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ABSTRACT

Televised debates represent an integral part of election campaigns and with the
introduction of the Spitzenkandidaten process also became part of the
European Parliament (EP) elections campaign. Various characteristics of EP
elections such as a generally lower (perceived) relevance of and participation
in the elections, and also the relatively unknown lead candidates running for
Commission President assign TV debates a crucial role to inform European
citizens and assist them in their voting decision. Focusing on the second
edition of the ‘Eurovision debate’ during the 2019 EP elections campaign, this
article examines the impact of debate exposure on both the decision to turn
out and party choice. The study uses original flash survey data collected after
the debate in five countries (DE, DK, ES, HU, NL). These data are part of a
larger panel-survey study, which allows to examine immediate effects in the
days after the debate and also for the eventual decision on Election Day.
Although citizens’ debate exposure varies considerably across countries, and
watchers further differ in their evaluations of the candidate performances,
the results show a surprisingly negative effect of debate exposure on
turnout, especially among more interested citizens, and basically no effects
on party choice.

KEYWORDS Campaign; EP elections; spitzenkandidaten; TV debate; voting behaviour

Introduction

For the first time in the history of European Parliament (EP) elections, pan-
European TV debates were aired across the European Union (EU) in 2014.
The most important and most widely covered debate was the so-called ‘Euro-
vision’ debate. Like none of the other campaign events, this TV debate stands
for the 2014 introduced Spitzenkandidaten (lead candidates) process and
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accompanying personalization of EU politics (Dinter & Weissenbach, 2015).
This new process raised the expectations among EU citizens that the
‘winning’ lead candidate of the EP elections will become the new President
of the European Commission. While this expectation was met in 2014, the
mixed findings of the process’ success to raise citizens’ interest in EU politics
and to mobilize EP election participation could not yet determine the overall
relevance of the Spitzenkandidaten process and related activities (e.g.,
Hobolt, 2014; Schmitt et al., 2015; Treib, 2014). In fact, and due to the inno-
vation of the Spitzenkandidaten and their participation in TV debates for
the first time in 2014, scholars such as Schmitt et al. (2015) expected a poten-
tially greater effect in the following 2019 edition.

Unlike the Spitzenkandidaten process more generally, the specific Eurovi-
sion debate exerted already various effects in 2014. Voters who were exposed
to the debate showed increasing interest in the campaign, gained infor-
mation about EU politics and changed their attitudes towards the participat-
ing candidates (Babos & Vilagi, 2018; Dinter & Weissenbach, 2015; Maier et al.,
2018). However, none of the extant studies analysed the ultimate goal of any
electoral campaign (in detail), namely citizens’ decisions to vote and whom to
vote. The analysis of these decisions following people’s exposure to the TV
debate, in combination with a potentially increased relevance of the Spitzen-
kandidaten in the second edition 2019, is at the core of this article. The goal is
to examine whether the lead candidates’ discussions in the Eurovision debate
during the 2019 EP election campaign mobilized citizens to turn out and
whether the debate had influence on voters’ party choice. Debate
influence may have occurred both as direct effects, that is, because citizens
watched the debate, and as indirect effects via exposure to subsequent
media coverage of the debates, and may have been moderated by political
sophistication. In the context that EP elections are still characterized as ‘sim-
ultaneous national elections’ in each member state (Reif & Schmitt, 1980, 8),
the Eurovision debate ‘provides the opportunity to compare the impact of an
uniform campaign stimulus across different EU member states’ (Maier et al.,
2018, 621). The article’s consideration of five EU countries provides various
(descriptive) country comparisons and a common cross-country analysis.

