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Be there or be square – The impact of participation and performance in the 
2017 Dutch TV debates and its coverage on voting behaviour 
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Amsterdam School of Communication Research, University of Amsterdam, Netherlands   
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A B S T R A C T   

TV debates are often seen as the most important events that provide the electorate with information about 
leading candidates and key issues during electoral campaigns. Research provides evidence for various debate 
effects, showing both a direct and indirect influence on voting decisions. There is, however, only scant evidence 
on the relative impact of TV debates when examining these effects at the same time. To fill this gap, our study 
aims to analyse whether and to what extent a candidate’s participation in a debate, their performance in the 
debate or the related media coverage influence the electorate when examined simultaneously. We consider the 
case of the 2017 Dutch general elections, which offers an almost ideal setting due to the broadcast of several TV 
debates of different formats and candidate compositions throughout the campaign period. To distinguish the 
effects of single debates, we use original Dutch panel survey data. We find a weak overall influence of the de
bates; the most significant effects are decreasing vote intentions for the two main competitors (VVD and PVV) 
after both candidates refused to participate in the first TV debate, and a ‘winner-effect’ for one of the two main 
candidates in a head-to-head debate.   

1. Introduction 

TV debates are an integral part of election campaigns in many 
countries. They not only have the highest coverage compared to other 
televised campaign events, but are often seen as the most important 
events in any election campaign. TV debates provide information about 
the leading candidates and important issues that inform the electorate’s 
voting decision, they are also easily accessible within a relatively short 
period of time (Wiegand and Wagner, 2016; Maier et al., 2014). Tele
vised election debates can thus be considered the “focal point” for 
election campaigns (Carlin, 1992, p. 263; McKinney and Carlin, 2004). 

TV debates may exert a direct influence on the electorate when 
people actually watch a debate, but they also have indirect influence 
insofar as citizens read or hear about them afterwards (e.g. Scheufele 
et al., 2005). Furthermore, the direct watching effect can be distin
guished into (i) the mere (non-)presence of a candidate in a debate, and 
(ii) their related performance during the discussion with political op
ponents. So far, most studies have analysed the various debate effects in 
isolation, without examining their simultaneous impact on citizens’ 
behaviour. The main goal of this study is thus to examine the relative 

influence of debate effects by answering our overall research question: 
To what extent is voting behaviour influenced by candidate participation and 
performance in TV debates, and by the subsequent coverage of those debates 
in the media? 

We analyse the influence of these different debate components using 
the case of the Netherlands. The comparatively high number of TV de
bates, along with their multi-format system in the run-up to the 2017 
Dutch general elections (i.e. several pre-election debates with different 
candidate compositions), enables a fine-grained analysis of the different 
aspects of a TV debate. Importantly, the fact that the main contenders 
refused to participate in some debates allows us to study the influence of 
a candidate’s refusal to debate on citizens’ voting behaviour. The 
resulting differences in the number and composition of debate con
tenders, and the related and more general format differences, as well as 
the timing of the debates in the campaign, allows for a more general 
analysis of whether the various debates differ in their overall influence 
on voting behaviour. For the main analysis we draw upon original panel 
survey data matching the different timings of the debates. We comple
ment survey data with a content analysis of newspaper coverage about 
the debates, including evaluations of the candidates. 

* Corresponding author. 
E-mail address: a.c.goldberg@uva.nl (A.C. Goldberg).  
URL: https://andreascgoldberg.com/ (A.C. Goldberg).  

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect 

Electoral Studies 

journal homepage: http://www.elsevier.com/locate/electstud 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2020.102171 
Received 13 August 2019; Received in revised form 21 February 2020; Accepted 12 May 2020   

mailto:a.c.goldberg@uva.nl
https://andreascgoldberg.com/
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/02613794
https://http://www.elsevier.com/locate/electstud
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2020.102171
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2020.102171
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2020.102171
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.electstud.2020.102171&domain=pdf
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Electoral Studies 66 (2020) 102171

2

Our study contributes to the literature in several ways. It is one of the 
first analyses to capture the various debate effects simultaneously. 
Second, due to the multiparty system of the Netherlands where many 
parties receive similar vote shares, the study enlarges the existing 
literature by validating previous findings from bipartisan systems, like 
the US, or multiparty systems with two major parties like Germany. 
Finally, the panel logic of our data with repeated measurements of 
voting behaviour – intended party choice before the election and actual 
party choice thereafter – enables us to examine at what point in the 
campaign period TV debates are most influential, if indeed they are at 
all. 

2. TV debates as campaign events 

After the question of whether campaigns matter has been answered 
positively, research has moved to tackle the questions of which 
campaign events matter, for whom and in which contexts (cf. Hillygus 
and Jackman, 2003). Whereas in the 1970s and 80s, several studies 
attribute only limited influence to TV debates on voting behaviour (Blais 
and Boyer, 1996), more recent research has revised this opinion. Today, 
televised election debates are seen as key components of (presidential) 
election campaigns, since debates provide the audience with informa
tion about the candidates and their positions, as well as being able to 
reach a broad viewership (Benoit and Hansen, 2004). The media, and 
television in particular, are often the main source of information for 
voters (Aalberg and Jenssen, 2007). Thus, TV debates possess an 
educational function by helping citizens to make a more considered or 
potentially better-informed voting decision (Holbert et al., 2002; Benoit 
and Hansen, 2004). 

Debate viewers can evaluate candidates more or less simultaneously, 
since they see different candidates elaborate on the same topics and 
issues. This enables the viewer to immediately compare opinion state
ments, and much more easily compared to other campaign events that 
focus on one party or candidate only (Benoit and Hansen, 2004). While it 
can be beneficial for voters to be exposed to candidates’ direct responses 
to their opponents when it comes to forming a voting intention, other 
authors argue that such counter-arguing makes TV debates less influ
ential, since effects are equalled out (Hillygus and Jackman, 2003). 

Subsequent to the first ever televised debate in the United States 
between Nixon and Kennedy in 1960, research on TV debates and their 
voter impact has predominantly been conducted in the United States 
(Klyukovski and Benoit, 2006; Pattie and Johnston, 2011). Following 
the introduction of TV debates and their growing importance in other 
countries, today, a growing body of research also examines TV debates 
outside the US (e.g. Blais et al., 2003; Maier et al., 2014; Scheufele et al., 
2005; Van der Meer et al., 2016). These studies examine various aspects 
of TV debates that may matter for the voting-eligible citizen. Broadly 
speaking, one can distinguish between direct debate effects – that is, 
effects that occur because a citizen watches a debate and afterwards 
changes her voting intention/decision – and indirect effects through 
intermediaries, most prominently news coverage of the debates, usually 
after the debates have taken place (Blais and Boyer, 1996). 

2.1. Participation and performance in a TV debate (direct effect) 

Many US American studies conclude that watching debates can in
fluence vote preferences, but in the form of strengthening a given vote 
preference instead of changing existing vote intentions or candidate 
evaluations (e.g. Sigelman and Sigelman, 1984; Katz and Feldman, 
1962). In contrast to this long-prevailing view of the rather limited ef
fects of TV debates, a growing number of studies find evidence for a 
considerable impact of televised campaign events on voters (e.g. Pattie 
and Johnston, 2011). For instance, research on primary debates in the 
United States – more comparable to the Dutch context considering the 
presence of multiple candidates with smaller issue differences – shows 
that debate exposure not only leads to voters learning about the 

candidates’ policies, but also influences candidate evaluations (Yawn 
et al., 1998). More importantly, primary debates are suggested to in
fluence vote preferences, as well as confidence in vote choices after 
watching the debate (Benoit et al., 2002). A typical aspect of TV debates 
in the US, with its bipartisan system and respective presidential candi
dates, is the strong focus on a debate winner and a debate loser, possibly 
due to the easier identification of each with only two major candidates 
debating (Anstead, 2016). 

Research from Germany shows that TV debate participation can be 
beneficial for every participant. Instead of a zero-sum game, as in US 
presidential elections, candidates can leave a positive impression irre
spective of whether they are the overall winner of the debate (e.g. Bachl, 
2013; Maier and Faas, 2003; Maier et al., 2014; Maurer and Reinemann, 
2003). Maier and Faas (2011b) conclude that TV debates in Germany are 
more persuasive than debates in the United States. While the strongest 
influences can be identified for undecided voters or voters without party 
attachment, “significant parts of the electorate changed their opinions 
about the chancellor candidates and even revised their voting decisions” 
(Maier and Faas, 2011b, p. 77), also among voters with previous party 
identification. Experimental and panel research finds that up to one 
third of debate watchers change their vote preferences in response to the 
debate (e.g. Maier, 2007; Maier and Faas, 2011a; Hofrichter, 2004; 
Maier et al., 2014). 

