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Abstract

The aim of this study is to analyze the conditions under which referendum campaigns have an impact on voting choices, and which voters are particularly likely to be affected by campaign communications. Elaborating on recent work in the field of opinion formation and voting behaviour, we argue that referendum campaigns have no uniform effects, but that these effects are mediated by the voters' characteristics and the nature of the campaign context. Our empirical tests cover 25 popular votes and related campaigns on foreign, European and immigration policy held in Switzerland between 1992 and 2006. We find that individual characteristics play a weaker mediating role than campaign-related characteristics. On the individual level, party identification has the expected sheltering effect only among specific categories of voters and for specific types of party coalition, whereas the timing of the vote decision leads to ambivalent – and in some cases even counter-intuitive – results. By contrast, campaign effects are as expected stronger when campaigns are intense. Campaign direction has the expected impact as well, with strong polarization effects at work when political messages are roughly balanced, and more subtle effects when they are one-sided in favour or against international openness.

1 Introduction

The recent literature has seen a growing scholarly interest in campaign effects in direct-democratic votes (e.g., Farrell and Schmitt-Beck, 2002; Hobolt, 2005, 2007; LeDuc, 2002a, 2002b, 2007; de Vreese and Semetko, 2004; de Vreese, 2007). According to a well-disseminated view "referendum campaigns are likely to influence more voters than are election campaigns" (Schmitt-Beck and Farrell, 2002: 193; see also LeDuc, 2007, de Vreese, 2007b). This, because referendums are said to involve less deeply held beliefs and cleavages and, therefore, to lead to higher volatility, lower party identification and later decision making, than elections (LeDuc, 2002b, Schmitt-Beck and Farrell, 2002b). However, there is also a great deal of variation among referendum campaigns (LeDuc, 2002a): while some referendums are prone to short-term campaign influence, for example those on new issues, others articulate traditional ideological and conflict lines – and, therefore, come close to electoral contests. In addition, campaign effects are also likely to vary across voters: One and the same campaign may activate core-beliefs and identity among some voters, but it may result in a vote based on short-term campaign factors among others.

Against this background, the purpose of this paper is to shed light on the conditions under which referendum campaigns have an impact on the voters' decision, and for which voters: When do campaigns matter, and to whom? To answer these questions, we build on the idea that campaigns do not have uniform effects, but that these effects depend on both the voters' characteristics and on the nature of the campaign context (e.g., Fournier et al., 2004; Lachat and Sciarini, 2002).

Regarding voters' individual characteristics, we argue that the impact of campaign information depends on party identification and the timing of the vote decision. More specifically, we posit that voters who do not identify with a party and voters who make their choice during the campaign are most likely to be influenced by the campaign. Conversely, party identification and early decision are expected to have a "sheltering effect", that is, to protect citizens from campaign influence.

Regarding campaign-related characteristics, we first assume that voters' processing of campaign information varies with the direction of the campaign, namely whether it is balanced or one-sided. Second, we posit that the extent of voters' reliance on campaign information depends on the intensity of the campaign: the higher its intensity, the higher its influence on opinion formation. 

As the country with the most far-reaching experience in direct legislation and referendum campaigns, the "Swiss laboratory" lends itself particularly well to an analysis of the circumstances under which campaigns matter, and of how campaign-related factors and individual characteristics interact and jointly influence the voters' decision (Kriesi, 2005). While existing studies using survey data have focused on a handful of referendums at most
, our empirical tests cover 25 popular votes on foreign, European and immigration policy held in Switzerland between 1992 and 2006. On the one hand, the focus on policy proposals relating to foreign policy enables us to control for differences across policy domains and, therefore, to increase the homogeneity of the policy proposals under study. On the other hand, our subset of votes offers important variations with respect to both individual and campaign-related variables. Our empirical tests are based on the so-called VOX survey data, which are collected after each popular vote at the national level. The measures on campaign direction and campaign intensity stems from a dataset of newspaper ads published in six daily newspapers during the last four weeks before each popular vote. Methodologically, we conduct multi-level analyses to test the influence of the campaign context and, more importantly, to measure the extent of cross-level interactions between the context and individual characteristics.

In the next section we develop our theoretical argument and we formulate our hypotheses. We then present our data, operationalization, and model. Empirical tests appear in section four. Section five concludes.

2 Theoretical framework for the study of campaign effects in referendum campaigns

Basic model of individual opinion formation

As a starting point, we need a model of opinion formation that enables us to anticipate how voters will process the information they receive during a referendum campaign. To that end, we resort to a model which is rooted in some basic arguments found in the literature. First, in line with Zaller (1992) we believe that the formation of individual opinions is driven by the political messages delivered by the partisan elites. Second, and still in line with Zaller (1992) and others (e.g. McGuire, 1969), we argue that any process of opinion formation proceeds from an interaction of information and predisposition, and takes two steps. To have an impact on opinion formation, political messages delivered by the elites must first be received by the individual and second, if received, be accepted. According to Zaller's (1992) "reception axiom", the reception of elite communication depends on a citizen's level of political competence (or "awareness" in Zaller's terms): the greater a person's political competence, i.e. the greater her attentiveness to and her degree of knowledge about politics, the more likely he or she is to understand a given political message and, therefore, to receive it. According to the "resistance axiom", political predispositions – such as a person's political values or her ideological position on the left-right axis – regulate the acceptance or non-acceptance of political communications a person is exposed to in interaction with her level of political competence. More specifically, it is assumed that individuals are more likely to accept political messages that fit with their political predispositions and tend to resist arguments that are inconsistent with them, but only if they possess the contextual information that enables them to assess these arguments in light of their predispositions. In other words, the most competent citizens are more heavily exposed to elite messages and are more likely to receive them, yet they are also better equipped to scrutinize and select them in light of their political predispositions. Less competent citizens, by contrast, tend to uncritically accept all of the messages that they can receive. Consequently, competent citizens are more likely to vote in conformity with their underlying political values and beliefs than less competent citizens (Hobolt, 2005; Kriesi, 2005; Marquis and Sciarini, 1999).

