das
Personal im Untersuchungszeitraum hingegen, weshalb wir fiir das Jahr
2005 Gerhard Schroder als Spitzenkandidaten seiner Partei in unsere Ana-
lysen einschlieflen, wihrend der SPD-Kandidat im Jahr 2009 Frank-Walter
Steinmeier hiefl. 2013 zog Peer Steinbriick fiir die SozialdemokratInnen
ins Rennen und 2017 schliefflich trat Martin Schulz fiir die SPD an. In
diesem Sinne war Angela Merkel zwar eine Konstante iiber alle Wahljahre
hinweg, trat aber in den hier betrachteten Wahlkdmpfen sowohl als Her-
ausforderin (2005) als auch als Amtsinhaberin (2009-2017) an, wahrend
die SPD mit Gerhard Schroder 2005 noch einen amtierenden Kanzler
in den Wahlkampf schickte und mit seinen Nachfolgern zwischen 2009
und 2017 jeweils die Herausforderer stellte. Dementsprechend wird im Mit-
telpunkt unserer nachfolgenden Analysen die Frage stehen, ob die Muster
der Fernsehberichterstattung iiber die KanzlerkandidatInnen langfristigen
partei-, rollen- und kandidateniibergreifenden Trends im Sinne einer Mo-
dernisierung der Wahlkampfberichterstattung folgen. Hierfiir wiirden sta-
bile Muster iiber Zeit fiir sowohl die CDU/CSU-Kandidatin als auch die
jeweiligen SPD-Kandidaten sprechen. Es konnte aber auch sein, dass statt-
dessen Parteilinien ausschlaggebend sind und sich langfristige Trends in
der Berichterstattung vor allem zwischen der Unions-Kandidatin und den
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verschiedenen SPD-Kandidaten abzeichnen, weil die Wahlkampfberichter-
stattung im Fernsehen mdglicherweise von starken Biases geprégt ist. Dies
wire gegeben, wenn sich die Berichterstattung vor allem zwischen Angela
Merkel auf der einen Seite und den SPD-Kandidaten auf der anderen Seite
unterscheidet, aber zwischen den verschiedenen SPD-Kandidaten nicht
grof variieren wiirde. Alternativ lieflen sich Muster einer Berichterstattung
iiber AmtsinhaberIn versus HerausforderIn vermuten. Dies wére der Fall,
wenn sich die Berichterstattung {iber Angela Merkel als Herausforderin im
Jahr 2005 von der Berichterstattung iiber Merkel als Bundeskanzlerin in
den anderen Wahljahren unterscheidet. Ahnlich wie die Berichterstattung
tiber Merkel im Jahr 2005 mehr der Berichterstattung iiber die SPD-Kandi-
daten zwischen 2009 und 2017 gleichen sollte, sollte die Berichterstattung
tiber Merkel zwischen 2009 und 2017 mehr der Berichterstattung tiber Ger-
hard Schroder im Jahr 2005 entsprechen. Zu guter Letzt bestiinde die Mog-
lichkeit, dass die Berichterstattung tiber KanzlerkandidatInnen iiberhaupt
keinen erkennbaren Trends oder Mustern folgt und je nach Wahlkampf-
kontext und KandidatenInnenpersonlichkeit variiert. Wire dies der Fall,
sollte die Berichterstattung iiber Angela Merkel im Untersuchungszeitraum
relativ konstant geblieben sein, da die CDU/CSU unverdndert mit dersel-
ben Kandidatin ins Rennen gegangen ist, wihrend die Berichterstattung
tiber die wechselnden SPD-Kanzlerkandidaten starker variieren wiirde.

4. Ergebnisse

Abbildung 1 zeigt, in welcher Form und mit welchem Anteil die Kanz-
lerkandidatInnen in der Fernsehberichterstattung in den Bundestagswahl-
kdampfen thematisiert wurden. In allen Wahlkdmpfen kamen die jeweili-
gen AmtsinhaberInnen haufiger vor - also Schréder vor Merkel im Jahr
2005, sowie Merkel vor den jeweiligen Herausforderern der SPD ab 2009.
Allerdings ist der Unterschied zwischen Schroder, der in 27 Prozent der
Nachrichtenbeitrage erwahnt wurde, und Merkel (25 Prozent) geringer als
zwischen Merkel und den SPD-Kanzlerkandidaten ab 2009: sie lag sieben
Prozentpunkte vor Steinmeier, zehn Prozentpunkte vor Steinbriick, und
ebenfalls sieben Prozentpunkte vor Schulz. Relativ betrachtet kam Merkel
im Bundestagswahlkampfs 2013 (242 Beitrdge) in 48 Prozent mehr Fern-
sehnachrichtenbeitrdgen als Steinbriick (166 Beitrdge) vor. Dieses Muster
spricht zum einen fiir den Amtsbonus, den viele inhaltsanalytische Studien
fiir deutsche Medien immer wieder bestitigt haben: {iber amtierende Bun-
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deskanzlerInnen wird haufiger berichtet. Gleichzeitig scheint Merkel aber
einen noch grofleren Amtsbonus zu geniefSen als die jeweiligen SPD-Kan-
didaten zwischen 2009 und 2017 und als Herausforderin im Jahr 2005 in
ihrer medialen Sichtbarkeit in den Fernsehnachrichten néher an Gerhard
Schréder zu liegen als es den spiteren SPD-Kandidaten gelingt zu ihr
aufzuschliefSen. Entsprechend unseren Hypothesen konnte dies auf einen
gewissen Sichtbarkeitsbonus der CDU hindeuten. Dies ist aber nicht zwin-
gend der Fall, da auch die lange Amtsdauer sowie die deutlich hohere
Popularitat Merkels gegeniiber ihren Herausforderern in den Umfragen zu
diesem Sichtbarkeitsvorsprung beigetragen haben diirften.

Auch die Reihenfolge, in der die KanzlerkandidatInnen in den Nachrich-
tenbeitrdgen auftauchen, unterscheidet sich sowohl zwischen Amtsinhabe-
rIn und HerausforderIn als auch zwischen Merkel und den jeweiligen SPD-
Kanzlerkandidaten. In allen vier Bundestagswahlkdmpfen wird die Amtsin-
haberin bzw. der Amtsinhaber deutlich héufiger an erster Stelle genannt
- entweder im O-Ton oder zitiert/thematisiert, was die Bedeutung des
Amtes widerspiegeln diirfte und somit als Teil des Amtsbonus interpretiert
werden kann. Besonders grof3 ist der Unterschied zwischen Merkel und
ihren jeweiligen Herausforderern von der SPD in den Jahren 2009 (11,1 vs.
4,6 Prozent) und 2017 (12,0 vs. 5,4 Prozent). Es fallt auf, dass in den Wahl-
kampfen 2009 und 2013 Steinmeier bzw. Steinbriick haufiger als Merkel im
O-Ton in Nachrichtenbeitrdgen auftauchen, wahrend Schréder und Merkel
2005 sowie Merkel und Schulz 2017 etwa gleich hiufig mit Wortbeitragen
vorkommen. In diesem Sinne scheint neben dem Amt auch die Kandida-
tInnenpersonlichkeiten eine Rolle bei der Auswahl von O-T6nen durch
die JournalistInnen gespielt zu haben oder mit anderen Worten: wer gute
oder auch interessante O-Tone abliefert, wird von Journalistinnen wortlich
zitiert — unabhéngig von seinem oder auch ihrem Amt. Ein linearer Trend
in der Entwicklung von O-T6ne zwischen 2005 und 2017 ist hingegen nicht
zu erkennen. Vielmehr scheint der Anteil an O-Tonen in allen Wahljahren
relativ stabil zwischen 18 und 20 Prozent zu liegen. Insbesondere eine Zu-
nahme von O-Tonen, die als Indikator fiir eine mégliche Personalisierung
der Fernsehberichterstattung gedeutet werden konnte, ldsst sich demnach
hier nicht feststellen. Wenn iiberhaupt eine Tendenz erkennbar ist, dann
handelt es sich eher um eine Abnahme als eine Zunahme von O-T6nen.
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Abbildung 1: Anteil der KanzlerkandidatInnen an der
Fernsehberichterstattung nach Form der Thematisierung
(Zeitraum: 65 Tage vor der Bundestagswahl)
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In welchem Umfang die Kanzlerkandidatinnen gemeinsam oder einzeln
Teil der TV-Berichterstattung waren, zeigt Abbildung 2. Betrachtet man
zundchst die Berichterstattung ohne die jeweiligen KontrahentInnen, so
war in allen vier Wahlkdmpfen der/die AmtsinhaberIn héufiger ohne den
jeweiligen Herausforderer bzw. die Herausforderin Teil der Berichterstat-
tung als umgekehrt. In drei von vier Wahljahren lag der Anteil der Bericht-
erstattung ohne den/die HerausforderIn sogar vor dem Anteil der Berichte,
in denen beide KanzlerkandidatInnen vorkamen. Da es sich bei diesen
Wahlkdmpfen in allen drei Fallen um Wahlkdmpfe mit Angela Merkel als
amtierender Bundeskanzlerin handelt, kann an dieser Stelle konstatiert
werden, dass zu dem journalistischen Selektionsmuster einer Praferenz fiir
AmtsinhaberInnen eine spezielle Priferenz der JournalistInnen fiir Angela
Merkel gegeniiber einer ausgewogenen Berichterstattung hinzukommt. Im
Wahlkampf 2005 hingegen, in dem Merkel noch als Herausforderin antrat,
wurde ihr Schréder als Amtsinhaber zwar in der Berichterstattung vorgezo-
gen, gegeniiber den spiteren Merkel-Jahren iiberwiegt hier aber klar die
ausgewogene Berichterstattung, in der beide KandidatInnen vorkommen,
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gegeniiber einer vor allem auf Schréder fixierten Medienberichterstattung.
Diese Priferenz der Fernsehsender fiir Merkel ist besonders sichtbar, wenn
man sich vergegenwirtigt, dass der SPD-Kandidat Schulz 2017 in gerade
einmal fiinf Prozent der Nachrichtenbeitrége allein vorkam, ohne dass auch
Merkel erwdhnt wurde. 2005 wurden Schréder und Merkel dagegen mit
rund 16 Prozent vergleichsweise hdufig gemeinsam thematisiert.

Eine zunehmende Personalisierung der Berichterstattung ist ebenfalls
nicht erkennbar. Allerdings scheint das Interesse an alleinigen Berichten
uber HerausforderInnen zwischen 2005 und 2017 zu sinken, was damit
iberlagert, dass das Interesse an Beitrdgen allein iiber die SPD-Kandida-
ten, die in drei der vier Wahlkdmpfe Herausforderer waren, abzunehmen
scheint. Da aber gleichzeitig das Interesse an Merkel nicht kontinuierlich
zunimmt und auch der Anteil der Berichterstattung iiber AmtsinhaberIn-
nen nicht linear steigt, scheint es sich hier eher um ein Desinteresse
der Medien an den jeweiligen SPD-Kandidaten zu handeln, das zwischen
2005 und 2017 zunimmt, als um einen zunehmenden Bias zugunsten der
CDU/CDU oder des Kanzleramtes.

Gegen einen Personalisierungstrend spricht zudem, dass der Anteil an
Fernsehberichten, in denen beide KandidatInnen vorkommen, im Unter-
suchungszeitraum ebenfalls nicht kontinuierlich wichst, da ein solches
Wachstum auf eine verstirkte Horse-Race-Berichterstattung hindeuten
wiirde. Stattdessen scheint vor allem das Jahr 2005 von Berichterstattung
iber den KandidatInnenwettstreit gekennzeichnet gewesen zu sein. Dies
spricht eher fiir die Interpretation, dass jeder Wahlkampf anders ist und
vor allem Besonderheiten des Wahlkampfs 2005 FernsehjournalistInnen zu
einer Horse-Race-Berichterstattung veranlasst haben. Ruft man sich diesen
Wahlkampf zuriick in Erinnerung, so ergibt diese Lesart durchaus Sinn:
2005 hat Gerhard Schrdder, dem zu Beginn des Wahlkampfs nach einer Se-
rie von verlorenen Landtagswahlen, einem bewusst verlorenen Vertrauens-
votum, und einer in Folge dessen vorgezogenen Bundestagswahl niemand
eine ernsthafte Chance im Wahlkampf einrdumte, eine bemerkenswerte
Autholjagd im Wahlkampf hingelegt (Schmitt-Beck/Faas 2006). In diesem
Sinne diirfte Schrdders politischer Uberlebenskampf gegen Angela Merkel
hier eine Berichterstattung im Sinne eines Kopf-an-Kopf-Rennens insbe-
sondere in der finalen Phase des Wahlkampfs begiinstigt haben.
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Abbildung 2: Vorkommen der KanzlerkandidatInnen in
Fernsehnachrichten-Beitrigen: alleiniges versus gemeinsames
Vorkommen nach Bundestagswahlkampf (Zeitraum: 65 Tage
vor der Bundestagswahl)
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Betrachtet man das Vorkommen der KandidatInnen aufgeschliisselt nach
Fernsehsendern, lassen sich nur wenige bemerkenswerte Unterschiede in
der Berichterstattung zwischen den Sendern ausmachen. Grofitenteils be-
statigt die Auswertung nach Sendern die senderiibergreifenden Ergebnisse.
So zeigen beispielsweise fast alle Sender eine Tendenz zu Berichten, in
denen AmtsinhaberInnen ohne eine Gegeniiberstellung mit ihren Heraus-
forderInnen thematisiert werden. Die einzige Ausnahme stellt hier RTL
2005 dar, die - wenn auch in vernachldssigbarem Umfang - Berichten
tiber Merkel ohne Schréder den Vorzug gegeniiber Berichten {iber Schro-
der ohne Merkel gaben. Bemerkenswert scheint jedoch die Tatsache, dass
die Privaten gegeniiber den Offentlich-Rechtlichen in allen Wahljahren
eine stirkere Vorliebe fiir Berichte haben, in denen beide KandidatInnen
vorkommen gegeniiber Berichten, in denen nur einer der beiden Kandi-
datInnen vorkommt. Bedenkt man, dass die Privatsender aufgrund ihres
Finanzierungsmodells {iber Werbung zu einer starkeren Publikumsorientie-
rung gezwungen sind und demnach in der Regel in héherem Mafle zu
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unterhaltenden Inhalten tendieren, ist dieses Ergebnis durchaus plausibel.
Es ist anzunehmen, dass sich hierin eine stirkere Tendenz zum unterhalt-
samen Horse-Race-Coverage widerspiegelt, das den Wahlkampf in Form
eines sportlichen Wettstreits der beiden KanzlerkandidatInnen schildert.
Gleichzeitig offenbart dies nicht unbedingt auch eine stirkere Tendenz
der privaten Sender zur ausgewogeneren Berichterstattung, wenn man sich
die Unterschiede im Umfang der Berichterstattung tiber jeweils einen der
beiden KandidatInnen alleine ansieht: In manchen Wahljahren fallt dieser
Unterschied fiir die privaten Fernsehsender geringer aus, in anderen fiir die
offentlich-rechtlichen Anstalten. Ein linearer Wachstumstrend beziiglich ei-
nes Horse-Race-Coverage ist aber fiir keinen der hier untersuchten Sender
erkennbar.

2005 war ein Kopf-an-Kopf-Rennen der KandidatInnen, in dem Merkel
und Schroder nicht nur in den Umfragen, sondern auch in der Medienbe-
richterstattung die meiste Zeit nahe beieinander lagen, wie Abbildung 3
zeigt. Einen Ausreifler gibt es circa fiinf Wochen vor dem Wahltermin, als
Merkel ihr Kompetenzteam und dessen Mitglied Paul Kirchhof vorstellt. In
diesem Zeitraum wird Merkel deutlich haufiger als Schroder thematisiert,
wenn auch nicht unbedingt positiv, da Kirchhof sich schnell als einer der
grofiten Fehler im Wahlkampf der CDU/CSU herausstellen sollte. Insge-
samt spiegelt der Verlauf des Vorkommens von Schroder und Merkel in
der Fernsehberichterstattung aber sicherlich vor allem das oben bereits the-
matisierte hdufige gemeinsame Vorkommen der beiden KandidatInnen und
den geringeren Unterschied im Umfang zwischen Berichten iiber jeweils
nur einen der beiden KandidatInnen wider. Letzteres war demnach nicht
nur in bestimmten Phasen des Wahlkampfs der Fall, sondern iiber den
gesamten Zeitraum dieses extrem engen und spannenden Wahlkampfes
hinweg.
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Abbildung 3: Tagliche Vorkommen der KanzlerkandidatInnen im Laufe des

Anteil in Prozent

Wahlkampfs (Werte gegldttet mittels LOWESS!, bw = 0,5, die
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In den Wahljahren 2009 bis 2017 hingegen dominierte Angela Merkel als
Bundeskanzlerin die Berichterstattung iiber den gesamten Wahlkampf hin-
weg und war zu fast jedem Zeitpunkt der Kampagne deutlich sichtbarer
als die jeweiligen SPD-Kandidaten. Ihre Herausforderer von der SPD konn-
ten nur gelegentlich zu ihr aufschlieffen. Dass Sichtbarkeit dabei erneut
nicht immer unbedingt positive Berichterstattung bedeutet, zeigt sich etwa

1

Wir verwenden hier das LOWESS-Glattungsverfahren (,Locally Weighted Scatterplot
Smoother®). Es berechnet fiir jeden einzelnen Datenpunkt einer Punktwolke eine
lokale Regression, in die nur die ,nédchsten Nachbarn” dieses Punktes eingehen. Fiir
jeden Datenpunkt wird aus den beobachteten Punkten, welche diesen umgeben, ein
Schatzwert ermittelt. Eine Gewichtungsfunktion sorgt dabei dafiir, dass der Einfluss
dieser Punkte mit zunehmender Distanz abnimmt; weiter entfernte Punkte determinie-
ren dadurch den Schitzwert fiir einen Punkt schwécher als niher liegende. Dabei
kénnen verschiedene so genannte Bandbreiten gewéhlt werden. Die Entscheidung fiir
eine bestimmte Bandbreite hingt von der inhaltlichen Fragestellung ab: Die Wahl
einer grofen Bandbreite nivelliert kurzfristige Schwankungen und zeigt somit eher
die grofien, langfristigen Trends in den Daten auf. Dagegen bleibt bei einer kleinen
Bandbreite eine Sensitivitit fiir kurzfristige Schwankungen bestehen. Wir wiahlen hier
einen Mittelweg und verwenden durchgéngig eine LOWESS-Bandbreite von 0,50.
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daran, dass Frank-Walter Steinmeier 2009 rund neun Wochen vor der
Wahl vermutlich nur aufgrund der sogenannten ,Dienstwagenaffare” von
Gesundheitsministerin Ulla Schmidt und der Frage, ob Schmidt Mitglied
von Steinmeiers Schattenkabinett sein konne, haufiger als Merkel in Nach-
richtenbeitragen {iber deutsche Politik vorkam. Umgekehrt scheint Merkel
2013, die zu Beginn des Wahlkampfs in bis zur Halfte der Nachrichten-
beitrdge vorkam, die Berichterstattung vor allem aufgrund der NSA-Affa-
re in diesem Wahljahr dominiert zu haben: Durch die Veréffentlichung
von Geheimdokumenten, die verschiedenen internationalen Medien vom
Whistleblower Edward Snowden zugespielt worden waren, wurde die an-
lasslose Uberwachung der weltweiten Kommunikation durch die US-ame-
rikanische National Security Agency (NSA) bekannt. Auch in Deutschland
wurden in groflem Umfang Daten abgefangen. Nicht zuletzt aufgrund der
bekannt gewordenen Uberwachung des Handys der Bundeskanzlerin riick-
te Angela Merkel infolgedessen in den Mittelpunkt der Berichterstattung.
Ein Trend zu einer zunehmenden Negativitit im Wahlkampf wird aber
nicht erkennbar, wobei weitere Analysen zum Tenor hier im Folgenden
mehr Aufschluss geben werden. Fiir den Moment scheint es hingegen plau-
sibel, dass die Sichtbarkeit der KandidatInnen im Wahlkampf maf3geblich
von Nachrichtenwertfaktoren abhdngt und Negativitit ist bekanntermafien
ein solcher Nachrichtenwertfaktor (Galtung/Ruge 1965).

Aufgeschliisselt nach Sendern (Abbildung 4) zeigt sich das gleiche Bild
wie schon zuvor: Der Amtsinhaber bzw. die Amtsinhaberin ist in der
Regel hédufiger Gegenstand der Berichterstattung aller Hauptnachrichten-
sendungen, mit der bereits erwdhnten Ausnahme, dass RTL im Jahr 2005
héufiger iber Herausforderin Merkel berichtet als {iber den amtierenden
Bundeskanzler Gerhard Schréder. Wie zuvor gezeigt, lagen die Anteile
des SPD-Kanzlerkandidaten und der CDU-Kanzlerkandidatin an der Be-
richterstattung im Jahr 2005 am néchsten beieinander. In den folgenden
Wahlkampfen und bei allen anderen Sendern lag Merkel deutlich vor ihren
Herausforderern von der SPD. Bei der Tagesschau liegen die Haufigkeiten,
mit denen uber AmtsinhaberIn und tiber HerausforderIn berichtet wurde,
in allen vier Bundestagswahlkampfen auf beinahe konstantem Niveau. Hier
scheint in allen Jahren AmtsinhaberIn und HerausforderIn unabhingig
von der Personlichkeit der jeweiligen KandidatInnen in etwa der gleiche
Umfang an Berichterstattung eingerdumt zu werden. Heute, RTL Aktuell
und Sat.l Nachrichten schwanken hingegen stirker von Wahlkampf zu
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Wahlkampf hinsichtlich des Anteils an der Berichterstattung, den sie den
verschiedenen KandidatInnen zukommen lassen.

Abbildung 4: Anteilige Vorkommen der KanzlerkandidatInnen in der
Berichterstattung der TV-Hauptnachrichten mit Bezug auf
deutsche Politik nach Sendern (Zeitraum: 65 Tage vor der
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Neben der Frage der Sichtbarkeit der KandidatInnen in der Berichterstat-
tung stellt sich die Frage, in welchem Kontext die Kandidatlnnen im
Fernsehen thematisiert wurden. Welche Politikdimensionen spielten in der
Berichterstattung eine Rolle? Um diese Frage beantworten zu kénnen, ma-
chen wir Gebrauch von einer Codierung der Hauptthemen von Fernseh-
beitrage in den hier verwendeten inhaltsanalytischen Studien, die Politik
entlang der in der Politikwissenschaft einschldgigen Trichotomie von Poli-
tics (politische Prozesse, z.B. Wahlkampf), Policy (politische Inhalte, z.B.
Arbeitsmarktpolitik) und Polity (politische Institutionen, z.B. der Deutsche
Bundestag) klassifiziert.

Im Vergleich der Wahlkdampfe iber Zeit (Abbildung 5) fallt vor allem
auf, dass die Berichterstattung tiber Schroder und Merkel im Jahr 2005
besonders stark von Politics-Themen und -Ereignissen und damit von
politischen Prozessen geprégt war. Politics-Themen machten 75 Prozent
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der Berichterstattung {iber Schroder und gar 89 Prozent iiber Merkel aus.
Dies ist nicht weiter verwunderlich, da - wie bereits mehrfach angedeu-
tet — der Wahlkampf 2005 als ein besonders spannender galt und somit
die Kampagne selbst und das zu erwartende knappe Finish der Kandida-
tInnen einschliefllich der Aufholjagd Schréders einen Grof3teil dieser Be-
richterstattung bedingt haben diirften. Dariiber hinaus diirfte aber auch
die Personlichkeit des Kandidaten Gerhard Schroder - der stets als guter
Wahlkdmpfer galt, zwischen Wahlen aber nicht selten schwichelte - dazu
beigetragen haben, dass die Politics-Dimension, und damit der Wahlkampf
per se, eine besondere Aufmerksamkeit erfahren hat. Insofern zeigt sich
auch hier, dass sich der Wahlkampf 2005 deutlich von den nachfolgenden
Wahlkdmpfen im Untersuchungszeitraum unterschied, was wiederum fiir
die Vermutung spricht, dass man es entgegen der Amerikanisierungs- bzw.
Modernisierungshypothese grofitenteils nicht mit linearen Trends zu tun
hat. Denn andernfalls miisste insbesondere die Politics-Dimension {iber
Zeit im Sinne einer Entpolitisierung der Fernsehberichterstattung zuneh-
men, was hier eindeutig nicht der Fall ist.

Abbildung 5: Anteile der Politikdimensionen Politics, Policy, und Polity als
Hauptgegenstand der TV-Berichterstattung nach Jahren
(65 Tage vor der jeweiligen Wahl)
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Es scheint sich hier zudem ein Muster zwischen AmtsinhaberInnen und
HerausforderInnen abzuzeichnen. In diesem Sinne thematisierten Journa-
listinnen HerausforderInnen starker im Kontext von Politics als Amtsinha-
berInnen. Da es sich — wie bereits erwdhnt — bei einem Grofiteil dessen,
was unter Politics codiert wurde, um Berichte iiber die Wahlkampagnen
der KandidatInnen handeln diirfte, ergibt es durchaus Sinn, dass Heraus-
forderInnen starker im Kontext von Politics thematisiert werden.

AmtsinhaberInnen hingegen sollten héufiger im Zusammenhang mit
Policy, und damit politischen Inhalten, diskutiert werden, da sie die Poli-
tik eines Landes gestalten. Und tatsdchlich zeigt sich fiir Angela Merkel,
dass dies der Fall ist: Zwischen 2005 und 2017 kommt Merkel mit jedem
Wahlkampf haufiger im Kontext von Fernsehberichten vor, deren Haupt-
gegenstand politische Inhalte sind. Gleichzeitig zeigt sich hieran, dass An-
gela Merkel im Lauf der Jahre offenbar an Format als Bundeskanzlerin
gewonnen hat und immer stirker auch in Wahlkampfzeiten in der Rolle
der Kanzlerin wahrgenommen und immer weniger als Wahlkdmpferin
thematisiert wird, je linger sie dieses Amt besetzt. Diese Zunahme von
Policy-Themen in der Merkel-Berichterstattung spricht zudem dafiir, dass
Wahlkampfe in den Merkel-Jahren im Gegensatz zur Amerikanisierungs-
bzw. Modernisierungsthese nicht immer unpolitischer geworden sind.

Polity-Themen, und damit politische Institutionen und Normen, schei-
nen dagegen aus Sicht der Fernsehjournalistinnen grundsétzlich ein zu
vernachlédssigendes Thema zu sein. Nur im Wahlkampf 2005 spielen Polity-
Themen und -Ereignisse eine nennenswerte Rolle. Und dies hat auch einen
Grund: die Berichterstattung wurde im Wahljahr 2005 zu einem nicht un-
erheblichen Teil durch Klagen vor dem Bundesverfassungsgericht gegen die
vorgezogene Neuwahl bestimmt, ebenso wie durch die Entscheidung des
Bundesverfassungsgerichts zugunsten der Neuwahl. Aufgrund der Frage der
Verfassungsmifligkeit der Neuwahl wurde im Wahlkampf 2005 somit im
Zusammenhang mit den KanzlerkandidatInnen héufiger iiber Polity-The-
men (N = 15) berichtet als in den folgenden drei Bundestagswahlkdmpfen
zusammen (N = 10). Eindeutige Unterschiede zwischen AmtshaberInnen
und HerausforderInnen mit Bezug auf die Polity-Dimension lassen sich
nicht erkennen. Es scheint sich vielmehr um eine Politikdimension zu
handeln, die generell in der Fernsehberichterstattung nur selten aus dem
Schatten tritt, und fiir die es im Sinne der ,,Jeder Wahlkampf ist anders”-Lo-
gik offenbar eines besonderen Kontextes bedarf, der dies ausldst.
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Abbildung 6: Anteile der Politikdimensionen Politics, Policy, und Polity als
Hauptgegenstand der TV-Berichterstattung nach Sendern und
Jahren (Zeitraum: 65 Tage vor der Bundestagswahl)
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Betrachtet man die Sender im Einzelnen (Abbildung 6), so zeigt sich ein
weitgehend vergleichbares Muster, was den Anteil der Berichterstattung
ber Politics- und Policy-Themen im Zusammenhang mit Angela Merkel
und den Kanzlerkandidaten der SPD betrifft. In der Tagesschau behandelte
ein hoherer Anteil der Beitrige iiber die KandidatInnen politische Inhalte
als in den iibrigen Nachrichtensendungen.

Abbildung 7 zeigt, wie sich die Haufigkeit von Politics-, Polity- und
Policy-Themen in der Berichterstattung tiber die KanzlerkandidatInnen im
Laufe des Wahlkampfs entwickelte. Je ndher der Wahltermin riickte, und
das sowohl fiir AmtsinhaberInnen als auch HerausforderInnen, desto mehr
gewann die Berichterstattung iiber politische Prozesse und insbesondere
den Wahlkampf selbst an Bedeutung. Typischerweise ging der Anstieg
der Politics-Berichterstattung mit einem Riickgang der Thematisierung po-
litischer Inhalte einher. Die Ausnahme bildet die Berichterstattung tiber
Angela Merkel kurz vor der Bundestagswahl 2009. Diese Ausnahme lasst
sich jedoch erkldaren: Wenige Tage vor dem Wahltermin fand der G20-Fi-
nanzgipfel in Pittsburgh statt, auf dem die Staatschefs der 20 grofiten Volks-
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wirtschaften — darunter Bundeskanzlerin Merkel - iiber Antworten auf
die globale Finanzkrise berieten. Das Gipfeltreffen stand unter grofier me-
dialer Beobachtung und dementsprechend haufig wurde auch iiber Angela
Merkel im Zusammenhang mit politischen Inhalten berichtet. Insgesamt
scheint somit interessanterweise - entgegen der Amerikanisierungs- bzw.
Modernisierungsthese - zwar nicht die Berichterstattung iiber verschiedene
Wahlen hinweg immer unpolitischer zu werden. Dies scheint aber durch-
aus innerhalb eines Wahlkampfs der Fall zu sein. Am Ende dominiert das
Foto-Finish gegeniiber den Inhalten.