The direct effect of watching a debate comprises at least two aspects. 
First, the most obvious fact for a viewer is which candidates participate 
in the debate. This is far from trivial, since in the European context not 
all (invited) politicians take part in every debate. For most parties and 
candidates – particularly the most important ones – participation in a 
debate may be expected (unless not invited). Hence, especially declining 
a debate invitation may have severe consequences. As Blais et al. (2003) 
argue, a refusal can be seen as avoiding one of the “most democratic 
exercise(s)” (p. 49) in a campaign. Thus, a first crucial factor for citizens’ 
voting decisions is a candidate’s presence in a debate, and even more so 
that the candidate has not refused to participate. 

A second (related) aspect is the performance of the candidates during 
the debate. Scholars such as Maier et al. (2014) argue that it is not the 
sheer exposure to the debate, but the performance of the candidates and 
the viewers’ evaluation of it, which influence the voting decision. For 
instance, in the British 2010 election context, Pattie and Johnston 
(2011) find debate performance influences citizens’ feelings and atti
tudes towards party leaders as well as towards the parties themselves, 
even when controlling for partisanship and pre-election vote intentions. 
Despite the strong impact of pre-existing voting preferences, the authors 
further show that debate performance also has the potential to change 
voting intentions. Relatedly, based on each candidate’s performance, 
debate viewers may also identify a winner or loser of the debate – and 
this is easier in head-to-head debates that include only two candidates. 
Studies have shown that the perception a candidate is a debate winner 
can directly increase the probability of voting for that winner by up to 30 
to 40 percentage points (Maier and Faas, 2011a; Maier et al., 2014). 

2.2. News coverage of the debates (indirect effect) 

According to contagion theories, individuals participate in various 
communication networks (Van der Meer et al., 2016). As part of these 
networks, citizens experience election campaigns through interpersonal 
conversations as well as discussions in different media channels (Blais 
and Boyer, 1996; Coleman, 2000; Monge and Contractor, 2003; Van der 
Meer et al., 2016). The debate’s impact can therefore be indirect, as 
individuals are influenced by what they hear in the media or from 
friends and acquaintances about it, and irrespective of whether they 
watched the debate (Blais and Boyer, 1996). 

Drew and Weaver (2006) point out that besides attention to televised 
debates, attention to the news is an important correlate of voters 
learning about candidates’ issue positions and voter interest in the 
campaign. For the German case, several scholars show that debate 
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effects strongly depend on contextual factors, among others on the 
follow-up media coverage (Maier, 2007; Maier et al., 2014; Wiegand and 
Wagner, 2016). Maier et al. (2014) argue that besides the immediate 
direct perceptions of the candidates, the media interpretation, and first 
and foremost who is presented as the winner of the debate, can influence 
the citizens in the formation of their voting decision (see also Fridkin 
et al., 2008; Tsfati, 2003). 

Which candidate counts as ‘the debate winner’ is determined partly 
by the viewers’ first-hand perceptions while watching the debate, and 
partly by the subsequent media coverage (Lanoue, 1992; Lang and Lang, 
1976; Tsfati, 2003). As shown in the US case, the interpretation of who is 
the winner or who is the loser may vary strongly between a viewer’s 
subjective impression while watching the debate and the media inter
pretation afterwards. This is even more relevant when assuming that the 
most evaluative statements of the press are published in the days after 
the debates are broadcast (Reinemann and Wilke, 2007). For instance, 
after the two TV debates in the 2002 German elections, both which took 
place on a Sunday, the subsequent Monday and Tuesday newspapers 
contained one third of all evaluative statements about the candidates, 
Schr€oder and Stoiber, published in the last four weeks before the elec
tion (Wilke and Reinemann, 2003). 

Comparing direct and indirect debate effects, Scheufele et al. (2005) 
find for Germany that both the debates themselves as well as the 
follow-up media coverage produce immediate effects on candidate im
pressions and evaluations as to each debate’s winner. Further, Blais and 
Boyer (1996) find both direct and indirect effects of televised debates on 
voting in the Canadian 1988 election, as voters who did not watch the 
debate were still influenced in their vote choice by subsequent media 
coverage. Apart from these previous findings, research on the compar
ison and relative impact of direct debate effects and indirect effects of 
the follow-up media coverage is still relatively scarce. 

Generally, research on the effects of televised debates is particularly 
context specific – that is, an application of e.g. US findings to most Eu
ropean parliamentary democracies is problematic. As Anstead (2016, p. 
520) shows, televised debates “reflect the institutional logic” of a po
litical system, meaning that environmental factors shape the develop
ment of TV debates in each respective country. The Dutch context 
provides an interesting angle from which to re-examine the effects of 
televised electoral debates and related media coverage, especially 
considering the rather neutral media coverage found for previous de
bates (Walter and van Praag, 2014b). 

2.3. The case of the 2017 Dutch National Elections 

Dutch TV electoral debates were established in 1963, just after the 
1960 Kennedy-Nixon debate in the US, and are now an essential part of 
Dutch electoral campaigns. Compared to, for instance, US presidential 
elections, Dutch election campaigns are relatively short with a duration 
of around two months (Van der Meer et al., 2016). Notwithstanding the 
rather short campaign period, several debates – at least two in total – are 
organized by the public broadcaster and since 1989 also by a commer
cial broadcaster, so broadcasting is shared between public and private 
channels (Walter and van Praag, 2014a, 2014b). The debates include 
different formats: head-to-head duels between the two main contenders, 
but also larger discussions comprising candidates from all relevant 
parties. These can include up to 13 candidates, a fact that reflects the 
fragmentation of the Dutch multiparty system with its many small and 
medium-sized parties (e.g. Pellikaan et al., 2018). 

In the run-up to the 2017 National Elections (15 March), four live 
broadcasted TV debates took place, of which we are able to analyse 
three. Similar to the earlier debates of 1971 and 2012, the top candidates 
refused to participate in some debates (Walter and van Praag, 2014a, 
2014b). This specific 2017 setting thus allows the rare opportunity for us 
to study ‘refusal’ effects. Although a rather rare phenomenon, an 
internationally prominent recent example of refusal is the case of 
Theresa May, who did not take part in the 2017 pre-election 

head-to-head debates broadcast by BBC. 
In line with the tradition of various debate formats, and due to the 

aforementioned refusals, the four debates in the Netherlands varied in 
candidate compositions and with respect to viewing figures, format and 
distance to the election day. Table 1 presents an overview that includes 
relevant characteristics for each debate. In the first RTL4 debate, the 
leading candidates of the two biggest parties, Mark Rutte (VVD) and 
Geert Wilders (PVV), had been invited but refused to attend. They did so 
since RTL – against an earlier agreement including the biggest four 
parties – at short notice decided to invite an additional fifth candidate 
from GroenLinks (GL) because of the party’s likelihood of being 
involved in the multiparty government formation. After the refusals of 
the VVD and PVV, the debate took place with five smaller parties only. In 
the second, so-called Carr�e Debat, Geert Wilders (PVV) again refused to 
participate because of an interview published with Wilders’ brother that 
portrayed him negatively. Since we do not have data about exposure to 
this debate, we had to exclude it from our analysis. The third EenVan
daag debate was the first (and exclusive) encounter of the two main 
contenders, Rutte and Wilders, and two days before the election it 
“brought some life into the previously dull campaign” due to a previous 
diplomatic conflict with Turkey that influenced the debate (Holsteyn, 
2018, p. 1367). Besides the more common roundtable and head-to-head 
formats in the first three debates, the final NOS Slotdebat had a different 
format. In one and a half hours, the leading candidates of the eight 
(generally-expected-to-be) biggest parties discussed various topics in 
several head-to-head rounds, with two different candidates each (with 
five smaller parties having had a pre-debate discussion among 
themselves). 

Apart from the specific setting of the 2017 debates, the Dutch context 
is characterised by other, more general characteristics. Unlike in the US 
presidential system, in parliamentary democracies like the Netherlands 
the party positions are still at the forefront of the electoral campaigns, 
since “the premiership falls to whoever leads the party commanding a 
majority in the elected assembly” (Coleman, 2000, p. 8). Factors like 
party platforms, political issues and the party’s ability to “stand out” 
against the others represented in the debate may be more important than 
the personality and charisma of the contestants, as is the case in more 
candidate-oriented bipartisan system like the United States (Aalberg and 
Jenssen, 2007, p. 116). Typical of Dutch debates is the important role of 
the moderating journalist – and little to no possibility for the public to 
ask questions – and the limited rules during debates, which results in 
more actual ‘debate’ between the candidates compared to other coun
tries (Walter and van Praag, 2014a, 2014b). 

