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Voting Advice Applications and Electoral
Participation: A Multi-Method Study

DIEGO GARZIA, ALEXANDER H. TRECHSEL,
and ANDREA DE ANGELIS

Voting Advice Applications (VAAs) help users casting a vote by offering an explicit
ranking of viable options. The wide amount of readily available information provided
by VAAs to users has been shown to contribute to reducing the transactional costs
involved in gathering relevant political information. Available evidence also supports
the idea that VAA users are more likely to cast a ballot in elections as a result. The
extent to which electoral participation is caused by using a VAA, however, remains
unclear. Against this background, we reassess the mobilizing effect of VAAs by means of
a multi-method approach. Our cross-sectional analysis of 12 national election study
data sets provides further support to the idea that VAA usage increases users’ chances
of casting a ballot in elections as compared to non-users. This conclusion is strength-
ened by the results of a randomized field experiment conducted in the context of the
2013 Italian parliamentary election.

Keywords ICTs and political behavior, tailor-made information, turnout, Web 2.0

Introduction

The advent of the World Wide Web has profoundly altered the way political information is
produced and digested by the wider public at election time. Over the past two decades, the
multiple links between Internet-based information and communication technologies (ICTs) and
the political process were put under scrutiny by social and political scientists. The available
literature has generated relatively ample evidence that inWestern democracies the emergence of
the Internet resulted in a significant change within political behavior (for a review, see Chadwick
& Howard, 2009). Research has focused on its possible impact on political engagement and
participation, either directly (e.g., encouraging users to participate) or indirectly (e.g., providing
them with the necessary information to do so) (Norris, 2000). And indeed, Web-based political
information has been shown to bear a positive impact on broadly defined patterns of political
engagement (for a review, see Boulianne, 2009) as well as more specific patterns of electoral
participation (Bond et al., 2012; Tolbert & McNeal, 2003)—this being especially the case with
the younger generation (Hirzalla, Van Zoonen, & De Ridder, 2010).
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In the past decade, a new type of online tool has mushroomed in European democ-
racies and beyond. Voting Advice Applications (hereafter: VAAs) help users casting a vote
by comparing their policy preferences on major issues with the programmatic stances of
political parties on such issues (for an overview of VAAs in comparative perspective, see
Marschall & Garzia, 2014). VAA respondents fill in a questionnaire with their position on
a wide range of concrete policy statements. After comparing the user’s profile with that of
each party/candidate, the VAA produces its “advice,” usually in the form of a rank-ordered
list, at the top of which stands the party/candidate closest to the user’s policy preferences.
Whereas the advice provided by the VAA is to be considered as a form of political
communication, it must be also noted that it differs considerably from most of the
campaign messages that citizens traditionally receive. Like traditional media, they relay
information about parties’ and candidates’ positions to voters. Unlike other sources,
however, they provide customized political information. VAAs offer an explicit ranking
of viable options with an implication that this ranking is tailored according to the user’s
political opinions. In other words, VAAs reveal to the user the structure of the political
competition in light of her own preferences. The ability of VAAs to reduce the costs of
information at election time is one of the keys to understand their growing success among
voters (Alvarez, Levin, Trechsel, & Vassil, 2014). Nowadays, the existence of at least one
VAA has been witnessed in virtually all Western democracies. In countries like Belgium,
Germany, Switzerland, and the Netherlands, the proportion of eligible voters resorting to
VAAs at election time ranges between 10% and 40% (Marschall, 2014). In some
Scandinavian countries, VAAs are mentioned as the primary source of political informa-
tion during the campaign by a relative majority of voters, outnumbering traditional media
such as newspaper and television (Ruusuvirta, 2010).

The massive spread of VAAs across countries and users and their increasing relevance
in the electoral process have resulted in a fast-growing number of academic publications
devoted to the topic (for a review, see Garzia, Trechsel, Vassil & Dinas 2014). A
significant stream within this literature shares a common interest in political behavior
and, in particular, in the ways in which VAAs can affect voters’ patterns of electoral
participation. Available evidence supports the idea that VAA users are better informed and
hence more likely to cast a ballot in elections as compared to non-users (Schultze, 2014).
The extent to which electoral participation is caused by using a VAA, however, remains
unclear. Exclusive reliance on case studies, data limitations, and methodological short-
comings plagued in one way or another virtually all previous studies. Against this back-
ground, we propose to reassess the electoral impact of VAAs, focusing on their actual
mobilizing potential through the following research question: Do VAAs increase the like-
lihood of their users to cast a ballot in elections? We begin by sketching our theoretical
framework. Then, we provide a critical review of the available works on the topic. After
having outlined the uniqueness of our twofold methodological approach, we present the
results of our empirical analyses, focusing in turn on cross-sectional data and experimental
evidence. The final section discusses the results as well as their major normative
implications.