Abbildung 7: Themenhdufigkeit Politics, Policy, Polity in der
Berichterstattung iiber die KanzlerkandidatInnen im
Wahlkampfverlauf nach Jahren (Werte gegldttet mit LOWESS,
bw=0,5)

— Policy ---- Politics == Polity
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Abbildung 8: Abweichungen in der Gewichtung der Politikdimensionen
in der Berichterstattung iiber die KanzlerkandidatInnen im
Laufe des Wahlkampfs nach Sender (Zeitraum: 65 Tage vor

der Bundestagswahl)
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Bei welchen KandidatInnen sind Politics-Themen starker gewichtet und
bei welchen Policy-Themen? Abbildung 8 zeigt, inwieweit sich die relati-
ve Gewichtung der Politikdimensionen in der Berichterstattung zwischen
Merkel und den SPD-Kanzlerkandidaten unterscheidet. Positive Werte si-
gnalisieren eine hohere Gewichtung der jeweiligen Dimension zugunsten
Merkels, negative Werte demgegeniiber eine hohere Gewichtung zuguns-
ten der SPD-Kandidaten. Die Grafik verdeutlicht, dass Politics-Themen
bei den HerausforderInnen stirker gewichtet werden als bei den Amtsin-
haberInnen. Dieses Muster besteht sowohl fiir Merkel als Herausforderin
von Bundeskanzler Schrdder als auch fiir die SPD-Kandidaten, die gegen
Amtsinhaberin Merkel antraten. Polity hingegen spielt erneut so gut wie
keine Rolle in den Medien und wird nur in zwei von vier Wahlkdmpfen
im Kontext der Berichterstattung iiber die HerausforderInnen thematisiert.
Wihrend Trends sich hier also nicht bestdtigen lassen, wird abermalig das
langfristig stabile journalistische Muster eines unterschiedlichen Umgangs
mit AmtsinhaberInnen und HerausforderInnen durch die Journalistinnen
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erkennbar. Dies ist nicht weiter verwunderlich, da AmtsinhaberInnen mit
der von ihnen zu verantwortenden Politik verkniipft sind und in deren
Kontext thematisiert werden. Dagegen sind die politischen Vorschldge von
HerausforderInnen zunéchst einmal nur theoretisch von Bedeutung, da
sie aktuell nicht umgesetzt werden kénnen. Vor diesem Hintergrund ist
auch die journalistische Tendenz, HerausforderInnen weniger im Kontext
dieser Vorschlage zu diskutieren und mehr im Zusammenhang mit dem
Wahlkampf und ihren Wahlchancen, durchaus nachvollziehbar.

Abbildung 9: Gesamtton der Beitrige — nach KanzlerkandidatIn, Jahr und
Sender (Zeitraum: 65 Tage vor der Bundestagswahl)
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Hinsichtlich der Tonalitat der Beitrage konnen wir hier nur drei Wahljah-
re darstellen, da sich die Skala und Codieranweisungen, wie Negativitat
zu codieren ist, zwischen der Kampagnendynamikstudie 2005 und den
spateren GLES-Inhaltsanalysen stark unterscheiden. In Abbildung 9 zeigt
sich, dass die Berichterstattung 2009 sowohl fiir die CDU/CSU-Kandida-
tin als auch fiir den SPD-Kandidaten insgesamt iiber alle Sender hinweg
in stirkerem Mafle positiv war denn negativ. Die Unterschiede zwischen
beiden KandidatInnen sind dabei eher gering, wobei Merkel allerdings
in der Gunst der Journalistinnen leicht die Nase vorne hat und {iber die
Kanzlerin nicht nur geringfiigig haufiger positiv berichtet wird, sondern
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die Beitrage auch hiufiger eindeutig positiv sind. Im Falle von SPD-Kandi-
daten Frank-Walter Steinmeier hingegen handelt es sich dagegen hédufiger
nur um eher positive Fernsehberichte. Dieses Bild danderte sich 2013 jedoch
deutlich: {iber beide KandidatInnen wird iiber alle Sender hinweg nun
eindeutig hdufiger negativ denn positiv berichtet. Die einzige Ausnahme
stellt hier RTL Aktuell dar, die iiber Angela Merkel hdufiger positiv als
negativ berichten. Bei allen anderen Sendern kommt die Kandidatin der
Unionsparteien dagegen im Vergleich sogar noch schlechter weg als der
Herausforderer der SPD. 2017 schlieSlich ist das Bild weniger eindeutig. In
zwei von vier Fernsehsendungen (Heute und Sat.l Nachrichten) iiberwiegt
eine negative Berichterstattung gegeniiber einer positiven Berichterstattung
im Falle beider KandidatInnen. In der Tagesschau hingegen wird {iber den
SPD-Kandidaten Schulz positiver berichtet, widhrend im Falle Merkels die
negative Berichterstattung gegeniiber einer positiven iiberwiegt. Bei RTL
Aktuell hingegen ist die Berichterstattung iiber Merkel ausgeglichen und
zu gleichen Anteilen positiv und negativ, wohingegen der SPD-Kandidat
deutlich schlechter abschneidet. Es féllt somit schwer, im Wahljahr 2017
einen Bias in der Berichterstattung zugunsten eines der beiden KandidatIn-
nen auszumachen. Ein eindeutiger Trend kann hier auch nicht erkannt
werden. Zwar steigt die Negativitit in zwei von drei Wahlkdmpfen an,
aber 2017 ist das Ergebnis bereits weniger eindeutig als 2013. Eine Bevor-
zugung nach Parteizugehorigkeit oder Rolle kann hier ebenfalls nicht fest-
gestellt werden. Mal scheint Merkel leicht die Nase vorne zu haben, mal
der SPD-Kandidat, mal ist das Bild gemischt. Hinzu kommt, dass beide
Muster nicht sauber voneinander unterschieden werden konnen, da die
SPD in allen der hier betrachteten Wahlkdmpfe den Herausforderer stellt,
wihrend die CDU/CSU immer mit einer amtierenden Bundeskanzlerin
den Wahlkampf bestreitet. Um beide Muster voneinander zu unterscheiden,
miisste der Wahlkampf 2005 ebenfalls in die Analyse einbezogen werden,
was hier — wie im Vorangegangenen geschildert — leider aufgrund der
stark unterschiedlichen Messung des Beitragstenors in den verschiedenen
Inhaltsanalysen nicht méglich ist.

Eine weitere Moglichkeit mit Hilfe der uns zur Verfiigung stehenden in-
haltsanalytischen Daten eine mégliche Personalisierung im Untersuchungs-
zeitraum zu untersuchen, besteht darin, zu priifen, ob die KandidatInnen
allein, gemeinsam mit ihrer Partei oder aber die Partei allein in Fernsehbei-
trdgen thematisiert werden (Abbildung 10). Hier zeigt sich zunichst einmal
klar, dass Deutschland eine parteienzentrierte und keine kandidatenzen-
trierte Demokratie wie beispielsweise die USA ist. Parteien stehen iiber den
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gesamten hier betrachteten Zeitraum im Vordergrund der Berichterstattung
und kommen deutlich héufiger alleine in Fernsehbeitragen vor als Kandi-
datInnen allein oder Parteien gemeinsam mit KandidatInnen.

Abbildung 10: Art der Thematisierung — KandidatIn alleine, Partei alleine
oder KandidatIn und Partei gemeinsam? (Zeitraum: 65 Tage
vor der Bundestagswahl)
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Eine zunehmende Personalisierung der Berichterstattung, die darin zum
Ausdruck kommen wiirde, dass Kandidatlnnen zwischen 2005 und 2017
zunehmend hiufiger ohne ihre Parteien thematisiert wiirden, ldsst sich
hier aufierdem nicht erkennen. Lediglich Angela Merkel kommt von Wahl-
kampf zu Wahlkampf hédufiger ohne eine Erwdhnung der CDU (bzw.
der Union) in der Fernsehberichterstattung vor. Selbiges gilt jedoch nicht
fur die SPD-Kandidaten, deren Vorkommen ohne Partei zwischen den
verschiedenen Wahljahren schwankt. Der Merkel-Effekt scheint hier au-
Berdem noch stirker als das Muster, das AmtsinhaberInnen gegeniiber
HerausforderInnen begiinstigt, da Merkel in allen Jahren in denen sie
als Bundeskanzlerin in den Wahlkampf geht, deutlich hiufiger ohne ihre

2 Im Falle von Angela Merkel wird sowohl die Thematisierung der CDU als auch der
Union (aber nicht der CSU allein) als Nennung der Partei gewertet.
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Partei thematisiert wird als Gerhard Schréder als Amtsinhaber im Wahl-
kampf 2005. Schon in ihrem ersten Wahlkampf als Amtsinhaberin tiberholt
Merkel Schréder im Hinblick auf eine Berichterstattung ohne ihre Partei.
Nichtsdestotrotz zeigt sich hier ein Amtsbonus. Auch Gerhard Schréder
wurde 2005 héufiger alleine ohne seine Partei thematisiert als Herausforde-
rin Merkel alleine ohne ihre Partei. BundeskanzlerInnen besitzen somit
per se auch ohne ihre Parteien Nachrichtenwert (Galtung/Ruge 1965). Dif-
ferenziert man nach Sendern, so zeichnen sich die 6ffentlich-rechtlichen
Nachrichtensendungen durch einen geringeren Grad der Personalisierung
aus als die Nachrichten der Privatsender. Bei Tagesschau und Heute féllt
der Anteil von Berichten, in denen die Parteien ohne die Kanzlerkandida-
tInnen thematisiert werden, hoher aus.

5. Zusammenfassung und Fazit

Im vorangegangenen Kapitel sind wir der Frage nachgegangen, ob sich
in deutschen Bundestagswahlkdmpfen langfristige Trends oder zumindest
wiederkehrende Muster in der Berichterstattung tiber KanzlerkandidatIn-
nen aufzeigen lassen oder sich die Wahlkampfberichterstattung im Lichte
des speziellen Kontextes einzelner Wahlen und KandidatenInnenperson-
lichkeiten stdndig verdndert. Zu diesem Zweck haben wir inhaltsanalyti-
sche Daten zur Wahlkampfberichterstattung im deutschen Fernsehen im
Zeitverlauf, die von Riidiger Schmitt-Beck zwischen 2005 und 2017 erhoben
wurden, untersucht.

Die Wahlkdmpfe hatten eine Konstante: Fiir die CDU und CSU trat
jedes Mal Angela Merkel an - und gewann fiir die Union auch jede
Bundestagswahl zwischen 2005 und 2017. Unsere Ergebnisse zeigen, dass
AmtsinhaberInnen generell haufiger in den Nachrichten prasent waren
als ihre HerausfordererInnen. Dieser Amtsbonus war bei Angela Merkel
in den Bundestagswahlkdmpfen 2009 bis 2017 stirker ausgeprégt als bei
Gerhard Schréoder im Jahr 2005. Der Unterschied zwischen den Amtsin-
haberInnen und den HerausfordererInnen zeigte sich auch in der Reihen-
folge der Berichterstattung. AmtsinhaberInnen wurden héufiger an erster
Stelle genannt, was auf die Bedeutung des Amtes hinweist und als Teil
des Amtsbonus interpretiert werden kann. Die Berichterstattung iiber die
KandidatInnen war iiber die Jahre hinweg unterschiedlich thematisch ge-
pragt. Der Wahlkampf 2005 zeichnete sich durch eine starke Betonung
von politischen Prozessen aus, was auf das enge Rennen zwischen den
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KandidatInnen und die Aufholjagd von Gerhard Schréder hinweist. 2005
war auch der einzige Bundestagswahlkampf innerhalb des Zeitraums, den
unsere Auswertung umfasst, in dem Polity-Themen und Polity-Ereignisse
durch die Besonderheit der vorgezogenen Neuwahl einen relevanten Anteil
an der Berichterstattung der Fernsehnachrichten hatten. In den folgenden
Bundestagswahlkdmpfen fallt der Anteil der Beitrdge iiber Policy-Themen
und -Ereignisse hoher aus als 2005. Dies gilt besonders fiir Merkel: Sie
kommt mit jedem Wahlkampf haufiger in Nachrichtenbeitrdgen vor, deren
Hauptgegenstand politische Inhalte sind. Die Zunahme von Policy-Themen
in der Merkel-Berichterstattung spricht zudem gegen die These einer Ent-
politisierung der Wahlkdmpfe in den Merkel-Jahren. Wahrend die Bericht-
erstattung iitber AmtsinhaberInnen im Vergleich zu den HerausforderInnen
starker von Policy-Themen gepragt ist, werden HerausforderInnen relativ
betrachtet haufiger in Beitrdgen thematisiert, die einen Bezug zu politi-
schen Prozessen und dem Wahlkampf aufweisen. Dieses Muster zeigt sich
unabhingig von den jeweiligen Personen.

Unsere Befunde deuten auflerdem auf eine Entwicklung hinsichtlich
eines steigenden Anteils negativer Tonalitit in der Berichterstattung iiber
die Kanzlerkandidatlnnen hin. Um den sich abzeichnenden Trend zu be-
statigen, wire allerdings mindestens ein weiterer Messzeitpunkt notwendig,
der uns aufgrund der unterschiedlichen Codierung des Gesamttons der
Beitrage zwischen der Inhaltsanalyse 2005 einerseits und 2009 bis 2017
andererseits nicht zur Verfiigung steht.

Unsere Analysen zeigen, dass sich nur wenige Anhaltspunkte fiir lineare
Trends im Sinne einer Amerikanisierung bzw. Modernisierung der Wahl-
kampfberichterstattung im deutschen Fernsehen ausmachen lassen. Grof3-
tenteils orientiert sich die Berichterstattung an den Gegebenheiten der ver-
schiedenen Wahlkdmpfe und an den Personlichkeiten der von den Parteien
in das Rennen um das Kanzleramt geschickten KandidatInnen. Wenn sich
Muster in der Berichterstattung erkennen lassen, dann resultieren diese vor
allem aus journalistischen Selektionskriterien, Arbeitsroutinen und Heuris-
tiken und spiegeln in erster Linie Nachrichtenwertfaktoren wider. Das Amt
der KandidatInnen spielt dabei die grofite Rolle fiir den Kontext, in dem
die Kandidatlnnen thematisiert werden, aber auch fiir ihre Sichtbarkeit,
was vor allem zu einem Amtsbonus fiir BundeskanzlerInnen in der Bericht-
erstattung beitrdgt. In diesem Sinne finden wir anstelle von linearen Trends
eine Kombination aus stabilen journalistischen Berichterstattungsmustern
und ,The Times They are A-changin”.
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Nicht zuletzt unterstreichen diese Ergebnisse die Bedeutung von Léangs-
schnittstudien zur Uberpriifung von Trendthesen. Umso grofer ist der Ver-
dienst der GLES, die Erforschung von Bundestagswahlen und -wahlkdmp-
fen institutionalisiert zu haben, da auf diese Weise sichergestellt werden
kann, dass Wahlstudien iiber lingere Zeitraume hinweg konsistent und
unabhingig von einzelnen ForscherInnenpersonlichkeiten durchgefiihrt
werden. In diesem Zusammenhang ist es natiirlich umso bedauernswerter,
dass die GLES-Inhaltsanalysen mit dem Ende der DFG-Langfristforderung
fiir die GLES im Nachgang der Bundestagswahl 2017 enden. Wenngleich
es natiirlich auch verstdndlich ist, dass mit der Ansiedlung der GLES als
Infrastrukturprogramm beim GESIS-Leibniz Institut fiir Sozialwissenschat-
ten eine Fokussierung auf das Umfrageprogramm der GLES einherging.
Dariiber haben die zwischen 2005 und 2017 durchgefithrten Inhaltsanaly-
sen, die im Rahmen dieses Beitrags ausgewertet wurden, zudem bereits
einen groflen Beitrag dazu geleistet, einige ungepriifte Mythen der politi-
schen Kommunikationsforschung wie die Amerikanisierung bzw. Moderni-
sierung der Wahlkampfberichterstattung weiter zu entzaubern.
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Mirror, Mirror on the Wall:
How Social Projection and Social Sampling Interact in the
Formation of Public Opinion Perceptions

Simon Ellerbrock, Manuel Neumann!

1. Introduction

Public opinion perceptions are important for citizens to orient themselves
in the political world since they provide a baseline for expectations about
political outcomes and the views of their fellow citizens. However, aggregat-
ing opinions across millions of citizens in a democracy is an impossible
task for individuals. Unsurprisingly, people therefore vary widely in their
estimates of public support and opposition across various political issues,
such as the death penalty, treatment of asylum seekers, or climate change
(Burghartswieser/Rothmund 2021; Leviston et al. 2013; Wojcieszak/Price
2009). Substantial variation in public opinion perceptions, however, inevit-
ably leads to different expectations about political outcomes in representat-
ive democracies. If political outcomes - be it election results or specific
policies — do not match with people’s expectations, this may lead to disillu-
sionment, disappointment, or doubts about the functioning of democracy.

But how do people come up with their ideas about what the general
population thinks of different political issues? How can this variation be
explained?

In this study, we build on two prominent perspectives in extant research
about how people make up their minds about aggregated public opinion.
First, employing a perspective of introspection, scholarship highlighted
how individuals rely on internal informational resources and reasoning
and project them onto the general public (Fields/Schuman 1976; Krueger
2007; Krueger/Clement 1994; Marks/Miller 1987; Wojcieszak/Price 2009).
According to these studies, individuals come to the conclusion that the pub-
lic predominantly holds views similar to their own, leading to a perception
of a false consensus (Krueger 1998; Krueger/Clement 1994; Ross et al. 1977).
This perspective, however, often neglects the informational cues available

1 Authors are listed in alphabetical order and contributed equally.
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in individuals’ social environments. Taking this shortcoming into account,
a second strand of research examined to what degree individuals’ social
networks affect their perceptions of views held in society at large. This
scholarship focuses on individuals’ social sampling, meaning their outward-
facing inference from their social surroundings to the entire population
(Galesic et al. 2012; Lee et al. 2019; Wojcieszak/Price 2009). These studies
support the notion that individuals make use of the observed distribution
of opinions in their immediate social network and presume the overall
distribution of opinions to be similar.

We test the adequacy of these approaches in the case of Germans’ per-
ceptions of immigration policy and build and expand on the established
literature in two ways. First, we add to the relatively new theoretical and
empirical work on the practice of social sampling by considering the neg-
lected dimensionality of differences in social ties. Based on the theoretical
argument of the “strength of weak ties” (Granovetter 1973), we argue that
the effect of observed opinions on individuals’ perceptions differs depend-
ent on their attribution to different social circles. Accordingly, we expect
the informational value of opinions among weak ties to be higher and its
effect, therefore, stronger. Second, while explanations of projection and
social sampling are complementary, there is an apparent lack of studies
that treat them as such. Consequently, there is little inquiry into the in-
teraction of both mechanisms, although a substantial mitigation effect of
social sampling on projection has been demonstrated in the US context
(Wojcieszak/Price 2009). Accordingly, we replicate this interaction with a
focus on dissenting views in individuals’ networks, again with a novel focus
on the heterogeneous effects of opinions held in different social circles.

We take three different steps in this study. In the first step, we treat the
perception of public opinion as a product of social projection. Second,
we examine the extent to which people also rely on information about
the distribution of opinions in their social environments. We hypothesize
that next to a person’s own position on a political issue, the average per-
ceived positions of their peers inform their perception of public opinion.
Additionally, we test our argument that when citizens infer public opinion
from their social network, they apply different weights according to the
informational value of different ties. As we expect the positions of weak ties
to be especially informative to the individual, we analyze whether people
particularly use the views held by their acquaintances — in contrast to views
held by family or friends - as the best proxy for views held in society at
large. Third, we use an integrated approach to test the interaction between
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individuals’ projection and their inference from their social networks. If
people are aware of views different from their own in their social circles,
they may question to what extent their own views are shared in the overall
population. Therefore, we examine whether the strength of projection is
conditional on experiences of disagreement.

To test our hypotheses, we make use of uniquely suited data from the
Conversations of Democracy project. Designed by Riidiger Schmitt-Beck,
the project was established to provide comprehensive insights into citizens’
interconnectedness through political conversations and how such conversa-
tions shape their political views and behavior (for more details, see Grill et
al. 2018). The main component of the project consists of a two-wave panel
survey of 1,600 citizens from the medium-sized German city of Mannheim
in 2017 and 2018. We primarily use information about respondents’ own
positions on immigration, as well as their perceptions of the views held
in their network and of the German population’s average position on the
issue. The panel structure and a host of additional variables allow us to
control for a set of alternative explanations.

We find that people engage in social projection but also rely on the
information in their social networks. When considering the opinions of
others to inform their perceptions of public opinion, people do rely strongly
on perceived preferences among their weak ties, namely acquaintances,
followed by family and friends. As expected, perceived disagreement with
people in their social network leads to a mitigation of social projection.
Again, this mitigating effect is strongest if people perceive their acquaint-
ances to hold different views than they do.

Our results show that public opinion perceptions vary widely. Both ex-
planatory approaches prove to be valuable in explaining how this variation
comes about: citizens rely on their own views as well as the information
in their social networks to make up their minds about public opinion.
Our most important findings are the interaction of both effects and the
varying informational value from different social circles: experiences of dis-
agreement strongly decrease social projection and especially disagreement
with acquaintances seems to lead people to question the universality of
their own views. Our study highlights once more the importance of under-
standing individual citizens as embedded in a complex social network -
both when it comes to one’s theoretical framework and empirical tests.
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2. Explaining citizens’ public opinion perceptions

What informs citizens’ perceptions of public opinion? We focus on two
well-established explanatory approaches?: First, research regarding social
projection employs an introspective view of the individual as it posits that
citizens primarily draw on their own views when they impute the views
of others (Fields/Schuman 1976; Ross et al. 1977). Secondly, the social-psy-
chological perspective of social sampling treats the individual as embedded
in a social network that is influenced by observing the views held within
it (Brown et al. 2022; Galesic et al. 2018). In other words, people infer
the views of the larger population from their own views and/or from the
distribution of views held in their social proximity. Additionally, we follow
previously made arguments to combine the two approaches and test them
in interaction (see Wojcieszak/Price 2009). Our review of arguments results
in our social projection, social sampling, and mitigation hypotheses.

2.1 Social projection

The primary resource people consult when they make assumptions about
others are their own views and conclusions (Marks/Miller 1987). This
phenomenon - broadly labeled social projection — has been comprehens-
ively identified and studied (Allport 1924; Krueger 2007; Robbins/Krueger
2005). In general, social projection is defined as “the process by which
people come to believe that others are similar to them” (Krueger 2007:
2). This projection has been observed in various contexts, particularly
concerning perceptions of public opinion on political issues or vote shares
(Christen/Gunther 2003; Fields/Schuman 1976; Nir 2011; Van Boven et al.
2012; Wojcieszak/Price 2009). As a consequence, social projection is reflec-
ted in the prevalence of citizens’ mistaken belief that their own position is
held relatively more often than the opposite one — leading to the so-called
false consensus effect (Ross et al. 1977).

In their review, Marks and Miller (1987) attribute this false consensus ef-
fect to four possible social-psychological explanations. First, estimations of

2 Of course, these mechanisms are not the only possible mechanisms and do not
operate exclusive to alternative explanations. Other popular explanations for public
opinion perceptions highlight the importance of awareness of opinion polls (see e.g.,
Daschmann 2000; Peter/Beckers 2022; Sonck/Loosveldt 2010), news coverage (see e.g.,
Gunther 1998; Hoffman 2013; Mutz/Soss 1997), or elite cues (see Peter 2021).
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overall positions are a “top-of-the-head” phenomenon and one’s own views
are cognitively more readily accessible to people than other arguments.
Additionally, this may be reinforced by frequent experiences of similarity
in encounters within homogeneous social circles. Second, people’s focus
of attention on their position leads to a perception of heightened salience
for this line of reasoning, which consequently stands out as distinct against
other, less considered points of view. Third, individuals may consider oth-
ers and themselves to be equally rational beings who will almost inevitably
come to the same conclusion given their same situational exposition. Fi-
nally, individuals may simply be motivated to maintain a positive self-image
that is tied to general appreciation and the validation of their position by
others.

Given the strong and robust findings of the prevalence of such cognitive
processes (Burghartswieser/Rothmund 2021; Glynn 1989; Gvirsman 2015;
Robbins/Krueger 2005; van Boven et al. 2012), we expect people to apply
social projection also in the case of public opinion about immigration in
Germany. In contrast to other applications of this explanation in studies
of the false consensus effect (see Ross et al. 1977; Wojcieszak/Price 2009),
we posit that this process applies not only to individuals’ judgments of
binary outcomes such as support for or opposition to a policy but to their
perception of mean positions in the general public regarding a specific
policy on a graded scale. More precisely, we expect people to base their
estimate of the population’s average position regarding immigration policy
on their own position. We call this our social projection hypothesis.

2.2 Inference from citizens’ networks

Explaining perceptions through projection employs a psychological per-
spective that incorporates outside influences only through individuals’
cognitive processing of information about experiences of similarity (see
Marks/Miller 1987). This is a rather limited perspective that does make
strong assumptions about the nature and effect of individuals’ social inter-
actions, though. In contrast to these individual-level focused explanations,
a separate line of social-psychological perspectives has highlighted the im-
portance of available information in individuals’ social networks to explain
their perceptions, attitudes, and behavior (see Christen/Gunther 2003;
Huckfeldt/Sprague 1995; Lee et al. 2019; Price/Oshagan 1995; Scheufele
2001; Sumaktoyo et al. 2022; Wojcieszak/Price 2009).
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We subsume this process under the idea of individuals’ cognitive practice
of social sampling (Brown et al. 2022; Galesic et al. 2018, 2012). Social
sampling describes the process of people using cues about the distribution
of attitudes or other characteristics in their social proximity (Brown et al.
2022; Sumaktoyo et al. 2022) to make inferences about the overall distri-
bution in the population if they cannot perceive it directly (Fiedler 1996;
Galesic et al. 2018, 2012). In other words, given the challenge to observe
the distribution of traits in a generalized group, such as the population of a
whole country, people refer to available information about these character-
istics in their social circles to make an educated guess.

This cognitive process is not unlike Noelle-Neumann’s (1974: 44) as-
sumption of individuals use of a “quasi-statistical organ” and their ability
to come up with a “quasi-statistical picture of the distribution of opinions
which the individual gains from his social environment”. While Noelle-
Neumann’s and other scholars’ interest was not focused on testing citizens’
perception formation but primarily their expressive behavior and the even-
tual aggregation of voiced opinions (see Matthes et al. 2018), scholarship
has noted that their metaphors are warranted and that people do infer
opinions in the larger society from distributions in their social circles
(Dawtry et al. 2015; Galesic et al. 2012; Lee et al. 2019; Sumaktoyo et
al. 2022). Most importantly, people base their estimates of public support
for or opposition to different policies on perceived levels of support and
opposition in their social circles, such as among family members, friends,
or acquaintances (see e.g., Wojcieszak/Price 2009).

Overall, it is apparent that social circles provide a resource for citizens
when they make up their minds about distributions in the overall popula-
tion. This is true for all sorts of characteristics, but most importantly also
for political views. Our social sampling hypothesis, therefore, states that
people perceive public opinion to be similar to the opinions in their social
environment. In our case, we expect people’s perception of the average
opinion of German citizens toward immigration to be influenced by the
average positions toward this issue in their social networks.

While scholars have shown that people use their social environment as
a proxy to estimate the aggregate opinion of the population, they have not
made any assumptions about whether it matters which people in their social
environments individuals think about when they engage in social sampling.
For example, Christen and Gunther (2003) investigated the influence of
friends’ views on individuals’ perceptions but did not investigate the same
effect for other types of social ties. Specifically, they only included friends
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as they have been rightly understood to be a particularly common source
for selective exposure (Marks/Miller 1987) while other, potentially less
homogeneous social circles were omitted. In other studies, different rela-
tionships were included but not addressed. For example, Wojcieszak and
Price (2009) included views of family members, friends, and acquaintances
from respondents’ conversation networks but then treated the views in the
different spheres of individuals’ lives as equally important without further
distinction in their theoretical considerations or analysis. However, there
are valid reasons to expect different social ties to have different impacts on
people’s perceptions of public opinion.

Importantly, social ties differ in the information they can provide to
the individual (Granovetter 1973). While interactions with strong ties are
frequent and characterized by high levels of homogeneity (see e.g., Huck-
feldt et al. 2005), people experience most of their cross-cutting exposure
when it comes to social interactions beyond their most intimate social
circles (Eveland et al. 2018; Huckfeldt et al. 2004; Pattie/Johnston 2008).
Consequently, the homogeneous and dense network of strong ties, such
as family members or friends, is expected to provide relatively little new
information when people “sample” from them. In contrast, sampled inter-
actions with weak ties, such as colleagues or neighbors, are more probable
to be heterogeneous and provide a variety of insights into other social
circles and rather dissimilar contexts (Granovetter 1973; Pattie/Johnston
2008). To that end, a handful of weak ties provides the individual with
more information about a wider set of people’s views than an equal number
of strong ties does. If we ascribe to people an awareness of such differences
in informational value, information from weak ties should be more influen-
tial for their perception than information from strong ties. We argue that
people understand that their closest friends and family members are not
representative of the general population but that the broader network of
acquaintances might be seen as a window into society at large.

Given this argument, we propose to qualify our social sampling hypo-
theses about the effects of observed positions in social networks based on
differences in the strength of ties. More precisely, we expect people to value
insights from the perceived views of weak ties more than from strong ties
and place more weight on them when forming their judgments about the
overall population’s opinions than they place on their strong ties.
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2.3 The mitigating effect of exposure to disagreement on social projection

Undoubtedly, the two mechanisms are not mutually exclusive. People may
both apply social projection and use the information available in their
social environments. Thus, we follow previous arguments that both mech-
anisms must be considered in interaction to arrive at a comprehensive
explanation of people’s perceptions of public opinion (Wojcieszak/Price
2009; Wojcieszak/Rojas 2011).

The conditionality of social projection on the information available in
one’s network comes from the level of experienced disagreement. On the
one hand, the perception of divergent views in one’s social sample may
moderate naive assumptions about the true aggregate opinion, as it can
increase the salience of other viewpoints, shift one’s focus of attention, and
demonstrate that one’s conclusions are not necessarily shared by everyone.
Therefore, experiences of disagreement may not only change individuals’
perceptions of the aggregated distribution in the direction of the positions
held in their networks but also mitigate the very cognitive mechanisms that
underlie social projection (Marks/Miller 1987). As Barnidge, Sayre, and Ro-
jas (2015), Christen and Gunther (2003), and Wojcieszak and Price (2009)
demonstrate, observing diversity of views and experiencing disagreement in
everyday political conversations inform individuals’ perceptions of public
opinion in the expected direction as it mutes social projection in favor of
the perceived position of their interlocutors.

On the other hand, people’s social environments are far from being rep-
resentative of the population as a whole and are much more characterized
by a high degree of homophily (Huckfeldt 1983; Huckfeldt et al. 2004;
McPherson et al. 2001; Mutz 2006). If people are situated in homogeneous
networks, sampling social instances to assess a population’s distribution
can be similarly biased as if people applied social projection (Galesic et al.
2012; Lee et al. 2019; Sumaktoyo et al. 2022). In the extreme but relatively
common case of homogeneous social environments, people may not need
to question their projection because they do not encounter information
that contrasts their views. Quite the opposite: reinforcing experiences of
similarity may feed the very cognitive processes that underlie the false
consensus effect (Marks/Miller 1987).

Thus, the strength of social projection should be understood as contin-
gent on peer information if we want to arrive at a more comprehensive
explanation for differences in public opinion perceptions. Specifically, we
expect the relationship between an individual’s own position on immig-
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ration and their public opinion perception to vary depending on their
exposure to dissenting viewpoints in their networks. When people lack ex-
posure to different political views, they may severely overestimate support
for their own position in the general public. Heterogeneous networks, in
contrast, may serve as a ‘reality check’ for people thus leading to less so-
cial projection (Christen/Gunther 2003; Dawtry et al. 2015; Sumaktoyo et
al. 2022; Wojcieszak/Price 2009; Wojcieszak/Rojas 2011). Accordingly, our
mitigation hypothesis states that being exposed to dissenting viewpoints in
their networks lowers the levels of social projection applied by individuals
when they estimate the mean position held in society at large.