2.4. Hypotheses 

The variation in candidate composition in the debates allows us to 
test the direct effect of candidates’ participation in TV debates. We 
particularly expect that an active refusal of parties/candidates to 
participate has a negative influence on citizens voting for that respective 
candidate/party. More generally, though, being absent from a debate, e. 
g. smaller parties not being present in the head-to-head meeting of the 
two main competitors, VVD and PVV, may also lead to negative effects 
for smaller parties since the attention is drawn away from them. Our first 
hypothesis is thus more generally formulated and states: 

H1. Citizens vote less likely for parties/candidates who are absent from a 
TV debate. 

Secondly, watching the debate and being exposed to the performance 
of the participating candidates may affect voting behaviour. This most 
likely happens through evaluations by the debate viewers of who was 
‘good’ or ‘bad’, with better candidate performances and being consid
ered the winner of the debate expected to result in the greater likelihood 
of voting for that respective party: 

H2. Citizens vote more likely for parties/candidates who perform well in a 
TV debate. 
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Thirdly, we expect indirect effects of the news coverage of the de
bates. Independent of watching a debate, subsequent exposure to debate 
coverage in the media may alter people’s voting behaviour. For instance, 
positive media coverage of a candidate’s performance, e.g. presenting 
them as the winner of the debate, should result in more votes for that 
candidate’s party. In turn, more negative media coverage about a can
didate’s performance should result in lower voting rates for their party. 
Furthermore, as the media also extensively covered the meta-debate 
about the withdrawal of the top candidates, Rutte and Wilders, (Hol
steyn, 2018), negative effects may also stem from this more general 
media coverage without a direct link to a particular candidate’s per
formance in a debate. We thus formulate a general hypothesis without 
specifying the exact content feature of the news coverage: 

H3. Exposure to positive TV debate news coverage about a candidate in
creases citizens’ likelihood to vote for this candidate’s party, while exposure 
to negative coverage about a candidate decreases the respective voting 
likelihood. 

Testing all three hypotheses simultaneously enables us to examine to 
what extent candidates’ participation in, performance in and related 
media coverage of the TV debate influence voting behaviour. Further, 
we may find these effects for only one of the debates because of their 
different formats, but also due to their timing. Whereas literature in the 
US and British context suggests that the first debate of a series is most 
influential due to its relative novelty (Holbrook, 1999; Benoit et al., 
2003; Pattie and Johnston, 2011), this might be different for the 
multi-format Dutch case with the first debate taking place without the 
two most prominent candidates, Rutte and Wilders. A German study by 
Klein (2005) regarding the 2002 elections shows a stronger influence on 
voting (intention) by the second debate than the first debate, potentially 
because the second debate was closer to the election itself. A similar 
effect is possible for the Netherlands, as the debates closer to election 
day included the two top candidates. Both the one-on-one debate of 
Rutte and Wilders and the final Slotdebat can be seen as American-style 
debates. Such head-to-head formats may lead to stronger effects 
following the more confrontational character of the debate. Addition
ally, the fewer number of parties in a debate may display differences 
between the parties more clearly. A higher number of parties and related 
higher number of topics, in contrast, may be less helpful for the elec
torate to observe party differences and to form clear voting preferences 
(Van der Meer, 2017). Given the conflicting expectations due to timing 
and format/candidate composition of the debates, we formulate a 
research question: 

RQ1. Which debate (timing and composition) has the strongest influence 
on citizens’ voting behaviour? 

3. Data and methods 

We rely on a four-wave panel survey from the Netherlands, including 
three pre- and one post-election wave (Van Praag and de Vreese, 2017). 

The first wave was collected in October 2016 (12th-20th October), the 
second at the beginning of 2017 (27th January - 6th February), the third 
pre-election wave in March (2nd-6th March) and the final post-election 
wave (17th-21st March) just after the 2017 Dutch National Elections 
which took place on March 15th. The original sample was drawn from 
the Kantar database, which consists of 159,000 respondents who were 
recruited through multiple recruitment strategies. Light quotas (on age, 
gender, education, household size, region and party voting) were 
enforced in sampling from the database. The subsequent survey was 
conducted using Computer Assisted Web Interviewing (CAWI). Of the 
initial 2144 respondents in the first wave (AAPOR RR1 of 0.66), 1351 
have completed all four waves (retention rate of 0.63) and serve as our 
final sample of respondents. The panel structure allows us to examine 
variations in voting behaviour over the whole campaign period, relying 
on voting intentions in the pre-election waves and the reported final 
party choice in the post-election wave. Importantly, the survey includes 
questions about three of the four broadcasted TV debates (excluding the 
Carr�e Debat) in the third and fourth survey waves, and also about 
exposure to its related media coverage. We thus exclude the first wave 
for most of our analyses. 

Furthermore, to get an idea of the actual media coverage of the TV 
debates we conducted a manual content analysis of newspaper articles. 
In contrast to social media, it was the “traditional mass media that gave 
the campaign its sounds and dynamics” (Holsteyn, 2018, p. 1366). 
Moreover, a recent study by Peterson (2019) finds newspapers to (still) 
significantly contribute to political awareness, even for those with little 
political interest. Thus, and following the examples of Scheufele et al. 
(2005) and Walter and van Praag (2014b), we focus on newspaper 
coverage, including seven major Dutch newspapers1 (Algemeen Dag
blad, NRC Handelsblad, Financieel Dagblad, De Telegraaf, Trouw, de 
Volkskrant, Metro) and covering two periods around the TV debates 
(12th February - 2nd March and 10th-15th March).2 The content anal
ysis is restricted to news items about any of the TV debates retrieved 
through LexisNexis.3 The final content data consists of 187 (relevant) 
news items, with the whole article forming the unit of analysis, and 
includes variables measuring candidate evaluations and the winner/
loser of the debate (see Table 2 in the Appendix for inter-coder reli
ability). Fig. 1 presents an overview of our data structure: 

Table 1 
TV debates in the 2017 Dutch General Election campaign.   

Date Participants Format Viewers (in 
mio) 

Viewing 
Rate 

RTL4 debate (commercial 
broadcaster) 

26.02. (� 17 
days) 

CDA, D66, GL, PvdA, SP Roundtable Discussion 1.2 18% 

Carr�e Debat (commercial 
broadcaster) 

05.03. (� 10 
days) 

VVD, CDA, D66, GL, PvdA, SP, 50Plus, 
PvdD 

Roundtable Discussion 1.7 22% 

EenVandaag (public broadcaster) 13.03. (� 2 
days) 

VVD, PVV Head-to-head 2.3 48% 

NOS Slotdebat (public 
broadcaster) 

14.03. (� 1 day) VVD, PVV, CDA, D66, GL, PvdA, SP, 
CU 

Several head-to-head rounds with two 
candidates each 

1.9 43% 

Note: Party abbreviations in English translations stand for CDA¼Christian Democrats, D66 ¼ Democrats, GL ¼ GreenLeft, PvdA ¼ Labour Party, SP¼Socialist Party, 
VVD¼Liberal Conservatives, PVV¼Freedom Party and CU¼Christian Union. 
Source: Kijkonderzoek (2017). 

1 Our used survey data reveals that around 75% of respondents read at least 
one newspaper once in a while. The variation of included newspapers should 
serve as a proxy for the overall media coverage.  

2 The first period starts already two weeks before the actual TV debate to 
cover the meta-debate about the (non-) participation of Rutte and Wilders in 
this debate.  

3 The following search string was used for Lexis Nexis (original Dutch): (tv 
debat OR verkiezingsdebat OR slotdebat OR carre-debat OR lijsttrekkersdebat 
OR RTL-debat OR premiersdebat OR NOS-debat). 
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3.1. Operationalization 

The dependent variable for our analyses is party choice, which is 
repeatedly measured by asking which party respondents intend to vote 
for in the upcoming National Elections, and in the post-wave represents 
the reported party choice (for all question wordings see Table 3 in the 
Appendix). We include only voters and due to a sufficiently large N can 
distinguish the seven biggest Dutch parties (VVD, PvdA, SP, CDA, 
GroenLinks, D66 and PVV) and a summary category for all other smaller 
parties chosen by very few respondents each. Further, as a robustness 
check we use a second, related operationalization capturing the change 
between two waves from one party or from intended abstention to any of 
the just mentioned eight party choices. 