Going one step further, Zaller (1992) adds to this basic model the role played by the political elites and claims that the reception and resistance mechanisms operate differently when a project is strongly supported by the elite and when the latter is divided. If there is a wide consensus among the political elite people are exposed to converging messages. As a result, they do not have much of a choice when making up their minds, and they are expected to follow the lead of the united elites. Hence, a "mainstream effect" is likely to occur: in that case, popular support for the elite's proposal increases with citizens’ level of competence, regardless of their political predispositions. If the partisan elites are divided, however, citizens are exposed to (typically) two competing flows of communication. The result is a "polarization effect": In this situation, the relationship between the level of political competence and support for a given political message is expected to increase with the level of political competence among citizens whose predispositions are consistent with that message, but to decrease among those whose predispositions are not consistent with it.
In the context of direct-democratic votes in Switzerland, previous studies have shown that the type of elite division, that is the specific line-up of party coalitions during a voting campaign, is decisive for the voters' process of opinion formation (Kriesi, 2006; Sciarini and Tresch, 2009). In Switzerland, issues relating to international openness (immigration, foreign policy, EU integration) typically lead to three different constellations of party coalition, which can be distinguished based on the cohesiveness of the four governing parties (see Kriesi, 2006: 603). First, there is one, but relatively infrequent case of a "grand coalition" that comes close to a situation of consensus among the elite. Such coalitions are characterized by the joint support of Switzerland's international openness by all governing parties (Social Democrats, Christian Democrats, Radical Democrats, and Swiss People's Party), irrespective of the position of smaller, non-governmental parties. Second, cases of elite division can be understood as grand coalitions reduced by one of the major governing parties, and give rise to two different types: a centre-left coalition, in which both the left and the moderate right support international openness while the conservative right opposes it, and a centre-right coalition, in which the moderate right and the conservative right jointly oppose international openness against the left. In other words, Social Democrats consistently favour international openness, the Swiss People's party almost always opposes it, and parties of the moderate right are more ambivalent, sometimes joining the left and advocating openness, sometimes taking a more protectionist stance together with the conservative right. 

Given this, we expect a mainstream effect in cases of grand coalitions, meaning that support to international openness increases as a function of political competence among sympathizers of all parties. In cases of centre-left and centre-right coalitions, by contrast, we expect a polarization effect between left-leaning and right-leaning voters: Support to international openness should increase as a function of political competence among left voters, but decrease as a function of political competence among conservative right voters. The situation of centre voters is more complex but more interesting, too. Given that the preferences of moderate right parties vary across votes, centre voters are likely to display different patterns of support for international openness, depending on the specific partisan coalition at stake. More specifically, among centre voters we assume that support for integrative policies increases as a function of political competence in votes with a centre-left coalition but decreases as a function of political competence in votes with a centre-right coalition.

Individual and contextual mediators of campaign effects

To measure the impact of referendum campaigns on the voters' decision, we look at the strength of the interaction between political competence and political predispositions. Remember that in Zaller's (1992) model the mainstream and polarization effects are campaign effects: When the elite is unanimous, competent voters are more likely than non competent voters to receive campaign messages and, therefore, to support the proposal submitted to them; in case of elite division the less competent – but not the highly competent – voters will be influenced by the messages of the adversarial camp and will, therefore, be induced to vote against their political predispositions. Given this, a strong effect of political competence in the process of opinion formation – as measured by the separate term in case of grand coalition and by the interaction term in cases of centre-left or centre-right coalitions – will be indicative of strong campaign effects, i.e. it will mean that individuals have used the information delivered during the campaign. Conversely, a low coefficient for political competence and a high coefficient for political predispositions will be indicative of small campaign effects, that is, of a process of opinion formation that was mostly based by prior beliefs and ideology. In other words, we measure campaign effects indirectly, through the respective weight of political competence and political predispositions.

In addition, while we accept the basic thrust of Zaller's (1992) model, we claim that the importance of political competence and political predispositions in the process of opinion formation varies across both voters and contexts. In our view, the crucial question is under which circumstances political competence comes to dominate, and under which conditions political predispositions are more likely to prevail? Our general hypothesis is that the relative importance of political competence and political predispositions depends on both individual and contextual, campaign-related characteristics.

Regarding individual characteristics, we assume that not all voters are likely to be influenced by campaign information to the same extent. A first crucial difference regards whether a voter identifies with a party. Even if party identification has globally weakened over time (e.g. Dalton, 1984), it is still a powerful explanatory factor of electoral choice. Similarly, studies on referendums have highlighted a strong ideological or "partisan" effect (e.g. Kriesi, 2005), meaning that party identifiers tend to vote according to their party's line, irrespective of their political competence. Working as a "shortcut", party identification helps voters to avoid an extensive processing of information delivered during a referendum campaign while, at the same time, providing them with enough confidence in the quality of their voting choice. In that sense, party identification has a sheltering effect, meaning that it protects citizens from the influence of the referendum campaign. From this we infer the following hypothesis: While voters who do not identify with a party are likely to be influenced by the referendum campaign, voters holding a party identification are likely to vote based on their ideology.
 
Of course, party identification is not the only cue a voter may use to make her voting choice. Other kinds of cues or pre-campaign information may also be at work. As a proxy for all sorts of pre-campaign information that a voter can rely on, we use the timing of the voters’ decision. More specifically, we believe that a voting choice made well before – or at the beginning of – the referendum campaign is a sign that this choice was based on pre-campaign information. Among the corresponding group of voters, we do not expect any campaign effects. Only voters who make their choice during the campaign will be influenced by it (Fournier et al., 2004).

With regard to the role of the campaign context, we again follow Zaller (1992: 124f., 155) and make mainly two points. The first regards the intensity of the political messages delivered by the elite, and the second the direction of these messages. First, variations in campaign intensity are of utmost importance, since they provide voters with different opportunities and incentives to use campaign information. In short, intense campaigns increase both the quantity of information delivered to voters and the incentives to search for information. Bowler and Donovan (1998: chapter 8) have shown this for the case of referendums in the US: Spending does not simply convert voters' opinions, but it also changes the context of their decisions, bringing more attention to an issue and increasing voters' awareness of the ballot proposals.
 Therefore, we assume that an increase in campaign intensity encourages voters to reassess their traditional party preferences in the light of information delivered during the campaign. This should translate in a higher influence of political competence – and a lower influence of political predispositions – in the process of opinion formation.

Regarding now the direction of political messages, we first take into account the extent of campaign information homogeneity and distinguish between one-sided and balanced (or mixed) campaigns (Zaller, 1992: 124ff., Nir and Druckman, 2008). When political messages are one-sided, the individuals whose opinion is opposed to the dominant messages find themselves in an "easy learning" situation. They face a change-inducing message which is easy to receive, even for the least competent voters. Given that the latter tend to uncritically accept the messages they receive, they are particularly likely to change their minds. The highly competent, by contrast, will recognize the dominant message as being inconsistent with their prior beliefs and will therefore resist it. This should overall translate in a strong effect of political competence on opinion formation. In contrast, individuals whose opinion is in line with the dominant message will find their opinion reinforced. They are in the so-called "hard learning" situation, where the countervailing messages are hard to receive, being of a much weaker intensity than the dominant one. In such a situation, only the most highly competent supporters have a chance to fulfil the first requirement for opinion change, i.e. to receive the countervailing message and to update their preferences accordingly. That is, while in standard situations competence increases the resistance against inconsistent messages, its effect is more ambivalent in a hard learning situation. Here, the one-sidedness of political messages is expected to attenuate the polarization effect among the most competent supporters of the message – if not to reverse the direction of the effect.