3. Data and methods
3.1 Data source

To test our hypotheses, we rely on survey data from the Conversations of
Democracy Project (CoDem). The project, initiated and designed by Riidi-
ger Schmitt-Beck, aims to shed light on the interconnectedness of citizens
through their daily political conversations, and challenges and remedies
for democracy that follow from differences in those interactions. A corres-
pondingly designed face-to-face survey of 1,600 German citizens from the
medium-sized city of Mannheim was conducted in a two-wave panel design
in 2017-2018. The first wave was fielded in the months leading up to the
German Bundestag election in 2017 and respondents were re-approached
for participation in the second wave in January 2018.3

The data provides an excellent opportunity to test the above-presented
explanations for people’s perceptions of public opinion on immigration
in a setting where the issue was highly salient. The data was collected
during an election campaign strongly focused on the issue of immigration.
Additionally, the issue was of particular importance in Mannheim given
public debates surrounding refugee reception centers, the success of the
populist radical right party in previous years, and an overall very high level
of residents with a migration background (Stadt Mannheim, Fachbereich
Arbeit und Soziales 2017).

3 For further details about the project, data, and field work, see Grill et al. (2018).

93

(e |


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748915553
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Simon Ellerbrock, Manuel Neumann

3.2 Dependent variables

We use three different dependent variables in our analyses. First, we explain
differences in individuals’ perceptions of public opinion on the issue of
immigration. Second, we are interested in the change in their perception
of public opinion between the two survey waves. And third, we focus on
deviation from social projection in the form of the absolute difference
between people’s own views and their perceptions of public opinion.

To measure individuals’ perception of public opinion, respondents were
asked to indicate how they think the German population - on average -
stands on the issue of immigration on a scale ranging from 0 to 10, where
0 indicates that the general population is strongly in favor of facilitating
immigration and 10 indicates that the general population is strongly in
favor of restricting immigration into the country. In contrast to common
measures of false consensus perceptions where respondents are asked to
indicate population shares supporting/opposing a policy, this dimensional
scale allows us to measure nuances in differences in public opinion percep-
tions. Going beyond the dichotomy of support and opposition mirrors
more closely the decision formation in consensual democracies that are
based on compromise.

In a second model, to get closer to a causal estimate of the relationship
between someone’s own position and their perceptions of public opinion,
we make use of the panel design of the survey. For this analysis, we are
interested in changes in the perception of public opinion as the dependent
variable. We subtract the public opinion perception in the second survey
wave from that in the first survey wave. Higher values of the resulting
measure indicate that over time a respondent perceived the public opinion
to have shifted in the direction of stronger opposition towards immigration.

Finally, to uncover the effects of projection conditional on dissenting
views in citizens’ immediate networks, we eventually change our dependent
variable to capture respondents’ level of projection, meaning to what extent
individuals’ perception of public opinion aligns with or differs from their
own views. Analogous to their perception of public opinion, respondents
were asked to indicate on a scale from 0-10 how much they favor (0)
or oppose immigration (10). We measure the level of projection as the
absolute difference between an individual’s position on immigration and
their perception of public opinion. Thus, the measure takes on the value 0
if a respondent perceives the German population on average to hold their
own views and increases up to 10 in case a respondent is strongly opposed
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to immigration and perceives the general population to be strongly in favor
of immigration or vice versa. Admittedly, our last dependent variable does
not ideally measure social projection. Respondents who themselves hold
the same position as society at large are assumed to fully project their views
onto the general public. However, it is also possible that those people are
fully aware of the distribution in society and happen to hold those views
themselves. With only one issue to measure public opinion perceptions, we
are unable to account for that. However, less than ten percent of respond-
ents occupy the position closest to our approximation of the ‘true’ public
opinion on the issue and thus we are confident that our results are not
severely biased by this shortcoming (see section 3.5). Future research may
be able to measure public opinion perceptions based on multiple issues to
overcome this problem.

3.3 Independent variables

In the first step of the analysis, the main independent variable is the
respondent’s position on immigration, measured as mentioned above. In
addition to their own views and the perceived public opinion, respondents
stated what they thought their family members’, friends’, or acquaintances’
average position was on the issue of immigration on the same scale ran-
ging from 0 to 10. These items are used to estimate the impact of social
sampling on public opinion perceptions. Lastly, to uncover to what extent
social projection depends on dissenting views in individuals’ networks we
calculate a measure of disagreement between the respondent and each of
their networks. We calculate the absolute difference between an individual’s
position on immigration and the perceived position in their family, among
their friends, and among their acquaintances, respectively. This indicates
the degree to which respondents’ networks signal to them that their own
views are not broadly shared.

3.4 Control variables
We adjust our estimates with a rigorous set of control variables that are
likely to both influence citizen’s views on the issue of immigration and

their perception of public opinion. In all models, we account for differences
in socio-demographic backgrounds. We control for age and gender (taken
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from the register sample, 0 = male, 1 = female). Employment status (0 =
marginal employment or not employed [incl. students, pensioners, and
people in charge of domestic work], 1 = at least part-time employed)
might impact views on immigration given the perceived competition in
the labor market (Hainmiiller/Hiscox 2007), and being employed may lead
to higher exposure to a variety of different people. Conditional on their
education background people vary in their immigration attitudes (Cavaille/
Marshall 2019) and more educated people tend to be more informed about
public opinion (Stoeckel et al. 2021). Thus, we adjust our estimates for
differences in education (0 = not qualified to acquire tertiary education
[no Abitur/Fachhochschulreife], 1 = qualified [Abitur/Fachhochschulreife]).
Lastly, yet importantly, we control for migration background (0 = both
parents born in Germany, 1 = at least one parent born outside of Germany)
given that people with a migration background are likely to hold more
favorable views towards immigration (Becker 2019) and given their poten-
tial exposure to discrimination (Esses 2021) they might perceive the public
opinion as more hostile towards immigration.

In our final model in which social projection serves as the dependent
variable, we expand the set of controls to include variables that are likely
to impact a person’s desire to align their views with the majority views
in the overall population or that provide people with information leading
them to reduce or increase their level of social projection. These controls
can be broadly grouped into three categories: respondents’ relation to the
issue, media consumption, and political and psychological predispositions.
We control for the importance attributed to the issue of immigration (0 =
not important at all, 1 = not so important, 2 = rather important, 3 = very
important) and how certain the respondent is of their own position (0 =
not certain at all, I = not so certain, 2 = rather certain, 3 = very certain). In
addition, we control for issue extremity, which is measured by mid-folding
respondents’ scores on the issue. Given that we use the difference between
respondents’ own positions and their public opinion perceptions as a de-
pendent variable, people at the extremes can by construction of the variable
have higher values on this variable. At the same time, people at the extremes
can have higher values in our measures of network disagreement and might
also have a harder time surrounding themselves with like-minded people
given the distribution of views in society. Controlling for issue extremity
should thus shield us from overestimating the effects of network disagree-
ment.
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Given that many people might form their own opinions about political
issues and their perception of public opinion based on media consumption,
we control for consumption of newspapers, public and private broadcast-
ing, and online news as well as social media use (Barnidge et al. 2015;
Gunther/Christen 2002; Neubaum/Kramer 2017). The variables for public
or private broadcasting and online news consumption take on the value 1
if a respondent reported to consume any of these media channels at least
once a week and zero if they did not. Social media is similarly measured
dichotomously (0 = no social media%, 1 = at least sometimes). We further
control for political interest (0 = not at all, 1 = very little, 2 = moderate, 3
= strong, 4 = very strong), the strength of party identification (0 = none,
1 = very weak, 2 = rather weak, 3 = moderate, 4 = rather strong, 5 = very
strong) and internal political efficacy based on a two-item additive scale®.
To adjust our estimates for differences in psychological predispositions
that might impact people’s need to align their own views with majority
views or vice versa as well as people’s predisposition to thoroughly evaluate
political topics, we control for an individual’s need to belong (additive
scale based on two items’), need for cognition®, and fear of evaluation
(additive scale based on two items; see also Nir 2011)°. Higher values for
the three variables indicate a stronger need to belong, a stronger need for
cognition, and stronger fear of negative evaluation, respectively. To account
for people’s embeddedness in social networks as well as the amount and
variety of political discussions they are likely to have, we also control for
the number of people a respondent has talked to about politics in the six
months preceding the interview (0 = 1-5 persons, 2 = 6-10 persons, 3 = 11-15

4 Respondents who did not know whether they used social media were assumed to not
use social media.

5 Respondents who did not know whether they identified with a particular party were
coded as 0.

6 We use two items that measure respondents’ agreement with the following statements
on a five-point scale: “T am perfectly able to understand and assess important political
questions” and “Politics is so complicated that someone like me does not understand
what is going on” (reverse-coded).

7 These items measure agreement to the following statements: “It would bother me if no
one wanted to be around me” and “One of the worst things that can happen to me is to
be excluded by people I know”.

8 We use a measure of agreement to the following statement: “I find little satisfaction in
thinking deeply about things for hours” (reverse-coded).

9 We add agreement scores on a five-point scale to the two statements: “I worry that I
will say or do the wrong things” and “I worry about what other people think of me”
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persons, 4 = 16-20 persons, 5 = 21-25 persons, 6 = more than 25 persons).
All control variables have been rescaled to range between 0 and 1.1°

3.5 ‘True’ public opinion

To give an approximation of the extent to which individuals’ perceptions of
German public opinion scatter around the ‘true’ public opinion in our visu-
alizations, we also use data from the German Longitudinal Election Study
2017 pre-election survey (GLES 2019), a survey based on a representative
register sample of the German population that was collected at a similar
time as the main dataset we employ here. Using this dataset, we calculated
the mean position on immigration on an identical scale from 0 to 10.1

3.6 Methods

To understand the extent to which citizens use social projection to arrive
at an estimate of public opinion (social projection hypothesis), we apply
multiple regression analyses with respondents’ own positions on immigra-
tion as the independent variable and their perception of the mean opinion
in the German population as the dependent variable. Secondly, we apply
a difference-in-difference design using the panel structure of the survey
data and regress the changes in public opinion perceptions on changes in
individuals’ own positions on the issue of immigration.

Thirdly, we run our regressions while accounting for positions on im-
migration held in the circles of families, friends, and acquaintances to test
our social sampling hypothesis.

In a final step, we test the mitigation hypothesis by switching our de-
pendent variable to measure differences between people’s own views on
immigration and their public opinion perception and regress this measure
on disagreement with family members, friends, and acquaintances to un-
derstand to what extent exposure to dissenting viewpoints might mute the

10 One percent of respondents reported to not have talked about politics at all. These
cases are excluded from the analyses.

11 We used a design and transformation weight that accounts for discrepancies between
the sample and the overall population regarding gender, age, education, regional
population, and East vs. West Germany.
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social projection and correspondingly increase the difference between one’s
own position and their perception of public opinion.

4. Results
4.1 Social projection

We start the analyses with a description of the association between citizens’
own positions on the issue of immigration and their perceptions of the
overall views held by the German population. Although it would be norm-
atively desirable for people to share a common public perception, this is far
from reality.

People’s perceptions of the position on immigration in the general popu-
lation vary widely. Importantly, these differences in what people conceive
of as the mean position on the issue are highly conditional on their own
views. Figure 1 shows the effect of individuals’ own views (displayed in
the separate panels) on the distribution of public opinion perceptions. The
more people favor/oppose immigration, the more they think that the Ger-
man population at large favors/opposes immigration. In other words, the
mean perception of public opinion (vertical dashed lines) steadily changes
with increasing opposition towards immigration on the respondents’ part.
The solid vertical lines show the ‘true’ public opinion calculated based on
a representative sample of German citizens (ibid.). On average people in
Germany are rather opposed to immigration, scoring 5.9 on a scale ranging
from 0 to 10. Yet, people who are strongly in favor of immigration them-
selves perceive public opinion to be at 5.4 (dashed line in panel 1), thus
slightly underestimating opposition to immigration. In contrast, individuals
who strongly oppose immigration (10) severely overestimate to what extent
the overall population shares their views. On average those people perceive
the public to score 8.5 on a scale from 0 to 10. Strikingly, over 50 percent of
them think that - overall - Germans are equally opposed. This is a strong
first indication of our social projection hypothesis that states that people rely
on their own views when making up their minds about the population’s
average opinion.
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Figure I: Public opinion perceptions depending on individuals’ positions on
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Note: Dashed vertical lines display mean public opinion perceptions in each subgroup
(conditional on individuals’ own positions) and solid vertical lines show the ‘true’
public opinion in the German population (ibid.). Higher values indicate stronger
opposition to immigration.

It is unclear, however, whether this relationship persists in a multiple
regression analysis in which we adjust for socio-demographic variables.
The multiple regression confirms that individuals strongly infer the public
opinion from their own views. M1 in Table 1 shows that with every scale
point increase in a respondent’s opposition toward immigration, on aver-
age, they perceive the German public to be 0.36 scale points more opposed
as well. While this also indicates that people do not perfectly project and
probably rely on a variety of sources to infer what the general public thinks,
it still shows that people’s projection can lead to severely distorted and
strongly varying perceptions of public opinion. Figure 2 shows the effect of
differing views held by individuals on their predicted perception of public

100

{o) I


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748915553
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Mirror, Mirror on the Wall

opinion (solid line). Again, the graph shows that people who strongly favor
immigration underestimate the general opposition toward immigration and
people who strongly oppose immigration misperceive the population as
being, on average, more opposed.

Figure 2: Predicted perception of public opinion conditional on individuals’
positions on immigration
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Notes: The solid horizontal line shows the ‘true’ public opinion calculated based on a
representative sample of German citizens. The diagonal dashed line displays a scenario
where citizens solely infer the public opinion from their own position. The grey area
displays a 95 percent confidence interval. Predictions are based on Model Ml in
Table 1.
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This cross-sectional analysis, however, might overestimate the social projec-
tion effect due to unobserved confounding variables.!”> To overcome this
limitation - at least partially - in the next step we apply a difference-in-dif-
ference design. As respondents were invited to participate in the second
panel wave, they were again asked to indicate their own position toward
immigration and their public opinion perception regarding the issue sev-
eral months later, after the German Bundestag election. We calculate the
differences between respondents” perception of the public opinion in wave
1 and wave 2 and regress it on the change in their own position toward
immigration between wave 1 and wave 2 to account for any time-invariant
confounders. M2 in Table 1 confirms our previous findings. As people
change their own views, they project it onto the overall population: a
change of one scale point towards more opposition to immigration is asso-
ciated with a 0.34 increase in the perceived opposition in the German pop-
ulation. Therefore, both in a cross-sectional and in a longitudinal analysis,
we find support for our social projection hypothesis.

12 A second caveat is the direction of the effect, as it has been shown that people
not only project their views onto society at large but people also adapt their stated
opinions to conform with societal norms. This reverse causal relationship has been
termed ‘bandwagon’ or ‘contagion effect’ (Schmitt-Beck 2015). In essence, social
projection and the bandwagon effect are mirror images of one another. However, we
cannot disentangle the relationship from the data we have at hand. Yet, the specific
issue and political as well as regional context we are investigating make it unlikely
for people to be strongly influenced by public opinion. Bandwagon effects are more
likely to occur when citizens are confronted with an issue that they do not have much
information about other than what they know about the stance of society at large
(ibid.: 3). However, we investigate the issue of immigration which was at the forefront
of political discourse prior to the Bundestag election in 2017, when the survey was
fielded (Dostal 2017). In addition, the respondents are likely to have many points of
contact with the issue of immigration, given that they all reside in Mannheim, a city
in which over 40 percent of residents have a migration background and which had
several central refugee reception centers at the time of the survey (Stadt Mannheim,
Fachbereich Arbeit und Soziales 2017). While this is not conclusive evidence of pure
social projection it should make our evidence more indicative of the presence of the
theoretical mechanism we propose.
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Table I: Explaining perceptions of public opinion

M1: Public M2: A Public M3: Public M4: Deviation
opinion opinion opinion from
perception perception perception full projection
Issue (resp.)
Position 0.36 (0.02)*** 0.18 (0.03)*
A Position 0.34 (0.03)***
Issue extremity 0.73 (0.18)***
Issue importance -0.10 (0.22)
Position certainty -0.17 (0.25)
Issue (networks)
Position (family) 0.11 (0.03)***
Position (friends) 0.08 (0.03)*
Position (acquaint.) 0.16 (0.03)***
Disagreement (family) 0.13 (0.04)***
Disagreement (friends) 0.11 (0.04)**
Disagreement (acquaint.) 0.36 (0.04)***
Socio-demographics
Migration background 0.07 (0.10) -0.15 (0.18) 0.08 (0.11) 0.08 (0.12)
Age 0.15 (0.22) -0.36 (0.37) -0.15 (0.23) -0.39 (0.31)
Female 0.21 (0.09)* 0.00 (0.14) 0.22 (0.09)* 0.41 (0.10)***
High education 0.20 (0.09)* -0.10 (0.15) 0.22 (0.10)* 031 (0.11)**
Employment 0.18 (0.10) -0.14 (0.16) 0.18 (0.10) 0.08 (0.11)
Media
Newspaper -0.17 (0.14)
TV (public) 0.17 (0.15)
TV (private) -0.17 (0.10)
Online news 0.19 (0.13)
Social media 0.06 (0.12)
Predispositions
Political interest -0.07 (0.25)
PID strength -0.04 (0.15)
Internal efficacy 0.34 (0.28)
Need to belong 0.18 (0.23)
Need for cognition 0.17 (0.16)
Fear of evaluation -0.12 (0.23)
Network size 0.09 (0.17)
Constant 424 (0.18)**  0.09 (0.28) 3.26 (0.23)** 0.23 (0.40)
R2 0.23 0.12 0.28 0.27
Adj. R2 0.23 0.12 0.27 0.25
Num. obs. 1,480 814 1,274 1,138

Notes: Dependent variables are the perceived public opinion on immigration (MI,
M3), the change in public opinion between survey waves one and two (M2), and
the absolute difference between respondents’ own position on immigration and their
perception of the mean public opinion (M4). M1, M3, and M4 are based on all
respondents with valid information on all included variables in wave 1. M2 is based on

ok

all respondents who participated in both survey waves.
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p < 0.001; “p < 0.01; 'p < 0.05
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4.2 Social sampling to infer public opinion

Thus far, we have shown that people project their own views onto society at
large. Yet, the analyses have neglected the social embeddedness of citizens
and how they might infer not only from themselves but use the socially
provided information as a proxy for public opinion. Therefore, in the next
step, we test to what extent individuals use information available in their
social networks to infer public opinion.

In line with previous research (see Galesic et al. 2018, 2012), respond-
ents also applied social sampling as a mechanism to estimate the position
toward immigration in society at large: based on our regression including
the perceived positions of family members, friends, and acquaintances,
individuals perceive the public opinion to be more opposed to immigration
the more opposed their networks are. This lends support to our social
sampling hypothesis.

Importantly, we observe that the position held among acquaintances ex-
erts the strongest effect on individuals’ public opinion perceptions.”® Figure
3 shows the corresponding effects, displaying that a one-point increase in
the position among family members, friends, or acquaintances is associated
with a perception of increased opposition in the public of 0.11, 0.08, and
0.16, respectively (see M3 in Table 1). The larger network of acquaintances
seems to serve as a particularly useful shortcut that people rely on when
making up their minds about the mean opinion in their country, lending
partial support for our qualification of the social sampling hypothesis.

The presented analyses further indicate that part of what might be re-
ferred to as a social projection bias can be attributed to inference from
social networks. Figure 3 displays the change in the estimated impact
of respondents’ own position once we control for the positions held in
respondents’ networks (top row in Figure 3). If we do not account for the
fact that people connect with similar people (Ellerbrock 2022; Huckfeldt
1983; McPherson et al. 2001), the analyses result in an overestimation of the
social projection effect. However, even when controlling for the positions
held among network members, we still find a statistically and substantively
significant relationship between one’s own position and their perception of
public opinion.

13 It should be noted that the differences between the effects of the position in the
networks of families, friends, and acquaintances fail to reach conventional levels of
statistical significance.
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Figure 3: Network effects on public opinion perception
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Notes: Displayed are unstandardized OLS estimates from regression analyses only
taking individuals’ positions on immigration into account (grey dot) and from a model
taking positions held in individuals’ networks into account (black dots). Dependent
variable: public opinion perception. Horizontal lines display 95 percent confidence
intervals. Effects are based on Model M3 in Table 1.

4.3 Disagreement as a reality check

In the first step of our analysis, we have demonstrated that individuals’
projections can lead to severely distorted and naive imaginations about
the views held by their fellow citizens. Yet citizens do not solely rely on
introspection but infer the public opinion based on their social networks.
While beliefs held in citizens’ networks are more often than not very
similar to their own beliefs, many people are still embedded in networks
that hold views dissimilar from their own (Ellerbrock 2022; Huckfeldt et al.
2004; Minozzi et al. 2020). We finally pose the question of whether people’s
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exposure to these deviant positions leads them to rely less on their own
views when estimating the views held by the population at large.

Figure 4: Deviation from social projection (top) and disagreement with
networks (bottom)
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Note: The upper panel displays the distribution of the absolute differences between
individuals’ positions toward immigration and their perceptions of public opinion to-
ward immigration in Germany. The lower panel shows the absolute difference between
respondents’ position towards immigration and the positions held in their networks of
family (black), friends (dark grey), and acquaintances (light grey).

While in all previous analyses, we estimated the impact on the directional
public opinion perception (public for to public against immigration), we
now change our outcome variable of interest to a measure of the difference
between respondents’ own positions and their public opinion perception.
This measure increases as people perceive public opinion to deviate more
from their own views. Consequently, a value of 0 indicates that a respond-
ent perceives the German population, on average, to be congruent with
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their position on immigration." The upper panel in Figure 4 displays the
distribution of this measure. Around thirty percent of respondents think
that the German population is on average on the exact same position as
they are and over half of all respondents think that the mean public opinion
on immigration only deviates from their own by one scale point or less. On
average, respondents think that their own position deviates from the public
opinion in the country by 1.9 scale points, once again indicating a strong
alignment of individual views and public opinion perceptions.

To measure individuals’ exposure to disagreement through their net-
works, we take the absolute difference between a respondent’s position on
the issue of immigration and the perceived position in the networks of fam-
ily, friends, and acquaintances, respectively. In line with previous research
and our theoretical expectations (e.g., Granovetter 1973; McPherson et al.
2001; Min/Wohn 2020; Morey et al. 2012), the similarity in issue positions
decreases as the intimacy of the relationship decreases. About 47 percent of
people perceive their family, on average, to share their exact position on the
issue of immigration. In contrast, only 36 percent think that their friends
share their exact views and 30 percent perceive their acquaintances to fully
agree with them. Thus, the networks of acquaintances are most likely to put
people in a position where they must question the universality of their own
beliefs.

Our analysis shows that disagreement on the issue of immigration in
any social circle leads people to perceive the public opinion to be more dif-
ferent from their own position, thus replicating previous findings from the
U.S. (Wojcieszak/Price 2009; Wojcieszak/Rojas 2011) and lending support
to our mitigation hypothesis. Importantly, though, exposure to dissenting
viewpoints through acquaintances seems the strongest attenuating factor to
social projection. Not only are encounters with acquaintances most likely to
expose people to divergent viewpoints but when they do, they lead people
to engage in much less social projection. The left panel in Figure 5 shows
how perceiving the respective networks (x-axis) as agreeing (circles) or dis-
agreeing (triangles) affects how much people’s public opinion perceptions
deviate from their own views (y-axis). The right panel shows simulated

14 It should be noted that the degree to which people’s perceptions of public opinion as
well as their networks can deviate from their own views depends on the extremity of
their own position. People occupying the mid-point can only reach scores up to five
while people at the extremes can reach values of up to ten. This is taken into account
in the multiple regression by adjusting the estimates for the extremity of the position
(see also our section on control variables).
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first differences that indicate how much social projection is attenuated de-
pending on the disagreement experienced in the different networks. We
chose a difference of three scale points as a reasonable quantity of interest
for network disagreement because it can be conceived as a substantially rel-
evant divergence in views and is still relatively common to be experienced
by citizens (13, 20, and 27 percent with family, friends, and acquaintances,
respectively).

Figure 5: Effects of network disagreement on reducing social projection
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Low (0)

o
o

Deviation from full social projection

Reduction of social projection (first differences)

full social projection

Family Friends Acquaintances Family Friends Acquaintances

Notes: The left panel displays the predicted difference between respondents’ position
on immigration and their perception of the mean public opinion (y-axis) conditional
on different levels of disagreement (triangles = high; circles = low) with different
networks (x-axis). The dashed horizontal line shows zero difference between respond-
ents’ position and their public opinion perception (full social projection). The right
panel shows the simulated first differences between high and low disagreement in the
different networks (reduction of social projection). Vertical lines display 95 percent
confidence intervals. Predictions are based on Model M4 in Table 1 with all covariates
held at their respective means.

Whether people are exposed to positions different from their own in their

contexts of family or friends impacts their social projection substantially.
For people who experience disagreement with friends or family, the dif-
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ference between their own position and their public opinion perception
is around 0.38 and 0.32 scale points higher compared to people who ex-
perience no disagreement with these networks (see right panel in Figure
5). However, particularly realizing that acquaintances such as neighbors,
colleagues, or generally people one meets on rare occasions do not share
one’s views leads people to reflect on the possibility that their own views
may deviate from the overall population. The reduction of social projection
amounts to over one scale point when people experience disagreement with
their acquaintances. Conversely, this means that people read agreement
within this network as a cue that society at large shares their views. This is
a strong indication that weak ties in particular serve as a window into the
world and as a reality check when people infer public opinion.®

5. Conclusion

Citizens vary strongly in their perceptions of what the population at large
thinks about pressing issues. Extant research has attributed this phenomen-
on to the cognitive processes of social projection (see, e.g., Krueger 2007;
Krueger/Clement 1994; Marks/Miller 1987; Wojcieszak/Price 2009) and
social sampling (see e.g., Brown et al. 2022; Galesic et al. 2018, 2012). In
our study, we tested these explanatory approaches in the context of the
highly salient issue of immigration policy in Germany. Based on uniquely
suited survey data collected in the city of Mannheim containing detailed in-
formation on views held by citizens and their networks about the issue, we
empirically showed that people strongly infer public opinion in the wider
population based on their own views (social projection) as well as the issue
positions in their networks of families, friends, and acquaintances (social
sampling). By combining a measure of social projection with information
on dissenting views in individuals’ networks, we show that social projection
is profoundly attenuated when people realize that their views are not shared
in their networks.

We advanced previous research by making an argument for the distinct
effects of different social ties. We show that information from weak ties

15 It should be noted that a deviation from social projection need not entail that peo-
ple’s perceptions of public opinion become more accurate. For people who occupy
the mean position held in society at large, experiencing disagreement might even lead
to misperceptions. Yet, this study aims to explain how people form their perception
rather than explain accuracy in perceptions.
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seems to be most influential on how individuals perceive overall public
opinion. Not only do people use weak ties as the best proxy for the average
opinion in society at large, but they also conclude more strongly that they
are not aligned with the populations’ aggregated views when confronted
with weak-tie disagreement. Because we cannot test the potential mech-
anisms behind these heterogeneous network effects, our findings should
be viewed as initial results that indicate an important, yet understudied
dimensionality of network effects on public opinion perceptions. Future
studies should take the differences between social ties into account and
elicit the conscious or unconscious heuristics that people rely on when
inferring from these different groups.

There are additional characteristics of this study that merit further in-
vestigation or require replication: we extend previous literature by examin-
ing social projection not in terms of opposition to and support for specific
policies, but in terms of a position on a graded scale between two extreme
positions. This represents more closely the context of consensus orientation
in multi-party systems. We are, to the best of our knowledge, the first to
replicate the mitigation effect through network disagreement outside of
the most commonly studied context of the two-party system in the U.S.
(see Wojcieszak/Price 2009). Yet, we are aware of the very specific context
of our case, given the high salience of the issue of immigration during
the field period of our survey (Dostal 2017). To test the transferability of
our findings, future studies should include public opinion perceptions of
multiple issues that vary in terms of available information on the topic,
salience, and overall distribution of public opinion. This may enable future
research to solve the problem that for people who are solely surrounded
by people who share their views, the effects of social projection and social
sampling cannot be disentangled. With multiple issues, researchers will
increase the likelihood for people to have disagreeing networks on at least
one of them. Also, differences in salience and available information can
help to differentiate social projection from its reverse effects, the bandwag-
on or contagion effect. Unfortunately, with the data at hand these effects
cannot be disentangled.

Our findings once more underline the important role that experiencing
disagreement in one’s social environment plays for citizens political lives,
which has been shown to impact political attitudes (Kim 2015; Mutz 2006;
Pattie/Johnston 2008) and behavior (Bello 2012; Mutz 2006; Nir 2005).
We also highlight that disagreement impacts the cognitive processes that
citizens employ to orient themselves in the world of politics by attenuating
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their naive practice of projecting their own reasoning onto the broader
public (Wojcieszak/Price 2009; Wojcieszak/Rojas 2011). This highlights
once more the challenges that arise when people shy away from a funda-
mental part of a pluralistic system: political disagreement. After all, experi-
ences of disagreement show people that views held in society at large are
not mere mirror images of their own convictions.
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The Social Side of Immunization:
The Influence of Personal Social Networks on COVID-19
Vaccination in Romania

Oana Lup

1. Introduction”

Although the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic are diminishing, its
specter is still haunting us. Its burst and rapid spread in the spring of 2020
took the entire world by surprise. Almost four years later, we are slightly
more comfortably placed to take stock of what we have learned, at least in
terms of preparing better for the future.

There is by now scientific consensus that the vaccination of extensive
shares of the population worldwide was the most effective way to fight the
COVID-19 pandemic - and any pandemic for that matter (Remy et al.
2015) - and to reduce its severe effects (Barouch 2022; Watson et al. 2022;
Zheng et al. 2022). However, significant shares of the population refuse
or hesitate to vaccinate, and scholars are still exploring the factors that
influence the uptake of the vaccine and compliance with containment and
sanitary measures set up for slowing the spread of the pandemic.

While at the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic scholars from medical
fields were the most significant scientific contributors to research concern-
ing the causes and effects of the pandemic, it soon became clear that social
scientists should also lend their expertise to these investigations. People’s
hesitancy or outright refusal to vaccinate were analyzed in media and
communication studies concerned with the effects of disinformation and
increased polarization of opinions (Loomba et al. 2021; Romer et al. 2022;
Jiang et al. 2021; Milani et al. 2020; Facciani et al. 2023), social behavior
studies concerned with the decrease in the public’s trust in authorities,
traditional media channels, and science (Jennings et al. 2021; Viskupic et
al. 2022; Seddig et al. 2022). Distrust in public authorities, media, and
scientific knowledge came to be seen as the root of people’s reluctance to

* Data collection for this article was supported by Lucian Blaga University of Sibiu &
Hasso Plattner Foundation research action LBUS-RRC-2020-01.
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observe the sanitary rules imposed to control the spread of the disease as
well as of their distrust of COVID-19 vaccines and the vaccination process
(Toshkov 2023; Winter et al. 2022).