Our key independent variables concern the TV debates. To measure 
debate exposure, respondents were asked if they have seen each of the 
three debates analysed here (RTL4, EenVandaag and NOS Slotdebat). We 
have dichotomized the original answer options into yes (also includes 
only partly seen) and no (nothing at all). As a measure of candidates’ 
performance, respondents were asked about whom they perceived as the 
winner of the debate. The survey question offered the names of all 
participating candidates as answer options and we recoded all non- 
watchers as the reference category. This question, though, was only 
asked for the last two debates (EenVandaag and NOS Slotdebat).4 

For two of the debates (RTL4 and EenVandaag) the survey further 
asked about exposure to subsequent media coverage of the debates, which 
again is measured as a dummy variable (yes ¼ 1). No such question 
exists for the NOS Slotdebat since this debate took place on the evening 
before the elections. As control variables we include gender (female), age 
(continuous) and education (recoded into low, middle and high). 

3.2. Method 

As an analytical tool we use multinomial logistic regression models. 
Our main model specification uses party choice as DV while controlling 
for the intended party choice in the previous wave,5 i.e. a lagged 
dependent variable model. We calculate separate models for waves 2 & 
3 and waves 3 & 4, though only including respondents having completed 
all four waves. A classical panel model is not feasible, as we do not have 
the same variables repeatedly present, i.e. we have different types of TV 
debates in between the different waves. For an easier interpretation of 
the regression results and respective debate effects, we rely on graphical 
presentations of average marginal effect plots, which present changes in 
predicted probabilities to vote for a given party. 

As robustness checks, we run a second model specification consid
ering the switch to a party as DV. This second specification excludes all 
respondents with a stable vote intention between waves and is thus more 
restrictive for finding debate effects. Further, we test whether debate 
effects may be stronger for undecided voters by running additional 
models excluding respondents with (very) certain vote intentions/ 
decisions. 

4. Results 

4.1. Descriptives 

To find debate effects, two conditions must be fulfilled. First, a suf
ficiently large number of citizens have to watch the TV debates and/or 
expose themselves to the related media coverage. Second, there must be 

some variation in reported party voting over time. Fig. 2 provides evi
dence of the first condition, since between 25% and almost 60% of 
survey respondents reported being exposed to at least one debate under 
study or any of the related media coverage. Exposure to the EenVandaag 
debate (47%) and corresponding media coverage (57%) was the highest 
among the three debates under study. 

As context information regarding media coverage, our content 
analysis revealed that Mark Rutte (56.6%) and Geert Wilders (58.8%) 
were mentioned most often (see Table 4 in the Appendix). In line with 
previous findings showing the neutrality of Dutch news coverage of TV 
debates in the 2012 campaign (Walter and van Praag, 2014b), relatively 
few news articles evaluated the candidates in relation to the 2017 de
bates.6 The most frequent evaluations, in a negative sense, occur for 
Rutte (7% of articles) and Wilders (11%). With regards to the first, RTL4 
Debate (n ¼ 127), the percentages of negative evaluations for Rutte (9% 
of the articles) and Wilders (13%) are slightly higher, mostly due to their 
refusal to participate. Furthermore, none of the candidates was pre
sented as a clear winner of a debate. It thus remains to be seen if the 
rather neutral media coverage allows for the expected effect of reported 
debate coverage exposure in our third hypothesis.7 

Fig. 3 provides evidence of the second condition, the variation of 
party voting over the four waves. Several aggregated party vote pref
erences differ strongly between waves, e.g. the significant drop of the 
PVV between the second and fourth (post-election) wave of over five 
percentage points and equivalent increase for the VVD, which is a lot 
given the comparatively low absolute vote shares in the fragmented 
Dutch multiparty system. The variations are less strong for other parties, 
but party voting is generally rather volatile over time and only for some 
few parties more or less stable, e.g. the PvdA. 

However, we also want to mention that the volatility in voting 
behaviour is relatively similar between all waves (proportion of re
spondents who changed their preference between w1-2: 26.6%, w2-3: 
27.2% and w3-4: 24.3%), which indicates that the TV debates may 
not have resulted in increasing preference changes. Although these 
numbers should be interpreted with caution given the (very) different 
time intervals between the waves, it is interesting that least change 
occurred just before the elections and more between waves 2 and 3 (two- 
tailed t-test: p ¼ 0.070), i.e. around one month before the elections. We 
further tested whether volatility is higher among respondents who 
watched a debate or who were exposed to related media coverage (only 
waves 2 to 4). Although we find a higher volatility among debate 
watchers, the differences with non-watchers do not reach statistical 
significance. Being exposed to media coverage or not does not result in 
significant differences of volatility, either. Although these descriptive 
results suggest that overall the TV debates may not have played a 
decisive role on voting, there may be still significant effects from specific 
debate aspects and for certain parties, which we examine in more detail 
in the following.8 

4.2. Regression models 

We now turn to the results of our regression models and start with the 

4 Unfortunately, no other common measure of performance has been 
included in the survey, such as “how well did candidate A perform?“.  

5 This is particularly important for our “winner” variable in the sense that 
citizens might perceive a candidate as the winner, whom they wanted to vote 
for already before the debate. While controlling for party vote at t-1, we exclude 
or at least reduce this problem. 

6 In fact, and despite our more restrictive content coding, i.e. we coded 
overall evaluations per article and did not count all separate evaluations within 
a given article, the 2017 media coverage still included more evaluations than in 
the previous 2012 campaign (with an almost similar N ¼ 187 compared to N ¼
172 in Walter and van Praag, 2014b for the 2012 campaign).  

7 The mostly descriptive character of the articles and related too little 
(variation in) evaluations did also prevent a linkage between the content 
analysis and survey data. Such an approach would have allowed for a more 
detailed testing of H3.  

8 See also the methodological criticism of these simple group comparisons by 
Blais and Boyer (1996, p. 161–162), who argue that regression models are 
superior because they allow for the possibility of non-watchers to be (indirectly) 
affected by the debates. 
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effects of the first RTL4 debate that took place between the second and 
third wave. Fig. 4 displays average marginal effects (changes in pre
dicted probabilities including 95% CI) to vote for any of the seven major 
parties or another smaller party while excluding intended non-voters 
(regression results in Table 5 in the Appendix). As can be seen in the 
left graph, debate watching did not significantly increase or decrease 
voting for any party except a decrease for “other” parties not partici
pating in the debate. The right graph shows the effect of the related news 
exposure, where a significant negative effect (p ¼ 0.038) for the VVD can 
be observed. This is in line with our expected “punishment” by citizens 

as Mark Rutte (VVD) refused to participate in this debate. However, we 
do not find a similar effect for Geert Wilders (PVV), who also refused. 

We subsequently repeated the analysis for wave 4. We ran models 
with and without the inclusion of the RTL4 debate to spot potential long- 
term effects of this earlier debate. As the inclusion of this debate does not 
affect the results, we present the results of the full model including all 
debates under study and related coverage. Fig. 5 displays the now five 
marginal effect graphs (regression results in Table 8 in the Appendix). 
Considering long-term effects from the RTL4 debate, Figures a) and b) 
show mostly negative effects for the two absent parties, stemming from 

Fig. 1. Data structure.  

Fig. 2. Exposure to TV debates and subsequent coverage.  

Fig. 3. Changes in vote preferences over time.  
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watching the debate for the PVV and from related media exposure for 
the VVD. However, both effects fail to reach the 0.05 significance level. 
For the later debates and media exposure, the marginal effects in c), d) 
and e) do not show significant effects either. An exception is the sig
nificant effect for the PvdA due to news coverage related to the Een
Vandaag debate (d), although this party did not even participate in this 
debate, since it was the Rutte-Wilders duel. In our content analysis of 
newspaper coverage, we find three cases that evaluate PvdA-leader 
Asscher (two balanced and one positive evaluation) in articles 
regarding this debate. These mostly discuss a potentially strong electoral 
performance of Asscher due to his win of party leadership earlier that 
year (what the media called an ‘Asscher effect’). Although thus not 
directly related to the specific debate, the generally positive portrayal of 
Asscher might explain the positive media effect. 