With this information established, we can now summarize our hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: voters who do not identify with a party are more likely to be influenced by the campaign than party identifiers; among the former, political competence is expected to play a higher role in opinion formation, whereas among the latter opinion is likely to be mostly driven by political predispositions.

Hypothesis 2: voters who make their choice during the campaign are more likely to be influenced by the campaign than early deciders.

Among both voters who do not identify with a party and campaign deciders, the higher the political competence, the higher the vote in line with their ideological orientation. Among the other groups of voters, the campaign has no (or only a limited) effect on their voting choice, which means that the link between political predispositions and choice does not vary as a function of political competence.

Hypothesis 3: The mediating impact of political competence on support to international openness is higher when the campaign is intense than when it is weakly intense.

Hypothesis 4a: Polarization effects are stronger and more symmetric when the information flow is balanced between messages in favour and against international openness, than when the campaign is not balanced.

Hypothesis 4b: If the information flow is one-sided against openness, support to international openness strongly increases as a function of political competence among voters whose predispositions are favourable to international openness ("easy learning situation") and moderately decreases as a function of political competence among voters whose predispositions are opposed to international openness ("hard learning situation").

Hypothesis 4c: If the information flow is one-sided in favour of openness, support to international openness strongly decreases as a function of political competence among voters whose predispositions are against international openness ("easy learning situation") and moderately increases as a function of political competence among voters whose predispositions are opposed to international openness ("hard learning situation").

3
Data, operationalization and model

Data

We analyse 25 popular votes held in Switzerland between 1992 and 2006 (see the full list Table 1 in the Appendix).
 We employ a standardised dataset taken from the so-called "VOX surveys" which are completed after each popular vote at the national level (Brunner et al., 2007). These surveys contain information about respondents' characteristics and voting behaviour in each ballot proposal. Initially, there were a total of 29,352 observations. Eliminating respondents who did not participate in the popular vote and those who casted an empty ballot reduces the sample to 14,813 observations. Due to missing answers on some independent variables, especially regarding political predispositions, we must eliminate almost 800 more cases.

Measures

Our dependent variable is the individual voting decision in the 25 popular votes under study. In most cases, voting ‘yes’ meant approving Switzerland's opening-up towards the outside world (e.g. by joining the United Nations). After recoding the cases where casting a yes-vote meant closing the country towards the outside (e.g. by tightening immigration or asylum policy), a value of 1 indicates support for international openness, 0 reflects support for closedness.

Political predispositions are measured by respondents' self-positioning on an eleven-point left-right scale, ranging from 0 (extreme left) to +10 (extreme right). On this basis, we divided voters into three political camps: the left (positions 0 to 4), the right (positions 6 to 10), and, serving as the reference category, the centre (position 5).
 According to this operationalization, 30.5% of the sample display left political predispositions, 41.4% situate themselves in the centre, and 28.1% identify with the right.

Our indicator of political competence is project-specific. It is based on three sets of information collected in the VOX surveys (Sciarini and Tresch, 2009). The first set of data measures voters' knowledge of the title of the project submitted to the popular vote and their ability to describe its content. Respondents receive one point for correctly answering each of these two questions. The second set measures respondents' ability to justify their voting choice. This data is based on an open-ended question through which respondents are asked to supply two reasons for their yes- (or no-) vote. Again, they receive one point if they are able to answer the question, even in vague terms – provided that their justification relates to the vote in question and does not contradict their vote. Finally, our third measure is taken from the respondents' ability to describe their position, answering a set of closed-form questions on the major arguments of the campaign: Respondents who answer all these questions receive one point. The combination of these three sets of questions results in a scale of political competence that ranges from 0 to 5.

To account for the type of party coalition, we focus on "objective coalitions" that form on the basis of national parties' voting recommendations (Ossipow, 1994: 39). While Kriesi (2005) distinguishes between no less than five types of coalitions, we can reduce this to a three-category division in our data: a centre-left (reference category), a centre-right coalition and a grand coalition. The first grouping sets the parties of the left and the moderate right in opposition to the conservative right, the second unites all parties of the conservative and the moderate right in opposition to the left while the third grouping aligns all four governmental parties. While the centre-right coalition is generally dominant in Swiss politics – especially on issues regarding economic, financial or social policy – the centre-left coalition appears frequently in the field of foreign policy (Kriesi, 2005). It is no surprise, therefore, that there are 13 centre-left coalitions in our dataset but only seven centre-right coalitions and five grand coalitions.

Regarding potential mediators at the individual level, party identification is a dichotomous variable coded 1 for voters who identify with a party and 0 otherwise. In our sample, 58.5% of the voters hold a party identification while 41.5% do not feel close to any party. To measure the timing of the vote decision, we use answers to a recall question (see Fournier et al., 2004: 664). Individuals who say that their voting decision has always been clear were considered early deciders and coded 0, while people who made up their mind during the weeks or days before the vote were regarded as campaign deciders and coded 1. Accordingly, 44.1% of the voters in our sample are early deciders whereas 55.9% of them are campaign deciders.

With respect to mediators at the contextual level, two campaign-related characteristics are of prime importance: the direction and the intensity of the campaign. Our indicators of the direction and intensity of the referendum campaigns are based on a dataset of ads published by the elite in six Swiss daily newspapers during the month before each popular vote.
 Newspaper ads are one of the major means of the political elite in Switzerland to persuade voters. They therefore offer a straightforward measure of the campaign information delivered to the public. More specifically, to capture the intensity of a campaign, we computed the natural logarithm of the total number of ads, and took the median to divide campaigns into low and high intensity campaigns. To measure the direction of a campaign we calculated the share of ads in favour of openness. If less than a third of all ads were in favour of openness, the campaign was coded as "one-sided, in favour of closedness", if more than two-thirds were in favour of openness, the campaign was coded as "one-sided, in favour of openness". In-between, the campaign was coded as "balanced".

Finally, we include a series of individual-level control variables that previous studies suggest play a role in voters' decisions on foreign and immigration policy (e.g. Kriesi et al., 1993; Krishnakumar and Müller, 2007; Sciarini and Listhaug, 1997): occupation, income, age, gender, education, language, religion and urbanity. Note that all continuous independent variables have been standardised with a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1 to facilitate comparisons between the estimated coefficients.