Research has identified a set of factors associated with people’s decision
to vaccinate, namely socio-demographics, beliefs about the safety of the
vaccines, endorsement of conspiracy theories, media consumption, with a
special focus on social media, trust in public officials, doctors, and science,
and political partisanship (Wang et al. 2021; Troiano/Nardi 2021; Seddig
et al. 2022; Roberts et al. 2022; Jennings et al. 2021; Bertin et al. 2020;
Burke et al. 2021). Some studies also added social norms, understood as
people’s belief that their relevant others would approve of a behavior,
and moral concerns regarding vaccination as an individual contribution
to a public crisis (Xiao/Wong 2020; Winter et al. 2022; Coffie et al. 2022;
Bernados/Ocampo 2022). However, there is still very limited inquiry on the
role played by personal social networks in shaping people’s beliefs about
the pandemic and the vaccines, as well as on their decision to receive or
refuse the vaccine (Konstantinou et al. 2021; Hao/Shao 2022; Facciani et
al. 2023). Yet, we know that people do not take decisions in isolation. On
the contrary, most of our decisions are influenced by who we interact and
speak with in our daily life: family members, friends, and work colleagues.
In times of elevated stress people are even more likely to turn to their peers
to make sense of what happens and what the best course of action is.

This article draws on theories of social networks to analyze the role
played by people’s personal social networks in their decisions to vaccinate
against COVID-19. The study uses data collected in a nationally represent-
ative survey conducted in Romania in the fall of 2021. The contribution of
different types of personal social networks to people’s decisions to vaccin-
ate is evaluated together with other influences evidenced by prior research,
namely socio-demographics and beliefs about the COVID-19 pandemic
and vaccines.

Results show that compared to those embedded in social networks in
which few people received the vaccine, both those living in mixed settings
- with both vaccinated and unvaccinated people — and those completely
surrounded by vaccinated others are significantly more likely to declare
they did receive the vaccine. These relationships remain significant after
controlling for socio-demographics and people’s beliefs on risks and bene-
fits entailed by the COVID-19 vaccines.

118

{o) I


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748915553
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

The Social Side of Immunization

2. Correlates of COVID-19 Vaccination

Attitudes and behaviors regarding vaccination, and especially vaccine hesit-
ancy understood as refusal or delay in its acceptance, have been identified
as a problem in the context of decreasing rates of vaccination worldwide
(Dubé at al. 2014). Correlates of these attitudes and behaviors are grouped
in three categories: 1. Contextual factors, such as religion, influential lead-
ers, or media environments; 2. Individual and group influences, including
risk perceptions on vaccination, trust in health system and health pro-
viders, lack of knowledge and misinformation regarding the vaccine; 3.
Vaccine/vaccination-related issues, such as vaccine reliability and scientific
evidence on its risks and benefits (Dubé et al. 2014).

Studies on attitudes and behaviors regarding COVID-19 vaccines have
followed similar directions of investigation. While those conducted before
COVID-19 vaccination started examined people’s intention to vaccinate,
those conducted after focused on the actual behavior. Vaccine acceptance
and hesitancy became topics of scientific inquiry during the COVID-19
pandemic.

Given the extraordinary conditions surrounding the development of the
COVID-19 vaccines, concerns related to their risks and benefits feature
among the factors most frequently examined in studies of vaccine accept-
ance and hesitancy (Al-Amer et al. 2022; Roberts et al. 2022). Doubts about
the process and the speed of developing COVID-19 vaccines, their useful-
ness and safety appear to be significant correlates of vaccination intentions
(Troiano/Nardi 2021). People who believed that COVID-19 vaccines are
safe, effective, and important were more likely to express their intention to
vaccinate (Callaghan et al. 2021). Self- and family protection considerations
also appear as strong predictors of the intention to vaccinate (Burke et al.
2021; Wang et al. 2021).

The unexpected start of the COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent
disturbances that it created, together with the hasty changes in the measures
adopted by the authorities, culminating in complete lockdowns, created a
fertile ground for the emergence of conspiracy theories about the cause of
the pandemic as well as the purpose of the vaccines. The relatively quick
- by previous standards - development of COVID-19 vaccines and the
uncertainty surrounding their effects added to this (Uscinski et al. 2020).
Belief in conspiracies was found to be among the strongest correlates of
people’s decision (not) to vaccinate (Eberhard/Ling 2021; Bertin et al.
2020; Haakonsen/Furnham 2023). Even before the COVID-19 pandemic,
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concerns have been expressed with regard to the large spread of conspiracy
theories related to vaccination in general and the increase in vaccine hesit-
ancy as a result (Jolley/Douglas 2014; Poland/Jacobson 2011).

Socio-demographics analyzed as correlates of the decision to vaccinate
are age, gender, education, income, employment status, marital status, res-
idence, and religion. Most studies found older people to be more likely
to vaccinate (Al-Amer et al. 2022; although see Guidry et al. 2021), and
this matches the elderly population being prioritized as vaccine receivers
worldwide. Gender differences in vaccination attitudes and behavior are
not consistent across studies, although, in general, most studies found
women less willing to receive the vaccine (Paul et al. 2021; Roberts et al.
2022). Women appear more concerned about the effects of the pandemic
and more compliant with the sanitary rules but, nevertheless, less likely to
opt for vaccination (Galasso et al. 2021). This could be due to the fact that
women are shown to be more risk adverse, on the one hand, and more
concerned with family members’ health and well-being and thus more
inclined to inform themselves on potential risks entailed by vaccination,
on the other (Roberts et al. 2022). Moreover, potential effects of vaccines
on fertility featured among the most widespread concerns surrounding
COVID-19 vaccines (Merrick et al. 2022).

Although higher socio-economic status measured in terms of education-
al attainment and income is associated with an increased willingness to
vaccinate in general (Paul et al. 2021; Roberts et al. 2022), there has been
an increasing trend in health conscious, highly educated, affluent people to
question and refuse vaccination (Makarovs/Achterberg 2017; Berezin/Eads
2016; Larson et al. 2014). Unemployed people are usually more hesitant
about vaccination (Troiano/Nardi 2021), although this depends on their
working intentions. Unemployed people seeking jobs appear more likely
to vaccinate, an action thought to signal their true willingness to find a
job, since many employers stated they would not hire unvaccinated people
(Burke et al. 2021). Living with a partner increases people’s willingness to
vaccinate (Ruiz/Bell 2021); this effect is particularly relevant in the case of
elderly people (Arpino et al. 2023). Rural dwellers are found to be more
hesitant to vaccinate (Gerretsen et al. 2021), and religiosity appears to play a
negative role on COVID-19 vaccination (Callaghan et al. 2021).

Trust is a key predictor of vaccine acceptance/refusal. Higher levels of
general trust (Troiano/Nardi 2021), trust in experts (Callaghan et al. 2021),
trust in science (Seddig et al. 2022), in national health systems (Al-Amer et
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al. 2022; Jennings et al. 2021), and in medical and scientific experts (Kerr et
al. 2020) correlate positively with people’s decision to accept the vaccine.

Vaccines in general and COVID-19 vaccines in particular are heavily
politicized issues (Facciani et al. 2023). Populist parties have endorsed con-
spiracy theories related to the pandemic and the vaccines, thus spreading
distrust in vaccines and vaccination (Kennedy 2019; Eberl et al. 2021). Con-
servative attitudes are in general associated with more negative attitudes
toward vaccination and, in the case of COVID-19 vaccines, conservative
attitudes and support for conservative or populist right-wing parties were
shown to reduce people’s intention to vaccinate (Ruiz/Bell 2021; Roberts et
al. 2022; Paul et al. 2021). Trust in government and information received
from its representatives is also a strong positive correlate of the intention to
vaccinate (Jennings et al. 2021; Lazarus et al. 2021).

Media exerted an influence as the main supplier of information about
the COVID-19 pandemic and vaccines. Some media provided channels
for spreading misinformation or contributed to furthering polarization of
opinions on vaccines. Social media appeared as the main channel for the
circulation of fake news (Al-Amer et al. 2022; Jennings et al. 2021), and
studies showed that vaccinated and unvaccinated people occupy separate
virtual spheres, where media messages distributed differed both in form
and content (Milani et al. 2020). Problematic social media use, i.e. use
of social media similar to behavioral addiction, correlates with anti-vac-
cination attitudes (Roberts et al. 2022), while reduced social media con-
sumption is associated with an increased likelihood to receive the vaccine
(Galanis et al. 2022).

3. Social Influences and COVID-19 Vaccination

Studies of vaccination behavior acknowledge the role played by social influ-
ences, yet personal social networks feature less prominently in the existing
literature. Such neglect is not new; since choices are often discussed in
terms of people’s agency, the role of social contexts in which they are taken
is frequently overlooked. However, people’s attitudes, decisions, and beha-
vior bear an important imprint of the social networks in which individuals
are embedded, the subtle forms of social pressures they exert, the identities
they create or strengthen, and the thoughts they stir in direct discussions
and interactions.
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In studies on vaccination behavior, social influences were most often
considered in the form of subjective norms, understood as perceived social
pressure stemming from close, relevant others to adopt a specific behavior
(Dubé et al. 2013). These studies show that when people think that import-
ant others in their lives see vaccination as a desirable action, they are more
likely to get vaccinated (Coffie et al. 2022). Moreover, subjective norms
appear to mitigate the negative effect of conspiracy beliefs on COVID-19
vaccination decision (Winter et al. 2022). However, not all studies agree on
their power (Seddig et al. 2022; Matute et al. 2022).

Some studies included elements of social support and social capital to
account for social influences in vaccination behavior (Bernados/Ocampo
2022). People who benefit from stronger social support are more likely
to engage in protective behavior and vaccinate against COVID-19 (Jaspal/
Breakwell 2022). Observing rules aimed at decreasing the spread of the
virus was also shown to be a function of high social capital that strengthens
communities and to mitigate free-riding tendencies in the case of collective
problems such as vaccination (Kokubun/Yamakawa 2021). Social capital
is about trust, solidarity, and observance of social norms (Kokubun/Ya-
makawa 2021).

Social support is particularly relevant when provided by one’s family.
A study found that across European countries elderly people’s behavior
and especially the decision to vaccinate is affected by living with a partner
(Arpino et al. 2023). This is consistent with previous studies emphasizing
the relevant role of kin ties, and especially partners, on people’s health
behavior. There is no similar influence in the case of co-residing offspring
(Arpino et al. 2023).

Social contagion theory identifies social networks as major drivers of
people’s attitudes and behaviors. Vaccination studies adopting this per-
spective have shown that belonging to social networks comprised of more
vaccine supporters make people more likely to vaccinate, while being a
member of social networks comprised of more unvaccinated or skeptical
people decreases self- and children vaccination (Facciani et al. 2023; Kon-
stantinou et al. 2021). These findings pertain to various types of vaccines.
Influences exerted by family and friends were found to be stronger than
those exerted by health experts and politicians (Konstantinou et al. 2021).
However, research on COVID-19 vaccination attitudes and vaccine uptake
paid very limited attention to personal social networks as providers of in-
formation and influence (Hao/Shao 2022; Facciani et al. 2023). When their
role is considered, results indicate that people who have higher shares of
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family members and close friends vaccinated are significantly more likely to
be vaccinated themselves. Conversely, larger shares of unvaccinated people
among family members and friends are related to an increased likelihood of
respondents not being vaccinated (Facciani et al. 2023; Hao/Shao 2022).

Less is known though about the way exposure to conflicting views
related to COVID-19 vaccines and divergent behavior regarding vaccine
uptake shape people’s decision to vaccinate. Research on interpersonal talk
indicates that people who are exposed to conflicting views on political
issues appear to become more politically tolerant and knowledgeable, but
also more hesitant in their behavior, taking much longer to reach decisions
and/or to engage in political activities (Schmitt-Beck/Lup 2013). Moreover,
although the principle of homophily governs the way people adhere to vari-
ous social networks and expose themselves to conversations on different
topics such as politics in general (Schmitt-Beck/Lup 2013) or vaccination
(Konstantinou et al. 2021), a certain amount of exposure to diverse and
sometimes divergent opinions cannot be avoided, especially in those con-
texts that do not allow for a complete screening, such as workplaces. The
topics of the pandemic and subsequently the vaccines were largely covered
and widely discussed in people’s close and less close social settings at the
height of the pandemic (Wagner/Reifegerste 2023).

This chapter contributes to research on social influences on the COV-
ID-19 vaccination uptake in two ways. First, it explores the role played by
three different types of personal social networks, namely family members,
friends, and work colleagues, in people’s acceptance/hesitancy to vaccinate
against COVID-19. While previous studies focused on either one type of
network or combined information from various types of networks, I exam-
ine influences exerted by ‘strong ties’ - families and friends — and ‘weak ties’
- work colleagues — on people’s vaccination behavior. Second, I analyze
COVID-19 vaccination behavior as a function of three different composi-
tion patterns of the social networks in which people are embedded, namely
networks in which the majority is vaccinated, about half are vaccinated,
and only a few are vaccinated. In this way, I explore what happens when
people are exposed to diverse and divergent behavior, thus expanding the
insights of Schmitt-Beck and Lup (2013) to vaccination behavior.

The research was conducted in Romania, a country with one of the
lowest rates of COVID-19 vaccination within the European Union. The
vaccination campaign started in Romania on December 27, 2020, shortly
after the vaccines became available. Vaccines were made available to the
population in three stages. The first stage included employees from health
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and social services sectors. They were followed by high-risk categories of
the population, such as elderly people over 65 and people with chronic
illnesses, people with disabilities and those without a shelter, and essential
workers, such as employees from education, food industry, or public ad-
ministration. Eventually, in the last stage, vaccines were made available to
the general population. Although for a short while Romania was at the fore-
front of vaccination in the European Union, the summer and fall of 2021
witnessed a decline in the interest of Romanians to become vaccinated. At
the time of data collection for this study, only 28 per cent of Romanians had
received two doses of vaccines, relative to the mean in the European Union
of 64 per cent, thus making Romania the laggard, together with Bulgaria.

4. Research Design and Data Collection

Data were collected in a nationally representative survey conducted in
Romania between September 16 and October 22, 2021, using CATI-RDD.
The study collected information on respondents’ vaccination status. At
the time of data collection vaccines had been available for the general
population for a few months, so, in theory, anyone who wanted to receive a
vaccine had been able to receive their first dose by then. Three categories of
factors related to vaccination behavior were also collected. These included
socio-demographics, perceptions of vaccine risks and benefits, including a
statement tapping into conspiracy beliefs, and information on vaccination
status in three social networks, namely family members, friends, and work
colleagues.

The dependent variable is self-declared vaccination status. Respondents
were asked whether they had received a COVID-19 vaccine (1=yes).

There are three sets of independent variables. First, socio-demographics
include gender (male=1), age, education (seven-category variable recoded
into three, namely low level < less than high school, medium level = high
school, high level > high school studies), residence (urban=1), employment
status (employed=1), marital status (five-category variable recoded to separ-
ate those who live with a partner=1 from others). Secondly, respondents’
perceptions of COVID-19 vaccines were collected by recording their level of
agreement with four statements about the nature, benefits, and risks associ-
ated with COVID-19 vaccines. The statements were: “COVID-19 vaccines
can cause health problems in the future”; “COVID-19 vaccines protect us
against severe forms of disease”; “COVID-19 vaccines protect those around
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us”; “the SARS-CoV-2 virus and COVID-19 vaccines were created by phar-
maceutical companies for their own profit”. Each statement was rated on
a four-point scale ranging from full agreement to full disagreement. I re-
coded each scale to separate those who fully or rather agree (=1) from those
who fully or rather disagree. Since large numbers of respondents refrained
from giving an answer (by answering “don’t know”), I also constructed
a category to include them. Thirdly, information on vaccination status
in social networks was collected by asking respondents to estimate the
proportion of family members, friends, and work colleagues who received
a COVID-19 vaccine. They could answer (almost) none, a few, about half,
(almost) all. I recoded these variables into ones with three categories, separ-
ating among those who have a few network members vaccinated (includes
almost/none and a few), about half, and (almost) all.

5. Data Analysis and Results

From the total of 1104 respondents 561 (51 per cent) declared they had
received a COVID-19 vaccine and 543 (49 per cent) declared that they had
not. Compared to official figures this is an over-reporting of vaccination.
Over-reports are indicative of a social desirability effect and have been
recorded in other studies dealing with sensitive topics and normative beha-
vior (Brenner 2020), such as self-reports of individual turnout (DeBell et al.
2020) and vaccination (Wolter et al. 2022).

I used a series of logistic regressions to assess the contribution of the
three categories of factors — socio-demographics, beliefs about COVID-19
vaccines, and perceived vaccination status in respondents’ personal social
networks - to people’s decision to vaccinate. Given the slight oversampling
of urban residents the analysis is conducted on a weighted sample. Results
are reported in Table 1.
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Table 1: Likelihood to be vaccinated (Odds-ratios)

Variable name Model 1 Model2 Model3 Model 4
Male 1.27 1517 1.44 87
Education (reference: less than high school)
High school 163 1.36 97 1.17
Grad/post-grad studies 2867 2357 151 1.86
Age 1027 1027 101 1.02"
Urban .87 128 1.00 83
Employed 1.25 148 1.70° -
Partner 74 .80 .70 85
Vaccines create health problems (reference: agree)
Disagree 3557 3007 4.077
Don’t know 193" 170" 1.55
Vaccines protect us (reference: disagree)
Agree 3687 2717 212
Don’t know 67 .60 28
Vaccines protect those around us (reference: disagree)
Agree 3657 2337 202
Don’t know 1.10 1.10 1.87
Vaccines profit companies (reference: agree)
Disagree 169" 141 1.37
Don’t know 142 145 249"
Family members vaccinated (reference: none or few)
Half 2627 3297
(Almost) All 927" 13967
Don’t know 333 5.17
Friends vaccinated (reference: none or few)
Half 173" 1.62
(Almost) All 2767 1.50
Don’t know .65 .56
Work colleagues vaccinated (reference: none or few)
Half 99
(Almost) All 2.85"
Don’t know .60
Pseudo-R* .08 35 A7 51
N 1101 1085 1082 671

p<0.05; ** p<0.01; ***p<0.001

The first model - as a baseline model - estimates vaccination status as a
function of socio-demographics. Results indicate that older people, urban
residents, and those who have higher levels of education are more likely
to declare that they had received the vaccine. Respondents living with a
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partner are less likely to be vaccinated compared to those who live alone.
The explanatory power of the model is quite low (pseudo-R?=.08).

The second model adds respondents’ beliefs on the nature, benefits, and
risks associated with COVID-19 vaccines. Respondents who do not believe
that COVID-19 vaccines can create health problems in the future, those
who agree that COVID-19 vaccines help them against severe forms of the
disease, as well as those who believe that COVID-19 vaccines protect oth-
ers, are more likely to be vaccinated. Those who disagree that COVID-19
vaccines were created to bring profits to pharmaceutical companies are
more likely to be vaccinated compared to those who endorse this belief.
From socio-demographics, only education and age retain a significant ef-
fect. Older, more educated respondents are more likely to be vaccinated.
Gender and employment status become statistically significant in this mod-
el. Men appear more likely to be vaccinated and so do employed people.
The model fit is highly improved with the addition of the set of beliefs on
COVID-19 vaccines (pseudo-R?=.35).

The third model jointly tests influences of socio-demographics, beliefs
regarding COVID-19 vaccines, and vaccination status in social networks.
This analysis includes all respondents, both employed and unemployed,
and, for this reason, only vaccination status among family members and
friends are included as predictors. Three out of four variables recording
respondents’ beliefs on COVID-19 vaccines retain their statistically signific-
ant effect. Respondents who believe that COVID-19 vaccines protect them
and those around them, as well as those who do not think that vaccines
can create health problems in the future, are more likely to be vaccinated.
Social networks appear to have an impact on people’s decision to vaccinate.
Results indicate that compared to networks comprised of mostly unvaccin-
ated family members and friends, those in which at least half of them are
vaccinated exert a significant influence on respondents’ decision to receive
the vaccine (see Figure 1). People who have at least half of their family
members and friends vaccinated are significantly more likely to be vaccin-
ated themselves. Not surprisingly, this model has the highest explanatory
power (pseudo-R?=47).
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Figure I: Vaccinations status as a function of the proportion of family
members and friends vaccinated (all respondents)
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Figure 2: Vaccinations status as a function of the proportion of family
members, friends, and work colleagues vaccinated (only employed
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Finally, model 4 estimates influences exerted by all three types of personal
social networks, namely family members, friends, and work colleagues,
in addition to socio-demographics, and beliefs on vaccines. The model is
estimated only for employed respondents and, therefore, includes a smaller
number of cases. Only two out of the four statements regarding COVID-19
vaccines turn to be statistically significant. Specifically, disagreeing that vac-
cines can create health problems in the future and believing that vaccines
protect those around them is associated with higher odds of respondents
being vaccinated. With respect to networks’” influences, family members
and work colleagues appear to exert significant influences. Compared to
those who are part of families and workplaces in which barely few are
vaccinated, those who have at least half of family members vaccinated, as
well as those who work in places where almost all colleagues are vaccinated
are more likely to have received the vaccine (see Figure 2). From socio-
demographics, age is the only significant variable. Even within the group of
working age people, older respondents are more likely to be vaccinated.

To conclude, personal social networks appear to play a significant role
in people’s decisions to vaccinate, even after controlling for their beliefs
regarding the risks and benefits of vaccination and socio-demographics.
Vaccination status among family members and friends is significantly cor-
related with one’s own vaccination status. Being part of social networks
in which almost all members are vaccinated, highly increases the odds
of respondents reporting they have received the vaccine. Even when only
half of network members are vaccinated, respondents are more likely to be
vaccinated.

Vaccinated work colleagues also appear to influence respondents’ self-
vaccination, but only in those cases where they represent the majority.
Together with the finding that employed people are more likely to be
vaccinated this illustrates the importance of vaccination policies adopted by
employers.

6. Conclusions and Discussion

This study contributes to the research on decisions to vaccinate against
COVID-19 by focusing on the role played by different types of social net-
works to which people belong. There is limited scholarship on influences
exerted by personal social networks on vaccination, in general (Konstantin-
ou et al. 2021), and on COVID-19 vaccination, in particular (Hao/Shao
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2022). My research examined first, whether close and weak social ties exert
similar influence, and secondly, the role played by mixed social settings,
i.e. networks that include an equal number of vaccinated and unvaccinated
peers.

Results indicate that all types of social networks, weak and strong, are
relevant predictors of people’s decision to vaccinate. Those who are sur-
rounded by at least half family members and friends who are vaccinated
are more likely to report being vaccinated. Compared to social settings in
which few family members and friends are vaccinated, mixed networks of
strong ties tilt one’s decision in the direction of vaccination. Workplaces
also appear to be influential social contexts for COVID-19 vaccination.
When a majority of work colleagues received a COVID-19 vaccine, people
are also more likely to be vaccinated, and employed people, in general, are
more likely to be vaccinated.

These findings highlight the importance of using insights from social
networks studies in the research of vaccination behavior, a phenomenon
that has been predominantly studied from the perspective of individuals
as the main loci of decision making. A review of the role played by com-
munication within personal social networks in people’s political attitudes
and behavior showed that both the structure and the content of social
networks matter (Schmitt-Beck/Lup 2013). I used these insights to explore
the influence exerted by strong and weak social ties in people’s decision to
vaccinate, as well as the effects of exposure to divergent choices regarding
vaccination in networks comprised of strong and weak ties.

Future studies should explore more features of social networks in re-
search concerned with social phenomena such as vaccination behavior,
considering also the role played by communication within these networks.
Socio-centric networks should be also considered in addition to ego-centric
ones in examining vaccination related decision making and behavior.
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How Race Affects Simply Having versus Actually Choosing:
Cross-Race Political Discussion Partners

William P. Eveland, Jr., Osei Appiah, Jacob A. Long, Steven B. Kleinman

1. Introduction

The political discussion and deliberation literature focuses on exposure to
difference as an important criterion for democratically valuable political
talk (e.g., Huckfeldt et al. 2004; Mutz 2006; Schmitt-Beck/Lup 2013). Ex-
posure to difference in political talk (or the lack thereof) also has been a
key variable in recent studies of political polarization (Amsalem et al. 2022;
Hutchens et al. 2019; Song/Boomgaarden 2017) and the use of social media
platforms such as Facebook (Heatherly et al. 2017; Kubin/von Sikorski
2021). The criteria for “difference” on which the vast majority of these
studies have centered are party identification, political ideology, candidate
choice, or general political opinions (Eveland/Hively 2009; Huckfeldt et al.
2004; Klofstad et al. 2013). Conspicuously absent in much of the work on
exposure to political difference is the criterion of race (for an exception see
Eveland/Appiah 2021). This is surprising given decades of research in the
U.S. that has highlighted the segregation of Whites from Blacks in various
forms of social relationships (see Smith et al. 2014), and the fact that race
is a relevant factor for many political topics, including but not limited
to immigration, affirmative action, health care, crime, drugs, and police
treatment of minorities.

Some U.S. studies of exposure to political difference in discussion net-
works have incorporated exposure to racial difference, but only as one
component of a larger measure of “network heterogeneity” that combines
it with many other political and demographic factors (e.g., Brundidge 2010;
Kim et al. 2013; Scheufele et al. 2004). As recently argued (Hutchens et
al. 2018), such embedding means those studies have been unable to speak
directly and independently to the implications of exposure to racial differ-
ence, which may be correlated with but also may operate differently from
other forms of exposure to politically-relevant difference. Furthermore, the
implications of various forms of difference may be interdependent and
yet asymmetrical. When a White Republican encounters a Black person,
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odds are that person is simultaneously encountering racial and partisan
difference since few Blacks identify as Republicans. By contrast, if a White
Democrat interacts with a Black person, they are likely to share partisan-
ship even though they are encountering difference based on race. In short,
these two aspects of political talk - across racial lines and across partisan
lines — may relate to one another in complex ways given that partisanship is
not equally distributed across races.

Only a few studies have focused specifically upon political talk about and
across race (e.g., Appiah et al. 2022; Eveland/Appiah 2021; Mendelberg/
Oleske 2000; Walsh 2007), and even fewer have focused on political talk by
ethnic and racial minorities (for one exception, see Carlson et al. 2020). Re-
cent evidence suggests that political talk across racial lines is considerably
less frequent than political talk across partisan lines among Whites, but the
reverse is true among Blacks (Eveland/Appiah 2021). Unfortunately, absent
atypically large data sets or designs with Black oversamples, few studies
have sufficient statistical power to fully understand the nature of political
networks and selection among Blacks, so our understanding of Black polit-
ical networks and Blacks’ preference regarding interracial interaction about
politics is limited (Carlson et al. 2020).

Following a similar approach to other recent work on partisan-based
selection (e.g., Shafranek 2021), the present study seeks to isolate the choice
dimensions of selecting a cross-race discussion partner. What if the op-
portunity presented itself to have a political discussion with a cross-race
discussion partner who, although different with regards to race, shared a
variety of other relevant political or social characteristics? Would more
cross-race political interaction be possible if such an environment existed?
If so, this may suggest that people are willing to have cross-race political
conversations, and so these relatively rare interactions may be driven more
by a person’s access to various types of difference than their willingness to
choose a discussion partner of a different race. This notion is supported by
recent evidence that, when given a choice, Whites are willing — in fact more
so than Blacks - to select news information about racial outgroups (Appiah
et al. 2013) and find it easier to listen to others in cross-race political inter-
actions (Eveland et al. 2020). Additionally, desire for cross-race political
discussions may be expanding given that recent findings suggest Blacks
and Whites have a growing interest in seeking out information about one
another via the media (Appiah 2018) and have more racial outgroup mem-
bers in their political conversation networks than traditional methods seem
to suggest (Eveland et al. 2018). This begs the question, what factors impact
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an individual’s decision to select a political discussion partner of a different
race?

To begin to answer these questions, we report results from a quasi-exper-
imental study, using a large U.S. national sample with a Black oversample.
In addition to reporting on their existing cross-race political interactions,
respondents were led to believe that as part of the study they would be
engaging in an online political conversation with one other person - a
stranger. This is a form of political talk that is largely neglected but can
be important for democracy (see Schmitt-Beck/Schnaudt 2023). We offered
photos of eight individuals as options, counterbalanced by race, gender,
and (as best we could) partisanship.! This allowed respondents to express
their preference to talk with some individuals and not others. We find that
Blacks are more likely to have cross-race discussants in their real-world
networks, but Whites are more likely to be willing to and even prefer to
have cross-race discussants, at least in this online experimental setting.

2. Propinquity and Homophily in Cross-Race Interactions

Research in sociology on cross-race friendships among children and ad-
olescents, and cross-race confidants among adults, consistently finds that
U.S. Blacks and Whites interact in largely separate worlds (e.g., Echols/
Graham 2013; Hofstra et al. 2017; Quillian/Campbell 2003; Wimmer/Lewis
2010), with “the vast majority of ties within race” (Smith et al. 2014: 440).
This coincides with findings that cross-race political discussions are relat-
ively rare, at least compared to those that cross party lines (Eveland et
al. 2018), the latter of which is the focus of most political communication
research.

There are multiple potential reasons for observed similarity — regardless
of the characteristic in question - in social and political interaction. As
Huckfeldt and Sprague (1995) point out in the context of talk across lines of
political difference (148-149):

Members of political majorities and members of political minorities
choose discussion partners subject to dramatically different sets of op-

1 The images were initially identified through online searches and came from a variety
of public websites. Fifty photos were pilot tested with undergraduates which allowed
us to identify photos varying in race and gender for which respondents collectively
agreed with the researchers’ a priori partisan assessment (Kleinman/Eveland, 2014).
More detail is provided in the Method section.

139

(e |


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748915553
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

William P. Eveland, Jr., Osei Appiah, Jacob A. Long, Steven B. Kleinman

portunities and constraints, but a focus on individual control ignores
these environmental contingencies. Second, a failure to isolate choice
from supply in the formation of a politically agreeable discussion net-
work results in a failure to examine the contribution of each and, per-
haps more important, a failure to examine the manner in which choice
responds to supply in the flow of political information.

It would be useful to expand upon these ideas while considering cross-race
political talk. First, “propinquity” - essentially, the availability of people
with a given characteristic in the accessible environment — can affect expos-
ure to difference. If you do not live near, work or go to school with, have
friends who are friends with, or otherwise encounter people from a differ-
ent race, finding people of a different race with whom to talk about politics
will be exceedingly difficult. The flip side of the coin is that if people with
a particular characteristic are plentiful in your environment, it will be far
easier to select among them to find an ideal - that is, otherwise appealing
aside from that one characteristic — partner for political discussion.