For the fourth, post-electoral wave, we could additionally measure 
the impact of performance evaluations. For this we ran models replacing 
the dichotomous debate watching variable by the perceived winner of 
the debate variable (see Blais and Boyer, 1996, for a similar approach). 
Fig. 6 presents the effects of perceiving a certain candidate as the winner 
compared to non-watchers of the debate (regression results in Table 9 in 
the Appendix). In the top graph, we can observe a significant ‘winner-
effect’ for Wilders (p ¼ 0.024) in the head-to-head debate represented by 
a positive marginal effect for Wilders’ PVV. Important to remember is 
that the underlying models control for vote intention in the previous 
wave, i.e. the effect is no artefact of PVV supporters seeing Wilders as 
winner and voting for him. In the bottom graph, though, we do not see 
any significant positive effect from the final debate including all major 
candidates. In this debate setting, we can only spot some negative effects 
in the sense that perceiving a certain candidate as the winner prevents 
the vote for certain parties. This is most obvious for perceiving Wilders 
as the winner, which lowers the likelihood to vote for the PvdA, CDA and 
D66. 

4.3. Robustness checks 

As a first robustness check, we tested the same models using vote 
switching as our dependent variable. Looking at the respective models 
for wave 3 (see Fig. 7 and Table 6 in the Appendix, note the change in x- 
axis scale) and wave 4 (see Fig. 8 and Table 10 in the Appendix) mostly 
confirms the findings. Two important differences are, first, the just not 
significant effect (p ¼ 0.060) of media exposure about the RTL4 debate 
on VVD in Fig. 7. Second, in Fig. 8 we can see a significantly positive 
effect for the VVD (p ¼ 0.033) stemming from media exposure about the 
Rutte-Wilders duel (b). Despite the mostly neutral media coverage in our 
content analysis, Rutte was mentioned in most of the articles without 
often being evaluated negatively. The sole (non-negative) mentioning 

might be already sufficient for a positive influence on readers’ candidate 
perceptions. 

Due to the exclusion of stable (non-)voters in the vote switching 
models and the resulting small N (262), a replication of the models 
including the perceived winner effect (Fig. 6) is not feasible as the 
number of respondents per winner—vote switch combination is too 
small. Relatedly, the detection of significant effects for single parties is 
generally demanding given the comparatively large number of parties. 
As a further robustness check we thus tested the effects when merging 
parties, i.e., combining all five smaller parties that participated in the 
RTL4 debate vs. the two parties that did not (VVD & PVV). These simple 
binary logit models (see Table 7 in the Appendix) reveal that being 
exposed to debate coverage indeed increases the probability to switch to 
a party participating in the debate by almost 16 percentage points (p ¼
0.007) compared to switching to the two absent parties. 

As a final robustness check, we examined whether we find stronger 
effects when focusing on respondents less certain about their voting 
decision. So, we repeated the analyses excluding all respondents with 
very certain vote intentions/decisions.9 Results remain very stable for 
this subgroup; that is, for this most likely affected group as well, we do 
not find more systematic and significant debate effects. 

In sum, the TV debates under study and the related media coverage 
did not exert strong and systematic influence on voting behaviour. Our 
hypotheses are therefore only partly confirmed. Whereas we expected 
that voters would tend to vote less for parties absent from a debate (H1), 
the results do not show such a direct effect from watching the debate. We 
could, however, partly see this ‘punishment’ in relation to media 
coverage on the absences from the first RTL4 debate. This result is 
further strengthened by an analysis that uses merged parties as the DV – 
being present or not being present in this debate – which reveals a sig
nificant media coverage effect (H3). Regarding our second hypothesis, 
that voters prefer parties whose candidates perform well in a debate 
(H2), we find a positive effect on PVV voting by perceiving Wilders as 
the winner of the head-to-head debate. The fact that we find this winner 
effect for only one specific debate format, and not for the other format, 
points to a potentially varying influence of the different TV debates 
during the campaign. However, as a preliminary answer regarding the 
differing importance of the timing and formats of the debates (RQ1), the 
overall rather few significant effects do not clearly indicate one specific 
debate (format) that stood out as being the most relevant one. The 

Fig. 4. Marginal debate effects on voting intentions in wave 3.  

9 Vote choice certainty was measured with a 10-point scale in wave 3 and a 7- 
point scale in wave 4. We excluded voters with the two highest certainty scores 
in wave 3 (47%) and the single highest score in wave 4 (38%). Regression re
sults are available upon request. 
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following discussion will provide some possible interpretations for our 
mixed results. 

5. Discussion 

The study set out to examine the simultaneous impact of the various 
potential effects that stem from TV debates in an election campaign. Our 
aim was to disentangle direct and indirect effects in order to answer the 

question of to what extent the participation of a candidate or party in a 
debate, their related performance during the debate and the related 
media coverage matter for the electoral decisions of the voting-eligible 
population. We tested these effects in the 2017 Dutch general elec
tions context, which due to various debates in different formats at 
different points during the campaign represented a well-suited case. The 
analysis relied on panel survey data with accompanying manual content 
analysis data. The latter revealed a mostly very neutral media coverage 

Fig. 5. Marginal debate effects on reported vote in post-election wave 4.  
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of the debates and candidates, a common finding in the Dutch context (e. 
g. Walter and van Praag, 2014b). 

Overall, we find few significant effects of any of the three effects 
under study. One significant effect results from the withdrawal of the 
two top candidates, Rutte and Wilders, from participating in the first 
RTL4 debate. People who were exposed to media coverage about this 
debate tend to vote less for these two parties. This effect especially holds 
when not distinguishing between these two parties, but considering both 
as one category of absent parties compared to a second category of 
parties present in the debate. In this case, being exposed to media 
coverage significantly increases the chances of switching to one of the 
participating parties instead of switching to the two absentees VVD and 
PVV. 

A second significant finding is the ‘winner-effect’ for PVV voting by 
rating Wilders (PVV) as the winner of the head-to-head duel with Rutte 
(VVD). This result is in line with our expectation of well-perceived 
debate performances resulting in a higher voting likelihood for the 
respective candidate. As we find no similar ‘winner-effect’ for the debate 
including a larger number of candidates, the found effect in the head-to- 
head duel may be due to the easier identification of a clear winner when 

there are fewer candidates to evaluate. Hence, the general lack of other 
debate watching effects may be due to the complexity of TV debates in 
the Dutch multiparty system (see also Van der Meer et al., 2016). The 
higher number of candidates in the other debates and the partly complex 
formats, e.g. various head-to-head duels sorted by issues in the final 
debate, may hinder clearer performance evaluations and subsequent 
voting effects. Alternatively, the hyper-competitive environment may 
produce multiple effects that counter-balance each other. The 
winner-effect we found in the head-to-head debate, by contrast, results 
from the format that matches the ones in other countries such as the US 
or Germany, for which studies repeatedly have reported significant TV 
debate effects. 

Coming back to our formulated research question (RQ1) about the 
higher relevance of a certain debate timing and composition, we can 
only provide a tentative answer based on the 2017 Dutch case. At first 
glance, it seems like the very final debate that took place one day before 
the election had less impact than the earlier debates. The comparatively 
strongest effects stem from the first RTL4 debate, especially the signif
icant effect on vote switching to a present party more generally. The 
result that the first debate is the most influential is in line with other 

Fig. 6. Marginal effects of perceived winner of debate in wave 4.  

A.C. Goldberg and C. Ischen                                                                                                                                                                                                                 



Electoral Studies 66 (2020) 102171

10

studies examining the British and US context (e.g. Holbrook, 1999). On 
closer inspection, though, it may be that the timing and partly also the 
format was less influential in the 2017 Dutch case. Rather, most of the 
few significant findings appeared in relation to the two main competi
tors, Rutte (VVD) and Wilders (PVV). Whenever they played a central 
role for a debate, by either refusing to participate or by being the only 
candidates in a head-to-head debate, we found significant effects stem
ming from the respective debates. This suggests that even though the 
Netherlands represents a multiparty system, when it comes to an event 
like a TV debate, the most interesting or the cognitively easiest thing to 
process for a voter is still the behaviour and competition between the 
two main candidates. 