Theoretical Framework

The focus of our analyses lies in the effects of VAAs on individual-level turnout.1 Is there
a link between being exposed to VAA-generated information and the individual’s decision
to go to the polls? In his seminal contribution, Downs (1957) postulated that the act of
voting had a certain cost (e.g., the necessity of informing oneself, going to the polls, and
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so on). For rational voters, therefore, the benefit from voting had to outweigh the costs for
taking part in the collective decision at the polls. Ever since, the study of individual-level
turnout has either further developed this rational-choice approach or led to the develop-
ment of new models of electoral participation. Entire schools have emerged over time,
complementing and contrasting the Downsian voter paradox. In a recent review article,
Smets and van Ham (2013) propose a most valuable meta-analysis of these competing
theoretical perspectives and their application in empirical studies, identifying six different
models of voter turnout: the resource model, the mobilization model, the socialization
model, the rational choice model, the psychological model, and the political institutional
model. The authors find that only a small number of variables is consistently linked to
voter turnout across the vast majority of studies, eventually helping us to develop a “core
model” of voting. It is not the aim of this contribution to find such a core model, but to
investigate the effect of an ever more popular form of political information gathering on
turnout: VAA exposure.

Exposure to information generated by a VAA during campaigns can have an effect on
some of the key variables that are part of any of the six models analyzed by Smets and van
Ham. For instance, information acquired through the use of a VAA can stimulate interest
(psychological model) and political discussion (socialization model), it can either resonate
more effectively among better-educated citizens or compensate for lower levels of educa-
tion (resource model), it belongs to the broader family of media exposure indicators
(mobilization model), it can reduce the cost of information gathering and processing
(rational choice model) and it may even lead to a better understanding of partisan conflict
through the closeness of parties and their electoral importance (political institutional
model). However, we believe that it is the intersection among the resource model, the
rational choice model, and the psychological model where we find the possibly best-suited
theoretical harbor for this new form of self-gathered campaign information.

The resource model postulates that political resources, such as information and
knowledge, are a key precondition for participation (Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 1995).
With more information, citizens are better able to make sense of their own position relative
to the electoral supply and thus more likely to cast their ballot in elections. Available
studies confirm that higher levels of political information increase the likelihood of voting
(Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996; Lassen, 2005; Palfrey & Poole, 1987). VAA exposure
clearly adds to the information available to individual voters and should therefore be
positively linked to the likelihood of voting.

Actively gathering information has, of course, a certain cost. From the rational choice
model we know that the individual-level probability to cast a vote is inversely proportional
to the effort required to gather information. The costs that are involved in the process of
becoming sufficiently informed are, for instance, linked to the procurement (i.e., the
gathering) of the relevant data. Furthermore, the analysis of the information gathered as
well as the evaluation of the latter, relating it to specific goals, bears certain costs
(Carmines & Huckfeldt, 1996, p. 245). With several issues at stake and a multitude of
parties and/or candidates running for office, the task of gathering information may aug-
ment the cost of voting up to a point that overcomes benefits, thus possibly keeping away
citizens from the ballots. In the low-information rationality framework, voters are expected
to minimize this effort by relying on whatever “free” or inexpensive information can be
picked up (Popkin, 1991). In this sense, the wide amount of readily available information
about politics and political parties provided by the VAA contributes to reducing the
transactional costs involved in gathering relevant political information and increasing the
likelihood of voting in turn.
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Finally, a key component of the psychological model of voter turnout are
“cognitive characteristics such as political interest, political knowledge, or cognitive
ability to personal preferences associated with expressive voting such as party identi-
fication and ideology” (Smets & van Ham, 2013, p. 11). Available studies of VAA
effects on users’ political knowledge confirm the idea that VAAs improve users’
knowledge about political matters during the campaign. Ladner (2012) reports more
than four smartvote users out of five indicating that using the VAA improved their
knowledge of the 2011 Swiss election. Kamoen and colleagues’ (2015) analysis of the
2012 Dutch parliamentary election provides evidence that VAA usage increased users’
factual knowledge of political parties and party standpoints. Similar figures are
reported by Schultze (2014) for the case of Germany. These knowledge effects appear
larger for young users (Ladner, Fivaz, & Nadig, 2009) as well as among those who
consider VAAs to be a “serious” advice instrument (Alvarez, Levin, Trechsel, &
Vassil 2014; Kamoen et al., 2015). Other studies have, in addition, found that the
link between VAA exposure and mobilization at the polls can be conditioned by the
output of the VAA. Higher levels of overlap of one’s political preferences with the
political offer may generate a positive effect on individual-level turnout (Dinas,
Trechsel, & Vassil, 2014).