Model specification

In this contribution, we build on Zaller's (1992) model of opinion formation and posit that the impact of campaign information on the voters' decision is mediated by a series of individual and contextual factors. Such a framework calls for a logistic multilevel model where the dependent variable is approval or rejection of ballot proposals related to questions of international openness and where individual characteristics on Level 1 are nested within contextual determinants on Level 2. Political scientists have only recently started to use multilevel models, mostly to examine the impact of geographical units such as countries, regions or districts on individual's electoral behaviour (e.g. Johnston et al., 2007; Jones et al., 1992). As is the case in other studies of voting behaviour in Switzerland (e.g. Kriesi, 2005; Sciarini and Tresch, 2009), we do not account for geographical context and instead focus on the context of the voting campaign. The estimation of an empty model (not reported here) shows that the variation across ballot proposals accounts for about 11% of the total variance. Given this significant variance at the contextual level, we define a two-level random intercept model with predictor variables at the individual and contextual levels, and with cross-level interactions.

Following our theoretical discussion, we are interested in how individual and contextual variables modify the interaction between political predispositions and political competence depending on the type of coalition in place among party elites. Hence, our base model looks as follows:
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The logit of Pij represents the probability that a voter will support policy proposals in favour of international openness, as a sum of a linear function of the separate and joint impact of political predispositions and political competence, the context-level variable "party coalitions", the cross-level interaction between predispositions, competence and type of party coalition, a series of individual-level control variables (X) as well as a random, context-dependent deviation U0j. The deviations U0j are assumed to have zero as their mean (given all the values of all explanatory variables) and a variance of 
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. To test our hypotheses on the mediating effect of an individual's party identification and the timing of his or her voting decision, as well as of the direction and intensity of the referendum campaigns, we run four additional models. In each model, we alternatively add one of the variables to the base model and multiply this variable with the cross-level interaction term between predispositions, competence and type of party coalition.
 In each model, we also include all new constitutive terms (Brambor et al. 2005: 66). The changes in the strength of the interaction term regarding competence and of the separate effect of political predispositions inform us about campaign effects. That is, we need to look at both the steepness of the slopes of the interactive term and the differences in the level of support to international openness between left, centre and right voters. All models are estimated with MLwIN 2.0.2 using the iterative generalized least square algorithm (IGLS) and 2nd order PQL.
Empirical tests

According to our base model individual attitudes towards international openness are the product of the interaction between political predispositions and political competence, on the one hand, and between these individual variables and the type of party coalition at stake, on the other. The results of this base model appear in Table 2 in the Appendix. However, given that political competence and political predispositions are embedded in a complex pattern of interactions between each other as well as with the project-related context (partisan coalition), the results are hard to grasp based on the coefficients. For instance, the significant and positive impact of left predispositions on support for international openness reported in Table 2 concerns the reference category with respect to political competence, namely the no-competent voters, and the reference category with respect to party coalition, namely the votes with a centre-left coalition. To get a clearer view, we calculate the predicted probabilities of voting for openness for the three categories of voters (left, centre, and right), depending on both their level of competence and the type of partisan coalition (centre-right, centre-left, grand coalition), while setting the other variables at their mean or at their reference value (Figure 1).

Fig. 1: 
Predicted probabilities of voting for international openness according to political predispositions, level of political competence and type of party coalition

[image: image3.png]Predicted probailies

Centre-left coalition

Certre-right coaliion

Grand coalifion

10 10 10
M
o M o o
/ H E e
05 Z s Z s
L — ] et £ Tt
04 3 0s 3 0s
U - £
- o
B 0 o | &z
e
o ool ool
- P - g - s —

Level of poliical competence

Level of politcal competence

Level of political competence




Figure 1 displays the expected polarization and mainstream effects, depending on the type of partisan coalition at stake. Thus, in cases of both centre-left and centre-right coalition, that is, in cases of conflict among the party elite, we see that the difference in the level of support to international openness increases between left voters and right voters as a function of political competence: While this difference amounts to only 25% among non competent voters it reaches approximately 50% among the highly competent voters. By contrast, but again as expected, we see that when the elite is consensual ("grand coalition") support to international openness increases as a function of political competence for each category of voters, irrespective of their political orientation ("mainstream effect"). Finally, the variations in the voting patterns of centre voters from one figure to the next also fit our base model: among this specific category of voters support for openness increases with political competence in case of both a grand coalition and – to a lesser extent – a centre-left coalition (i.e. when parties of the moderate right support openness), but decreases with political competence in cases of a centre-right coalition (i.e. when parties of the moderate right oppose openness). Overall, then, our results confirm that the influence of political competence on support for international openness is conditional on the type of coalition existing among the party elite.

This being said, figure 1 also suggests that the mediating impact of political competence does not tell the whole story, i.e. that opinion formation cannot be reduced to an interaction between political competence and political predispositions. First, in some cases the impact of political competence is not very strong (see, for example, the curves for the left and the right in case of a centre-left or a centre-right coalition). Second, for each type of party coalition and for almost each level of political competence support for openness is systematically higher among left voters than it is among centre voters, and it is higher among the latter than it is among right voters. This stresses the strong importance of predispositions, which do not only matter in interaction with political competence, but also have a direct and separate impact on attitudes towards integrative policies.

Now, as mentioned earlier, the main purpose of this paper is to shed light on the circumstances under which information campaigns matter, and under which they do not. In the theoretical section we have highlighted two possible individual mediators and two possible contextual mediators that are likely to increase or – conversely – to reduce campaign effects. Starting with the individual mediators, figure 2 helps to test the impact of party identification (see the Appendix for the results on which this and the following figures are based). If our hypothesis 1 holds, then we should wisdom a higher impact of political competence among voters without party identification, and a higher, direct, impact of political predispositions among voters with party identification. These expectations are only partly supported by the data.

In centre-left and centre-right coalitions, the polarization effect between left and right voters is – as expected – overall stronger among voters who do not identify with a party, than among voter who identify with a party. The clearest picture emerges from the votes with a centre-right coalition: While among voters who do not identify with a party there is no difference in support to openness between non competent, left and right, voters, this difference grows substantially with political competence and reaches almost 40% among the most competent voters. Among voters who identify with a party, by contrast, the difference in support to openness already amounts to 30% among non competent voters and does not increase significantly with political competence. Note, however, that the results regarding centre voters run counter to hypothesis 1: the decrease in support to openness as a function of political competence is higher among party identifiers than among non party identifiers.

Results are also ambivalent in cases of a centre-left coalition: While those regarding centre and – to a lesser extent – right voters are in line with hypothesis 1, those regarding left voters are not (the increase in support to openness is steeper among left voters who identify with a party than among non party identifiers). Similarly, with respect to votes with a grand coalition, the curves regarding party identifiers are hardly compatible with our expectations (strong mainstream effect and absence of difference in the level of support to openness among the low competent voters from the left, centre and right).

