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the symposium devoted to analysing the design, purpose, and effects of voting advice
applications, we briefly discuss the literature on these tools for voters, articulate the aims
of the symposium, and summarise the six contributions. These papers represent the
leading edge of an emerging subfield of electoral research, which has not only significant
practical relevance but also research links with many other fields in political science.
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1. Introduction

In recent electoral politics, one of the most striking
internet-related developments is the increasingly wide-
spread use of Voting Advice Applications (VAAs). Online
tools such as Smartvote in Switzerland, Wahl-O-Mat in
Germany, or StemWijzer in the Netherlands aim to assist
citizens in easily and quickly determining which candidate
or party provides the ‘best match,” on the basis of the de-
gree of agreement with a series of issue statements. In most
European countries, one or more such devices have become
available for the public, and increasing numbers of citizens
have made use of them, especially in multi-party systems
(Cedroni and Garzia, 2010; Garzia and Marschall, 2012). In
the most recent national elections in countries like
Switzerland, Finland, and the Netherlands between 30 and
40 per cent of the voters consulted a VAA before they cast
their vote. Owing to the short history of these applications,
relatively little is yet known about how valid and reliable
the results are and how strongly they influence voters’
decisions. This symposium aims at advancing theoretical
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insights and methodological rigour in research on VAAs.
The papers address different issues related to the function,
design, and effects of VAAs and jointly provide a compre-
hensive assessment of their role in the electoral process.

The earliest VAA described in the literature, the Dutch
StemWijzer, was developed in 1989 as a paper-and-pencil
test aimed at high school education (De Graaf, 2010).
With the development of an online tool in 1998, its popu-
larity dramatically increased, with the number of vote-
recommendations rising from 6500 in 1998 to 4.8 million
in 2006. Data from the Dutch Parliamentary Elections Studies
(2006-2012) indicate that in national elections since 2006
about 40 per cent of the voters consulted StemWijzer or one
of the others Dutch VAAs before casting their ballot. In
Finland user figures have grown to similar levels: by 2007
the most popular VAAs (and there were more than twenty
available) attracted over a million users. This is quite
impressive, given an electorate of 4.2 million citizens
(Ruusuvirta, 2010). In Switzerland and Germany, too, mil-
lions of users consult one or more VAAs in the run-up to an
election (Ladner et al., 2010; Marschall and Schmidt, 2010).
Usage rates vary sharply among countries, however, a point
which itself raises interesting questions for electoral
research (see e.g. Cedroni and Garzia, 2010; Garzia and
Marschall, 2014).
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For electoral researchers, the main interest in VAAs lies
in their potential impact on voting behaviour, both one
whether citizens vote and on how they vote (Walgrave et al.,
2008). Early German and Swiss studies suggest using VAAs
stimulates electoral participation and increases voter
turnout (Marschall, 2005; Marschall and Schmidt, 2010;
Fivaz and Nadig, 2010; Ladner and Pianzola, 2010). Partic-
ularly interesting is the effect of VAAs in mobilising groups
of citizens that otherwise would have voted in lower
numbers, in particular younger age cohorts (Hirzalla et al.,
2010; Marschall and Schultze, 2012; Vassil, 2012). When it
comes to candidate or party choice, several studies report
effects, albeit usually small (Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2007;
Walgrave et al.,, 2009; Ladner et al., 2010; Dumont and
Kies, 2012; Wall et al.,, 2012). Although it is not uncom-
mon for the majority of users to receive a voting recom-
mendation that differs from their voting intention
(Walgrave et al., 2008; Wall et al., 2009).

2. Aims of the symposium

As the title indicates, the aim of this symposium is to
advance our understanding of the design, purpose, and
effects of Voting Advice Applications.

Effects. The early studies of VAAs have yielded valuable
insights into the use of VAAs and their potential effects but
also have had their methodological limitations (see Cedroni
and Garzia, 2010). The claims about effects - however
cautious and circumscribed - have typically been estimated
on the basis of voter self-reports about intentions to vote,
with no way of confirming the reports. Moreover, com-
parisons of VAA users and non-users are often confounded
by factors such as level of education, political interest, and
internet access. And even when robust effects are well
documented, as in the case of electoral turnout, the ques-
tion remains as to the underlying causal mechanisms. One
of the central aims of this symposium, then, is to take up
these methodological challenges, by presenting more so-
phisticated statistical techniques for analysing the effects
and use-patterns regarding VAAs, and by delving into the
mechanisms underlying these phenomena.