In this contribution we refrain from making any conclusive claims about the supre-
macy of one model of voter turnout over the other. Also, we are not able to distinguish an
individual mechanism leading to potential effects of VAA exposure on turnout. But we are
able to measure whether these effects can be detected in the first place. On the basis of the
idea that VAAs lead users to the acquisition of more information, to the reduction of the
costs of information gathering, and to the stimulation of political interests and knowledge,
the remainder of this article tests the hypothesis that VAA exposure leads to a higher
probability of casting a vote.

Future work will have to develop research designs that explicitly distinguish between
the different mechanisms at work. For the time being, and as a first step, we must limit
ourselves to the sheer detection of the link between exposure and turnout. Based on our
knowledge of the existing theories of turnout, we expand the theoretical framework to
include VAA exposure as a potential explanation for electoral participation. Also, never
before has the link between VAA exposure and voting been so thoroughly analyzed,
relying on both observational and experimental studies. With this contribution we there-
fore aim at further developing the literature on individual-level turnout explanations by
adding a thorough test of our main hypothesis.

Cross-sectional Evidence: Review and Analysis

The first studies investigating the impact of VAAs on electoral participation were con-
ducted by Marschall and his team on the case of the German Wahl-O-Mat. In both the
2004 and the 2009 German federal elections, more than one user out of 10 declared to feel
more motivated to turnout because of having used that VAA (Marschall, 2005; Marschall
& Schmidt, 2010). In the same years, another research group, led by Ladner, began
analyzing the electoral impact of the Swiss VAA smartvote. Their early analysis of the
2007 federal election found about 40% of respondents declaring that using the VAA will
bear a decisive or at least slight influence on their decision to go to the polls (Ladner &
Pianzola, 2010). On the basis of these data, Fivaz and Nadig (2010) concluded that the
overall turnout in that election could have been about 5% lower had the smartvote
platform not made available to Swiss voters.
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A critical issue with the aforementioned studies lies with their exclusive reliance on
opt-in surveys administered to users right after having been exposed to the VAA. In other
words, the influence exerted by the VAA on users is measured through subjective
estimates of (future) impact and only among those who are willing to complete the opt-
in survey. Apart from being subject to a heavy self-selection bias, these type of data do not
even ensure that subjective assessments will match with actual changes in terms of
preferences and behavior. Indeed, Walgrave, van Aelst, and Nuytemans (2008) found
that the reported intention of changing behavior as a result of having used a VAA is not
always (nor often) matched with actual changes in voting behavior at election time.

In order to address this critical issue, VAA scholars have turned to representative
survey data. Marschall and Schultze (2012) took advantage of a pre-electoral wave of the
German Longitudinal Election Study (GLES) and found a 6% increase in the probability to
cast a ballot among VAA users as compared to non-users. However, their study suffers a
low external validity because the data set employed consists of a non-random sample of
the German online population. Moreover, the dependent variable is measured before the
election, so one cannot be sure whether turnout intentions get actually converted into
electoral participation.

To overcome these limitations, a growing number of studies have resorted to national
election study data. Working with nationally representative samples increases substantially
the external validity of the findings. At the same time, the structure of post-election
surveys allows for factual measures of VAA usage (rather than subjective assessments of
impact) and actual voting behavior. Gemenis and Rosema’s (2014)analysis of 2006 Dutch
Parliamentary Election Study (DPES) data estimates, by means of simulation, that the
presence of VAAs was responsible for 4.4% of the reported turnout in that election.
Another analysis by Dinas, Trechsel, and Vassil (2014) on European Election Study
(EES) data shows that even after controlling for a wide set of socio-structural, attitudinal,
and behavioral variables, the individual-level probability to cast a vote in the European
Parliament election of 2009 was 14 percentage points higher for VAA users as compared
to non-users. This inventory of studies, by and large confirming the hypothesized positive
association between VAA usage and electoral mobilization, highlights nonetheless com-
monalities in terms of their exclusive reliance on case studies. To put the mobilization
hypothesis to a more demanding—albeit still correlational—test, the analysis that follows
provides a comparative reassessment of the effect of VAAs on users’ patterns of electoral
participation across countries and time. To this aim, we resort to the growing amount of
national election studies asking voters whether they used a VAA during the campaign. The
present analysis expands on the number of elections included in Garzia, De Angelis, and
Pianzola’s (2014) study, and employs 11 data sets from four different European countries:
Finland (2003, 2007, 2011), Germany (2009, 2013), the Netherlands (2003, 2006, 2010,
2012), and Switzerland (2007, 2011). We also analyze the European Election of 2009,
since that year’s ESS included a question on VAA usage.