Overall, the identification of rather few TV debate effects matches 
the character of a rather “dull campaign” for the 2017 Dutch elections 
(Holsteyn, 2018, p. 1367) and is also in line with studies showing rather 
few TV debate effects in the previous 2012 campaign (Walter and van 
Praag, 2014b). Still, the few significant findings may be also due to the 
limitations of our study. First of all, we could measure the impact of TV 
debates for only three of the four debates during the campaign. The yet 
other composition of the second so called Carr�e debate may have had 
more or less influence than the three debates we studied, particularly 
given the repeated refusal of one of the two main competitors to debate. 
A second limitation is the lack of some (important) used indicators for 
specific debates. Unfortunately, the winner/loser perception was only 
available for the last two debates and not for the first one that excluded 
the two top candidates. Also, the immediate perception of a winner after 
watching a debate may be changed by post-debate coverage during the 
days until the survey started (but see the conceptual inclusion of both 
these aspects in Lang and Lang, 1976 and Tsfati, 2003, and the even 
opposite argument by Walter and van Praag, 2014b, that the media 
identifies a winner based on changes in pre-election polls). In that 
context, the advantage of a panel survey enabling the study of multiple 
debates – which are standard in many countries nowadays – among a 
large sample comes at the price of more detailed measures for specific 
debate effects relying on other methods such as experiments. A third 

limitation is the missing information about the actual content of each 
person’s self-reported debate exposure in the media. Our media content 
analysis solely focused on newspapers and suggests a rather neutral 
coverage, in line with findings from other campaigns in the Netherlands 
and across Europe (e.g. de Vreese et al., 2006; Walter and van Praag, 
2014b). Whereas we interpret that data as a proxy for the overall media 
coverage, other media channels such as television or online coverage 
may be more relevant, particularly as this news reaches the citizen much 
faster after the debate took place, i.e. a discussion on TV subsequent to 
the debate itself or even live commenting on online media. 

Future research should repeat our analysis in countries with similar 
party settings and also similar debate formats to confirm or contradict 
our findings. In particular, the importance of head-to-head debates in a 
multiparty system as found in our study would be an interesting area for 
future research. Ideally, one would actually link survey data with media 
content data to delve deeper into this indirect effect stemming from TV 
debates. Given the low and neutral coverage of the debates, which is 
common in the Netherlands, such a link was not possible in our study. 
Particularly the found ‘punishment’ effect following candidates’ refusal 
needs more research to reach more general conclusions, especially in 
light of other prominent ’refusals’ such as Theresa May in GB in 2017. 
Despite the mentioned shortcomings and ideas for future research, we 
still think that our results add important insights to the literature, in 
particular as they represent a divergent case with many parties 
‘debating’ for votes and (mostly) not only the two major parties. 
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Appendix 

Table 2 
Reliability Test   

S-Lotus K’Alpha 

Evaluation Mark Rutte (VVD) 0.69 0.62 
Evaluation Lodewijk Asscher (PvdA) 0.73 0.61 
Evaluation Alexander Pechtold (D66) 0.72 0.57 
Evaluation Sybrand Buma (CDA) 0.73 0.63 
Evaluation Jesse Klaver (GroenLinks) 0.61 0.41 
Evaluation Emile Roemer (SP) 0.69 0.45 
Evaluation Geert Wilders (PVV) 0.63 0.56 
Debate Winner Mark Rutte (VVD) 0.94 0.65 
Debate Winner Lodewijk Asscher (PvdA) 0.95 0.79 
Debate Winner Alexander Pechtold (D66) 0.95 0.79 
Debate Winner Sybrand Buma (CDA) 0.94 0.65 
Debate Winner Jesse Klaver (GroenLinks) 0.94 0.65 
Debate Winner Emile Roemer (SP) 0.90 0.48 
Debate Winner Geert Wilders (PVV) 0.94 0.65 

Note: n ¼ 27; evaluation was measured with “How are political candidates evaluated in the 
news story in regards to the debate? (not mentioned; no evaluation; negative; balanced/ 
mixed; positive); winner of the debate was measured with “Are one or more parties or 
candidates called (potential) ‘winners’ or ‘losers’?” (not mentioned; yes, winner; yes, loser).  
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Table 3 
Survey questions  

Variable Question wording and answer categories 

Party choice 
Intention For which party would you vote if there were national elections today? 
Actual vote For which party did you vote last Wednesday (March 15)? 

Answer options: Extensive party list (15 parties) – other party (open) – non-voting – blank – NA – DK 
Debate watching 
RTL4 Did you see the election debate last Sunday (February 26) at RTL4 between Asscher, Pechtold, Buma, Klaver and Roemer? 
Eenvandaag Did you see the debate last Monday (March 13) at Eenvandaag between Rutte and Wilders? 

Answer options: Yes, completely – yes, most of it – yes, a little bit – No 
NOS slotdebat Did you see the NOS slotdebat on Tuesday evening between the parties’ top candidates? 

Answer options: Yes – No 
Winner debate According to you, who was the winner of the debate? 

Answer options: List of participating candidates 
Exposure media coverage 
RTL4 After the debate, did you read or hear reports, comments or analyses of this debate? 
Eenvandaag Did you hear or read anything about this debate in other media? 

Answer options: Yes – No   

Table 4 
Total number of evaluations of debate candidates   

Not mentioned Mentioned w/o evaluation Negative evaluation Balanced evaluation Positive evaluation 

Mark Rutte (VVD) 83 
(44.4) 

76 
(40.6) 

13 
(7.0) 

13 
(7.0) 

2 
(1.1) 

Geert Wilders (PVV) 77 
(41.2) 

77 
(41.2) 

21 
(11.2) 

10 
(5.3) 

2 
(1.1) 

Lodewijk Asscher (PvdA) 138 
(73.8) 

34 
(18.2) 

5 
(2.7) 

7 
(3.7) 

3 
(1.6) 

Alexander Pechtold (D66) 142 
(75.9) 

33 
(17.6) 

2 
(1.1) 

7 
(3.7) 

3 
(1.6) 

Sybrand Buma (CDA) 138 
(73.8) 

36 
(19.3) 

6 
(3.2) 

4 
(2.1) 

3 
(1.6) 

Jesse Klaver (GL) 130 
(69.5) 

35 
(18.7) 

8 
(4.3) 

6 
(3.2) 

8 
(4.3) 

Emile Roemer (SP) 157 
(84.0) 

22 
(11.8) 

5 
(2.7) 

1 
(0.5) 

2 
(1.1) 

Note: n ¼ 187, row percentages in parentheses.   

Fig. 7. Marginal debate effects on vote switching in wave 3.   
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Fig. 8. Marginal debate effects on vote switching in wave 4.   

Table 5 
Multinomial logistic regression results for voting intention (wave 3)   

VVD PvdA SP CDA GroenLinks D66 PVV 

RTL4 debate 0.960* 
(0.414) 

0.402 
(0.460) 

0.591 
(0.434) 

0.920* 
(0.395) 

0.639 
(0.409) 

0.255 
(0.399) 

1.044* 
(0.439) 

RTL4 media exposure � 0.704 
(0.386) 

� 0.237 
(0.418) 

0.066 
(0.385) 

� 0.051 
(0.368) 

� 0.245 
(0.372) 

0.193 
(0.356) 

� 0.314 
(0.395) 

Vote intention t-1 (ref. other party/abstention) 
VVD 5.901*** 

(0.622) 
2.199* 
(0.968) 

1.109 
(1.166) 

3.334*** 
(0.655) 

� 13.066 
(999.569) 

2.445*** 
(0.739) 

1.376 
(1.177) 

PvdA 1.654 
(0.906) 

5.192*** 
(0.633) 

2.143** 
(0.743) 

1.245 
(0.888) 

2.561*** 
(0.658) 

1.759* 
(0.790) 

� 17.804 
(11198.606) 

SP � 17.451 
(8777.284) 

2.558*** 
(0.776) 

5.052*** 
(0.538) 

1.636* 
(0.771) 

2.307*** 
(0.635) 

1.219 
(0.873) 

2.148** 
(0.736) 

CDA 2.632*** 
(0.800) 

1.486 
(1.200) 

1.024 
(1.168) 

5.336*** 
(0.602) 

0.946 
(1.163) 

2.579*** 
(0.744) 

� 13.880 
(1865.905) 

GroenLinks 1.679* 
(0.698) 

2.802*** 
(0.650) 

2.276*** 
(0.605) 

0.034 
(1.100) 

3.800*** 
(0.471) 

2.521*** 
(0.540) 

� 14.504 
(1934.406) 

D66 3.276*** 
(0.692) 

2.897*** 
(0.831) 

1.794 
(0.930) 

2.865*** 
(0.688) 

2.930*** 
(0.662) 

4.939*** 
(0.604) 

2.389** 
(0.847) 

PVV 1.988** 
(0.629) 

1.322 
(0.887) 

1.508* 
(0.673) 

1.557* 
(0.627) 

� 0.043 
(1.094) 

1.068 
(0.727) 

5.425*** 
(0.480) 

Woman � 0.419 
(0.343) 

� 0.076 
(0.379) 

� 0.292 
(0.345) 

� 0.448 
(0.333) 

� 0.060 
(0.329) 

� 0.387 
(0.319) 

� 0.235 
(0.349) 

Age � 0.015 
(0.010) 

0.002 
(0.012) 

0.011 
(0.011) 

0.008 
(0.010) 