Fig. 2: 
Predicted probabilities of voting for international openness according to political predispositions, level of political competence, type of party coalition and party identification

a) Centre-left coalitions:
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b) Centre-right coalitions
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c) Grand coalition
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Figure 3 presents the results for the timing of the decision. In analogy with party identification, our hypothesis 2 states that voters who made their decision well before the campaign cannot be influenced by it. This should translate into a lower impact of political competence and a higher impact of political predispositions among early deciders, than among campaign deciders. Empirical evidence doest not confirm this assumption, and in one case it even runs in the opposite direction: In votes with a centre-left coalition the polarization effect is higher (instead of lower) among early deciders than among campaign deciders. But even in the other two configurations (centre-right and grand coalitions) the results are inconclusive (see for instance the absence of decrease in support to openness among campaign deciders with centre and right orientation in votes with a centre-right coalition, or the sharp increase in support among early deciders with centre or left preferences in cases of a grand-coalition).

Fig. 3: 
Predicted probabilities of voting for international openness according to political predispositions, level of political competence, type of party coalition and timing of the decision.

a) Centre-left coalition
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b) Centre-right coalition
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c) Grand coalition
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In sum, our empirical tests overall tend to turn down our hypotheses regarding the impact of individual mediators. We now turn to the tests of the contextual mediators, starting with campaign intensity (figure 4).

Fig. 4: 
Predicted probabilities of voting for international openness according to political predispositions, level of political competence, type of party coalition and campaign intensity

a) Centre-left coalition
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b) Centre-right coalition
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According to our hypothesis 3, campaign effects on opinion formation are higher when the campaign is intense than when it is weakly intense. In line with this hypothesis, we see from figure 4 that for both cases of centre-right and centre-left coalitions the polarization effect is stronger in popular votes with highly intense campaigns than in popular votes with low intense campaigns. This is most obvious for the cases of centre-left coalitions: When campaign intensity is low political predispositions have an overriding impact on opinion formation and there is hardly any polarization effect; when campaign intensity is high, by contrast, a substantial polarization effect – induced by political competence – occurs between left and right voters. Similarly, a strong polarization effect is also at work in case of centre-right coalition with intense campaigns, whereas there is no such polarization when campaign intensity is low.

Finally, figure 5 presents the tests of hypotheses 4a to 4c regarding the direction of referendum campaigns: While party coalitions pre-structure the conflict holding for a given popular vote, they do not tell us much about the direction of the political messages delivered during referendum campaigns. In that sense, figure 5 complements our base model by highlighting not only to which structure of party coalition voters were submitted, but also whether they faced balanced or unbalanced messages.

Fig. 5: 
Predicted probabilities of voting for international openness according to political predispositions, level of political competence, type of party coalition and campaign direction

a) Centre-left coalition
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b) Centre-right coalition
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c) Grand coalition
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Results overall provide a very convincing confirmation of our hypotheses 4a to 4c. Starting with hypothesis 4a, for votes with both centre-right and centre-left coalitions we see that campaigns that were roughly balanced between pro and con political messages gave rise to strong and symmetric patterns of polarization: While less competent voters hold fairly similar attitudes towards international openness irrespective of their ideological credentials, highly competent voters display the expected polarized preferences, depending on their ideology and the type of coalition at stake: Polarization between left/centre and right voters in votes with centre-left coalitions, and polarization between left and centre/right voters in votes with centre-right coalitions. By contrast, when political messages are one-sided for (or against) international openness, figure 5 displays patterns that are consistent with a hard learning, resp. with an easy learning, situation. Thus, in cases of a centre-left coalition and with messages that are one-sided in favour of openness (figure on the top, left-hand-side) right voters find themselves in an "easy learning situation", meaning that they face an intense flow of messages in favour of openness. While the least competent among them uncritically accept these messages – and vote in favour of openness – the highly competent right voters resist the dominant messages that they recognize as being in contradiction with their own predispositions. Hence the strong decrease in support to openness among right voters. 

The left (and centre) voters, by contrast, find themselves in a "hard learning situation": Given the massive flow of communication supporting openness, only the most competent voters from the left (and centre) have a chance to receive the weak, countervailing, messages against openness. Hence the slight decrease in support to international openness as a function of political competence among voters from the left (and centre). 

An opposite situation holds in the case of one-sidedness against international openness (figure on the top, in the middle). In this case it is the left (and centre) voters who find themselves in an easy learning situation, while the right voters face a hard learning situation. While the upward trend regarding left voters is not as steep as expected, it has the correct sign. So does the curve regarding right voters, which closely fits that of a hard learning situation.

Patterns consistent with easy/hard learning situations also holds for votes with a centre-right coalition, even though the effects are of lower amplitude than in the cases of a centre-left coalition. Finally, even in the case of consensus among the elite (grand coalition), we see that the mainstream effect is stronger when the messages are balanced, than when they are biased in favour of openness.

Conclusion

The aim of this study has been to analyze the conditions under which referendum campaigns have an impact on voting choices, and which voters are particularly likely to be affected by campaign communications. Elaborating on recent work in the field of voting behaviour, we have argued that referendum campaigns have no uniform effects, but that these effects are mediated by the voters' individual characteristics and the nature of the campaign context.

Relying on Zaller's (1992) seminal work, we have presented a basic model of individual opinion formation that is based on the assumption that the reception and acceptance of campaign information depends on an interaction between an individual's political predispositions and his or her level of political competence, and that this mechanism varies according to the type of coalition in place among the party elites. In this model, the strength of the interaction between political competence and political predispositions translates the impact of the messages delivered by the party elites on the voters' decision: the stronger the role played by political competence, the higher the attentiveness to the referendum campaign and the stronger its impact on voting choices.

On this basis, we have argued that the relative importance of political competence and political predispositions in the process of opinion formation depends on both individual and campaign-related characteristics. With respect to individual characteristics, we have assumed that voters who identify with a party or who decide before or at the beginning of a referendum campaign are likely to be sheltered from the political messages delivered by the party elites. Regarding campaign-related factors, we have hypothesized that more intense referendum campaigns encourage voters to reassess their predispositions in the light of new campaign information. In addition, we have expected the direction of campaign information to play a role, and posited that strong and symmetric polarization patterns dominate in campaigns with balanced information flow, whereas campaigns that are lopsided in favour or against international openness lead to asymmetrical effects. More specifically, we have hypothesized that when the information campaign is one-sided the least competent voters are more likely to vote in line with the dominant messages, despite the fact that they run counter to their own predispositions ("easy learning" situation), whereas only the most competent voters are susceptible to reassess their opinions in light of countervailing messages when the dominant campaign information fits their predispositions ("hard learning" situation).