The dependent variable of the analysis is a dichotomous variable indicating whether
respondents did take advantage of their right to vote in the election under analysis.
Another dichotomous variable measures whether respondents used one (or more than
one) VAA during the campaign. One point of concern relates to the differences in
questionnaire design and wording across the various national studies. In this respect, the
“best” measures are provided by the Dutch and the Swiss studies, in which the whole
sample is asked directly about VAA usage during the campaign.2 More complicated are the
cases of Germany and Finland. In the former case, the VAA-usage question has been
administered only to a subsample of respondents—namely, all those who reported to “have
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used (at least) once a week the Internet to inform themselves about political parties during
the federal election campaign.” We decided to code as non-users all those who declare to
have never used the Internet to gather political information during the campaign.
Admittedly, this coding strategy may fail to recognize occasional Internet users that took
the VAA test nonetheless. Through potential underestimation of the actual number of users
in the sample, this conservative strategy carries—if any—the risk of downsizing the actual
effect of VAA usage on participation in our models. With respect to Finland, the national
election surveys feature no direct question at all. We thus decided to resort to an indirect
measure based on how much did respondents “follow the election campaign on candidate
selectors on the Internet.”3 Underestimation of VAA usage (and hence its effect on
electoral participation) is even more likely in this case, as not “following” the campaign
through VAAs does not exclude in any way the possibility for citizens to have used a
VAA. Table 1 presents the proportion of study respondents that declared to have used a
VAA during the campaign in each data set.VAA usage appears, unsurprisingly, mostly
spread in Finland and the Netherlands—that is, the two countries in which VAAs have
appeared first. There, more than one-third of respondents declare to have used at least one
VAA during the campaign. In Germany and Switzerland, this proportion amounts to about
10%. Interestingly, an unambiguous upward trend in the proportion of VAA users across
time can be observed in each of the countries under analysis.

A comparison of turnout rates across users and non-users in each data set is also
presented in Table 14 The bivariate analysis confirms that VAA users are systematically
more likely to cast a vote in elections as compared to non-users. The statistical association
between these two variables is indeed highly significant and signed as expected in each
data set, and so are the various x2 tests.

As the major purpose of the present analysis is testing to what extent electoral
mobilization can be correctly attributed to the act of having used a VAA, we also need
to control for a number of alternative explanations of electoral participation within a
multivariate setting. Given the relatively low number of countries and elections under
analysis, we abstract from contextual (i.e., socio-structural and institutional) explanations
and focus on individual-level determinants. Drawing on the meta-analysis by Smets and
van Ham (2013), our analysis includes statistical controls connected to individuals’ socio-
demographic profile (age, age-squared, gender, and educational attainment), belonging to
intermediary associations (religiousness), and political attitudes (strength of party identi-
fication, self-placement on the left-right scale, interest in political matters, and sense of
satisfaction toward democracy; detailed variable coding is provided in Appendix A). We
also include a variable tapping whether respondents did cast a vote in the previous election
in order to control for the effect of voting habits. As the decision to turn out in the previous
election may have been due to at least some extent by VAA usage (something we
unfortunately cannot control for due to the cross-sectional nature of the data at hand),
the inclusion of this latter control serves also as a means to consider our results as a
relatively conservative estimate of the impact of VAA usage on participation. Given the
dichotomous nature of the dependent variable, logistic regression has been preferred to
ordinary least squares (OLS) estimation.

Table 2 presents the results of our logistic regression analyses, which provide rela-
tively strong confirmation of our research hypothesis.Indeed, the coefficient for the VAA-
usage variable is systematically related in a statistically significant way to the dependent
variable, while its positive sign witnesses of their positive association (i.e., being a VAA
user increases the likelihood that the respondent will take part in the election under
analysis).
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To test the robustness of our findings, we performed a number of additional tests. First,
we estimated a set of likelihood ratio tests comparing for each election the constrained model
that excludes an effect of VAA usage with the unconstrained one considering it in the same
subsample of voters. In every single case we were led to reject the hypothesis that VAA usage
can be excluded from the empirical models of turnout. Second, we ruled out the possibility
that the positive association between VAA use and electoral behavior is actually driven by
relatively small categories of outliers and/or influential observations. Finally, we tackled the
issue of non-random assignment of VAA usage across election study respondents through
Coarsened Exact Matching (CEM) techniques. Once again, the results highlight only minimal
differences as compared to the estimates provided by our logistic regressions. Detailed
estimation procedure for all robustness tests is provided in Appendix B.