� 0.014 
(0.010) 

� 0.005 
(0.010) 

� 0.011 
(0.010) 

Education (ref. low) 

(continued on next page) 
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Table 5 (continued )  

VVD PvdA SP CDA GroenLinks D66 PVV 

Middle 0.798 
(0.637) 

0.127 
(0.580) 

� 0.233 
(0.462) 

� 0.040 
(0.477) 

� 0.064 
(0.571) 

0.441 
(0.546) 

� 0.881* 
(0.441) 

High 1.088 
(0.647) 

0.135 
(0.605) 

� 0.402 
(0.505) 

0.165 
(0.509) 

0.741 
(0.563) 

0.625 
(0.561) 

� 1.643** 
(0.532) 

Political interest 0.001 
(0.140) 

� 0.239 
(0.166) 

0.184 
(0.136) 

0.146 
(0.135) 

� 0.024 
(0.135) 

0.064 
(0.132) 

0.102 
(0.134) 

Constant � 2.389* 
(1.119) 

� 2.392 
(1.242) 

� 3.412** 
(1.067) 

� 3.189** 
(1.055) 

� 1.737 
(1.035) 

� 2.646* 
(1.036) 

� 1.536 
(1.029) 

Observations 1037 
Pseudo R2    0.509    

Standard errors in parentheses; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001; reference category is “other party”.  

Table 6 
Multinomial logistic regression results for vote switching (wave 3)   

VVD PvdA SP CDA GroenLinks D66 PVV 

RTL4 debate 1.140 
(0.594) 

0.480 
(0.642) 

0.990 
(0.601) 

0.687 
(0.549) 

0.741 
(0.571) 

0.321 
(0.553) 

1.549* 
(0.707) 

RTL4 media exposure � 1.005 
(0.568) 

� 0.647 
(0.578) 

� 0.257 
(0.555) 

� 0.176 
(0.488) 

� 0.228 
(0.517) 

0.350 
(0.489) 

� 1.369 
(0.779) 

Woman 0.045 
(0.478) 

� 0.571 
(0.507) 

� 0.243 
(0.482) 

� 0.547 
(0.435) 

0.066 
(0.457) 

� 0.149 
(0.441) 

� 0.494 
(0.580) 

Age � 0.038* 
(0.015) 

� 0.009 
(0.016) 

0.012 
(0.016) 

� 0.003 
(0.014) 

� 0.029* 
(0.014) 

� 0.007 
(0.014) 

� 0.010 
(0.018) 

Education (ref. low) 
Middle 0.683 

(0.892) 
� 0.370 
(0.749) 

� 0.610 
(0.650) 

� 0.389 
(0.640) 

� 0.274 
(0.742) 

0.374 
(0.774) 

� 0.803 
(0.716) 

High 0.651 
(0.922) 

� 0.088 
(0.787) 

� 0.937 
(0.745) 

� 0.221 
(0.681) 

0.409 
(0.749) 

0.558 
(0.803) 

� 1.482 
(0.897) 

Political interest � 0.251 
(0.178) 

� 0.284 
(0.196) 

0.087 
(0.177) 

� 0.121 
(0.165) 

� 0.161 
(0.173) 

� 0.169 
(0.172) 

0.164 
(0.201) 

Constant 1.827 
(1.426) 

1.500 
(1.479) 

� 0.890 
(1.458) 

0.966 
(1.294) 

1.622 
(1.332) 

0.252 
(1.372) 

� 0.062 
(1.597) 

Observations 291 
Pseudo R2 0.054 

Standard errors in parentheses; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001; reference category is “other party”  

Table 7 
Logistic regression results for binary vote switching using merged party groups (wave 3).   

Vote switch to: PvdA, SP, CDA, GroenLinks or D66 

RTL4 debate � 0.702 (0.397) 
RTL4 media exposure 1.018* (0.420) 
Woman � 0.148 (0.331) 
Age 0.021* (0.010) 
Education (ref. low) 
Middle � 0.165 (0.480) 
High 0.262 (0.525) 
Political interest � 0.028 (0.122) 
Constant 0.263 (0.891) 
Observations 242  
Pseudo R2 0.058  

Standard errors in parentheses; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001; reference category is vote switch 
to VVD or PVV.  

Table 8 
Multinomial logistic regression results for reported party choice (wave 4)   

VVD PvdA SP CDA GroenLinks D66 PVV 

RTL4 debate � 0.440 � 0.551 0.033 � 0.457 � 0.024 � 0.178 � 0.865 
(0.441) (0.530) (0.451) (0.455) (0.466) (0.425) (0.455) 

RTL4 media exposure � 0.487 � 0.308 � 0.369 0.447 � 0.024 0.317 � 0.025 
(0.407) (0.469) (0.409) (0.417) (0.410) (0.374) (0.404) 

EenVandaag debate � 0.103 � 0.306 � 0.030 � 0.578 � 0.150 � 0.419 0.280 
(0.397) (0.486) (0.395) (0.434) (0.419) (0.378) (0.402) 

EenVandaag media exposure 0.499 1.021* � 0.044 0.379 0.278 0.311 0.158 
(0.368) (0.460) (0.358) (0.391) (0.386) (0.349) (0.366) 

NOS Slotdebat 0.346 � 0.087 0.148 � 0.021 � 0.000 � 0.358 � 0.305 
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Table 8 (continued )  

VVD PvdA SP CDA GroenLinks D66 PVV 

(0.413) (0.496) (0.423) (0.443) (0.431) (0.400) (0.424) 
Vote intention t-1 (ref. other party/abstention) 
VVD 7.905*** 3.767* 3.153* 5.366*** 3.709** 4.442*** � 9.175 

(1.080) (1.548) (1.269) (1.199) (1.320) (1.147) (552.569) 
PvdA 1.650 6.455*** 0.622 2.368* 3.607*** 3.097*** 1.410 

(0.907) (0.788) (1.135) (0.954) (0.803) (0.714) (1.175) 
SP � 13.628 3.247*** 4.853*** 2.556** 3.516*** 2.926*** 2.383** 

(1352.402) (0.929) (0.511) (0.833) (0.730) (0.662) (0.816) 
CDA 2.939*** 2.538* 0.987 6.252*** 1.260 1.967* � 12.446 

(0.623) (1.013) (0.861) (0.618) (1.179) (0.792) (958.770) 
GroenLinks 2.910*** 4.007*** 1.226 3.014** 6.449*** 3.977*** 2.120 

(0.840) (0.980) (1.193) (1.018) (0.755) (0.746) (1.231) 
D66 2.872*** 3.468*** 1.053 2.832*** 3.705*** 5.114*** � 12.402 

(0.614) (0.843) (0.856) (0.775) (0.679) (0.540) (974.962) 
PVV 1.507** 2.403** 1.047 1.672* 2.012** 1.067 5.206*** 

(0.564) (0.880) (0.556) (0.714) (0.736) (0.727) (0.488) 
Woman � 0.536 0.580 � 0.364 � 0.209 0.160 � 0.022 � 0.113 

(0.347) (0.424) (0.338) (0.367) (0.368) (0.329) (0.342) 
Age 0.001 0.021 0.012 0.018 � 0.003 � 0.008 0.003 

(0.010) (0.013) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.010) (0.010) 
Education (ref. low) 
Middle 0.210 � 0.336 � 0.253 � 0.384 � 0.624 � 0.060 � 0.785 

(0.524) (0.645) (0.450) (0.502) (0.579) (0.542) (0.418) 
High � 0.525 0.736 � 0.447 � 1.045 0.690 0.338 � 1.404** 

(0.599) (0.683) (0.518) (0.582) (0.585) (0.570) (0.543) 
Political interest 0.083 � 0.156 0.118 0.156 0.053 � 0.006 � 0.145 

(0.135) (0.178) (0.131) (0.149) (0.147) (0.136) (0.132) 
Constant � 2.730* � 5.231*** � 2.714* � 4.196*** � 3.621** � 2.388* � 1.853 

(1.119) (1.460) (1.069) (1.230) (1.197) (1.072) (1.078) 

Observations 1086 
Pseudo R2 0.562 

Standard errors in parentheses; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001; reference category is “other party”.  