To test these hypotheses on how party identification, timing of vote decision, campaign intensity and campaign direction mediates the impact of referendum campaigns, we have analysed 25 referendum votes on European, foreign and immigration policy during the 1992-2006 period in Switzerland by means of multilevel logistic regressions. Overall, our empirical tests provide only limited support for our hypotheses about the impact of individual mediators. With respect to party identification, we found a stronger polarization effect among left- and right-leaning voters who do not identify with a party than among party identifiers, in both cases of centre-left and centre-right coalitions. However, centre voters did not behave like expected, and in cases of grand coalitions our hypotheses were not met either. Regarding the timing of the vote decision, most of our findings were ambivalent or ran even against our assumptions. 

As far as the mediating role of campaign-related characteristics is concerned, however, our empirical findings were more conclusive and mostly in line with our hypotheses. As expected, we found that in both centre-left and centre-right coalitions, campaign effects on opinion formation are globally stronger when the campaigns were intense than when they were weak. Campaign direction had the expected impact as well: When campaigns are roughly balanced, we found strong and symmetric polarization effects between left- and right-leaning voters in cases of centre-left and centre-right coalitions. By contrast, when campaigns are one-sided (in favour or against international openness), we encountered the subtle, albeit complex, patterns of easy and hard learning situations.

Based on our findings, we can thus conclude that the voters' individual characteristics play a weaker mediating role than campaign-related characteristics in the process of opinion formation. Given the strong impact of the nature of the campaign environment on the process of individual opinion formation, we plan to more strongly focus on the campaign- and project-related context and, therefore, to analyze the role of additional factors such as issue familiarity.
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Appendix:

Table 1: List of popular votes on European, immigration and foreign policy in Switzerland (1992-2006)

Date

Name of project


17.05.1992
Federal decree on IMF membership

06.12.1992
Federal decree on EEA membership

12.06.1994
Federal law on Swiss troops for peace-keeping operations (creation of a Swiss Blue Helmets Corps)

12.06.1994
Federal decree on facilitated naturalization for young foreigners

25.09.1994
Federal law on anti-racism

04.12.1994
Federal law on the introduction of compulsory measures in the law on foreigners

25.06.1995
Federal law on the acquisition of real estate by persons abroad (Lex Friedrich)

01.12.1996
Federal decree on the popular initiative against illegal immigration

08.06.1997
Popular initiative “EU membership negotiations: let the people decide!”

13.06.1999
Federal law on asylum

13.06.1999
Federal decree on emergency measures in asylum and migration policy

21.05.2000
Federal decree on the bilateral agreements between Switzerland and the EU

24.09.2000
Popular initiative for the regulation of immigration

04.03.2001
Popular initiative “Yes to Europe!”

10.06.2001
Amendment of the federal law on the armed forces and military administration (armament of Swiss troops abroad)

10.06.2001
Amendment of the federal law on the armed forces and military administration (international cooperation on in-service education)

03.03.2002
Popular initiative “for UN membership”

24.11.2002
Popular initiative against the abuse of asylum law

26.09.2004
Federal decree on the facilitated naturalization for young second-generation foreigners

26.09.2004
Federal decree on the acquisition of citizenship for third-generation foreigners

05.06.2005
Federal decree on the Schengen/Dublin association agreements between Switzerland and the EU

25.09.2005
Federal decree on the extension of the bilateral agreement on the free movement of persons between Switzerland and the EU

24.09.2006
Federal law on foreigners

24.09.2006
Amendment of the federal law on asylum

26.11.2006
Federal law on the cooperation with Eastern European countries

Table 2: 
A basic model to explain support to international openness, 1992-2006 

(Multilevel logistic regression model)

	 
	 Coeff.
	 S.E.

	Constant
	-0.038
	0.150

	
	
	

	Individual-level predictors
	

	Competence
	0.089
	0.047

	Left predispositions
	1.032
	0.074

	Right predispositions
	-0.778
	0.067

	Competence*Left predispositions
	0.138
	0.081

	Competence*Right predispositions
	-0.132
	0.074

	Context-level predictors
	

	Centre-right coalition
	-1.241
	0.225

	Grand coalition
	0.242
	0.251

	Cross-level interactions
	

	Competence*Centre-right coalitions
	-0.395
	0.080

	Competence*Grand coalition
	0.243
	0.097

	Left predispositions*Centre-right coalition
	0.171
	0.120

	Right predispositions*Centre-right coalition
	-0.123
	0.132

	Left-predispositions*Grand coalition
	-0.094
	0.153

	Right predispositions*Grand coalition
	0.331
	0.130

	Competence*Left predispositions*Centre-right coalition
	0.239
	0.122

	Competence*Right predispositions*Centre-right coalition
	0.131
	0.130

	Competence*Left predispositions*Grand coalition
	0.308
	0.182

	Competence*Right predispositions*Grand coalition
	0.008
	0.150

	
	
	

	Variance components
	

	r02=var(U0j)
	0.203
	0.060

	 
	 
	 

	N (project level)
	25
	

	N (individual level)
	12613
	 

	Estimates controlled for income, occupational status, education, age, gender, religion, language, urbanity


Table 3: The mediating effect of party identification on support to international openness, 1992-2006 (Multilevel logistic regression model)

	 
	 Coeff.
	 S.E.

	Constant
	-0.247
	0.154

	
	
	

	Individual-level predictors
	
	

	Competence
	0.162
	0.058

	Left predispositions
	0.948
	0.115

	Right predispositions
	-0.598
	0.132

	Party identification
	0.321
	0.076

	Competence*Left
	-0.009
	0.125

	Competence*Right
	-0.379
	0.148

	Competence*Party identification
	-0.196
	0.084

	Left*Party identification
	0.082
	0.147

	Right*Party identification
	-0.66
	0.162

	Competence*Left*Party identification
	0.295
	0.163

	Competence*Right*Party identification
	0.38
	0.181

	Context-level predictors
	
	

	Centre-right coalition
	-1.196
	0.235

	Grand coalition
	0.407
	0.261

	Cross-level interactions
	
	

	Competence*Centre-right coalition
	-0.473
	0.099

	Competence*Grand coalition
	0.159
	0.124

	Left*Centre-right coalition
	0.204
	0.191

	Right*Centre-right coalition
	-0.172
	0.28

	Left*Grand coalition
	-0.123
	0.256

	Right*Grand coalition
	-0.279
	0.263

	Competence*Left*Centre-right coalition
	0.352
	0.19

	Competence*Right*Centre-right coalition
	0.29
	0.26

	Competence*Left*Grand coalition
	0.684
	0.312

	Competence*Right*Grand coalition
	0.336
	0.312

	Party identification*Centre-right coalition
	-0.204
	0.143

	Party identification*Grand coalition
	-0.227
	0.147

	Competence*Party identification*Centre-right coalition
	0.242
	0.14

	Competence*Party identification*Grand coalition
	0.193
	0.172

	Left*Party identification*Centre-right coalition
	0.078
	0.243

	Right*Party identification*Centre-right coalition
	0.209
	0.341

	Left*Party identification*Grand coalition
	0.032
	0.317

	Right*Party identification*Grand coalition
	0.76
	0.32

	Competence*Left*Party identification*Centre-right coalition
	-0.289
	0.246

	Competence*Right*Party identification*Centre-right coalition
	-0.414
	0.324

	Competence*Left*Party identification*Grand coalition
	-0.593
	0.384

	Competence*Right*Party identification*Grand coalition
	-0.472
	0.375

	
	
	

	Variance components
	
	

	r02=var(U0j)
	0.208
	0.062

	
	
	

	N (project level)
	25
	

	N (individual level)
	12613
	 

	Estimates controlled for income, occupational status, education, age, gender, religion, language, urbanity


Table 4: The mediating effect of the timing of vote decision on support to international openness, 1992-2006 (Multilevel logistic regression model)

	 
	 Coeff.
	 S.E.