When it comes to the size of the statistical association, we refrain from interpreting the
magnitude of the logistic regression coefficients, given that the variance of the underlying
latent variable in the logit function is not identified and it is thus likely to differ across models.
Instead, we rely on post-estimation statistics. In Table 3 (left column), we present the increase
in the individual-level probability of casting a vote in the election under analysis moving from
a value of “0” (i.e., the respondent did not use a VAA during the campaign) to a value of “1”
(i.e., the respondent did use at least one VAA during the campaign) of our key independent
variable, with all other variables in the model set at sample mean.

According to our estimates, VAA usage exerted its strongest impact during the 2009
EP election (16% increase in the predicted probability of casting a vote for VAA users).
Rather strong effects can also be witnessed in the cases of Switzerland and Finland
(around 10%). To grasp a better picture of the overall impact of VAAs on turnout rates,
Table 3 (right column) also reports estimates of their aggregate-level effect, stemming
from a combination of individual-level effects and the actual spread of VAA usage across
respondents. For each of the elections under analysis, we estimated via logit simulation
how the proportion of voters in the sample would have decreased had no one used a VAA
during the campaign. Although admittedly lower than individual-level figures, aggregate
estimates highlight nonetheless the significant contribution of VAA usage to election
turnout rates, with values ranging between 0.7% in the German federal election of 2009

Figure 1. The VAA output: Rank-order list of parties based on their proximity to respondents.
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to 6.3% in the Dutch parliamentary election of 2012. It is worth noting that, with the only
exception of Finland, this figure reports a monotonic increase across time in all other
countries under analysis.

Experimental Evidence: Review and Analysis

Notwithstanding the methodological advances allowing better control of respondents’ data
in a context plagued by self-selection into the treatment (i.e., using the VAA), it is evident
that the ideal scenario for a causal assessment of VAA effects on users’ patterns of
electoral mobilization is the random assignment of the treatment in a proper experimental
setting. In line with the view offered by Angrist and Phischke (2009), a small number of
studies of VAA effects have indeed attempted to provide causal explanations within the
framework of experiments. Vassil’s (2012) analysis of the 2009 Estonian election to the
European Parliament finds very weak, positive effects of VAA exposure on participation.
As his study population consists exclusively of university students, however, the findings
are of limited external validity. A similar problem afflicts the study by Mahéo (2014), who
administered her “treatment” only to a subsample of voters in a low-income voter
neighborhood in Montreal during the 2014 Quebec provincial election campaign.

Pianzola (2014) offers an experimental analysis of VAA effects involving a nationally
representative sample of Swiss voters in the context of the federal elections of 2011.
Unfortunately, this study suffers from a very low “first stage” due to the problem of two-
sided non-compliance. If access to a VAA is open to the public (as was the case with the Swiss
VAA smartvote employed in the study), one cannot exclude the possibility that subjects in the

Figure 2. Patterns of across-campaign mobilization: Treatment versus control group.
Note: t-value = 3.41, p < .001.
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control group could take the treatment independently from the experiment. Indeed, more than
70% of participants in the control group reported to have used smartvote. The same troubling
issue—although in reduced magnitude—is to be found in the experimental design employed
by Enyedi (2015) in his analysis of the 2010 Hungarian parliamentary election.

To overcome all the limitations stemming from the existing studies, we have set up an
experiment in the context of the most recent parliamentary election held in Italy, on
February 24, 2013. This election provides a particularly interesting setting for testing
our mobilization hypothesis. For the first time in the history of Italian parliamentary
elections, turnout fell below 80%—the actual figure being 75.2%. Although in line with
the general trend of declining turnout rates across established democracies, the magnitude
of decline in the 2013 election (i.e., minus 5.3 percentage point as compared to 2008) was
more marked than one could expect based on the past 20 years’ trendline. Possible
explanations included the growing disaffection toward politics on behalf of Italian voters,
the weakening ability of traditional agents to politically mobilize the electorate (e.g.,
religious organizations, trade unions, political parties), and the declining trust in “newer”
sources of mobilization such as political leaders, whose image capital reached an all-time
low in that election (Barisione, Catellani, & Garzia, 2013). Against this background, there
is room to believe that the provision of relevant, easily accessible political information
may ignite a cognitive-based pattern of (re)mobilization. The Italian case can also be
considered an ideal “laboratory” for the assessment of VAA effects in the context of real-
world elections. According to the comprehensive inventory of VAAs in Europe by
Marschall (2014, p. 96), no actual VAAwas indeed made available to Italian voters during
the 2013 election campaign. Methodological concerns with respect to the problem of two-
sided noncompliance are further minimized by our decision to resort to a “mock” VAA
platform. Through an invited accessibility design, the experimental VAA platform was in