Several factors drive propinquity. The first is simple base rates of given
characteristics — or, people with those characteristics — in the population.
Quillian and Campbell (2013) point out that aggregate cross-race friend-
ships will be maximized when the racial groups are of equal size. It is
harder to interact, all else equal, with people who have rare characteristics
than with people who have common characteristics. This is particularly
consequential when we consider interactions between Blacks and Whites.
Blacks are a small minority of the US. population, and Whites remain
a majority.? As Blau (1977) argues, this uneven distribution discourages
aggregate exposure to difference, but operates more strongly for Whites
than Blacks because Blacks on average have more access to Whites than
Whites do to Blacks given Whites’ wider availability in the population.
Thus, we expect that, when considering existing political discussion network
structures that in part reflect the effects of propinquity, Whites will be less
likely to have cross-race discussants than Blacks.

Propinquity also is driven by uneven spatial distributions of a given
characteristic, regardless of its overall size in a larger population. As Smith
and colleagues (2014: 435) note, “demographic sorting along residential, oc-

2 In 2022, it was estimated that 13.6 percent of the U.S. population identifies as solely
Black (vs. multi-racial) vs. 75.8 percent identifying as solely White (vs. multi-racial),
according to the U.S. Census. https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/US/PST04
5222.
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cupational, and associational lines creates strong barriers to out-group ties
and will affect the rate of homophily in a population” Considerable evid-
ence exists that racial segregation remains a significant factor in the U.S.
(Charles 2003; Enos 2017). Not only is there segregation across neighbor-
hoods within a given city, but Blacks are proportionately over-represented
in urban areas and under-represented in rural areas (with some exceptions
in the South as a legacy of slavery). All of these factors amplify the general
U.S. population disparity between Blacks and Whites, and thus decrease the
odds of cross-race interactions overall.

Note that such structural features of the environment can affect exposure
to difference absent any preference or desire of a given individual to avoid
difference or seek out similarity. Although some use the term “homophily”
to describe the simple state of similarity (in friendships, discussion, etc.),
others have argued that this term should be reserved for the process of seek-
ing out or choosing similarity, and to contrast it with propinquity or avail-
ability as a process. Wimmer and Lewis (2010: 595), for instance, note that
“distinguishing the effects of availability from homophily has now become
mainstream research practice,” although Kossinets and Watts (2009) cau-
tion that “in the absence of dynamic data, structure-versus-agency debates
can be difficult to adjudicate” (438) This is a particular problem in the
study of political discussion networks, which typically employs cross-sec-
tional national survey methods that cannot easily distinguish propinquity
from homophily (or other “choice”) mechanisms. This is especially true of
the common name generator approaches to tapping discussion networks, as
these methods tend to capture political talk among those structurally closest
to respondents, and so those who are also most likely to be similar on a
variety of dimensions.

An added challenge exists when characteristics of interest are not ran-
domly distributed (at whatever rate) in the population, but instead their
appearance is correlated with the presence of other traits. If those other,
correlated traits could also be a characteristic on which people would seek
homophily, it can be a challenge to distinguish the target characteristic of
the homophily-seeking actions. And, “through such correlations between
various attributes (termed ‘parameter consolidation’ by Blau), different
types of homophilies can reinforce each other and produce a cumulative,
more marked ingroup preference within each category” (Wimmer/Lewis
2010, 592; see also Blau 1977)

In the U.S., Blacks and Whites differ significantly not only in their polit-
ical viewpoints (Pew Research Center 2016), but even in their perceptions
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of the broader social reality (Gilberstadt 2020). Moreover, changes in the
orientations of the two major parties in the U.S. since the 1960s have
led the vast majority of Blacks to eschew the Republican party in favor
of the Democratic party or political independence (Pew Research Center
2018). Therefore, whereas Whites are roughly evenly distributed across the
two major political parties, Blacks are concentrated in the Democratic
party. This is a prime example of the notion of parameter consolidation.
Seeking homophily on partisanship - a topic the political communication
literature has focused upon - is likely to amplify any tendency toward
seeking homophily on race, and similarly seeking homophily on race is
likely to amplify tendencies toward seeking homophily on partisanship, at
least among Blacks.

This pairing of race and partisanship also brings us back to the concept
of propinquity and a rarely considered dilemma for those interested in
studying exposure to difference in political discussion networks (although
see Hutchens et al. 2018). Whites can engage across partisan lines of differ-
ence while quite easily maintaining racial similarity, but the vast majority
of Blacks must also cross racial lines in order to talk with someone from
a different political party because there are very few Black Republicans
(Eveland/Appiah 2021). More relevant to our current question, however,
in order to cross racial lines (White) Republicans will also typically have
to cross partisan lines. Therefore, the problem of finding a “suitable” —
otherwise appealing due to similarity on other criteria such as partisanship
— cross-race alter for White Republicans is compounded by the rarity of
Blacks who share their partisan identification. Thus, we would expect that,
given propinquity mechanisms and a preference for partisan homophily,
White Republicans will have a lower likelihood of cross-race political dis-
cussion partners in their existing political discussion networks than White
Democrats. However, it is not clear whether the same prediction would
apply when the option of talking to a same-party but cross-race political
discussant was presented to them.

Based on analysis of Facebook data from students at a particular uni-
versity, Wimmer and Lewis (2010) demonstrated that “racial homophily
(and most of the other attribute-based preferences mentioned above) are
dwarfed by the consequences of propinquity mechanisms” (627). Others
have highlighted a similarly important role for propinquity in cross-race
relationships in the U.S. and beyond (e.g., Echols/Graham 2013; Hofstra
et al. 2017). Smith and colleagues (2014) found that demographic changes
(i.e., increased population diversity, and therefore increased propinquity)
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between 1985 and 2004 in the U.S. led to a modest overall increase in expos-
ure to racial difference in confidant discussion networks — that is, those
defined by “important matters” name generators. But there was no evidence
in that study of a reduction in homophily over time relative to chance
contact. These findings lead us to conclude that both propinquity and
homophily (or choice) play important roles in the creation of cross-race
political interactions.

Constraints on cross-race political discussion - availability, and the amp-
lification of racial difference with partisan difference in some cases due to
parameter consolidation - cannot be easily solved in the real world, and
we expect that they play an important role in the amount of cross-race
political talk that occurs (or does not occur) in the larger population. But
we focus here on an important question: What role does choice play in the
population figures of cross-race discussion we have described? Goodreau
and colleagues (2009: 122) argue that “experimental data are required to
observe the preferences that guide friendship choice; there, preferences
may be revealed by design” Shafranek (2021) reported significant effects
of both race and partisanship in undergraduate students’ roommate prefer-
ences when those and other traits were randomized to allow independence
in an experimental design. Given this, our study was designed to mitigate
issues of propinquity in the formation of political discussion networks so
that we could examine the factors that drive choice of same- or opposite-
race discussion partners. If we could largely put aside the propinquity con-
straints on cross-race political talk, would more people engage in cross-race
political talk? And, what factors might influence the decision to choose a
cross-race political discussant if one could find a suitable individual who
shared other relevant traits such as sex and partisanship, while still varying
on race?

3. Individual-level Factors Producing Homophily

Recall that homophily is a desire for similarity above and beyond what is
produced by availability in the form of propinquity. Although there may be
a general tendency toward seeking racial homophily, it is also likely that
there are individual differences in seeking it out. For instance, tendencies
toward racial homophily — above and beyond propinquity - may actually
vary by race.
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Rogers and Bhowmik (1970: 531) argue that “Given that members of a
dyad cannot be homophilous on all variables, they should be homophilous
on as many as are relevant to the situation.” Clearly for a political discus-
sion, political preferences are relevant to the situation, and this is why most
prior research has focused on those as criteria for homophily. However,
race may also be an important, and independent, homophily criterion.
According to distinctiveness theory, racial identity is often central to the
concept of self among Blacks because, as a numeric minority, race is a key
characteristic that makes them stand out (see McGuire et al. 1978; Phinney
1992). This suggests that for Blacks race would be a salient characteristic
for selection, regardless of topic of discussion - but perhaps particularly
for political discussions given the racial divides in U.S. politics. By contrast,
historically most Whites do not necessarily think of themselves as distinctly
part of a specific ethnic group and have weak ethnic identity (Phinney
1992), although this may be changing. This should lead Whites to be less
likely to use race for discussant selection purposes than Blacks.

Wimmer and Lewis (2010) found that Whites had the lowest level, and
Blacks the highest level, of racial homophily in their Facebook networks
once propinquity was controlled. This finding is consistent with research
on core networks by Smith and colleagues (2014). Wimmer and Lewis
(2010: 622) “speculate that those ethnic or racial categories that were or
are associated with high levels of discrimination are those that seem to
have developed a high degree of internal solidarity, as expressed in high
degrees of homophily” Trawalter and Richeson (2008: 1215) also reason
that “racial minorities’ concerns about being the target of prejudice may
trigger anxiety” In an effort to avoid potential racism and therefore to
preserve their dignity, self-respect, and psychological well-being, Blacks
may try to avoid political talk with Whites when possible.

Quillian and Campbell (2013) offer an additional explanation that relates
propinquity to homophily. They suggest that in order to maintain at least
some same-race discussants — something that all groups may strive to
do - selection must be more actively engaged in among numeric (and
thus racial) minorities than majorities due to propinquity decreasing the
chance of same-race alters among minority members.> This could explain
the findings of greater racial selectivity or homophily (once accounting for

3 It is important to note that in highly racially segregated areas, for instance those with
high concentrations of ethnic or racial minorities, finding same race discussants would
be a simple matter. The key is defining the boundaries of the population about which
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propinquity or chance) among Blacks. But, the flip side of this argument
would be that members of the majority (Whites in the larger population)
must put forth more active effort to select for heterophily to counteract
propinquity and produce a network with at least some exposure to racial
difference. Therefore, we expect that, when propinquity is removed as a
factor by design, Blacks will exhibit lower preferences for cross-race political
discussion partners than will Whites.

4. Method

During the summer of 2015, U.S. adult participants were recruited from an
online panel by the company Qualtrics. Qualtrics utilizes an invitation-only
panel recruitment method to obtain quota-based samples. In addition to
the general sample, we had Qualtrics add a Black oversample to be in a
better position to estimate the political discussant choices of Blacks. After
the oversample was included, we removed multi-racial respondents — that
is, those who did not report being either exclusively Black or White. This
left us with a total sample size of 798, with an average age of 48.1 (SD
= 16.1), ranging from 18 to 87 years old. The sample was divided roughly
equally by race (56 percent White, 44 percent Black) and sex (50 percent
male, 50 percent female). Partisanship was biased toward Democrats (62
percent) compared to Republicans (32 percent) or “neither” (6 percent),
based largely on the atypically (but intentionally) large number of Blacks in
our sample.*

Participants completed a 20-minute online survey. Upon reaching the
survey page participants were told (emphasis added):

This study involves two components. First, you will complete a question-
naire that will ask you about with whom and how often you talk about
various subjects, which includes being asked to judge and evaluate a
series of photographs of potential discussion partners in the second part
of the study. After you upload a photo of yourself to symbolize you to
your discussion partner, the second part of the study will be to engage in a
ten-minute online discussion.

inferences of majority and minority status are drawn. For many people, the community
of residence may not coincide with the location of schools, shopping or work.

4 In rough equivalence to U.S. population figures, in our study Whites were 46 percent
Democrat and 49 percent Republican, whereas Blacks were 83 percent Democrat and
only 10 percent Republican.
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This italicized component described above was not actually part of the
study, but rather was a deception necessary to lead respondents to believe
that their survey responses regarding willingness to talk politics with a
stranger would be expected to have real world implications and thus lead to
more accurate and honest responses.

At the start of the survey, participants were presented with eight photo-
graphs in a 4 (column) x 2 (row) matrix.’ Six of these eight photographs
were selected from a larger pool of photos employed in a pilot study (see
Kleinman/Eveland 2014); the remaining two were based on a new, smaller
set curated by the researchers to represent Black Republicans. Specifically,
an implied® White female Democrat (WFD), a Black female Democrat
(BFD), a White female Republican (WFR), a Black female Republican
(BFR), a White male Democrat (WMD), a Black male Democrat (BMD),
a White male Republican (WMR), and a Black male Republican (BMR)
were included.” This distribution of photographs was designed to induce
orthogonality relative to sex, race, and partisanship, which in the real world
are correlated as described in the notion of parameter consolidation. It
was also meant to equalize the availability of alters with a wide variety
of characteristics to account for propinquity. Had we relied on “typical”
traits, selection on the basis of female sex would also imply selection on
Democratic partisanship. The same would be true for selection on the basis
of Black race. For instance, in the real world, random selection of eight
individuals would produce only one Black person, and that person would
very likely be a Democrat, requiring any choice to talk to a Black person
also requiring discussion with a Democrat. In the present design, we sacri-
ficed typicality across photographs in order to roughly balance the presence
of sex, race, and partisanship “cues” across photographs. This permitted
respondents to maintain similarity in the sex and (implied) partisanship of
their discussants while simultaneously choosing a discussant of a different
race — something not always possible in the real world.

To be clear, we do not know for sure the partisanship or identities of the
individuals in these photographs, as they were procured anonymously from

5 Verbal descriptions of each photograph are presented in the notes of Appendix Table 1.

6 Based on “artifacts” such as clothing (business suit vs. tie-died shirt, uniforms), hair
styles, photograph settings (office vs. farm field, presence of American flag) and other
even more subjective characteristics that align with partisan stereotypes in the U.S.

7 The WER photo was not rated for partisanship in the pilot study due to a programming
error. In that pilot test a majority (significantly different from chance in all but one case
— the BMD) perceived these photos as we had intended in terms of partisanship.
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an online search engine. Instead, visual cues conveyed via dress and other
contextual cues were sometimes used to counteract basic demographic
cues in the photographs. This would permit, for instance, a Black male to
be perceived as a Republican without using a blatant caption stating the
person was a Republican.

All photos were of equal size, with the placement of photographs within
the matrix randomized. Respondents were given the following instructions:

The individuals below will be participating in today’s study of ONE-ON-
ONE online discussion about politics. We want to know which of the
following individuals you would be willing to talk to about politics today.
Please check the box to the left of each individual with whom you would
be willing to have a discussion.

Roughly one-third of respondents selected only a single discussant, and
17.3 percent selected all eight (M = 3.40, SD = 2.57). Immediately following
these choices, a new screen was presented that said:

Among those individuals with whom you agreed to talk about politics,
with which person would you most want to have your online discussion?
Please click the picture of the ONE individual with whom you most want
to have your discussion with...

Responses to these questions were used to construct three of our four
key dependent variables. Based on the respondent’s self-reported race (lim-
ited to Whites and Blacks), we first determined whether a respondent
selected any opposite-race discussant (out of four opposite-race options)
as someone they would be willing to talk to about politics, coded one
if yes (66 percent), and otherwise zero. Next, we counted the number of
opposite-race discussants, which could range from zero to four (M = 1.51, SD
= 1.48). Finally, we assessed if respondents had preferred an opposite-race
discussant, coded 1 if the preferred discussant was of a different race than
the respondent (37 percent).

We view these related, but somewhat different, outcome measures as a
sort of continuum of choice. Selecting at least one opposite race discussion
partner among four choices is the first step across the threshold of having
a cross-race discussion partner; it suggests an openness to racial difference,
but that is all. The number (potentially more than one) reflects the next
step in the continuum, as it necessarily increases the likelihood (in the
present case) of encountering difference. Finally, actually preferring an op-
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posite-race discussion partner over all of the available same-race discussion
partners is the final step in the continuum.

Appendix Table 1 presents the partisanship perceptions from respond-
ents in this study, divided by respondent race. Overall, our goal of present-
ing two opposite-race apparent co-partisans to respondents among the
eight photos was a success. To evaluate this in the aggregate (since our out-
come measures are aggregate rather than photo-specific, and based only on
opposite-race photos), for Black respondents we counted the number out of
four White photos they perceived as matching their own partisanship. For
White respondents, we counted the number out of four Black photos they
perceived as matching their own partisanship. On average, respondents
perceived 1.90 (SD = 1.19) opposite-race co-partisans, which is very close to
our study design goal of 2.00 out of four (i.e., providing half same- and half
opposite-partisanship discussants among the opposite race).

However, as Appendix Table 1 reveals in detail on a photo-by-photo
basis, there were some inconsistencies in respondent perceptions of photos
relative to our intentions. It was particularly difficult for Black respondents
to perceive a (middle-aged) White male — even one dressed in a tie-dyed
shirt and bike helmet - as a Democrat (only 50.6 percent did). And, it
was hard for White respondents to perceive a Black woman - even one
dressed in military garb in front of an American flag — as a Republican
(only 50.7 percent did). On the other hand, agreement with our intended
communication of partisanship for both Blacks and Whites was 64 percent
when averaged across the four opposite-race photos they evaluated. This is
within the range of accuracy of interpersonal network members across a
number of studies analyzed by Eveland and colleagues (2019).

Nonetheless, there was some racial imbalance in perceptions, such that
Blacks perceived on average fewer opposite-race co-partisans (M = 1.56, SD
= 1.18) than did Whites (M = 2.15, SD = 1.13). These values are significantly
different from one another, and from our target goal of the value 2.00 (all p
<.01). On the other hand, 85 percent of respondents perceived at least one
co-partisan among the opposite-race photos (78 percent Black respondents
and 91 percent White respondents), so most respondents had the ability
to choose (or prefer) at least one opposite-race discussant with whom
they perceived partisan agreement. Nonetheless, the racial disparities in the
number of perceived co-partisans, opposite-race photos could affect our
test of respondent race as a predictor because Whites on average perceived
a greater number of co-partisan options. Therefore, we added the number
of perceived opposite-race co-partisans among the photos as a control
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variable in each of the models testing the effects of respondent race in
selecting photos as discussants.

We also measured a number of political variables relevant to discussant
selection. First, and to some degree associated with the concept of propin-
quity, Wimmer and Lewis (2010; see also Goodreau et al. 2009) argue that
research on homophily must first take into account “the degree of sociality,
which can be measured using the size of the personal networks.” (591) More
social individuals - in the present case, defined as those who have larger
political discussion networks — are also likely to have greater exposure to
racial (Echols/Graham 2013) and political difference, at least in terms of
the presence of difference if not the proportion of difference (e.g., Eveland
et al. 2018; Mutz 2006). Interestingly, there is some evidence that Blacks
have smaller overall social or political networks than Whites (Carlson et
al. 2020; Eveland/Appiah 2021; Wimmer/Lewis 2010), and so at minimum
network size should be controlled for so that it does not confound racial
differences in exposure to cross-race discussants. The respondent’s overall
political network size (M = 4.77, SD = 10.81) was measured by asking:

Next, we'd like to ask you a series of questions about your political
conversations. When we say political conversations, we mean talk online
(email, discussion forums, social media), via phone, or face-to-face about
elections, politicians and candidates, and the performance of local, state,
and national government. To begin, how many different people did you
talk about politics with during the past month?

For analysis, because of the high skewness in this variable, we followed
common practice and adjusted the measure (e.g., see Gil de Zuniga/Valen-
zuela 2011), in this case by using the square root of network size (M = 1.76,
SD =1.30).

Building on the work of Jiirgen Habermas, Rojas (2008) identifies “un-
derstanding” and “strategy” orientations toward conversation. He notes that
“someone who talks about politics with an orientation toward reaching
understanding - that is, taking into account the point of view of others
in conversation and trying to integrate them into a common definition of
situations — will grasp the complexity of social issues ... and finally will
see the potential to work with others...” (Rojas 2008: 459) Eveland and
colleagues (Eveland et al. 2020) have empirically connected this concept to
the idea of “listening” in the context of race and political talk. Rojas’ second
dimension, a strategic orientation (which focuses on persuasion and argu-
mentation) might lead individuals to avoid cross-race discussants because
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it would likely lead to more contentious interactions. Here we employed a
modified version of Rojas’ (2008) conversation orientation measure to tap
understanding orientation with four items (M = 3.82, SD = 0.64; o = .72)
and strategic orientation with three items (M = 2.99, SD = 0.89, a. = .62).

We also asked respondents, “Have you had any discussions about politics
with any [Black/White] people in the past month?” with Whites being
asked about Blacks, and Blacks being asked about Whites. We used these
questions to calculate a summary measure of the respondent (regardless of
race) having an opposite-race alter in his/her political discussion network
(39 percent did), which is a dependent variable in some of our analyses and
an independent variable in others.

Finally, political interest may decrease the likelihood of selecting a cross-
race discussant. Although political interest and political network size are
positively correlated (Eveland et al. 2013), individuals who are more inter-
ested are more likely to make the effort to engage in politically-oriented
selectivity (Iyengar/Kahn 2009; Shafranek 2021). And, politically-interested
individuals may better realize the likely political conflicts that could come
with cross-race political discussion. Of course, it is also possible that polit-
ical interest could drive a desire to have a larger political network generally
and be exposed to political difference (Schmitt-Beck/Schnaudt 2023); this
could translate to some openness to racial difference. Political interest (in
“government and politics”) was measured on a scale from 1to 3 (M = 2.45,
SD = 0.59).

Our plan for analysis is as follows. Our first set of expectations (and ana-
lyses) relate to existing political discussion networks for which propinquity
is in operation. We expect that Blacks will be more likely to have exposure
to racial difference in their networks than Whites. We also expect that
network size and understanding orientations will be positively related to
exposure to racial difference, whereas political interest and strategic orient-
ations will be negatively related to exposure to racial difference. When we
move next to the choice of discussion partners based on the eight photos,
we expect the same results except that Blacks would be less likely than
Whites to select cross-race discussants.
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5. Results

5.1 Existing Network Exposure to Cross-Race Discussants (Propinquity in
Operation)

An initial bivariate analysis demonstrated that, as expected based on the
impact of propinquity in social network formation, Whites (31.6 percent)
were significantly less likely (32 = 22.536, df = 1, p < .05) to have an opposite
race discussant in their real-world political discussion network than were
Blacks (48.1 percent). Table I reveals that this finding was robust to a series
of additional control variables. Moreover, older respondents and women
also were less likely to have opposite-race political discussants than young-
er and male respondents. Education and political interest, however, were
unrelated to having a cross-race political discussant. As expected, those
with larger political discussion networks and higher levels of understanding
orientation also were more likely to have cross-race discussants in their
real-world political discussion networks.

Table I: Logit Model Predicting Having an Opposite-Race Discussant

(Actual Network)

Exp(B) B SE
Intercept 0.15* -1.91 0.78
Race (White) 0.39* -0.94 0.18
Age 0.97* -0.03 0.01
Education 1.09 0.09 0.10
Sex (female) 0.53* -0.64 0.18
Political interest 1.12 0.11 0.17
\/Political network size 3.08* 1.12 0.12
Understanding orientation 1.35* 0.30 0.15
Strategic orientation 0.98 -0.02 0.10
N =797

* = p <.05, two-tailed #=p < .10, two-tailed
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5.2 Selection of Discussant for Purported Discussion Study (Propinquity
Controlled by Design)

Table 2 presents the results of the logit model predicting the presence of
at least one opposite-race alter among the choices of acceptable political
discussion partners.® The model reveals, first of all, that the basic control
of total number of acceptable alters is a significant predictor. The more
acceptable alters a respondent selects overall, the more likely s/he is to
consider at least one opposite-race alter to be acceptable. The conceptually-
equivalent general tendency in the real-world network - political network
size — was also a significant positive predictor of choosing at least one
opposite-race alter in the study. It is also true that the more opposite-race
co-partisans the respondent perceives, the more likely s/he is to consider
at least one of them an acceptable discussant. The only other significant
predictor was race; Whites were more likely than Blacks to consider at least
one opposite-race alter as acceptable.

Table 2: Logit Model Predicting Having Any Opposite-Race Alter (Potential

Network)

Exp(B) B SE
Intercept 0.13* -2.03 0.93
# of “yes” answers 3.37* 1.22 0.11
Perceived # of co-partisans 1.21* 0.19 0.09
Race (White) 5.92* 1.78 0.25
Age 1.00 0.00 0.01
Education 0.81# -0.21 0.12
Sex (female) 0.75 -0.28 0.22
Political interest 0.85 -0.17 0.20
y/Political network size 1.32% 0.28 0.12
Has opposite-race discussant 1.15 0.14 0.26
Understanding orientation 0.71# -0.34 0.19
Strategic orientation 1.18 0.16 0.13
N =748

* = p <.05, two-tailed # = p < .10, two-tailed

8 Appendix Figures 1 and 2 present descriptive statistics on the selection of each particu-
lar photo by respondent race.
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Table 3 examines the predictors of the number of opposite-race alters con-
sidered acceptable by respondents, using a negative binomial generalized
linear model. Here again, the structural control - this time the number of
same-race alters considered acceptable discussants — was a significant posit-
ive predictor of the number of opposite-race alters considered acceptable.’
And, the perceived number of opposite-race co-partisans also positively
predicted the number of opposite race alters chosen. Even after these
controls, once again Whites were willing to talk to a larger number of
opposite-race discussants than Blacks. The estimated marginal means after
all controls were applied reveal that Whites averaged 1.60 acceptable oppos-
ite-race discussants whereas Blacks averaged 0.83 acceptable opposite-race
discussants.

Table 3: Negative Binomial GLM Predicting Number of Opposite-Race Al-
ters (Potential Network)

Exp(B) B SE
Intercept 0.28% -1.28 0.45
# of same-race alters 1.46* 0.38 0.04
Perceived # of co-partisans 1.12* 0.12 0.04
Race (White) 1.93% 0.66 0.11
Age 1.00 0.00 0.00
Education 0.97 -0.03 0.05
Sex (female) 1.00 0.00 0.10
Political interest 1.08 0.08 0.10
y/Political network size 1.08 0.07 0.04
Has opposite-race discussant 1.15 0.14 0.12
Understanding orientation 0.99 -0.01 0.09
Strategic orientation 0.99 -0.01 0.06

N =748

* = p < .05, two-tailed #=p < .10, two-tailed

9 The in-study controls (i.e., total number of alters selected, number of same-race alters
selected, and number of opposite-race alters selected) shift from analysis to analysis
as the dependent variables shift in order to maintain a similar logic of structural
availability as the conceptual control.
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Table 4: Logit Model Predicting Preference for an Opposite-Race Alter (Po-

tential Network)
Exp(B) B SE

Intercept 0.17* -1.76 0.79
# of opposite-race alters 1.55* 0.44 0.06
Perceived # of co-partisans 1.15# 0.14 0.08
Race (White) 7.08* 1.96 0.21
Age 1.00 0.00 0.01
Education 0.83# -0.19 0.10
Sex (female) 0.60* -0.51 0.19
Political interest 0.71# -0.34 0.17
y/Political network size 1.15# 0.14 0.08
Has opposite-race discussant 0.97 -0.03 0.21
Understanding orientation 1.13 0.12 0.16
Strategic orientation 0.99 -0.01 0.11
N =748

* = p <.05, two-tailed # = p < .10, two-tailed

Table 4 presents the predictors of preferring an opposite-race discussion
partner using a logit regression model. This model largely replicates the pri-
or two. The structural control - the number of opposite-race alters chosen
(the dependent variable of the model in Table 3), was a significant positive
predictor. The more opposite-race alters a respondent was open to talking
politics with, the more likely s/he was to prefer an opposite-race alter as
the top discussant choice. The perceived number of opposite-race co-par-
tisans was at best weakly related (p < .10) to preferring an opposite race
discussant. In this model, females were less likely to prefer an opposite-race
alter than males, and those with less political interest, less education, and
larger political network sizes were more likely (at p < .10) to prefer an
opposite-race alter. However, race was the most powerful predictor in this
outcome, with Whites more likely than Blacks to prefer an opposite-race
alter as a political discussant over a same-race alter. Interestingly, supple-
mentary analyses demonstrate that there is no difference between White
Democrats and White Republicans on any of the outcomes above, either
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on having Black discussants in the real world or being willing to, selecting
more, or preferring a Black discussant in the study context.!?

6. Discussion

The purpose of this study was to better understand the factors that influ-
ence the likelihood of cross-race political discussion. Little work has con-
sidered talk about politics across racial divides, despite the heavy emphasis
in the literature on cross-party political talk, the strong correlation between
race and political viewpoints and perceptions, and the related evidence that
Blacks and Whites are limited in other types of cross-race interactions such
as friendships. Our study employed a Black oversample so that we had
sufficient power to estimate and compare Black and White networks and
choices. The study was designed to permit a disentanglement of structural
(propinquity) and choice (homophily) factors in having cross-race political
discussants. As a baseline, we also examined data on actual exposure to a
cross-race political discussant in the presence of propinquity mechanisms.

Our results largely comport with expectations derived mostly from the
literature on homophily in networks. As expected, based on the propin-
quity mechanism that drives much of network construction, self-reports
of having a cross-race discussant within their political discussion networks
revealed that Whites are considerably less likely to talk politics with a
Black person than Blacks are to talk politics with a White person. Due to
their proportions in the population, Blacks encounter more Whites than
Whites encounter Blacks, and this availability alone should increase the
likelihood that Blacks have White political discussion partners. Also as
expected, respondents who had larger political discussion networks and
those who subscribed to an “understanding” orientation toward political
discussion (akin to a tendency to be a good listener) were more likely to
have cross-race discussants. But, counter to our expectations, White Repub-
licans were no less likely to have real world Black discussants than were
White Democrats, despite the fact that White Republicans would have far
less in common politically with most Blacks than would White Democrats.
This perhaps surprising finding is actually consistent with recent national
survey data (Eveland/Appiah 2021).

10 Contact the first author for details of these analyses.
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Moving on to respondent indications of willingness and preference for
particular purported discussants as part of the study, we see that once
propinquity is controlled by design (as well as using a perceptual measure
of available number of opposite-race co-partisans), some findings shift con-
siderably while others remain the same. Under the guise of having a brief
online political discussion, study participants were given the opportunity to
select possible discussion partners from a number of photos featuring equal
numbers of Blacks and Whites, and males and females, with each pairing
(e.g., two Black males, two White females) possessing visual cues suggestive
of variation in partisanship. Whites were significantly more likely to indic-
ate willingness to talk to at least one cross-race discussant, express a will-
ingness to talk with a significantly larger number of cross-race discussants,
and were significantly more likely to prefer a cross-race over same-race
discussant than were Blacks. Although various measures of network size
continued to show up as significant predictors of selecting a cross-race
discussant in many models, respondent race was a strong predictor across
the three dependent measures in the discussant selection part of the study.
Yet again, additional analyses suggested that White partisanship played no
role in willingness or preference to talk to a Black person about politics.

Our key findings hold despite accounting for propinquity by design - by
offering respondents multiple and equal cross-race opportunities combined
with variation in and rough balance of partisanship - and controlling
for perceptions of propinquity to account for inconsistencies in partisan
perceptions by our respondents. Figure 1 provides some tangible context
for the racial differences across the three dichotomous outcomes and allows
us to think about homophily relative to what could reflect random choice
through actual heterophily.