	Constant
	-0.079
	0.16

	
	
	

	Individual-level predictors
	
	

	Competence
	0.108
	0.071

	Left predispositions
	1.283
	0.112

	Right predispositions
	-0.876
	0.098

	Campaign deciders
	0.087
	0.086

	Competence*Left
	0.252
	0.123

	Competence*Right
	-0.135
	0.109

	Competence*Campaign deciders
	-0.056
	0.095

	Left*Campaign deciders
	-0.449
	0.149

	Right*Campaign deciders
	0.215
	0.135

	Competence*Left*Campaign deciders
	-0.195
	0.166

	Competence*Right*Campaign deciders
	0.04
	0.15

	Context-level predictors
	
	

	Centre-right coalition
	-1.342
	0.253

	Grand coalition
	0.242
	0.278

	Cross-level interactions
	
	

	Competence*Centre-right coalition
	-0.374
	0.13

	Competence*Grand coalition
	0.284
	0.175

	Left*Centre-right coalition
	0.546
	0.196

	Right*Centre-right coalition
	-0.106
	0.217

	Left*Grand coalition
	0.106
	0.264

	Right*Grand coalition
	0.427
	0.21

	Competence*Left*Centre-right coalition
	-0.079
	0.203

	Competence*Right*Centre-right coalition
	0.185
	0.217

	Competence*Left*Grand coalition
	0.286
	0.336

	Competence*Right*Grand coalition
	-0.291
	0.262

	Campaign deciders*Centre-right coalition
	0.135
	0.167

	Campaign deciders*Grand coalition
	-0.03
	0.173

	Competence*Campaign deciders*Centre-right coalition
	-0.049
	0.163

	Competence*Campaign deciders*Grand coalition
	0.005
	0.208

	Left*Campaign deciders*Centre-right coalition
	-0.53
	0.25

	Right*Campaign deciders*Centre-right coalition
	-0.064
	0.276

	Left*Campaign deciders*Grand coalition
	-0.145
	0.328

	Right*Campaign deciders*Grand coalition
	-0.146
	0.27

	Competence*Left*Campaign deciders*Centre-right coalition
	0.504
	0.259

	Competence*Right*Campaign deciders*Centre-right coalition
	-0.056
	0.275

	Competence*Left*Campaign deciders*Grand coalition
	-0.031
	0.406

	Competence*Right*Campaign deciders*Grand coalition
	0.38
	0.325

	
	
	

	Variance components
	
	

	r02=var(U0j)
	0.212
	0.063

	
	
	

	N (project level)
	25
	

	N (individual level)
	12367
	 

	Estimates controlled for income, occupational status, education, age, gender, religion, language, urbanity


Table 5: The mediating effect of campaign intensity on support to international openness, 1992-2006 (Multilevel logistic regression model)

	 
	 Coeff.
	 S.E.

	Constant
	-0.206
	0.286

	
	
	

	Individual-level predictors
	
	

	Competence
	0.100
	0.091

	Left predispositions
	1.571
	0.160

	Right predispositions
	-0.840
	0.140

	Competence*Left
	-0.067
	0.178

	Competence*Right
	-0.263
	0.150

	Context-level predictors
	
	

	Centre-right coalition
	-0.797
	0.370

	Grand coalition
	0.399
	0.351

	Intense campaigns
	0.205
	0.316

	Centre-right coalition*Intense campaigns
	-0.906
	0.490

	Grand coalition*Intense campaigns
	0
	0

	Cross-level interactions
	
	

	Competence*Centre-right coalition
	-0.449
	0.125

	Competence*Grand coalition
	0.232
	0.125

	Left*Centre-right coaliton
	-0.980
	0.206

	Right*Centre-right coalition
	-0.053
	0.206

	Left*Grand coalition
	-0.635
	0.209

	Right*Grand coalition
	0.390
	0.179

	Competence*Left*Centre-right coalition
	0.249
	0.217

	Competence*Right*Centre-right coalition
	0.204
	0.206

	Competence*Left*Grand coalition
	0.513
	0.242

	Competence*Right*Grand coalition
	0.138
	0.200

	Comptence*Intense campaigns
	-0.028
	0.107

	Left*Intense campaigns
	-0.718
	0.180

	Right*Intense campaigns
	0.060
	0.160

	Competence*Left*Intense campaigns
	0.313
	0.201

	Competence*Right*Intense campaigns
	0.160
	0.173

	Competence*Centre-right coalition*Intense campaigns
	0.234
	0.172

	Competence*Grand coalition*Intense campaigns
	0
	0

	Left*Centre-right coalition*Intense campaigns
	2.032
	0.266

	Right*Centre-right coalition*Intense campaigns
	-0.100
	0.285

	Left*Grand coalition*Intense campaigns
	0
	0

	Right*Grand coalition*Intense campaigns
	0
	0

	Competence*Left*Centre-right coalition*Intense campaigns
	-0.036
	0.276

	Competence*Right*Centre-right coalition*Intense campaigns
	-0.135
	0.283

	Competence*Left*Grand coalition*Intense campaigns
	0
	0

	Competence*Right*Grand coalition*Intense campaigns
	0
	0

	
	
	

	Variance components
	
	

	r02=var(U0j)
	0.207
	0.062

	
	
	

	N (project level)
	25
	

	N (individual level)
	12613
	 

	Estimates controlled for income, occupational status, education, age, gender, religion, language, urbanity


Table 6: The mediating effect of the campaign direction on support to international openness, 1992-2006 (Multilevel logistic regression model)

	 
	 Coeff.
	 S.E.