Design. Electoral research on VAAs has also been
investigating the implications of pivotal choices that are
made in designing VAAs. The resulting “vote advice” can
vary significantly, depending on the methods adopted for
selecting issue statements, determining a party’s (or can-
didate’s) actual position on an issue, and calculating the
match between users and parties. Given the potential in-
fluence of VAAs, particularly in close elections, it is vitally
important to identify potential distortions that design
choices could introduce. For example, one Belgian study
has shown, on the basis of computer simulations, that the
combination of VAA-statements selected from the initial
“long list” of possible statements can have a significant
impact on the resulting recommendation to VAA users
(Walgrave et al., 2009). Similarly, two Dutch studies have
shown, on the basis of VAA log files, that the majority of
users would have received a different “best match” if it had
been calculated on the basis of the method employed by a
competing VAA but using the identical issue statements
(Kleinnijenhuis and Krouwel, 2008; Louwerse and Rosema,

2014). Similar issues can be raised about the choice of
whether to rely on the proximity model of issue voting
(Wagner and Ruusuvirta, 2012).

Purpose. These observations bring to the foreground
questions about what precisely the function of VAAs is
supposed to be. Should they merely inform citizens about
their proximity to the positions taken by parties and can-
didates on the issues - on the assumption that citizens do
indeed have meaningful issue positions (Ramonaite, 2010)
- or should their design be guided by the goal of facilitating
a process of democratic deliberation? Although some
design choices can be decided on the basis of insights into
the relative accuracy of different methods, other choices
appear to be deeply political in character, further under-
scoring the importance of clarity about what aspects of
democratic politics VAAs are striving to improve.

In addition to addressing these aims, the contributions
to this symposium also shed new light on a range of
fundamental issues in political science, particularly in the
area of electoral research. Discussions about the potential
benefits of VAAs, for example, build on classic questions
about the essence of democracy and citizen competence,
the function of elections, and policy representation (Delli
Carpini and Keeter, 1996; Lupia and McCubbins, 1998;
Powell, 2000). Research on the design of VAAs is closely
related to questions about the structure of party competi-
tion (Kriesi et al., 2008; Costa Lobo et al., 2010), the posi-
tioning of parties or candidates in political space in theories
of issue voting (Enelow and Hinich, 1984; Rabinowitz and
Macdonald, 1989; Wagner and Ruusuvirta, 2012), as well
as the most suitable sources to determine party positions
(Benoit and Laver, 2007; Volkens, 2007; Trechsel and Mair,
2011; Gemenis, 2012). Studies on the effects of VAAs can be
positioned in the context of long-term versus short-term
factors influencing the vote and the role of policy issues
in voter decision-making (Campbell et al., 1960; Key, 1966).
Furthermore, research about VAAs poses several method-
ological challenges that also play a role in other studies on
voting, such as the reliability of self-report measures and
sample biases and self-selection biases (Voogt and Van
Kempen, 2002; Vavreck, 2007; Vassil, 2011). In these
regards and more, the papers collected here contribute not
only to our understanding of the important new phenom-
enon of VAAs but also to ongoing research in various do-
mains of electoral studies.

3. Overview of symposium articles

The first contribution to this symposium focuses on a
fundamental, yet large neglected issue, namely the func-
tion of VAAs in democratic politics. The paper by Fossen
and Anderson (this issue) is the first in the literature to
situate VAAs within debates in political theory about the
democratic process and citizen competence. Fossen and
Anderson distinguish three alternative conceptions of the
contribution that VAAs could make to democracy, high-
lighting (and ultimately challenging) the current domi-
nance of “matching” models relative to “deliberative” or
“contestatory” models.

The next two papers are concerned with the design of
VAAs and analyse the reliability and validity of the advice
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