Figure 3. Subgroup analysis (treatment group only).
Note: Figure entries represent the independent effect of the treatment on mobilization. Dotted red line is
mean effect across the treatment group (10.7%).
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fact accessible only to the respondents in the treatment group. In this way, we were able to
overcome the main shortcoming inherent to the existing studies without the need to
indulge in the unpractical (as well as unethical) exercise of denying a group of citizens
access to a VAA while forcing others to use it.

The issue statements at the core of our mock VAA platform were based on a set of
most salient issues of the campaign. The final selection of 30 statements was guided by the
aim of maximizing variation across parties (i.e., we excluded all those questions unable to
discriminate across parties’ positions) as well as comprehensiveness in terms of policy
domains. The positioning of parties on the various statements was achieved on the basis of
a hierarchy of available data sources. Our main source of information was the party
manifestos. When information about specific issues was not available in party manifestos,
we resorted to party websites’ content and declarations of party leaders. If none of these
sources proved useful, we made use of previous expert positioning endeavors conducted
on the Italian case (i.e., ITANES Expert Survey 2011). All parties already represented in
Parliament, as well as those with a reasonable chance to attain representation in the 2013
legislature, were coded by the research team, for a total of 14 parties included in the VAA.5

The experimental VAA platform invited respondents to offer their reaction to the 30 issue
statements with one of five responses, ranging from “completely agree” to “completely
disagree” plus a “no opinion” option. The algorithm for matching the preferences of the
user with the party positions was based on the city-block method.6 The outcome visualiza-
tion consisted in a simple match-list, at the top of which stands the party closest to the
respondent’s set of policy preferences (see Figure 1).

The experiment was embedded in a multi-wave CAWI panel of the Italian National
Election Study (ITANES). The panel design of the study was especially useful for the
purposes of the experiment as it allowed not only to measure the outcomes of interest after
the election, but also to measure baseline attitudes and behavior before participants’
exposure to the treatment.7 The experimental protocol consisted of three stages:

1. Pre-treatment measurement: The pre-treatment measurement was carried out on the
entire sample population (N = 908) on January 2013. The survey included items about
respondents’ baseline political attitudes and behavior (i.e., willingness to participate in
the forthcoming national election and voting intention).

2. Randomization and treatment assignment: The sample has been randomly split into
halves (N = 454).8 Only the treatment group received (on February 15, 2013) an
invitation to take part in the experiment. Upon acceptance, respondents were redirected
to our server and given the opportunity to go through the VAA. The response rate was a
noteworthy 95.6% (N = 434). Users’ perceptions of the usefulness of the VAA were
widely positive: 35% of the respondents rated it “very useful” and 45% “fairly useful.”

3. Post-treatment measurement: The post-treatment measurement was carried out in late
February/early March 2013. This involved all respondents in the control group as well
as all those respondents in the treatment group who accepted to take part in the
experiment (total N = 888). The key attitudinal questions remained identical from
those in the previous wave in order to achieve full comparability. As to turnout, the
voting intention measure was replaced with its behavior-recall counterpart (i.e., “did
you vote in the last national election?”).

In this article we focus our analysis on the potential effects of VAA exposure on
across-campaign patterns of electoral participation. In other words, our dependent variable
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is mobilization—that is, the difference in the intention to participate in the forthcoming
national election as measured in the pre-treatment survey and the reported individual
turnout as measured after the treatment has been administered.9 Note that in the pre-
treatment survey, respondents’ intention to cast a ballot was measured through a 4-point
scale ranging from “very likely” to “not at all likely.” In order to achieve comparability
with the actual turnout variable (dichotomous), we recoded the turnout intention variable
with a value of “1” assigned only to those respondents declaring themselves “very likely”
to participate in the forthcoming election, and “0” assigned to all others.