	Constant
	0.169
	0.185

	
	
	

	Individual-level predictors
	
	

	Competence
	0.115
	0.064

	Left predispositions
	0.687
	0.113

	Right predispositions
	-1.135
	0.115

	Competence*Left
	0.322
	0.125

	Competence*Right
	-0.249
	0.125

	Context-level predictors
	
	

	Centre-right coalition
	-1.262
	0.272

	Grand coalition
	-0.078
	0.452

	One-sided closedness
	-0.641
	0.251

	One-sided openness
	-0.144
	0.339

	Centre-right coaliton*One-sided closedness
	-0.607
	0.582

	Centre-right coalition*One-sided openness
	-0.607
	0.504

	Grand coaliton*One-sided closedness
	0
	0

	Grand coalition*One-sided openness
	0.256
	0.577

	Cross-level interactions
	
	

	Competence*Centre-right coalition
	-0.323
	0.108

	Competence*Grand coalition
	0.585
	0.219

	Left*Centre-right coaliton
	0.593
	0.166

	Right*Centre-right coalition
	0.133
	0.207

	Left*Grand coalition
	0.424
	0.320

	Right*Grand coalition
	0.070
	0.315

	Competence*Left*Centre-right coalition
	0.074
	0.179

	Competence*Right*Centre-right coalition
	0.087
	0.211

	Competence*Left*Grand coalition
	0.174
	0.511

	Competence*Right*Grand coalition
	0.222
	0.405

	Competence*One-sided closedness
	-0.035
	0.097

	Competence*One-sided openness
	-0.236
	0.128

	Left*One-sided closedness
	0.648
	0.155

	Right*One-sided closedness
	0.355
	0.168

	Left*One-sided openness
	0.753
	0.232

	Right*One-sided openness
	0.190
	0.215

	Competence*Left*One-sided closedness
	-0.196
	0.174

	Competence*Right*One-sided closedness
	0.376
	0.187

	Competence*Left*One-sided openness
	-0.340
	0.251

	Competence*Right*One-sided openness
	-0.086
	0.239

	Competence*One-sided closedness*Centre-right coalition
	0.504
	0.293

	Competence*One-sided openness*Centre-right coalition
	-0.062
	0.187

	Competence*One-sided closedness*Grand coalition
	0
	0

	Competence*One-sided openness*Grand coalition
	-0.218
	0.260

	Left*One-sided closedness*Centre-right coalition
	0.154
	0.416

	Right*One-sided closedness*Centre-right coalition
	-0.368
	0.693

	Left*One-sided openness*Centre-right coalitions
	-0.832
	0.329

	Right*One-sided openness*Centre-right coalitions
	-0.536
	0.451

	Left*One-sided closedness*Grand coalition
	0
	0

	Right*One-sided closedness*Grand coalition
	0
	0

	Left*One-sided openness*Grand coalition
	-0.895
	0.408

	Right*One-sided openness*Grand coalition
	0.210
	0.391

	Competence*Left*One-sided closedness*Centre-right coalition
	-0.432
	0.421

	Competence*Right*One-sided closedness*Centre-right coalition
	-0.230
	0.689

	Competence*Left*One-sided openness*Centre-right coalition
	0.260
	0.326

	Competence*Right*One-sided openness*Centre-right coalition
	0.094
	0.401

	Competence*Left*One-sided closedness*Grand coalition
	0
	0

	Competence*Right*One-sided closedness*Grand coalition
	0
	0

	Competence*Left*One-sided openness*Grand coalition
	0.272
	0.582

	Competence*Right*One-sided openness*Grand coalition
	-0.035
	0.482

	
	
	

	Variance components
	
	

	r02=var(U0j)
	0.152
	0.046

	
	
	

	N (project level)
	25
	

	N (individual level)
	12367
	 

	Estimates controlled for income, occupational status, education, age, gender, religion, language, urbanity


� Hobolt's (2007) study of fourteen EU referendums is the only exception we are aware of. There are, of course, other comparative studies (e.g., LeDuc, 2002b), but these studies limit themselves to aggregate level analysis.


� This is not to say that party identifiers will not pay any attention to the campaign, but that their party identification will strongly bias the way they process new information.


� Gerber and Lupia (1996) also find that campaign spending has an influence on the level of information of the citizens: the higher the spending, the higher their level of information.Similarly, but in the context of US senate election campaigns, Kahn and Kenney (1999) have shown that intense election campaigns lead voters to regard their choice as more important and encourage them to make more sophisticated decisions about competing candidates. By contrast, when campaign intensity is low, information about the election is scarce and voters have little incentive to make complicated judgments.Recent studies carried out in the context of the 1999 Swiss national elections support the view that campaign intensity has a disruptive effect on the process of opinion formation (e.g. Lachat and Sciarini, 2002, Sciarini and Kriesi, 2003).


� Out of these votes, 13 dealt with immigration and asylum policy, seven pertained to the relationships between Switzerland and the EU and five concerned foreign policy. In addition, there are four compulsory referendums, 15 facultative referendums and six popular initiatives. We do not account for the institutional logic or the specific policy area because we have no compelling theoretical reason to do so.


� The few voters who fail to position themselves on the left-right scale are removed from the analysis.


� Note that Swiss parties are known for their cantonal sectionalism. Hence, it is not uncommon to see cantonal sections deviate from the recommendations of their national party. In cases where more than half of all cantonal sections adopted a deviating voting recommendation, we recoded the type of party coalition accordingly. In our sample, three votes were concerned. First, 13 cantonal sections of the Swiss People's Party opposed the Bilateral Agreements with the EU against the recommendation of the national party; hence the vote was classified as centre-left coalition instead of grand coalition. Second, 13 cantonal sections of the Swiss People's Party deviated from the national party and rejected the popular initiative for the regulation of immigration; making this vote a case of a grand coalition instead of a centre-left coalition. Third, concerning the popular initiative "Yes to Europe", 18 cantonal sections of the Christian Democratic Party favoured a no-vote despite the positive recommendation of the national party; accordingly the vote was classified as centre-right coalition instead of a divided grand coalition.


� The newspapers are Le Matin, Le Journal de Genève/Le Temps, La Tribune de Genève, Neue Zürcher Zeitung, Tages-Anzeiger, Blick. We thank Hanspeter Kriesi for sharing this data with us.


� In the case of binary response models, there is no single variance partition coefficient to estimate the proportion of total residual variance that is attributable to the context level. However, an approximation can be computed as � EMBED Equation.3  ���(Snijders and Bosker 1999: 224), that is in our case 0.397/(0.397 + 3.29) = 0.108. A Chi square test shows that this variance is significant at the 0.1% level (p=0.0005). 


� The limited number of votes under study prevents us from including all contextual moderators in a single model.


� The distinction with respect to campaign intensity does not make sense for popular votes with a grand coalition, since there are only cases of campaigns with low intensity. The results are thus equal to those of the base model.


� Note, however, that the polarization effect is mainly due to left voters, while results are less clear-cut with respect to centre and right voters.
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