In our sample about half of Blacks have at least one White political
discussant in their network, and three-quarters are willing to talk to at least
one of the four White options we provided, although only 13 percent of
Blacks ultimately preferred one of those White discussants over one of the
four Black discussants. Thus, among Blacks, the choice findings suggest
homophily to one degree or another. By comparison, only about a quarter
of Whites have a Black political discussant in their network. However,
nearly all (94 percent) were willing to talk to at least one of the four Black
discussants we offered, and roughly half actually preferred one of the four
Black discussants to any of the White discussant options. The latter two
findings, although optimistic from the perspective of seeing value in expos-
ure to difference, still seem closer to random choice rather than heterophily.
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For instance, with 52 percent of Whites preferring a Black discussant when
they could choose between four Whites and four Blacks, amounts to the
result of a coin toss rather than any strong tendency toward heterophily.
But the absence of homophily in the presence of choice is encouraging.

Figure I: Estimated marginal means of having and choosing opposite-race
political discussants.
100%
94%

90%

80%
74%

70%

60%

50% >2%

50%

40%

30% 28%

20%
13%

10%

0%

% having an opposite race political % willing to talk to an opposite race % preferring an opposite race
discussant discussant discussant

DOBlack respondents @ White respondents

Note: Values are derived from the analyses reported in Tables 1, 2, and 4. Differences
between Blacks and Whites are statistically significant in all cases.

Although our data cannot answer the “why” question, there are a number
of theoretical explanations that can help interpret these findings. First, in
the U.S. Blacks live in a “real” world in which they are numeric minorities.
Unlike Whites, the social structure effectively forces Blacks to experience
racial difference on a day-to-day basis. Indeed, half of our Black respond-
ents reported already having at least one White political discussion partner
in their real-world network. But being pushed into cross-race discussions
is not the same as preferring them or seeking them out. Nonetheless, most
Blacks in our study were willing to talk politics with at least one of the
White options provided.
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Being a numeric minority also increases the salience of race (McGuire
et al. 1978), making it more likely that Blacks would engage in race-based
selection processes — even in news articles (Appiah et al. 2013) - than
Whites, for whom race is less salient. Moreover, Blacks have suffered -
initially from slavery, and since that time from prejudice, racism, and
discrimination — at the hands of the White majority. This past personal
exposure and knowledge of historical exposure may lead Blacks to be more
likely to assess new conversation experiences with White discussion part-
ners as potentially threatening and harmful - especially if conversations
may verge into race-related topics. It is likely that Blacks do not want
to experience the emotional pain, and the shifting of blame Whites are
likely to direct at them during racially sensitive conversations. Blacks still
experience what have been termed “racial micro-aggressions” on a regular
basis. Micro-aggressions are often subtle digs that occur during interac-
tions that cumulatively take a toll on Blacks via stress and psychological
affliction, and cause them to be particularly sensitive to further attacks, a
phenomenon labeled ethnocultural allodynia (Comas-Diaz/Jacobsen 2001).
In an effort to avoid potential racism, preserve their dignity, self-respect,
and psychological well-being, Blacks may avoid sensitive interactions such
as political discussions with Whites when they can. Indeed, after our data
collection Reni Eddo-Lodge (2017) published the book Why I'm No Longer
Talking to White People About Race, and her sentiment has been repeated
in other public commentary since then. This desire to avoid cross-race
interactions may be true even if Blacks perceive shared co-partisanship
because they may still believe co-partisan Whites may not be sensitive or
open with race-related aspects of political conversations.

Rather than wonder why so few Blacks preferred to talk about politics
with an opposite-race alter, we instead can ask why roughly half of Whites
did. This may be a reflection of simple random selection; a coin toss
as the driver of selection in our choice study would have produced this
finding. But, if one assumes homophily would otherwise be in operation
in discussant selection, there may have been forces driving homophily
down among Whites. One possibility is that Whites may have seen this
study as a “safe” opportunity to talk to someone who was racially different
from them, something that they may not have many other opportunities
to do. Dys-Steenbergen, Wright, and Aron (2016) refer to the concept of
self-expansion, which may be what is driving some of Whites” willingness to
have a Black discussion partner. A largely anonymous, brief, and online dis-
cussion with a stranger of a different race might have been viewed as a rare
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chance to talk to and learn without fear of lasting relational repercussions if
things went poorly.

Our findings also fit in with the concept of cultural voyeurism (Appiah
2018), which notes that recent changes may have increased the interest
in and desire for understanding and interaction across racial boundaries.
Events in the U.S. since we gathered our data reveal a potentially growing
openness among at least some Whites to listen to, engage, and support
Blacks in the political domain. Some polling suggests significant changes in
recent years (Cohn/Quealy 2020) that our data may have captured early on.
Whites might be more cautious and less likely to have a political conversa-
tion with a Black neighbor, co-worker, or family member, for fear that what
they said would be offensive and harm a long-standing relationship beyond
repair. But, if a random stranger in an online space was hurt by something
the White person said, they may see this as having little real import.

These explanations are both race-specific, and race-centric. Other re-
search has suggested that greater homophily-seeking tendencies may be
less a function of particular characteristics of racial subgroups than of the
structural position of those groups relative to overall population size. Any
group in a relatively small numerical minority may engage in greater effort
to seek out interactions and friendships with others like them because,
absent that effort, they might experience too many “difference” interactions
by chance alone. One study, for instance, found that when White students
were a small minority in their schools, they actually demonstrated greater
homophily seeking than did Blacks when Blacks were in a similarly-sized
minority (Goodreau et al. 2009). When their group was roughly half the
student population, however, Whites and Blacks had roughly equal tenden-
cies toward selecting same race friends. Given these competing theoretical
accounts, and the limitations of our data, future research may need to pay
closer attention to the particular social contexts in which Blacks and Whites
live - their neighborhoods, jobs, and associations - to fully account for
their preferences for same- or cross-race political discussants.

Another question that arises relates to the lack of partisan differentiation,
among Whites, in both actual exposure and willingness to be exposed
to Blacks in the context of political conversation. If there is no partisan
difference in cross-race exposure, why are White Democrat and Republican
viewpoints on race and racial progress so different (e.g., Pew Research
Center 2019)? Wouldn't intergroup contact theory (Allport 1954) suggest
this exposure would in some way equalize racial viewpoints across the
political parties? We suspect the answer here is partly related to the nature
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of actual interactions that take place compared to their simple presence. Do
the interactions meet the expectations of contact theory, particularly with
regards to being around common goals and intergroup cooperation? Given
the prevalence of Black Democrats (compared to Black Republicans) in the
real world, we suspect the requisite characteristics of interactions would be
more likely among White Democrats than White Republicans, suggesting
that only those White Democrats would accrue the positive outcomes pre-
dicted by intergroup contact theory. This would of course align with more
pro-Black racial attitudes among Democrats than Republicans.

7. Limitations and Future Directions

Despite this study’s strengths, there are also a number of weaknesses. A
key weakness is that, like other studies with similar goals in studying social
selection choices (e.g., Huber/Malhotra 2017; Shafranek 2021), we did not
employ a probability sample, nor one formally representative of the U.S.
adult public. Given the intentional over-representation of Blacks in our
study, it is possible that some predictors of exposure to racial difference
(e.g., network size, sex) may be different from a general population survey
if the influence of those predictors varies by race. On the other hand, part
of this non-representativeness was also a strength. Had we not incorporated
a Black oversample, we (like many others) would have had insufficient
statistical precision to compare Blacks and Whites and to describe the
political discussion networks of Blacks. Nonetheless, a better approach
would have been to add a Black oversample to a representative national
survey. In a recent representative national sample with an additional Black
oversample (Eveland/Appiah 2021), we also found that those with larger
discussion networks and Blacks were more likely to have opposite-race
discussants in their political discussant networks, whereas partisanship was
not a significant predictor. This offers some confidence that the findings of
the present study, because of our sample, are not particularly anomalous
regarding the predictors of having an opposite-race discussant in one’s
political discussion network.

A second limitation is our inability to ensure that all of our eight pho-
tographs were equivalent on the myriad factors that might affect people
choosing them as political discussion partners. Perceptual accuracy can
vary due to individual differences across perceivers (see Eveland/Hutchens
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2013), and it would seem exceedingly difficult to identify photographs (of
real people) who would vary on the three key traits here (race, partisan-
ship, and gender) while at the same time not varying on multiple other
perceptual factors that might influence discussant choice.! The only way
to vary race, gender, and (presumed) partisan affiliation in a study such
as this based on photographs would have been to digitally alter the same
photographs to imply difference in race (by changing features such as skin
tone and possibly hair), sex (perhaps by changing hair or facial features),
and partisanship (by altering clothing or other artifacts). Nonetheless, this
would also have required a switch to a between-subjects design since such
subtle alterations of the same photographs to capture racial, sex, and partis-
an variation would be obvious if those photographs were shown together in
a setting in which subjects had to choose among them.

Although text-based descriptions used in prior research on roommate
or dating partner selection produce cleaner stimuli without these problems
(Huber/Malhotra 2017; Shafranek 2021), and we have gained valuable in-
sights from such studies, they are less generalizable to real world face-to-
face interactions with strangers as studied by others (e.g., Schmitt-Beck/
Schnaudt 2023). In such settings most people do not wear their partisan-
ship and political viewpoints explicitly on their sleeves, and real-world per-
ceptions of partisanship or candidate preference are not always particularly
accurate, even among those already part of an individual’s social network
(Eveland et al. 2019). In the spirit of triangulation of methods, all of which
have drawbacks and limitations, we chose a different route. That is, we
sought greater realism by having respondents “perceive” the partisanship
of the alters because this is what - in most real-world stranger interaction
settings — people must do. People are not explicitly told the gender and
race of someone; rather, they “see” it in social media profile pictures, or
in face-to-face interactions at a bus stop or a social gathering. And, prior
research (e.g., Rule/Ambady 2010) has shown that people infer partisanship
(rightly or wrongly) based on things like gender, age, or other visual charac-

11 Indeed, our study provides evidence (see Appendix Table 1) that Blacks and Whites
differed significantly in their partisan perceptions of seven of eight identical pho-
tographs. On the other hand, significant racial differences in perceptions of friendli-
ness (2 of 8), open-mindedness (3 of 8), intelligence (1 of 8), and morality (I of 8) of
those same photographs were far less common. Moreover, all photos averaged above
the midpoint for all of the traits other than partisanship among both Blacks and
Whites with only one exception: the WMR, who averaged below the midpoint for
both Blacks and Whites on the trait of open-mindedness (see Appendix Table 2).
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teristics. We “see” these things before we decide to talk to someone, and
use them as criteria to decide whether or not to talk to them. Rather than
potentially highlight the salience of the explicitly communicated traits as we
might have done in a study using stimuli other than photographs, in our
approach partisanship (and race, and gender) was entirely implicit prior
to the supposed “selection” of political discussion partners. That is, we did
not signal to respondents what factors they should or should not consider;
they could use whatever was available to them implicitly (which could
go far beyond race, gender, and partisanship), or even choose randomly.
Designs using text-based descriptions have different (and complimentary)
advantages and disadvantages. Of course, additional research employing
alternative strategies can help to ensure that the particular photos, and our
particular design in this study, did not produce atypical results.

A third limitation is possible social desirability bias in responding, either
across the board or specifically among the White respondents. Several
factors are likely to mitigate this, however. First, online surveys such as
the sort we used are less likely than other survey administration modes to
produce socially desirable responses (Kreuter et al. 2008) because (a) there
is no interaction with another human to signal disapproval, even subtly,
and (b) the survey was anonymous. Moreover, balancing race, gender,
and (roughly) partisanship among the potential discussants in a repeated
measures design permitted respondents to choose as many or as few dis-
cussants as they would like. And, since we did not signal with any explicit
textual references that certain categories of people were salient for selection
(as might have happened if we had explicitly provided textual references
to race, gender, and partisanship for respondents to use in making their
selection), such social desirability should be reduced. We also employed a
deception that suggested that reports of discussant preference would have
real world implications — respondents would have a conversation with one
of the people they considered acceptable discussants — which would add
a real cost to providing an untrue but socially desirable response. Finally,
if White respondents offered socially desirable responses to the potential
discussant questions, it would stand to reason that they also would have
engaged in the same socially desirable behavior in reporting whether or not
they had real world cross-race discussion partners (i.e., the classic “sure, I
have a Black friend”). This is particularly true given that they would know
there was no cost to lying about their real-world network since we could
not confirm this report. But, the findings of racial difference were opposite
for real world and study-based discussion, with Blacks more likely to have
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opposite race discussants than Whites but Whites more likely to prefer an
opposite race discussant than Blacks. All of these suggest that our findings
are at least not entirely the result of socially desirable responding among
Whites.

A fourth limitation is the relatively limited political controls that we
employed. Although we accounted for political network size and interest,
other political variables may be related to race and the willingness to engage
in what might be seen as “dangerous” political discussions. For instance,
research (e.g., Merolla et al. 2013) suggests that Blacks have lower internal
political efficacy than Whites, and such efficacy (or the political knowledge
that underpins it) may bolster one’s willingness to talk politics (although
not necessarily other topics) across racial lines. Future research should ex-
pand these sorts of controls, and also consider them as possible mediators.

A final limitation of this study is that we cannot be sure if the results hold
in the current U.S. political climate or in non-U.S. settings. Our data were
gathered in 2015, at a time of heightened racial salience in the U.S., as the
nascent “Black Lives Matter” movement was drawing attention to racism
and heightening inter-racial conflict. Since then, the campaign, election,
and presidency of Donald Trump continued to stoke racial animus. Today,
there is a former Black Democratic Senator serving as Vice President and
a Black U.S. Senator running for the Republican nomination for president.
On the other hand, the racial diversity in the coalition supporting protests
(Scott 2020) following the death of yet another Black man - George Floyd
- at the hands of the police in spring 2020, and increasing congruency
between perceptions of many White and Black Americans about matters
of race (Cohn/Quealy 2020), may have shifted the dynamics reported
here. And of course, our study does not address other racial or ethnic
differences; future research should examine other comparisons such as
White non-Hispanic vs. Hispanic interactions, where the partisan diversity
among Hispanics is much greater than among Black Americans.

Moreover, we should consider the implications of these findings for
other countries that do not have the historical and modern racial dynamics
present in the U.S. Might our findings apply as well in Western Europe with
regard to recent or longer-standing immigrants from Africa or the Middle
East? Could these findings apply with regard to religious background of
Christians vs. Jews or Muslims? How might these comparisons play out in
multi-party settings rather than the two-party U.S. system? Only additional
research in many different contexts can demonstrate if our findings hold,
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are amplified, or even reversed in different social milieus or in other na-
tional or political contexts.
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Change My View:
Do Moral Appeals Facilitate Compromise?!

Patrick W. Kraft?

1. The Moral Foundations of Political (Dis-)Agreement

Recent years have witnessed a resurgence in partisan polarization in the
United States and beyond. Although this trend has been far from universal
across countries (Gidron et al. 2020; Boxell et al. 2022; Garzia et al. 2023),
the observed levels of polarization are often similar to the American context
(Reiljan 2020) and generally associated with lower levels of satisfaction
with democracy (Wagner 2021). Polarized citizens hold more diverging
policy views, are more ideologically extreme, and exhibit stronger negative
affect towards out-partisans (Hetherington 2001; Abramowitz/Saunders
2008; Iyengar et al. 2012; Mason 2015; Huddy et al. 2015; Iyengar/West-
wood 2015). A growing literature in moral psychology attributes this divide
(at least partially) to fundamental differences in moral frameworks that
guide liberal and conservative thinking (e.g., Haidt 2012; Graham et al.
2013). A recent analysis by Garrett and Bankert (2018), for example, finds
that individual tendencies to moralize politics exacerbates affective polar-
ization between Democrats and Republicans, which ultimately results in
greater social distance and hostility towards out-partisans. More generally,
moral conviction as an attribute of attitude strength has wide-ranging be-
havioral consequences (Skitka et al. 2005; Skitka/Morgan 2014), including
diminishing people’s willingness to compromise in the realm of politics
(Ryan 2014, 2017).

1 Previous versions of this chapter have been presented at the Social Justice Lab (NYU),
the Nam Lab (Stony Brook University), and the APSA Annual Meeting. I thank Jen-
nifer Jerit, John Jost, Yanna Krupnikov, Hannah Nam, Michael Peress, Arthur Spirling,
and all seminar participants for helpful comments. The code to reproduce all statistical
analyses is available on GitHub: https://github.com/pwkraft/cmv.

2 Ramén y Cajal Fellow; Juan March Institute and Department of Social Sciences,
Carlos III University of Madrid, Spain. Email: patrickwilli.kraft@uc3m.es; ORCID iD:
0000-0003-0123-221X.
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Do these findings imply that morality in politics is always bound to foster
disagreements and hostility between opposing views? A growing strand of
research building on Moral Foundations Theory pioneered by Haidt (2007)
and colleagues suggests otherwise. According to this view, disagreements
about morality are rooted in the underlying intuitions that form people’s
moral frameworks (Haidt 2012). For instance, differential emphasis on ba-
sic moral dimensions predicts attitudes on culturally divisive issues such as
abortion, the death penalty, or same-sex marriage (Koleva et al. 2012). More
importantly, however, speaking the same “moral language” can overcome
ideological divides. Indeed, political arguments can persuade individuals
holding opposing views to the extent that they are emphasizing common
moral ground (e.g., Day et al. 2014; Feinberg/Willer 2015). Moral frames
that rely on this logic, for instance, are effective in convincing conservatives
to embrace environmental protection policies and sustainable behavior
(Kidwell et al. 2013; Feinberg/Willer 2013).

However, few studies examined the persuasiveness of congruent moral
appeals beyond the context of simple framing experiments; they mostly
focus on the effect of isolated messages without giving participants real
opportunities to respond or engage in a dialogue. Political discourse is
more complex and it is therefore unclear whether previous findings directly
translate into more dynamic environments. Accordingly, the suggested po-
tential of moral arguments to help overcoming disagreements — for example
in the context of political discussions - is largely assumed as a potential
implication and has not been subjected to a direct empirical test. Political
discussions serve as an important source of information (Huckfeldt et al.
1995; Schmitt-Beck/Grill 2020) that allows citizens to make vote choices
that are consistent with their underlying preferences (Kraft/Schmitt-Beck
2013; Schmitt-Beck/Kraft 2014). Discussions can also increase engagement
and tolerance of opposing views (Mutz 2002). Furthermore, Druckman
and Nelson (2003) demonstrate that elite framing effects — often viewed
as a potential source of polarization - can be mitigated by discussions
in heterogeneous groups. Other research shows that such conversations
can overcome polarization and partisanship (Klar 2014). Notwithstanding,
most research on deliberation pays little attention to the actual discussion
contents (see Barabas 2004; Karpowitz et al. 2012; Mendelberg et al. 2014
for notable exceptions). As a result, we know very little about the role
of moral arguments as a potential moderator of discussion effects, which—
depending on the perspective in moral psychology—might hurt or harm
the potential for compromise.
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The present study fills this gap by analyzing the content of more than
10,000 conversations on the active Reddit community /r/ChangeMyView?
(CMV). Discussions on CMV - which are anonymous but at the same time
successful in maintaining civil discourse — provide an ideal environment to
explore correlates of argument persuasiveness across a wide array of topics.
For the analyses presented here, I rely on a dataset of matched argument
pairs extracted from CMV by Tan et al. (2016), who focused on the role
of linguistic features that predict argument strength. My analysis extends
these results by examining the effects of moral appeals on attitude change.
The findings show that moral arguments can facilitate compromise, but
only to the extent that they are congruent with the moral framework of the
opposing discussant.

2. Theoretical Background

Persuasion and the exchange of opposing arguments plays a central role in
politics. Officeholders, legislators, and activists spend much of their time
trying to convince citizens to support one policy over another. As Cobb and
Kuklinski (1997) eloquently note, “[p]ersuasion, changing another’s beliefs
and attitudes, is about influence; and influence is the essence of politics”
(88-89). Of course, attempts to persuade are not only limited to elite com-
munications. Citizens discuss political issues with their peers (albeit not ev-
eryone, see for example Schmitt-Beck/Neumann 2023; Schmitt-Beck 2022),
which can turn social networks into a major information source influenc-
ing individual attitudes (e.g., Huckfeldt et al. 1995; Ahn et al. 2010; Lazer
et al. 2010). The following sections briefly discuss previous approaches to
persuasion in politics and connect them to research in moral psychology to
inform our understanding of the nature of compelling arguments.

2.1 Two Routes to Persuasion

One influential framework to conceptualize and explain persuasive com-
munication is the Elaboration - Likelihood Model (ELM) developed by
Petty and Cacioppo (1986a, 1986b). The theory distinguishes two separate
routes to persuasion, each characterized by their distinctive consequences

3 https://www.reddit.com/r/changemyview/.
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for a message’s effectiveness to change people’s attitudes. The first type
—the central route—is a result of thoughtful processing and a thorough
evaluation of the argument’s merit. According to this process, people
who are sufficiently motivated will incorporate arguments after careful
consideration and update their attitudes accordingly. The second type of
persuasion, on the other hand, does not require elaborate processing but
rather relies on simple cues based on the source of the argument (e.g.,
group membership, attractiveness, etc.). This route to persuasion is called
the peripheral route and it can operate without much scrutiny regarding
the content of the message (see also Chaiken/Eagly 1989 for a similar dis-
tinction between systematic and heuristic processing). It follows from this
distinction that people’s motivation and capability to engage in elaborate
processing determines whether the persuasiveness of communications is
driven by argument strength itself or rather peripheral cues.

Since contextual factors and individual predispositions affect whether
messages are closely scrutinized, different types of arguments may be more
or less effective under varying circumstances. For example, Cobb/Kuklinski
(1997) analyze the influence of an argument’s complexity on its persuasive-
ness in two issue areas (NAFTA and health care). Interestingly, they find
that while complex arguments were more compelling in the context of in-
ternational trade, simple arguments proved more effective when discussing
the issue of health care. However, the question of why these differences
arise is left largely unanswered by Cobb and Kuklinski (1997). One expla-
nation for the inconsistencies is the variation in people’s motivation and
ability to engage in more thoughtful processing (i.e., their elaboration likeli-
hood). In the absence of such motivation, they are more likely to rely on
peripheral cues which renders complex arguments ineffective. A potential
motivating stimulus may be the argument’s linkage to a person’s values. For
example, Nelson and Garst (2005) present experimental evidence showing
that people are paying more attention to messages that are consistent
with their own value orientation. Participants who received messages that
evoked their own values engaged in deeper processing which ultimately
made them favor strong arguments and resist weak ones.

Moral appeals may therefore influence the effectiveness of persuasive
communications through multiple channels. They may directly improve
the merits of the argument itself (central route), they may serve as iden-
tity-based cues and heuristics (peripheral route), or they may increase a
person’s motivation to scrutinize a message in a more elaborate way (see
also Petty/Cacioppo 1986b). As I will further describe below, the present
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analysis focuses on the influence of moral appeals on argument strength in
the context of elaborate processing and the central route to persuasion.

2.2 Morality and the Potential for Compromise

There are two broad strands of literature in moral psychology that ultimate-
ly lead to diverging predictions regarding the effects of moral appeals on
argument persuasiveness. Research on Moral Conviction conceptualizes
moralization as a unique feature of attitude strength (Skitka et al. 2005).
According to this view, moral convictions are perceived as “absolutes, or
universal standards of truth that others should also share” (Skitka 2010,
269). As such, moral convictions are viewed by individuals as applying
to everyone (universality), they do not require an immediate underlying
rationale but are rather seen as facts about the world (objectivity), they
can be independent of authority and group norms (autonomy), they elicit
strong emotional reactions, and they have an inherent motivational quality
(motivation/justification) (Skitka 2010).

Building on this work, Ryan (2014) argues that moral convictions are
not restricted to issues that are traditionally perceived as “moral,” such
as abortion or same-sex marriage, but can also include other issues such
as economic policies. The degree of moral conviction may therefore vary
between individuals as well as across issues. Ryan (2014) further shows that
the propensity to moralize - i.e., the tendency to view an issue as a question
of “right and wrong” - is related to political participation, extreme political
attitudes, arousal of negative emotions, and hostility. In a subsequent study,
Ryan (2017) suggests that moralization reorients behavior from maximizing
gains to the general adherence to rules. Across multiple experiments, the
author shows that this tendency translates into stronger opposition to com-
promise about political issues and decreased support for compromising
politicians. In other words, moral conviction impacts attitudes towards
others who hold opposing views - and therefore influences how people
interact. Indeed, moral conviction is related to stronger preferences for
social distance from (and hostility towards) attitudinally dissimilar others
and lower cooperativeness in groups holding heterogeneous views (Skitka
et al. 2005). This theoretical perspective therefore suggests that arguments
that emphasize an issue in terms of deeply held moral mandates should
entrench people to maintain their prior attitudes and therefore reduce an
opposing argument’s persuasiveness.
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However, not everyone agrees with this general prediction. In fact, Moral
Foundations Theory (MFT) offers a more differentiated view regarding the
role of moral appeals in facilitating compromise. The theory proposes a
taxonomy of basic moral intuitions that is closely related to ideological
thinking. According MFT, liberals focus on individualizing moral foun-
dations, which include care/harm and fairness/cheating. Conservatives,
on the other hand, also emphasize the remaining binding foundations
of loyalty/betrayal, authority/subversion, and sanctity/degradation (Haidt/
Graham 2007; Graham et al. 2009). Differential emphasis on these moral
dimensions is systematically related to attitudes towards a wide variety
of divisive political issues (e.g., Koleva et al. 2012; Kertzer et al. 2014;
Low/Waui 2015), personality traits like individual social dominance orienta-
tion and right-wing authoritarianism (Federico et al. 2013), as well as voting
behavior (Franks/Scherr 2015; Kraft 2018). Overall, this body of research
suggests that liberals and conservatives endorse different moral foundations
and that these differences are closely related to political attitudes, evalua-
tions, and behavior.

An implicit assumption made in this literature is that liberals and conser-
vatives would be more likely to come to agreements if only they focused on
the same moral foundations. For example, Haidt (2012, 365) concludes in
his book The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided by Politics and
Religion: “Once people join a political team, they get ensnared in its moral
matrix. They see confirmation of their grand narrative everywhere, and it’s
difficult - perhaps impossible - to convince them that they are wrong if
you argue with them from outside of their matrix” (emphasis added). In
a different article, Graham et al. (2009, 1040) contend that their findings
“help explain why liberals and conservatives disagree on so many moral
issues and often find it hard to understand how an ethical person could
hold the beliefs of the other side: Liberals and conservatives base their
moral values, judgments, and arguments on different configurations of the
five foundations.”

Several framing studies examining the effects of moral arguments that
are congruent with ideological predispositions support this view. For ex-
ample, binding appeals have been shown to increase recycling behavior
among conservatives, whereas individualizing arguments were effective
among liberals (Kidwell et al. 2013). Similarly, Feinberg and Willer (2013)
find that pro-environmental frames emphasizing concerns related to the
purity dimension reduce attitudinal gaps of conservatives vis-a-vis liberals.
Further studies suggest that morally congruent appeals are effective in
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shifting attitudes of ideologues on various other issues as well (e.g., Day et
al. 2014; Feinberg/Willer 2015).

In sum, both theories of morality lead to diverging expectations regard-
ing the effect of moral appeals on the potential for compromise: While the
moral conviction literature suggests that any type of moral appeal should
make it harder to overcome disagreements, MFT contends that agreement
can be facilitated if two discussants focus on the same underlying moral
dimensions. The question whether emphasizing the same foundations can
facilitate compromise has important implications — especially in increasing-
ly polarized political environments. Somewhat surprisingly, however, this
claim has not been subjected to a direct empirical test in the context of
political discussions.

2.3 Hypotheses

The structure and dynamics of political discussions can be prohibitively
complex, making it difficult to derive clear expectations regarding the
persuasiveness of individual arguments and their role in achieving com-
promise. In order to gain some analytical leverage, consider the following
simplified scenario of a conversation between two discussants, A and B,
who disagree on some issue x. Suppose further that only A’s opinion
is malleable and may change as an outcome of the discussion. B’s own
position is firm and they are solely trying to challenge A’s view. The
conversation begins with A making an opening statement describing and
defending their opinion—potentially relying on moral justifications. B then
engages in the discussion and may try to persuade A using either moralized
or non-moralized arguments. Of course, A and B can continue to respond
to each other’s statements until either A changes their opinion or the
conversation ends without attitude change. Both theoretical perspectives
described in the previous section suggest contrasting hypotheses regarding
the persuasiveness of B’s appeals:

H1 (Moral Conviction): Arguments that involve moral appeals will be less
persuasive than arguments that do not involve moral appeals

H2 (Moral Foundations): Arguments that involve moral appeals will be
more persuasive than arguments that do not involve moral appeals,
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but only if they are congruent with the opening statement’s moral
framework.

To reiterate, in this unidirectional model of a discussion, only A stands to
maintain or change their prior view, whereas B attempts to persuade their
discussant. Compromise is achieved in this scenario if B is able to persuade
A to change their attitude. One of the main advantages of this structure
is that it enables a clear analytical distinction between statements that are
intended as justifications to defend and bolster one’s own view (i.e., A’s
arguments) and challenges that are targeted to alter a discussant’s opinion
(i.e,, B’s arguments), which is not feasible in a free-flowing discussion
where—at least potentially—all views are malleable. The following section
illustrates how conversations on the Reddit community /r/ChangeMyView
resemble this stylized conceptualization of a discussion and therefore pro-
vide an ideal environment to test both competing hypotheses.

3. The Subreddit “ChangeMyView”

Reddit is an online discussion board organized into thematic forums called
subreddits. Users can join these communities based on their interests and
each subreddit has its own norms and etiquette that are enforced by vol-
untary moderators. /r/ChangeMyView (CMV) is a subreddit where partici-
pants can initiate a discussion by posting an opening statement establishing
a personally held view on a particular issue (e.g., “CMV: I believe that
the gay marriage discussion isn’t as important as the media portrays it to
be?”), followed by a brief explanation of their underlying rationale. Other
users are then invited to challenge the original poster’s (OP) opinion by
providing counterarguments. OPs respond to the challenges and, crucially,
identify individual posts that changed their mind by awarding a “Delta”
(4). The community is dedicated to civil discourse and encourages OPs
to be open to changing their views and to award As genuinely — even for
divisive issues (see also Jhaveret al. 2017).* To date, the subreddit has more
than 3 million subscribed users.

4 The current set of rules for original posts as well as responses can be accessed at
https://www.reddit.com/r/changemyview/wiki/rules.
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As an illustrative example, consider the following discussion on marriage
equality that was posted in 2014. The thread begins with the following
opening statement (the posts were slightly edited for readability):

CMV: I believe that the gay marriage discussion isn’t as important as the
media portrays it to be.

The real problem is the concept of marriage itself. In my view, LGBT
couples are already married, regardless of the legislation that is imposed
on them. Marriage isn’t a set of civil rights that confirms your connection
to your partner, it’s the choice you make to be in private, daily, lifelong
commitment to another being.

Tradition dictates that in order to be ‘properly’ married you have to
exchange vows, get a ring, and have a massive celebration (the set of
traditions change based upon the culture.) but marriage isn’t that, it is
simple commitment to another person. The main issue that gay marriage
has is that not all couples are given the same civil liberties, but this
does not mean that their marriages are void. Marriage isn't decided by
bystanders, it’s decided by the people who live inside the union. It is for
this very reason that a gay couple getting married doesn't affect your own
marriage.