The dependent variable measures the VAA’s capacity to mobilize those who intend to
abstain from the elections but subsequently still vote. Therefore, it is coded “1” for all those
cases in which the respondent aims to abstain at t–1, but then declares having participated in
the election (N = 234). The variable is coded “0” for those for whom the intention to
participate was equivalent to the reported behavior after elections (i.e., non-mobilized
voters): they either planned to vote and voted eventually (N = 538) or they did not plan
to vote and did not go to the polls (N = 56). There were a few respondents who intended to
vote, but subsequently did not. These “demobilized” voters (N = 14) are coded “–1.”

Figure 2 compares the proportions of respondents on the dependent variable across
treatment/control conditions. Whereas the treatment does not seem to affect demobilized
voters in either direction, the figure highlights its strong impact on patterns of across-
campaign mobilization. A total of 22.6% of respondents in the control group were
mobilized during the campaign (i.e., they went to the polls even though they initially
did not plan to). In the treatment group, however, this proportion of mobilized voters is
33.3% (i.e., it is a proportion that is 10.7 percentage points higher than the proportion of
mobilized voters in the control group). This corresponds to a very strong treatment effect,
only attributable to VAA exposure. Having taken the VAA treatment thus causes voters to
reconsider their pre-campaign preference for abstention. While the campaign has mobi-
lized one out of five Italian voters, this proportion goes up to one out of three in case of
those exposed to the VAA. We believe that this is a most important result as it causally and
positively links VAA exposure to individual turnout. Also note that the size of the effect
(10.7%) is very much in line with the individual level results stemming from our analyses
based on observational data (see Table 3).

Digging deeper, we proceed with a subgroup analysis that allows us to shed further
light on what part of the sample was more or less strongly affected by the treatment effect
(see Figure 3).The dotted line represents the mean effect (10.7%) across the sample.
Values above the line indicate above-the-mean effect sizes. We find that women and
voters with low levels of interest in politics are more strongly mobilized by VAA
exposure. However, the strongest effect can be found among the younger generation.
Those just entering political life (18 to 24 years old) are twice as strongly affected by VAA
exposure and mobilized at the polls. This figure is even higher for the 25- to 34-year-old
Italian respondents. In general, it seems as though VAA exposure has a compensating
effect on the traditional bias in electoral participation: women, the young, and those who
are, from the outset, less interested in politics seem to strongly react to the exposure of this
particular type of campaign information—and in a very positive way, bringing their
respective probabilities of being mobilized to high levels. Normatively speaking, and
while VAA exposure does not seem to significantly affect more or less educated voters,
it does incentivize women, the young, and the less interested to get mobilized and there-
fore to reach more desirable levels of representation.
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Concluding Remarks

This article contributes to the emerging debate on information and communication
technologies (ICTs) and elections, focusing on a new type of interactive online tool:
voting advice applications. As VAAs become increasingly important in electoral pro-
cesses around the world, their mobilizing potential calls for a careful empirical assess-
ment. Our cross-sectional comparative analysis shows that VAA users are
systematically more likely to cast their ballot in elections as compared to non-users.
Further research, taking into account a larger number of countries—possibly beyond the
“traditional” VAA countries—and diverse electoral settings (e.g., first- versus second-
order contexts) is in order if we are to establish more firmly the generalizability of this
conclusion. Needless to say, cross-national data availability is a key prerequisite for
large-number comparative analyses. With VAAs expanding rapidly beyond Western
Europe, however, there are grounds to believe that national election studies worldwide
will pay increasing attention to these tools.

As to the results of our experiment, we find further support for the idea that the VAA
impact takes place independently of whether voters self-select themselves into using the
tool (as is the case in our cross-sectional analysis). The experiment itself contributes to the
research on the mobilizing potential of VAAs through an “ideal” design: an experiment on
a nationally representative sample of Internet users in the context of a real election. The
scattered diffusion of VAAs in the Italian context at the time of our experiment provided
the—possibly non-replicable—conditions to test VAA effects in a sort of nationwide
laboratory. The choice of Italy as a case study further substantiated previous findings
stemming from those countries where effects could be imputed to the widespread diffusion
of VAAs (e.g., Gemenis & Rosema, 2014). In this respect, the pervasive diffusion of
VAAs in electoral democracies, in the West and beyond, will in all likelihood push future
experimental research to move from the field to the lab. In turn, more refined research
designs will help disentangle the causal mechanism behind VAA effects, also looking at
other outcomes of interest (e.g., party choice).