Table 9 
Multinomial logistic regression results for reported party choice including winner of debate (wave 4)   

VVD PvdA SP CDA GroenLinks D66 PVV 

RTL4 debate � 0.592 
(0.473) 

� 0.591 
(0.558) 

0.032 
(0.498) 

� 0.348 
(0.478) 

0.068 
(0.489) 

� 0.387 
(0.452) 

� 1.111* 
(0.499) 

RTL4 media exposure � 0.567 
(0.431) 

� 0.519 
(0.503) 

� 0.425 
(0.438) 

0.433 
(0.437) 

0.083 
(0.423) 

0.309 
(0.388) 

� 0.012 
(0.435) 

EenVandaag debate (ref. non-watchers) 
Rutte winner � 0.023 

(0.423) 
� 0.148 
(0.505) 

� 0.006 
(0.429) 

� 0.633 
(0.463) 

� 0.111 
(0.449) 

� 0.251 
(0.396) 

� 0.477 
(0.494) 

Wilders winner � 0.593 
(0.799) 

� 1.674 
(1.332) 

� 0.058 
(0.616) 

� 0.138 
(0.828) 

� 0.141 
(0.733) 

� 1.625 
(0.961) 

0.895 
(0.534) 

EenVandaag media exposure 0.576 
(0.380) 

1.079* 
(0.462) 

0.168 
(0.377) 

0.451 
(0.405) 

0.431 
(0.392) 

0.351 
(0.354) 

0.194 
(0.390) 

NOS slotdebat (ref. non-watchers) 
Rutte winner 0.584 

(0.572) 
� 1.111 
(0.815) 

� 1.046 
(0.868) 

� 0.073 
(0.628) 

� 1.350 
(0.815) 

� 0.372 
(0.603) 

� 0.717 
(0.689) 

Asscher winner � 14.683 
(1418.816) 

0.494 
(0.919) 

0.297 
(1.018) 

� 0.889 
(1.281) 

� 0.501 
(1.016) 

� 0.535 
(0.958) 

� 0.452 
(1.127) 

Wilders winner � 0.196 
(1.241) 

� 16.155 
(5504.386) 

0.808 
(0.966) 

� 17.769 
(2206.096) 

� 0.183 
(1.357) 

� 15.696 
(2036.123) 

� 0.360 
(0.775) 

Buma winner � 0.621 
(1.081) 

� 0.867 
(1.303) 

0.926 
(0.857) 

0.123 
(0.791) 

� 0.243 
(1.147) 

� 16.122 
(1790.001) 

� 0.771 
(0.894) 

Pechtold winner 1.723* 
(0.829) 

1.223 
(0.944) 

0.396 
(0.922) 

0.667 
(0.972) 

� 0.062 
(0.944) 

1.045 
(0.771) 

� 1.425 
(1.561) 

Klaver winner 0.725 
(0.706) 

0.876 
(0.780) 

0.635 
(0.634) 

0.345 
(0.797) 

1.253* 
(0.605) 

0.329 
(0.640) 

� 0.026 
(0.870) 

Vote intention t-1 (ref. other party/abstention) 
VVD 7.881*** 

(1.090) 
3.792* 
(1.556) 

2.537 
(1.459) 

5.484*** 
(1.220) 

3.888** 
(1.332) 

4.335*** 
(1.152) 

� 11.311 
(1727.017) 

PvdA 1.650 
(0.933) 

6.339*** 
(0.811) 

0.679 
(1.150) 

2.567** 
(0.985) 

3.775*** 
(0.832) 

3.056*** 
(0.731) 

1.513 
(1.198) 

SP � 16.589 
(5748.717) 

3.003** 
(0.936) 

4.690*** 
(0.521) 

2.574** 
(0.857) 

3.367*** 
(0.741) 

2.760*** 
(0.668) 

1.121 
(1.160) 

CDA 3.115*** 
(0.664) 

2.629* 
(1.037) 

0.062 
(1.156) 

6.457*** 
(0.681) 

1.415 
(1.209) 

2.088* 
(0.814) 

� 14.419 
(3094.198) 

GroenLinks 2.906*** 
(0.853) 

3.761*** 
(0.992) 

1.165 
(1.201) 

3.094** 
(1.039) 

6.347*** 
(0.771) 

3.795*** 
(0.752) 

2.180 
(1.240) 

D66 
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Table 9 (continued )  

VVD PvdA SP CDA GroenLinks D66 PVV 

2.696*** 
(0.652) 

3.284*** 
(0.855) 

0.950 
(0.866) 

2.929*** 
(0.807) 

3.625*** 
(0.693) 

4.908*** 
(0.548) 

� 14.097 
(2365.160) 

PVV 1.841** 
(0.599) 

2.761** 
(0.902) 

0.947 
(0.589) 

1.897* 
(0.756) 

2.189** 
(0.776) 

1.439 
(0.747) 

5.091*** 
(0.510) 

Woman � 0.530 
(0.364) 

0.680 
(0.438) 

� 0.442 
(0.355) 

� 0.129 
(0.383) 

0.240 
(0.382) 

� 0.019 
(0.339) 

0.037 
(0.366) 

Age 0.000 
(0.011) 

0.020 
(0.013) 

0.013 
(0.011) 

0.015 
(0.011) 

� 0.003 
(0.011) 

� 0.012 
(0.010) 

0.004 
(0.011) 

Education (ref. low) 
Middle 0.132 

(0.538) 
� 0.345 
(0.648) 

� 0.134 
(0.466) 

� 0.354 
(0.520) 

� 0.559 
(0.595) 

� 0.087 
(0.548) 

� 0.816 
(0.435) 

High � 0.543 
(0.614) 

0.717 
(0.699) 

� 0.312 
(0.541) 

� 1.124 
(0.607) 

0.701 
(0.604) 

0.344 
(0.577) 

� 1.399* 
(0.577) 

Political interest 0.091 
(0.141) 

� 0.173 
(0.183) 

0.175 
(0.135) 

0.178 
(0.155) 

0.111 
(0.150) 

� 0.022 
(0.138) 

� 0.136 
(0.138) 

Constant � 2.753* 
(1.152) 

� 5.110*** 
(1.496) 

� 3.103** 
(1.126) 

� 4.335*** 
(1.290) 

� 4.114*** 
(1.244) 

� 2.164* 
(1.083) 

� 1.735 
(1.113) 

Observations 1051 
Pseudo R2 0.579 

Standard errors in parentheses; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001; reference category is “other party”; respondents having perceived SP candidate Emile Roemer as 
winner were excluded as too few observations.  

Table 10 
Multinomial logistic regression results for vote switching (wave 4)   

VVD PvdA SP CDA GroenLinks D66 PVV 

EenVandaag debate � 0.136 
(0.510) 

� 0.740 
(0.623) 

� 0.191 
(0.556) 

� 0.746 
(0.577) 

0.003 
(0.547) 

� 0.578 
(0.499) 

0.108 
(0.820) 

EenVandaag media exposure 1.185* 
(0.485) 

1.081 
(0.604) 

� 0.803 
(0.522) 

0.798 
(0.542) 

0.643 
(0.492) 

0.923* 
(0.463) 

0.446 
(0.728) 

NOS Slotdebat � 0.048 
(0.499) 

� 0.470 
(0.648) 

� 0.295 
(0.565) 

� 0.915 
(0.632) 

� 0.249 
(0.538) 

� 0.727 
(0.520) 

0.170 
(0.791) 

Woman � 0.302 
(0.454) 

0.031 
(0.583) 

� 0.240 
(0.492) 

0.231 
(0.537) 

� 0.067 
(0.487) 

0.254 
(0.458) 

� 0.543 
(0.711) 

Age � 0.001 
(0.013) 

0.017 
(0.017) 

0.015 
(0.015) 

0.011 
(0.016) 

� 0.009 
(0.014) 

� 0.010 
(0.013) 

� 0.008 
(0.019) 

Education (ref. low) 
Middle 0.609 

(0.642) 
0.250 
(0.922) 

� 0.569 
(0.591) 

0.471 
(0.712) 

� 0.954 
(0.678) 

0.409 
(0.689) 

� 0.464 
(0.749) 

High 0.476 
(0.754) 

1.649 
(0.954) 

� 0.457 
(0.750) 

0.034 
(0.877) 

0.799 
(0.695) 

1.105 
(0.758) 

� 15.026 
(799.375) 

Political interest 0.208 
(0.170) 

0.034 
(0.220) 

� 0.043 
(0.186) 

0.048 
(0.195) 

� 0.034 
(0.186) 

� 0.013 
(0.169) 

0.089 
(0.263) 

Constant � 1.877 
(1.347) 

� 2.764 
(1.767) 

� 0.068 
(1.433) 

� 1.625 
(1.560) 

� 0.010 
(1.393) 

� 0.315 
(1.333) 

� 0.869 
(1.926) 

Observations 262 
Pseudo R2 0.081 

Standard errors in parentheses; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001; reference category is “other party”. 
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