I've held this opinion for a while but have never had the opportunity to
see if it stood up to criticism. CMV.

Here, the OP argues that marriage equality should be less of a controversy
since the defining feature of marriage is the commitment in a relationship
rather than its legal status. Several users argued against this view from
various perspectives. Below is a sample response that ultimately led the OP
to award a 4 to indicate that it changed their view:

That would be true if it was just some odd tradition. But it isn’t just the
ceremony, but also a tax.

Right now, there is a gay tax. Gay couples have to pay higher taxes than
straight couples because the government gives a tax break for married
couples. The reason for this is that married couples tend to be more effi-
cient and better for the government. The government wants to encourage
marriage, so as with all things they encourage they subsidize it.

Gay people provide the exact same benefits to marriage, if not more!
Adoption being the largest one.

This tax comes through in multiple ways. The yearly tax and through in-
heritance. The government doesn’t tax inheritance as much for marriage,

177

(e |


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748915553
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Patrick W. Kraft

but if they are simply partners then they get taxed when their “partner”
dies.

The state also doesn’t allow for gay couples see their loved ones in
hospitals or prison because they aren’t married.

If this was just in the church I wouldn’t care. But this is much more than
that.

Note that in principle, the OP could have reacted to this root response by
providing additional justifications and the discussion between both users
could have continued for a few posts. In this case, the OP directly provided
a A. However, other discussants were less successful in persuading the OP.
In contrast to the previous example, the following response did not receive
aA:

If gay marriage is not allowed in a state

1. Their marriages technically are null and void, as the state does not
recognize them.

2. Marriage is not actually decided by the people in the union, since
there are legal requirements as well as legal benefits. Which brings me
to my next point.

3. There are several legal benefits (as well as tax benefits) to being mar-
ried. States which do not allow gay marriage do not give these legal
benefits to gay couples.

You might believe you are married to someone, but the term “marriage”
is a political one indeed since it has legal ramifications.

While both responses emphasize the importance of legal considerations
in justifying the need for marriage equality, only one of the contributions
persuaded the OP sufficiently such that they awarded a 4.

This online format provides an ideal opportunity to explore the corre-
lates of argument persuasiveness consistent with the stylized structure out-
lined in the previous section. Discussions begin with a short explanation
of a person’s opinion on a given topic. Multiple users attempt to counterar-
gue the OP’s point of view from various perspectives in a civil dialogue.
Most importantly, OPs explicitly identify and label arguments they deemed
persuasive enough to change their views. The nature of the conversations
on CMYV as well as the anonymity of individual users turns the focus on
the content and merits of arguments (i.e., the central route to persuasion)
rather than source cues and identity-related factors. In contrast to past
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framing studies which usually implement single messages, users on CMV
evaluate a multitude of available arguments, which allows for a unique
counterfactual design to study persuasive messages that can be directly
linked to the OP’s initial justifications. Lastly, examining discussions on
CMV allows us to explore a wide array of issues.

That said, relying on CMV as a data source to study discussions does
not come without drawbacks. Most importantly, we have to keep in mind
that users who engage in online conversations on CMV are by no means
representative of the general population. Beyond the fact that Reddit users
as a whole tend to be younger and more educated (Shatz 2017), self-select-
ing into this particular subreddit implies - at least in principle - a baseline
openness to change one’s view. Indeed, the CMV community wiki explains
that anyone is welcome to post on the subreddit “so long as they have an
open-mind and are looking to consider other perspectives” To the extent
that potential users follow this guidance, we should expect that they are
more open to changing their mind than people with highly entrenched
political views - such as extreme partisans. Thus, the results discussed
hereafter may be context-specific for an environment that facilitates com-
promise among people who are willing to change their mind prior to
entering the discussion.

Notwithstanding these questions about representativeness, recent re-
search in machine learning and computational linguistics has started to
use CMV to study online discussions (Wei et al. 2016; Hidey et al. 2017).
The following analyses leverage a set of matched argument pairs extracted
from CMV by Tan et al. (2016), who explore interaction dynamics on CMV
by analyzing linguistic features (such as, for example, the use of personal
pronouns) that predict persuasiveness as well as the malleability of original
posts. Their dataset includes more than 10,000 discussions that were posted
on the subreddit between January 2013 and May 2015. It is important to
note that the analysis published by Tan et al. (2016) focuses less on the con-
tent of discussions (i.e., what is being said) but rather examined discussion
dynamics and linguistic characteristics (i.e., how it is expressed) to predict
persuasiveness. The following analyses explicitly turn to the effects of moral
content on discussion outcomes.

5 See https://www.reddit.com/r/changemyview/wiki/index/.
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4. Opinion Change in Online Discussions

Consider again the simplified model of a discussion between person A
and B, where A stands to defend their view against the challenges put
forward by B. While the hypotheses specified above are focused on the
persuasiveness of B’s arguments (i.e., discussion posts that respond to the
OP in the context of CMV), it is helpful to focus first on the opening
statements initiating each discussion and examine the extent to which OPs
are willing to award 4s in the first place.

To provide an initial overview of the range of topics that are covered in
the set 0of 10,000 initial statements included in the data, I extract 20 clusters
of co-occurring terms via Latent Dirichlet Allocation (Blei et al. 2003).
The topic model is solely based on contents of the original posts starting
each discussion thread (disregarding subsequent comments). Statements
were pre-processed by removing numbers, punctuation, symbols, hyphens,
URLs, as well as stopwords. All remaining terms were stemmed and only
included if they appeared in at least 10 different posts. Figure 1 presents the
average topic proportions across opening statements based on the model.
For each topic, the plot additionally displays the ten most likely word stems
as well as a descriptive label on the y-axis.

Conversations on CMV range across a variety of topics such as economic
issues, gender/sexuality, or domestic and international politics. Of course,
it could be argued that some of these topics - for example those related
to religion — more easily lend themselves to concerns about morality.
Notwithstanding, recent work in moral psychology by Ryan (2014) and
others emphasizes that in principle, any issue bears the potential to be
moralized by individuals. However, in an effort to preclude any concerns
about potential confounding effects related to topic selection, the main
analyses reported below focuses on comparing arguments within a given
discussion thread.
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In the following, I exclude discussions related to distinctly non-political
topics (e.g., “Food” or “Entertainment”), which results in a reduced sample
of about 6,500 posts. However, it is worth noting that including discussions
focusing on non-political issues does not change any of the substantive
results presented in the remainder of this chapter.

The Internet is not necessarily known as a place where people are will-
ing to change their mind about any issue. Yet, CMV maintains an open
atmosphere that encourages users to acknowledge arguments that change
their perspective. The rules of the subreddit state that users should “Award
a delta if you've acknowledged a change in your view. [...] Please note that
a delta is not a sign of ‘defeat’, it is just a token of appreciation towards a
user who helped tweak or reshape your opinion. A delta also doesn’t mean
the discussion has ended”® Of course, this does not imply that every OP
awards a A throughout a conversation. Figure 2 displays the number of
discussion threads included in the dataset where OPs indicated that one of
the responses changed their mind.

Figure 2: Number of political discussions on ChangeMyView that resulted in
opinion change (at least one A awarded by OP) versus not

6000 1

4000 1

- -
0_

No Yes

Opinion Change

Number of Discussions

In about two thirds of discussions on CMV between 2013 and 2015, OPs
did not award a A for any of the counterarguments that were put forward,
which leaves about 2,000 individual threads where OPs indicated that at
least one of the responses changed their views. Additional analyses suggest

6 https://www.reddit.com/r/changemyview/wiki/rules, last accessed May 29, 2023.
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that there are only minimal differences in topic proportions between dis-
cussion threads that resulted in persuasion versus those that did not.

In their original study, Tan et al. (2016) mainly investigated linguistic pat-
terns (e.g., use of personal pronouns) and differences in style (formatting
etc.) that predicted resistance to persuasion among OPs. They conclude for
instance that “comparative adjectives and adverbs are a sign of malleability,
while superlative adjectives suggest stubbornness.” The goal of the present
analysis, in turn, is to go beyond linguistic patterns that are unrelated to
content and explore the role of moral appeals in facilitating or inhibiting
compromise. In order to capture moralized arguments, I rely on the MFT
dictionary proposed by Graham et al. (2009), which contains lists of word
stems that signal each of the five moral foundations (care, fairness, loyalty,
authority, sanctity) as well as a category of general moral terms.

Figure 3 displays the percentage of dictionary terms for each foundation
in the opening statements initiating a discussion on CMV (in proportion to
the total number of words in each post). The plot compares the reliance on
moral terms between OPs that subsequently changed their view versus OPs
that did not. As an initial observation, it is interesting to note that the dis-
tribution of dictionary terms across foundations is strikingly similar to the
proportions of moral terms in open-ended responses to the likes-dislikes
questions included in the American National Election Study (Kraft 2018):
The most prevalent dimensions are care and authority, while occurrences
of sanctity are largely negligible. Observing these similarities is noteworthy
since they are suggestive of a common mechanism driving the emphasis
on moral considerations when justifying preferences in a public opinion
survey as well as in online discussions.

More important for the purposes of this chapter is the fact that the
percentage of dictionary terms across foundations appears smaller among
opening statements that resulted in opinion change than among those that
did not. More specifically, OPs who did not award any 4s in the subsequent
discussion put a significantly stronger emphasis on moral considerations
related to authority (p < .05 after accounting for multiple comparisons
using Bonferroni correction). Similar results can be obtained after aggregat-
ing all moral dictionary terms in a single category: OPs who were not
persuadable on CMV use more words related to morality overall than OPs
who indicate that the discussion changed their view (p < .05).
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Figure 3: Moral foundations and persuadability: Average percentage of
dictionary terms relative to the total number of words in each
opening statement beginning a political discussion, comparing
discussions where the OP subsequently awarded a A (opinion
change) or not (including 95% confidence intervals)
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At first look, the findings appear consistent with the moral conviction
literature, which posits that people who hold moralized attitudes are less
willing to compromise and deviate from their prior beliefs (e.g., Skitka et
al. 2005; Ryan 2014, 2017). Yet, there are important issues that make it
difficult to draw strong conclusions based on these initial results. First of all,
there may be unobserved confounding factors that are related to both the
OPs willingness to award As as well as the chosen discussion topic (which
could be more or less aligned with moral considerations). The content of
opening statements may also induce selection bias in user responses which
can impact the nature of their comments and ultimately the productivity
of discussions. Furthermore, there is no way of contrasting the potentially
diverging impact of morally congruent arguments by exclusively examining
the malleability of initial opinions. The following analyses address these
problems by comparing the relative persuasiveness of arguments within a
given discussion thread.

5. What Makes an Argument Persuasive?
The previous section demonstrated that the OPs’ reliance on moral lan-

guage in opening statements is inversely related to their willingness to
change their view in the subsequent discussion. Now, I focus directly on
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the persuasiveness of comments that are made in response to a given
opening statement on CMV. In the context of the simplified discussion
framework outlined above, I examine the arguments brought forward by B,
who is challenging A’s view. This allows me to directly compare the moral
conviction hypothesis with the moral foundations hypothesis, which have
diverging predictions regarding the effectiveness of moralized appeals in
discussions. Note that the arguments presented by B do not only include
their initial post (i.e., the root response), but also any subsequent posts that
are mentioned in the evolving discussion between A and B (i.e., the full
response path).

In the original analysis by Tan et al. (2016), the authors implement
a simple method to select pairs of arguments that respond to the same
original post, with only one of the selected responses being successful in
changing the OPs view. While differing in persuasiveness, arguments are
matched in such a way that they are as similar as possible in terms of their
word choice. More specifically, Tan et al. (2016) select argument pairs by
maximizing their Jaccard similarity:

B,N B,
Jaccard(By, B-,) = 55571,

where B, and B-, are the sets of words in two response paths associated
with the same opening statement (one receiving a 4, the other not). In oth-
er words, they match each successful counterargument to an unsuccessful
response that shares the largest proportion of common words (disregarding
stopwords). As Tan et al. (2016, 617) describe: “This leads to a balanced
binary prediction task: which of the two lexically similar rooted path-units
is the successful one?””

The analyses reported below rely on this approach to select matched
argument pairs for comparison. To reiterate, I focus on discussions in
which OPs awarded at least one A. A response that received a A is then
matched to another argument within the same discussion that was not
successful in changing the OP’s view but is as similar as possible in terms
of its vocabulary. Note that in principle, this strategy should make it more
difficult to find differences in the MFT dictionaries as argument pairs are

7 As additional selection criteria and to avoid trivial posts, arguments are removed if
they are shorter than 50 words, only include clarifying questions, or if the opening
statement received fewer than 10 responses overall and fewer than three unsuccessful
challenges (see Tan et al. 2016, 617 for details).
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matched based on their lexical similarity. One might worry, however, that
the necessary initial selection on discussions where OPs ultimately awarded
at least one A might disproportionately discard cases where the initial
statement emphasized moral considerations. Luckily, that is not the case.
Figure 4 shows that almost all of the opening statements in the matched
pair selection mention at least one of the moral dictionary terms. Further-
more, the proportion of moral dictionary terms among this set of opening
statement shows the same pattern as in Figure 3.

Figure 4: Number of opening statements in the paired argument data that
mentioned any term included in the MFT dictionary
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An important unresolved issue using this approach is that the matching
procedure only focuses on the set of unique words that are used in each
response path and does not take into account their relative length. This can
be especially problematic since persuasive discussions tend to be longer and
involve at least a few back-and-forth exchanges between the OP and the
challenger (Tan et al. 2016, 616). Figure 5 displays the distribution of the
differences in word counts between successful and unsuccessful argument
pairs. Clearly, longer responses are more likely to be awarded a 4, which
might jeopardize potential inferences about the relative reliance on moral
dictionary terms.
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Figure 5: Difference in response lengths between successful and unsuccessful
counterarguments. The narrow black bars display the 95%
confidence interval of mean differences
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As a first step to alleviate this concern, it is worth noting that I only
examine the percentages of MFT dictionary occurrences in each discussion
rather than a raw count, which implies that the prevalence of moral consid-
erations is standardized by the overall length of each post. Notwithstand-
ing, I take additional precautions proposed by Tan et al. (2016) to check the
robustness of the results. First, I not only examine differences when looking
at the entire response path of a discussion between two users (i.e., all posts
that were part of the dialogue with the OP), but restrict the analysis to
focus on the challenger’s root response to the opening statement only. As
can be seen in Figure 5, the differences in word counts between argument
pairs are significantly smaller. Recovering the same patterns in the root
response as in the full response path indicates that the initial arguments
that triggered an exchange with the OP are by themselves predictive of the
outcome of the discussion. To be fair, there are still substantial differences
in the length of successful versus unsuccessful root responses. As a second
robustness check, I additionally truncate the longer root response of a given
pair as follows: I count the total number of words in each post and simply
cut off the end of the longer response such that both word counts in a
given pair are exactly equal. While this approach eliminates any concerns
about argument length as a confounding factor, it comes at the price of
losing a lot of information by ignoring potentially valuable content. Using
this framework, I now turn to the analysis of the persuasiveness of moral
arguments made in discussions on CMV.
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5.1 Moral Appeals are Futile...

Recall that the moral conviction hypothesis posits that moralized argu-
ments will be less persuasive than arguments that do not involve moral
appeals. In order to test this proposition, I examine the argument pairs
matched within discussions and compare MFT dictionary proportions
between contributions that were successful in receiving a A and those
that were unsuccessful. Figure 6 displays the respective differences between
matched argument pairs. Positive values indicate that arguments receiving
a A contained a larger percentage of dictionary terms, and vice versa.
Again, according to the literature on moral conviction, we would expect
the opposite, namely that persuasive arguments should focus less on moral
considerations. As discussed previously, the analyses are implemented for
the full response path as well as focusing only on (truncated) root respons-
es.

Figure 6: Moral foundations and persuasiveness: Average difference of
dictionary term percentages relative to the total number of
words in each post, comparing counterarguments where the OP
subsequently awarded a A (opinion change) or not (including 95%
confidence intervals)
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The results show that evoking moral considerations in counterarguments
does not affect the likelihood of changing the OPs’ view on a given issue.
This finding furthermore holds after combining all moral terms in an ag-
gregate dictionary and comparing matched proportions between argument
pairs (p > .51). Moralized arguments as such are therefore no less persua-
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sive and do not reduce compromise, a result that is not consistent with the
moral conviction literature.

5.2 ...Unless We're Speaking the Same Moral Language

In contrast to the moral conviction hypothesis, moral foundations theory
suggests that we cannot fully understand the effect of moral appeals with-
out taking into account the discussion partner’s moral framework. What
is decisive from this perspective is the congruence in moral arguments
between both discussants. I measure the moral congruence between an
OP’s opening statement and each counterargument by computing the co-
sine similarity in their respective MFT dictionary scores. In general, using
cosine similarities based on vectors of word counts is a standard approach
in text analysis to quantify the similarity of documents independent of their
length (e.g., Manning et al. 2008). More formally, moral congruence can
therefore be written as:

Qb
lallsl

MFT Congruence =

where a is the vector of dictionary counts in the OP’s opening statement

and b is the respective vector for a response. The measure ranges from 0
(no moral overlap) to 1 (equal emphasis on the same moral foundations).
Moral congruence is also set to zero if either one of the statements does not
contain a single term included in the dictionary.

To reiterate, the moral foundations hypothesis posits that arguments
involving moral appeals will be more persuasive than arguments that do
not involve moral appeals, but only if they are congruent with the opening
statement’s moral framework. In contrast, the moral conviction literature
would predict a negative effect of moral congruence, since it implies that
both discussants, who hold opposing views on an issue, use moralized
arguments that ultimately reduce the potential for compromise. Figure 7
displays the difference in moral congruence between successful and unsuc-
cessful arguments. Positive values indicate that posts that were ultimately
awarded a A by the OP used moral appeals that had a higher congruence
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with the OP’s opening statement. These results are consistent with MFT as
moral congruence is associated with a higher probability of opinion change.

Figure 7: Moral congruence and persuasiveness: Average differences in
MFT congruence with opening statements comparing successful
and unsuccessful counterarguments (including 95% confidence
intervals)

®

Full Response Path 1

Root Response

Truncated Root Response =

0.00 0.02 0.04
Difference in MFT Congruence
(Opinion Change - No Change)

The positive relationship between moral congruence and persuasiveness
remains significant irrespective of whether I examine the content of the
entire discussion (full response path), or restrict the analysis to each user’s
first post challenging the OP (root response). However, the mean difference
in moral congruence does not reach conventional levels of statistical signifi-
cance after truncating root responses to the same length for each pair. This
finding could either suggest that the truncation procedure introduces too
much noise to recover any differences, or alternatively that the measure
of moral congruence is confounded by the differential length of successful
and unsuccessful posts. The former seems less likely to be an issue because
I recovered only marginal differences in raw dictionary term percentages
between raw and truncated rooted responses in the previous section.

It is also important to emphasize that the higher moral congruence
among persuasive posts is by no means driven by the fact that successful
arguments use similar language to the opening statement in general. Quite
contrary, Tan et al. (2016, 618) concluded in their study that when looking
at the entire vocabulary of responses (excluding stopwords), then persua-
sive arguments used significantly more different wording than original post.
In other words, a similar general vocabulary across all words is less persua-

190

{o) I


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748915553
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Change My View

sive, whereas a similar use of terms belonging to each moral foundation
proved to be more persuasive. Thus, the results presented here capture the
unique persuasive effect of morally congruent arguments.

6. Conclusion

Political elites routinely rely on moral rhetoric in order to bolster their
views, which induces strong emotional reactions among citizens (Lipsitz
2018) and can ultimately influence their attitudes (e.g., Clifford/Jerit 2013;
Clifford et al. 2015). As such, it does not seem surprising that the increas-
ingly partisan and polarized environment in the United States has been
linked to stronger tendencies among citizens to moralize politics (Garrett/
Bankert 2018). Is the only solution to overcome this trend to de-emphasize
moral convictions when discussing political issues? Or is it rather the case
that morality may even be helpful in overcoming disagreements as long as
people rely on the same moral frameworks?

This chapter addresses these questions by contrasting two strands of re-
search in moral psychology that lead to diverging predictions regarding the
role of morality in political compromise. Previous work on moral convic-
tion suggests that individuals who moralize politics should be less willing
to compromise and therefore resist persuasion through moral appeals. On
the other hand, moral foundations theory posits that compromise is indeed
possible as long as the discussants use the same moral language.

Both competing hypotheses are tested by relying on a unique dataset of
online discussions on the Reddit community CMV compiled by Tan et al.
(2016). Overall, the empirical patterns support moral foundations theory
and stand in contrast to predictions rooted in the literature on moral con-
viction. While general levels of moralization have little impact on argument
persuasiveness, the results show that an argument’s moral congruence with
the discussant’s opening statement increases the likelihood of changing
their view. As such, moral appeals can facilitate compromise and change
people’s minds as long as they are consistent with their existing moral
frameworks. Rather than automatically driving people further apart, moral
appeals might therefore help bridge the growing divide between liberals
and conservatives. More broadly, this chapter shows that the field of moral
psychology stands to benefit from a further integration of two prominent
theoretical frameworks that developed largely independent of each other
and - unfortunately - still exhibit relatively little interconnections.
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Of course, the analyses presented here have important limitations. One
of the biggest potential issues is the fact that the matched argument pairs
differ in length, which may confound the relationship between morality
and persuasiveness. I addressed this concern by only examining measures
that are standardized by the total number of words in each post and by
examining root responses in addition to full response paths. The results are
largely robust to these varying specifications, with the important exception
of the effect of moral congruence in the truncated root response. More
generally, while it is a substantial advantage that the discussions on CMV
cover a wide range of topics, they do not necessarily resemble discourse
outside of this particular online community. Reddit users who join CMV
are open to changing their mind and the community is committed to
creating an environment that facilitates a respectful exchange of alternative
perspectives. Thus, it may be the case that the results presented here are
conditional on this particular context — and that moral arguments have
more polarizing effects if people hold highly entrenched political views.
Future research should therefore leverage comparable designs to examine
the effect of moral arguments on persuasion in more diverse (and represen-
tative) samples.

Traditional survey experiments that expose respondents to different
types of persuasive messages can help address these concerns about exter-
nal validity, but they are usually constrained in terms of the number frames
that can be studied (see also Clifford et al. 2023). Despite their limitations,
online discussions such as those on CMV can therefore provide new in-
sights by allowing us to observe and analyze a much larger sample of argu-
ments provided by thousands of users online. I leave it for future research
to further study their relative effectiveness in more controlled environments
and diverse samples - for example in the context of survey experiments.
Furthermore, subsequent analyses could leverage recent developments in
text embeddings to explore the relationship between persuasiveness and the
underlying meaning of moral concepts (Kraft/Klemmensen 2023).

Notwithstanding its limitations, incorporating novel data sources such
as CMV allows us to open the black box of conversations in way that tra-
ditional framing studies cannot. Directly examining the content of discus-
sions will ultimately help us better understand the mechanisms underlying
attitude change, persuasion, and compromise.
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KI und datengesteuerte Kampagnen:
Eine Diskussion der Rolle generativer KI im politischen
Wahlkampf

Philipp Darius, Andrea Rémmele

1. Einleitung

In politischen Kampagnen geht es um die Vermittlung politischer Inhal-
te, Themen und Spitzenkandidaten. Riidiger Schmitt-Beck hat zur Erfor-
schung von Kampagnen und ihrer Effekte in vielen Publikationen in her-
ausragender Weise beigetragen und das Feld der Kampagnenforschung
maf3geblich definiert. Bis in die frithen 1990er Jahre hinein war Kampa-
gnenforschung noch eine Teildisziplin der Wahl-, Parteien- sowie Medien-
forschung mit jeweils leicht unterschiedlichen Fragestellungen. Die Wahl-
forschung und die Medienforschung stellten die Frage nach der Wirkung
von Kampagnen und in der Parteienforschung spielte die Rekrutierung und
Selektion von Spitzenkandidaten eine Rolle. Es ist vor allem den Arbeiten
von Riidiger Schmitt-Beck zu verdanken, dass die Kampagnenforschung
ein mittlerweile eigenstindiges Forschungsgebiet darstellt. Der Titel seiner
wegweisenden Habilitationsschrift (2000) beschreibt auch seine jahrzehn-
telange Forschungsagenda: Politische Kommunikation und Wihlerverhal-
ten. Im Fokus seiner Arbeiten steht die Frage des Wahlverhaltens (jiingst
hierzu Schmitt-Beck et al. 2022) und somit auch die Frage des Einflusses
politischer Kommunikation auf Wahlerinnen und Wahler (Schmitt-Beck
2000; Farrell/Schmitt-Beck 2002). Die Nutzung unterschiedlicher Kommu-
nikationskandle spielt in Riidiger Schmitt-Becks Arbeiten ebenfalls eine
wichtige Rolle und er hat sich auch umfassend der Rolle und Bedeutung
der interpersonalen Kommunikation gewidmet (z. B. Schmitt-Beck/Wol-
sing 2010).

In unserem Beitrag zu seiner Festschrift mochten wir an seine Forschung
und Fragestellungen ankniipfen und auf eine neue Herausforderung in
der Kommunikation zwischen Parteien und Wahlerinnen und Wihlern
eingehen, namlich der von KI. Neue Technologien wie generative KI, d.h.
Systeme, die autonom oder auf Anweisungen sinnige Texte, Bilder und
Musik erstellen konnen, erweitern den Werkzeugkasten, ja das Waffenar-

199

(e |


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748915553
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Philipp Darius, Andrea Rémmele

senal an verfiigbaren Wahlkampfmitteln, haben aber auch Auswirkungen
auf digitale Kampagnenumgebungen wie soziale Plattformen oder Online-
Suchmaschinen. In diesen digitalen Kampagnenumfeldern kénnen neue
Formen der KI, basierend auf riesigen Basismodellen (engl. Foundation
Models) und Large Language Models (LLMs), Mechanismen dieser Kom-
munikation verdndern, da sie eine schnelle Verbreitung von Inhalten zu
sehr geringen Kosten ermdglichen. Inzwischen imitieren diese Systeme
menschliches Verhalten nahezu perfekt und tibertreffen menschliche Leis-
tungen sogar in vielen Anwendungsbereichen und Tests (Bommasani et al.
2022; Wei et al. 2022). Wozu die durch Russland gesteuerte Kampagne im
Zuge der US-Prisidentschaftswahlen 2016 (noch) ein ganzes Lager voller
sIrolle” brauchte, konnte mit Hilfe generativer KI-Systeme nun in noch
groflerem und automatisierteren Umfang moglich sein. In Bezug auf politi-
sche Kampagnen stellt sich daher die Frage, ob generative KI politische
Kampagnen effektiver macht, oder ob sie die Contentflut in der digitalen
Welt noch vergrofiert, sodass es schwieriger wird, Aufmerksambkeit fiir
Kampagnenaussagen zu gewinnen. Auflerdem vereinfachen KI-Anwendun-
gen als Analyse- und Codinghilfen den Einsatz von datengetriebenen Me-
thoden und werden bereits zur Produktion von Falschaussagen und Deep
Fakes verwendet.

In der internationalen Wahlkampfforschung wurde dieses Thema jiingst
von Rachel Gibson und Andrea Rommele aufgenommen: Sie beobachten
in Wahlkampagnen den Trend zu ,data-driven campaigning” (DDC), den
Rémmele und Gibson (2020) als die vierte Stufe der Kampagnenevolution
bezeichnen. Wahlkampfentscheidungen und -schwerpunkte basieren nun
auf der Grundlage von grofien Datenmengen — werden allerdings noch von
Menschen getroffen. Denkt man dies einen Schritt weiter, so wiirde ein
KI-gesteuerter Wahlkampf ebenso auf grofien Datenmengen beruhen, die
Entscheidung wiirde aber die KI fallen, und nicht mehr der Mensch.

In diesem Artikel diskutieren wir daher die potenziellen Folgen aktueller
generativer KI-Anwendungen fiir demokratische Wahlen und politische
Kampagnen im Hinblick auf drei Gruppen von Akteuren: (1) organisierte
Kampagnen, Kandidaten und politische Parteien, (2) von den Kampagnen
formell unabhingige Akteure (Biirgerinnen und Biirger, NGOs, Verban-
de, oder auch andere Staaten), und (3) Governance-Akteure von Kampa-
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gnenumgebungen!. Abschlieflend geben wir einen Ausblick auf anstehende
Wahlen und die Rolle, die generative KI spielen konnte. An dieser Stelle
verzichten wir jedoch auf Spekulationen iiber weitere technologische Ent-
wicklungen einer allgemeinen kiinstlichen Intelligenz, also komplett unab-
héngiger Systeme, und konzentrieren uns auf die Implikationen der derzeit
existierenden KI-Anwendungen als Werkzeuge fiir die unterschiedlichen
zuvor genannten politischen Akteursgruppen.

2. Generative KI als Wahlkampftool

Generative KI entwickelt sich mit enormer Geschwindigkeit. In den letz-
ten Monaten haben vor allem leichter zugéngliche Schnittstellen zu Bild-
und Textgeneratoren wie ChatGPT einen weltweiten Hype um die Fihig-
keiten und Anwendungsmdglichkeiten dieser Art generativer KI ausgeldst.
OpenAl und andere Unternehmen haben en-masse Annotationen und
Interaktionen mit Menschen genutzt, um die Basismodelle weiter zu trai-
nieren und das sogenannte Alignment-Problem zu verringern, das darin
besteht, dass sich ChatGPT und andere auf Foundation Models basierende
Systeme zundchst in einer grundsatzlich rationalen, aber fiir Menschen
unnatiirlichen Art und Weise verhalten haben. Daher wurde ChatGPT
mit Tausenden von menschlichen Annotationen trainiert, um so das Ant-
wortverhalten an die Erwartungen menschlicher Kommunikationspartner
anzupassen. Auch generative KI-Anwendungen zur Erstellung von Bildern
und Videos sind inzwischen fiir die breite Masse an Nutzerinnen und
Nutzern leicht zugénglich und unglaublich realistisch, was die Kosten fiir
einfache Bild- und Videoproduktionen auf ein Minimum senkt.

Diese Entwicklungen werden erhebliche Auswirkungen auf politische
Kampagnen und die mediale Berichterstattung haben. Noch tanzt die KI
nicht, das heif3t, sie ist nicht autonom und entwickelt ihre eigenen Algorith-
men noch nicht weiter. Dies konnte jedoch schon in naher Zukunft der Fall
sein. Im Jahr 2023 kann generative KI fiir politische Kampagnen wie fiir
viele andere Bereiche ein méchtiges Werkzeug sein, indem sie textbasierte

1 Auf der privaten Seite digitale Online-Plattformen, die Kampagnenumgebungen wie
Social-Media-Plattformen und Online-Suchmaschinen betreiben und auf der offentli-
chen Seite Behorden und andere an Wahlkdmpfen beteiligte nationale und internatio-
nale Institutionen, wie im deutschen Fall die Landesmedienanstalten, der Bundeswahl-
leiter, Koordinatoren fiir digitale Dienste auf nationaler Ebene oder die EU-Kommissi-
on und die OSZE auf supranationaler Ebene.
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und visuelle Inhalte generiert und Unterstiitzung bei Datenanalysen bietet.
Sie verstarkt jedoch auch die bestehenden Risiken in Bezug auf digitale Me-
dien als politische Kommunikationsumgebungen, wenn politische Akteure
sich nicht an demokratische Normen und Werte in Bezug auf den Umgang
mit politischen Gegnerinnen und Gegnern halten.