Moving to the normative implications of our results, we first find a causal effect of
being mobilized due to VAA exposure that is very large, indeed. While the electoral
campaign expectedly pushes voters to go to the polls, even if they did not initially plan to
do so, the proportion of mobilized voters among VAA users is more than 10 percentage
points larger. This is good news for democracy, as it confirms what has been so far more
often assumed than measured: exposure to an academically designed, simple, and politi-
cally neutral VAA can greatly impact a voter’s intention to go to the polls. When focusing
on this portion of the electorate that is indeed mobilized due to VAA exposure, we also
find a second, normatively most desirable effect of VAA exposure: not only does the latter
cause higher mobilization, it does so among groups in the electorate that are prone to
electoral abstention: women, the younger, and the less interested in politics. Clearly, when
having access to this political navigation aid that a VAA offers its users, some traditionally
less electorally participating citizens start to turn out. This, in turn, leads to their better
representation in politics. We believe that this result is most encouraging for replicating
our experiment in different contexts in order to establish more generalizable insights in this
regard. However, for the time being, our results are, in our view, more than encouraging
from a normative democratic point of view.
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Notes

1. A large corpus of the literature in political behavior concentrates on the study of aggregate-
level turnout (for an overview of the most important models and their explanatory power see the
meta-analysis by Geys [2006]). In this contribution, however, we are solely focusing on individual-
level turnout.

2. However, one notes that in both the 2006 and 2010 Dutch studies, the “direct” VAA-usage
question was asked only to the subset of respondents who declared in a previous question that they
“know one or more tests of political preference on the internet.” In this analysis, we coded “0” all
those who answered negatively to the “filter” question, under the assumption that respondents cannot
have made use of something (i.e., the VAA) they are unaware of.

3. Answer options are: “a great deal” (frequency distribution between 2.3% in 2003 and 4.6% in
2011), “quite a lot” (5.7% ~ 15.7%), “not very much” (13.9% ~ 22.6%), and “not at all” (77.2% ~
56.9%). In the analysis presented in Table 2, all respondents picking any of the first three answers are
coded as VAA users. To test the robustness of our estimates, we tested different recoding strategies.
At first, we excluded the respondents picking the “not very much” option from the pool of VAA
users. Regression estimates, however, remained virtually identical. We also assessed our results
against a highly conservative coding strategy, whereby only those respondents declaring to have
followed the campaign on VAAs “quite a lot” were coded as users. In this case, however, the severe
underestimation of actual users turned the VAA-usage coefficient insignificant in each and every
model.

4. It is well-known that national election studies suffer from a severe over-reporting of electoral
turnout levels due to social desirability bias (Karp & Brockington, 2005). Inevitably, this has
potential implications for our own analysis. On the one hand, one could charge that this bias leads
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to overestimation of the mobilization effect of the VAA, insofar as abstainers are strongly under-
represented in the sample. On the other hand, however, one could argue that overestimation of
turnout levels leads to underestimation of the impact of VAA usage due to ceiling effects—if almost
all study respondents are voters, there is not much room left for further increase in levels of electoral
participation. As the data at hand do not allow for an empirical assessment of the actual size of these
biases, we proceed with our analysis under the assumption that they are by and large equivalent, thus
potentially canceling each other out.

5. Indeed, all parties that eventually polled at least 0.5% of the votes at the national level (and
eventually gained representation in the parliament) were included in the VAA platform.

6. The so-called “Manhattan” (or city-block) distance expresses how close two respective points
are from one another in an n-dimensional space. With a 5-point response scale, the maximum
possible distance between a party and a user on a given statement equals four points. With a
questionnaire of 30 statements, the maximum distance is 120 points, whereas the minimum distance
is zero points. We rescaled these values so that maximum party/user distance equals to 0% on the
match-list and minimum distance equals to 100%.

7. The main drawback of CAWI technology lies in the slightly biased demographics of
those who tend to respond to online questionnaire invitations. Indeed, youngsters were slightly
overrepresented in our sample (mean age is 45.5 as compared to the 49.4 in the CATI post-
electoral survey fielded simultaneously by ITANES) and so were respondents with high
educational level (university graduates are 23.4% of the sample as opposed to 12.9% among
CATI respondents).

8. We performed a balance test of treatment assignment based on a parsimonious set of typical
predictors of VAA usage (i.e., age, gender, educational level, and political interest). The results show
that the sample is well-balanced: none of the predictors discriminates the two groups in a statistically
significant way (detailed model estimation is presented in Appendix C). This confirms that the
random assignment was performed correctly, so it is possible not to include control variables when
comparing treatment and control groups.

9. Due to missing values (i.e., don’t know, no answer) on the turnout variable in either wave, 46
respondents have been excluded from the analysis.
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