3. KI und datengesteuerte Kampagnen in der vierten Phase der politischen
Kommunikation

In den zuriickliegenden Jahren wurde viel iiber den Einsatz von daten-
gesteuerten Methoden und KI in politischen Kampagnen diskutiert. Die
sogenannte vierte Phase der politischen Kommunikation unterscheidet sich
von den vorangegangenen Phasen dadurch, dass digitale Plattformen und
datengesteuerte Methoden im Vergleich zu Kampagnen vor dem Aufkom-
men des Internets und der Social-Media-Plattformen viel prisenter und
fortschrittlicher geworden sind (Rémmele/Gibson 2020). Unsere Gespra-
che mit Expertinnen und Experten sowie Wahlkdmpferinnen und Wahl-
kdmpfern im Rahmen des ERC-Projekts ,DiCED - Digital Campaigning
and Electoral Democracy*? zeigten, dass datengesteuerte Methoden eine
politische Logik, die auf Intuition und Erfahrung von Wahlkampfexpertin-
nen und -experten beruht, erginzen und manchmal auch mit ihr konkur-
rieren konnen. Expertinnen und Experten betonten jedoch, dass es keinen
zentralen Algorithmus oder KI-Modell fiir Wahlkampfentscheidungen gibt,
z. B. fiir die Verteilung der Werbeausgaben, die wichtigsten Wahlkampf-
botschaften oder die Beschaffung von Wahlkampfmitteln. In Féllen, in
denen fortschrittliche Vorhersagemodelle eingesetzt wurden, schnitten die-
se dhnlich oder sogar schlechter ab als etablierte sozialwissenschaftliche
Methoden wie Umfrageforschung und Fokusgruppen zum Test wichtiger
Kampagnenbotschaften und zur Identifizierung von Zielgruppen. Mit der
leichteren Anwendbarkeit von generativen und analytischen KI-Methoden
iiber Schnittstellen erwarten wir aber eine zunehmende Nutzung dieser
Methoden durch Organisatorinnen und Organisatoren politischer Kampa-
gnen und anderen politischen Akteuren, den ersten beiden der drei unter-
schiedlichen Gruppen, die wir in diesem Artikel untersuchen.

Auf digitalen Online-Plattformen werden seit Jahren komplexe KI-Mo-
delle fiir die Moderation von Inhalten, genauer fiir die Empfehlung und

2 https://sites.manchester.ac.uk/diced/.
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Filterung von Inhalten, eingesetzt. Sie sind sehr effizient, wenn es darum
geht, die verbrachte Zeit von Nutzerinnen und Nutzern auf einer Website
oder Plattform zu maximieren und individuell passende Werbung auszu-
spielen, aber auch bei der Erkennung von illegalen und/oder gegen Richt-
linien der Plattform verstoflenden Inhalten. Wir wissen jedoch, dass Social-
Media-Plattformen wie Twitter wahrend der Covid-19-Pandemie Beitrége,
die Verschworungserzdhlungen und impfskeptische Inhalte propagierten,
nicht konsequent und erfolgreich geldscht haben (Darius/Urquhart 2021).
Digitale Plattformen sind zwar die Akteure, bei denen KI-Systeme die wich-
tigste Rolle spielen, da sie den Informationsfluss auf diesen Plattformen
steuern. Doch es wird von entscheidender Bedeutung sein, wie die Plattfor-
men bei der Erkennung von KI-generierten Inhalten wie Bildern, Videos
oder Texten vor allem dann vorgehen, wenn diese irrefithrende, falsche In-
formationen enthalten oder es sich um bewusste politische Desinformation
inlandischer oder auslandischer politischer Akteure handelt.

3.1 Organisierte politische Kampagnen in einer sich verdndernden
Parteien- und Kommunikationssphére

Digitale Plattformen wie soziale Medien und Online-Suchmaschinen sind
zu wesentlichen Umgebungen fiir organisierte politische Kampagnen ge-
worden und ermoglichen eine umfassendere Analyse von Daten (Gibson
2020). Im Hinblick auf die Nutzung datengesteuerter Methoden und neuer
Technologien kann ihre Anwendung jedoch zu zwei verschiedenen Arten
von Kampagnen fithren, die Rémmele und Gibson (2020) als ,wissen-
schaftlich® oder ,,subversiv® beschreiben. Als Idealtypen bezeichnen sie eine
wissenschaftliche Art von Kampagne, die verbesserte Analysen nutzt, um
Wihlerinnen und Wihler zu aktivieren und zu mobilisieren. Im Gegensatz
dazu nutzt die subversive Art von Kampagnen spaltende Themen und Bot-
schaften, populistische Reden und gezielte Werbung, um politische Kon-
flikte zu verstdrken und ggf. die Wahlergruppen aktiv zu demobilisieren,
die dazu neigen, fiir den politischen Gegner zu stimmen. Neue Technologi-
en wie generative KI konnen diese Zweiteilung politischer Kampagnen in
wissenschaftliche und subversive Kampagnen beschleunigen und eine Rolle
in der effektiveren Ansprache mit konstruktiven, aber auch destruktiven
Nachrichten spielen.

In Deutschland wihlen Parteien Agenturen als enge Partner fiir die
Erstellung von Kampagneninhalten und -strategien, fiir die digitale sowie
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analoge Kampagne. Zentrale Aufgabe der Agenturen ist es, gemeinsam
mit der Partei Zielgruppen zu identifizieren und gezielte Werbung auf
sozialen Medien wie Facebook, Instagram und TikTok (und seit Elon
Musks Entscheidung, politische Werbung wieder zuzulassen, in Zukunft
auch auf Twitter) sowie Online-Suchmaschinen wie Google zu schalten.
Ziel digitaler ebenso wie analog gefiihrter Kampagnen ist die Kommunika-
tion, der Austausch mit Wahlerinnen und Wahlern, insbesondere mit den
noch Unentschlossenen. Diese Gruppe war 2021 fiir deutsche Verhaltnisse
ungewohnlich grof, und zwar aus mehreren Griinden: erstens nimmt die
Parteibindung in den letzten Dekaden zunehmend ab (Wef3els et al. 2014);
des Weiteren ging die ,Ara Merkel“ zu Ende und viele ehemalige Mer-
kel-Wihlerinnen und -wéhler schwankten unentschlossen zwischen den
Parteien (Korte 2023). Die kontinuierliche Kommunikation zwischen Par-
teien und Wahlkampfakteuren soll Wahlerinnen und Wahler dazu bringen,
Online-Newsletter iiber ihre zentrale Wahlkampf-Website zu abonnieren
und Accounts von Kandidatinnen und Kandidaten und Parteien in den
sozialen Medien zu folgen. Neben der Mobilisierung von Unterstiitzerinnen
und Unterstiitzern geht die Nutzung von E-Mail-Newslettern aus Sicht
der Wahlkdmpferinnen und Wahlkdmpfer mit zusatzlichen analytischen
Moglichkeiten einher, um Kampagnenbotschaften zu testen und potenzielle
Wihlerinnen und Wihler zu segmentieren (Haller et al. 2023).

Waihlerinnen und Wahler konsumieren ihre Nachrichten mehr und
mehr iiber soziale Medien. Dadurch haben visuelle Inhalte an Bedeutung
und Quantitdt gewonnen. Durch die einfachere Verfiigbarkeit von hoch-
wertigen generierten Bildern erwarten wir daher eine weitere Zunahme
der Nutzung visueller Inhalte und generativer Bildgenerierungs-Tools wie
DALLE2, Midjourney und vieler anderer.

Wihrend also generative KI die Kosten fiir die Produktion visueller
Inhalte senkt, kann sie die Kosten fiir parteiinterne Teams zur Reaktion auf
mogliche Krisen erhhen, wenn es etwa darum geht, Posts iiber oder gegen
die eigene Partei oder den Spitzenkandidaten entgegenzuwirken. Bei ver-
gangenen Bundestags- und Europawahlen wurde eine Zunahme von Nega-
tive Campaigning beobachtet, also Videospots oder Posts und Anzeigen in
den sozialen Medien, die den politischen Gegner personlich angreifen, statt
die eigenen politischen Ziele zu férdern (Baranowski et al. 2022; Klinger
et al. 2022; Maier/Nai 2021). Dies ist in Deutschland, im Gegensatz zu an-
deren Landern und insbesondere den USA, immer noch relativ unublich,
konnte aber mit dem verstdrkten Einsatz von generativer KI zunehmen. Ein
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Beispiel, das in den letzten Monaten in Deutschland fiir Schlagzeilen sorg-
te, war ein generiertes Bild von arabisch aussehenden Ménnern mit wiiten-
dem Gesichtsausdruck, das (mit einer irrefliihrenden Bildunterschrift) von
Politikern der in Teilen rechtsextremen Partei Alternative fiir Deutschland
(AfD) erstellt und mit dem Ziel, Aufmerksamkeit zu generieren, gepostet
wurde3. Auch im Vorfeld der US-Prasidentschaftswahlen 2024 nutzt die
Kampagne um Ron DeSantis Deep Fakes und kiinstlich generierte Inhalte,
um seinem Gegner um die republikanische Kandidatur, Donald Trump,
zu schaden*. Um eine Spirale unauthentischer Kampagneninhalte zu ver-
meiden, sollten sich Parteien und andere politische Akteure wie NGOs
und Verbande auf 6ffentlich kommunizierte Richtlinien und einen gemein-
samen Kodex verstdndigen und sich an die festgelegten Regeln halten.

3.2 Von Parteikampagnen unabhéngige Akteure (Biirgerinnen und Biirger,
NGOs, Verbdande und andere Staaten)

Digitale Werkzeuge und soziale Medien bieten auch weiteren Akteuren
eine Offentliche Biihne, ihre Meinung iiber Parteien und Kandidatinnen
und Kandidaten zu duflern, die Teil des Wahlkampfes sind. Bei diesen
Akteuren handelt es sich um Parteianhidngerinnen und -anhdnger genauso
wie um teilweise gut finanzierte unabhéngige Nichtregierungsorganisatio-
nen, Industrieverbdnde oder Gewerkschaften. Es sind von der Kampagne
formell unabhingige Akteure, die aber in einer Beziehung zur politischen
Kampagne und den ihr zugrunde liegenden politischen Forderungen ste-
hen, entweder unterstiitzend oder oppositionell. Wahrend einige dieser Or-
ganisationen schon seit Jahrzehnten die Interessen ihrer Klientel vertreten,
wurden andere erst in den letzten Jahren aktiv und fithren in Wahlkampf-
zeiten Marketing- und Social-Media-Kampagnen durch, um die 6ffentliche
Meinung tiber Parteien, Themen und Kandidatinnen und Kandidaten zu
beeinflussen. Das Internet und die sozialen Medien ermdglichen dariiber
hinaus eine Art von biirgerinitiiertem Wahlkampf (Gibson 2015). Auf3er-
dem erméglichen es Plattformen wie Facebook, Instagram oder Twitter

3 Tagesschau.de (2023): KI-generierte Desinformation auf dem Vormarsch. Text aufruf-
bar unter: https://www.tagesschau.de/faktenfinder/ki-desinformation-fakes-101.html
(Zugriff am 25.08.2023).

4 The New York Times (2023): DeSantis Campaign Uses Apparently Fake Images to
Attack Trump on Twitter. Text aufrufbar unter: https://www.nytimes.com/2023/06/08/
us/politics/desantis-deepfakes-trump-fauci.html (Zugriff am 25.08.2023).
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auch Parteianhdngerinnen und -anhédngern, die 6ffentliche Wahrnehmung
und Sichtbarkeit von Botschaften offizieller politischer Kampagnenakteu-
re zu beeinflussen (Bossetta 2018; Darius 2022). Zusitzlich dazu agieren
Parteianhdngerinnen und -anhidnger und politische Akteure strategisch
und versuchen mitunter, die Botschaften und Hashtags ihrer politischen
Gegnerinnen und Gegner mit Hilfe sogenannter Hashjacking-Strategien
fur sich zu beanspruchen (Bode et al. 2015; Darius/Stephany 2019). Has-
hjacking ist eine Kommunikationsstrategie, die darauf abzielt, Hashtags
anderer Parteien oder Kandidatinnen und Kandidaten zu kapern. Dariiber
hinaus konnen auslandische Akteure wie die russische Internet Research
Agency (IRA) auch Bots und nicht authentische Konten einsetzen um
als ,normaler® Biirger oder Biirgerin aufzutreten und ihre bevorzugten
politischen Kandidatinnen und Kandidaten zu unterstiitzen oder politische
Gegnerinnen und Gegner verbal anzugreifen. Diese Kampagnen werden
Astroturfing-Kampagnen genannt, also Kampagnen die vorgeben einzelne
Biirger zu sein, aber eigentlich durch Firmen, Gruppen oder auslindische
Organisationen koordiniert sind (Keller et al. 2019). Zudem gibt es weitrei-
chende wissenschaftliche Erkenntnisse, dass es in der Vergangenheit bereits
verschiedene Eingriffe in Wahlen, insbesondere durch russische Akteure
wie die IRA, durch Desinformationskampagnen mit Hilfe gezielter Wer-
bung und koordinierter Posts auf Social-Media-Plattformen gegeben hat
(Kim et al. 2018, Schoch et al. 2022).

Grundsitzlich kénnen Desinformationskampagnen durch generative KI
noch schlagfertiger werden und soziale Plattformen durch kiinstlich gene-
rierten Content sozusagen iberfluten. KI-generierte Inhalte und Aktivita-
ten konnen auch dazu beitragen, eine Kampagne zum ,Tanzen® zu bringen
und mehr Online-Sichtbarkeit zu erlangen, wenn auch auf zum Teil irre-
fiihrende und nicht authentische Weise (Goldstein et al. 2023). Dies ist
insbesondere im Hinblick auf die Fahigkeit von KI-generierten Inhalten
bedenklich, Biirgerinnen und Biirger zu beeinflussen oder zu iiberzeugen,
ihre politischen Positionen zu dndern (Bai et al. 2023). Die Wirksamkeit
von Falschinformationen héngt aber hierbei stark von der Kontextualisie-
rung der Informationen ab in der KI-Systeme jedoch immer besser werden.

Daher ist es von entscheidender Bedeutung, dass sektoriibergreifende
Task Forces bestehend aus verschiedenen Akteursgruppen politische Kam-
pagnenumgebungen analysieren um frithzeitig koordiniertes unauthenti-
sches Verhalten wie Desinformationskampagnen zu erkennen und schadi-
gende generierte Inhalte zu entlarven, bevor sie ein breites Publikum auf
Social-Media-Plattformen erreichen oder sogar von traditionellen Medien
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aufgegriffen werden. Auflerdem bleibt nur zu hoffen, dass Wiahlerinnen
und Wibhler diejenigen, die sich subversiver Methoden bedienen, an der
Wahlurne bestrafen werden. Hierzu ist neben einem Monitoring digitaler
Kampagnensphéren auch Medienberichterstattung und Fact-Checking, so-
wie politische Medienbildung der Bevolkerung unabdingbar.

3.3 Akteure der Governance digitaler Kampagnenumgebungen und Wahlen

Online-Suchmaschinen und Social-Media-Plattformen bieten wichtige Um-
gebungen fiir Kampagnen, die eine umfassendere Analyse von Nutzerda-
ten ermoglichen als herkdmmliche Medienkanile. Sie werden daher in
den kommenden Jahren mehr Ressourcen in die Aufdeckung von KI-gene-
rierten Inhalten und Fehlinformationen investieren miissen. Die Kernkom-
petenz von Plattformen wie Instagram oder X (vormals Twitter) ist die
Empfehlung von Inhalten an Nutzerinnen und Nutzer und basiert auf algo-
rithmischen Inhaltsmoderationssystemen (Gorwa et al. 2020). Generative
KI wird die Genauigkeit der Inhaltsmoderation weiter verbessern, und wir
gehen davon aus, dass auch die Erkennung schéddlicher und irrefiihrender
Inhalte mit der steigenden Zahl generierter Inhalte und nicht authentischer
Konten Schritt halten wird. Die Plattformbetreiber sollten flichendeckend
iber die zur Erkennung schédlicher generierter Inhalte verwendeten Me-
thoden und Messgroflen berichten und sich mit Forschenden und politi-
schen Entscheidungstrdgern beraten, wie sie ihre Plattformen zu einem
sicheren Umfeld fiir politische Kampagnen und konstruktive politische
Debatten machen kénnen. Denn letztendlich beeinflussen die Affordanzen
der Plattformen wie Menschen miteinander in Kontakt treten und bestim-
men die Mechanismen von Plattformen als wichtige Mdglichkeitsraume
politischer Partizipation (Theocharis et al. 2022).

Regulierungs- und Wahlbehorden wenden generative KI-Modelle mog-
licherweise nicht direkt an. Dennoch ist auch ihre Arbeit von technolo-
gischen Veranderungen wie generativer KI betroffen. So kann diese wie
zuvor diskutiert zur Produktion von Falschmeldungen eingesetzt werden
und Wahlkdmpfe und Wahlkampfumgebungen empfindlich stéren. Daher
sollten Regulierungs- und Wahlbehérden Strukturen aufbauen, um sich
auf technischer Ebene mit Wahlkampfteams, Plattformunternehmen und
Entwicklern generativer KI zu koordinieren und mit jhnen kommunizie-
ren. Auflerdem wird der deutsche Koordinator fiir digitale Dienste (engl.
Digital Service Coordinator, abgekiirzt: DSC) die Bundesnetzagentur sein,
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die auch fiir die Telekommunikation zustdndig ist und {iber technische
Expertise innerhalb ihrer Institution verfiigt. Dariiber hinaus ist es wichtig
sehr grofle Online-Plattformen (VLOPs) und sehr grofle Online-Suchma-
schinen (VLOSEs) zu verpflichten, gezielt tiber politische und wahltakti-
sche Risiken ihrer Dienste zu berichten, und méoglicherweise sogar ein kon-
tinujerliches Wahlkampfmonitoring durch Plattformen unter Einbindung
zivilgesellschaftlicher Akteure wie NGOs und auch staatlicher Institutionen
wie dem Bundeswahlleiter einzufithren. Mit Blick auf die Zukunft, insbe-
sondere wenn generative KI zu ,tanzen“ beginnt, also autonomer wird,
sich selbst verbessert und neu kodiert, miissen die zustdndigen Behorden
Systeme, die die digitale Offentlichkeit schidigen verbieten, ihre Loschung
verlangen oder durchfiihren, insbesondere in Wahlkampfzeiten.

4. Zusammenfassung und Fazit

Wir haben die leitende Forschungsfrage der Arbeiten Riidiger Schmitt-
Becks auf die neuen Herausforderungen in der Kampagnenkommunikation
durch KI angewandt. Wir haben in diesem Kapitel dargelegt, dass die
meisten Anwendungen der generativen KI zum Grofiteil effizientere und
teilweise automatisierte Werkzeuge fiir alle Gruppen von Akteuren bereit-
stellen. Noch sind es keine autonom ,tanzenden® (= handelnden) Akteure.
Nichtsdestotrotz werden diese Werkzeuge erhebliche Auswirkungen auf
Wahlkampagnen haben, und ihre Nutzung durch politische Akteure kann
die Integritdt von Wahlen in Frage stellen. Daher ist die Vereinbarung
eines Wahlkampfkodex von organisierten Kampagnen und eine enge Koor-
dinierung von Regulierungsbehdrden und Anbietern digitaler Plattformen
unerldsslich, um das Potenzial irrefiihrender Inhalte und Desinformation
zu begrenzen, die von generativen KI-Anwendungen und -systemen erzeugt
und verbreitet werden. Von zentraler Bedeutung sind aufierdem Mecha-
nismen der Regulierung und die Sicherung von Online-Plattformen als
algorithmisch moderierten Raumen und kritischen Infrastrukturen deren
Schutz fiir die Stirkung der Widerstandsfahigkeit von Demokratien und
zur Gewihrleistung fairer Wahlen unabdingbar ist.

Was die Regulierungsbehdrden und die Wahlorgane betrifft, so raten wir
zur Einrichtung von Task Forces zur Uberwachung von online gefithrten
Debatten und KI-generierten Inhalten wihrend des Wahlkampfes beste-
hend aus NGOs, den grofien sozialen Plattformen und empfehlen eine enge
Zusammenarbeit mit den Koordinatoren fiir digitale Dienste (DSC), was in
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Deutschland die Bundesnetzagentur ist. Fiir diese Institutionen ist es von
zentraler Bedeutung, eine Task Force fiir die heifle Phase des Wahlkampfes
einzurichten, um sich mit den Akteuren der Zivilgesellschaft abzustimmen
und unauthentisches Verhalten und Desinformationskampagnen zu erken-
nen und die entsprechenden Accounts und Netzwerke von Plattformen
zu entfernen. Daher sollten die besagten Task-Forces aus Sicherheitsbehor-
den, Medienvertretungen, NGOs und Plattformen gebildet werden um ge-
meinsam (6ffentliche) Kommunikationsinfrastrukturen zu monitoren und
bei Bedarf gegen Falschinformationen und gezielte Desinformationskam-
pagnen vorzugehen.

Die Einrichtung dieser Sicherheitsmechanismen wird entscheidend sein,
um Storungen digitaler Kampagnenumgebungen zu verhindern und die
Integritat kommender Wahlen wie der Europawahl und der US-Président-
schaftswahl im Jahr 2024 sowie der Bundestagswahl in Deutschland im
Jahr 2025 zu schiitzen und langfristig eine weitere Erosion des Vertrauens
in den zentralen demokratischen Legitimationsmechanismus Wahlen zu
verhindern.
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Assessing the Electoral Payoffs of Partisan Mobilization in
Adverse Contexts:
A Field Experimental Study of the 2011 Spanish Local Elections®

Laura Morales, Luis Ramiro, Maria Jiménez-Buedo

1. Introduction

Political parties spend considerable time and effort mobilizing voters dur-
ing electoral campaigns. The effectiveness of electoral campaigns has long
been a focus of research in political science, and one of the key areas of re-
search of Riidiger Schmitt-Beck (e.g., Farrell/Schmitt-Beck 2002; Schmitt-
Beck 2007). After a period of increased professionalization of electoral
campaigning and heavy reliance on mass media to reach voters, Obama’s
2008 presidential campaign demonstrated that modern electoral campaign-
ing can successfully combine highly personalized and targeted strategies
based on grassroots mobilization and ‘modern’ impersonal and capital-in-
tensive methods. In its footsteps, the French Socialist Party launched an
unprecedented door-to-door canvassing campaign for Francois Hollande’s
2012 presidential bid. The renewed enthusiasm since the late 2000s for
grassroots electoral campaigning was partly drawing on a considerable
body of scholarship that, using randomized field experiments, showed that
face-to-face “get out the vote” (GOTV) strategies (especially, door-to-door
canvassing)! affect voter turnout and party choices (cf. Bochel/Denver 1970;
Bennion 2005; Cardy 2005; Green/Gerber 2008; John/Brannan 2008; Pan-
agopoulos 2009b; Green et al. 2013).

* We thank the Ideas Foundation and Marfa Gonzélez of the PSOE Executive Commit-
tee for the financial and organizational support, respectively, they granted to this
research. We are especially grateful to the local party organization of the PSRM in the
city of Murcia, particularly the mayoral candidate Pedro Lépez and local councillor
Andrea Garries; their enthusiastic support to our proposal and their effort in following
the experimental guidelines were essential to the success of this study.

1 While door-to-door (D2D) canvassing is the most commonly studied, other forms of
face-to-face (F2F) campaigning, such as distributing leaflets on the street or in markets
are equally employed to mobilize voters.
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The vast majority of the existing scholarship has traditionally focused on
the United States and the United Kingdom (e.g., Gerber/Green 1999, 2000;
Nickerson 2005; McNulty 2005; Gerber/Green 2005; Levine/Lopez 2005;
Nickerson et al. 2006; John/Brannan 2006, 2008; Fieldhouse et al. 2013;
Foos/John 2018; Townsley 2018; Foos et al. 2021). These are the established
democracies where targeted personalized party canvassing constituted a
‘traditional’ form of mobilizing the electorate in what is regarded by some
as the ‘golden age’ of personalized and local grassroots campaigning (Beck/
Heidemann 2010). As early as the 1950s, the academic consensus was that
this style of electoral canvassing common in the US, Britain, and other Eng-
lish-speaking democracies was far less frequent in most other established
democracies (Eldersveld 1956). Research suggests that this has continued to
be the case, as door-to-door (D2D) canvassing is less common in countries
like Sweden or the Netherlands than in places such as the US, Britain,
Canada or New Zealand (Karp et al. 2008). Despite the less frequent use
by political parties of D2D canvassing in continental Europe, it is by no
means a completely alien form of electoral mobilization and, hence, in
recent years, field experimental research on the electoral returns of person-
alized D2D partisan campaigning in continental European countries has
gradually developed to assess its impact in a larger range of countries,
including France (Pons 2018), Italy (Kendall et al. 2015; Cantoni/Pons
2021), Denmark (Bhatti et al. 2019) and Sweden (Nyman 2017).

In Spain, previous studies have shown that D2D campaigning is un-
common (Morales 2010; Ramiro/Morales 2004), occasionally employed
unevenly in small towns and villages primarily for local elections. Bhatti
et al. (2019) show initial evidence that in continental Europe, the effect of
partisan canvassing seems considerably smaller than in the United States
and the United Kingdom. Personalized campaign mobilization methods
and strategies may be less effective in political contexts with different elect-
oral campaigning traditions, possibly because citizens are less receptive to
means of electoral mobilization that they are not used to, but also possibly
because political parties are not well versed in how to effectively run such
efforts.

This study adds to the scholarship on personalized and direct partis-
an electoral campaigning with data from a field experiment of partisan
campaign mobilization by the Socialist Party (PSOE) in a local election
in Spain. As compared to US elections, Spanish elections focus more on
the political parties - rather than individual candidates - and are more
centralized in terms of how they are designed and conducted. However, the
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Spanish institutional context is one where the personalization of campaigns
around party leaders or heads of lists has long been evident (Van Biezen/
Hopkin 2005; Rico 2009). Electoral districts are multimember constituen-
cies, and blocked party lists add to the centralized and party-controlled
nature of campaigns. Moreover, proportional representation in large dis-
tricts, such as those in Spain’s largest cities, entails that even small electoral
gains or losses in local elections can have consequences on the number
of local councillors obtained by each party. Given that local elections in
large cities in Spain are both highly politically salient and partisan, the field
experiment was designed in a setting of high politicization where partisan
campaigning stands a good chance of effectiveness.

In this setting of proportional list-based representation, the field experi-
ment was conducted in the Spanish city of Murcia in the context of the
Socialist Party (PSOE) campaign for the local elections of May 2011. Murcia
is a stronghold of the center-right Partido Popular (PP, People’s Party), but
four political parties were represented in the local council at the time: PP,
PSOE, IU (left-wing Izquierda Unida) and UPyD (centrist Unién, Progreso
y Democracia). We assess the mobilization power of four campaign mobil-
ization instruments that vary in the degree to which they entail personal
contact, in how intrusive they are, and in their frequency of use in Spanish
electoral campaigns: (a) mailbox leaflet delivery of policy proposals; (b)
mailbox leaflet delivery of clinic appointments with the head of the list
or, as advertised during the campaign, “coffee with the candidate”; (c)
face-to-face leaflet distribution on the street; and (d) D2D canvassing.

Given that in Spain personalized methods of campaigning that are in-
tensive in grassroots party mobilization - especially D2D canvassing — are
relatively uncommon and that there is a very widespread lack of interest
in politics and confidence in politicians (more prevalent than in other
comparable democracies), should we expect personalized methods to be
as effective as in the US and Britain? As we argue in the next section,
there are reasons to believe that the political setting might be a powerful
moderator of the effectiveness of various mobilization techniques, and our
study constitutes a first attempt at assessing the generalizability of theoretic-
al propositions about campaigning success developed in English-speaking
democracies.

Our field experiment in a continental European setting makes several
contributions to the existing scholarship. First, it is one of the still very
few studies embedded in a real political party campaign, and as such it
maximizes the relevance of our design because we randomized several
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components of the party strategy. With all the limitations that the partisan
nature of the experiment brings, the results can inform about the real-world
consequences of the real-world decisions and actions that parties take.

Second, our design allows comparing the effects of a range of campaign-
ing methods - both impersonal and personalized - simultaneously in the
same location, thus controlling for the campaign setting. Contrary to the
expectations in the literature, we find a small effect of personalized tech-
niques and greater effectiveness of impersonalized ones. Finally, we assess
the effect of these partisan mobilization techniques on both voter turnout
and party vote share, thus focusing on both the mobilization/activation and
persuasion effects of electoral campaigns. Our results are also at odds with
many studies in the United States, as we find no effects on turnout and
some (modest) effects on vote share, similar to field experiments that have
since been conducted elsewhere in Europe (see Bhatti et al. 2019).

The article is structured as follows. The next section reviews the liter-
ature studying how electoral campaigning has evolved to become more
professionalized and with fewer face-to-face interactions; and how and
when are campaigns effective in mobilizing voters to turn out and vote for
the mobilizing parties. We outline the main hypotheses that are extracted
from the existing scholarship and we discuss why and how our expectations
might differ for other political settings, such as the Spanish one. Section
three presents the context in which the experiment took place and its
research design. The fourth section presents the results of the experiment.
In the last section, we discuss the findings and their implications for future
research.

2. The effectiveness of campaigning methods from a comparative perspective
2.1 The increasing professionalization of campaigning

There is widespread consensus that electoral campaigning has been chan-
ging in established democracies considerably over the past 40 years, partic-
ularly since the 1990s (Kavanagh 1995; Farrell 1996; Holbrook 1996; Farrell/
Webb 2000). There are many factors associated with this process (see Mair
et al. 2004), but the key ones are the social and political changes (such
as voter dealignment) that have led many parties to transform themselves
from cadre or mass parties to catch-all parties, as well as the expansion of
television and other mass media.
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In parallel, political parties have been losing members (Mair/van Biezen
2001; Van Biezen et al. 2012), to the extent that many of them are becoming
‘parties without members’ (Scarrow 2000). These social changes, alongside
strategic decisions by political parties, have gradually resulted in an increas-
ing professionalization of electoral campaigning, which has tended to move
away from personalized and face-to-face strategies of political mobilization
towards impersonal methods (especially through mass media and television
ads) and generic electoral material and publications (leaflets, billboards,
etc.). Yet, this is not incompatible with an increasingly targeted communic-
ation strategy that segments the electorate by age, region, ethnicity, etc.,
facilitated by the greater professionalization of campaigning and by techno-
logical innovations.

Thus, whereas in the ‘pre-modern’ era campaigns were mostly based on
face-to-face (F