The article contributes to extant literature in four ways. First, it contributes
to the research field of TV debates and follows the request by McKinney and
Carlin (2004) to enrich the literature with more research on international
debates, of which the pan-European Eurovision debate is a prime example.
Second, this article adds to previous research that examined the impact of
debate formats other than the most common head-to-head format
between two main contenders only (e.g., Goldberg & Ischen, 2020). The
multi-candidate Eurovision debate format is similar to formats in US primaries
or in various multi-party systems. For the specific research about EP elections,
a third contribution is the enrichment of the scarce extant evidence by
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focusing on debate effects on (actual) voting behaviour, particularly relevant
in the context of common short-lived effects of TV debates (Lindemann &
Stoetzer, 2021; Palacios & Arnold, 2021). While debate effects have been
studied extensively at the national level, they are under-explored for EP elec-
tions debates. A final fourth contribution is the provision of cross-sectional
evidence of the population at large by relying on flash surveys embedded
in a panel structure instead of extant experimental studies focussing on
specific subgroups such as student samples.

The article relies on data from five EU countries (DE, DK, ES, HU and NL)
collected around the 2019 EP elections. Original flash survey data collected
right after the debate are linked to a larger panel study, with voting behaviour
measured immediately after the debate (as intentions) and in the subsequent
post-election wave (as self-reported actual behaviour). The accompanying
contextual information of TV coverage of the Eurovision debate first shows
significant differences between countries, which are translated into
different levels of debate exposure among respondents. Debate watchers
further differ in their perceptions of the candidates’ debate performance
across countries. Yet, the conducted regression models do not show the
expected effects of individual differences in debate exposure on voting
behaviour. While the results show surprisingly (weak) negative effects on
mobilization, particularly among politically interested respondents, there
are basically no effects of debate watching on party choice.

The Spitzenkandidaten process in EP elections

One of the key developments of politics in advanced democracies over the
last decades is political personalization (van Aelst et al., 2012). In the Euro-
pean context, the 2014 European election campaign marked a crucial step
towards (further) personalization of EU politics. Indicated by the slogan
‘this time it's different’, the European Parliament argued that, when casting
their vote in the 2014 elections, European citizens would have a say in deter-
mining the next Commission President. The process of European parties
appointing pan-European ‘lead candidates’ and the implicit expectation
that the lead candidate of the party winning the most seats in the EP elec-
tions will become the new Commission President became known as the Spit-
zenkandidaten process.1 The main goal of the, in theory, indirect vote of the
Commission President by the electorate was ‘to personify the EU’ and to
make the EU polity ‘more palatable to voters’ (Popa et al., 2016, 469). The
latter included to foster political competition at the EU level and to increase
the legitimacy of the Commission, but also to increase the general interest
and participation in EU democracy and hence to fight the often proclaimed
democratic deficit of the EU (cf. Hobolt, 2014; Maier et al., 2018; Schmitt
et al,, 2015). Given citizens’ little knowledge about the Spitzenkandidaten
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before the campaign (Popa et al., 2020), the media play a crucial role for the
success of the process, in particular to provide information for citizens to get
aware of the candidates (Gattermann & de Vreese, 2020).

Following the lead candidates’ substantial presence during the EP elections
campaign, e.g., in TV debates, rallies or interviews, Nulty et al. (2016) argue that
the candidates fulfilled the expectation of playing a major role during the 2014
campaign. For the 2019 edition, Richter and Stier (2022) show that exposure to
candidate-specific news - offline or online - helped to increase citizens' candi-
date knowledge, with the relatively strongest influence from TV debates, thus
being the most personalized media source. The EP itself also evaluated the
Spitzenkandidaten process as successful by fostering the political awareness
of European citizens (Gattermann, 2020). In contrast, other studies paint a
more pessimistic picture. Based on cross-national data from 15 EU member
states, Hobolt (2014) reports (very) low levels of awareness of lead candidates
among the European electorate. The study by Schmitt et al. (2015) equally
reports low levels of citizens' recognition of the lead candidates, based on
2014 European Election Voter Study data across all 28 member states. For
instance, only around 18% recognized Jean-Claude Juncker and 17% recog-
nized Martin Schulz. However, recognizing these most well-known candidates
significantly and substantively increased the person’s likelihood to vote by
around four to seven percentage points. The authors conclude that the
growing campaign personalization by the Spitzenkandidaten had a substantial
effect on turnout, but acknowledge the overall limited effect given the low
levels of candidate recognition to begin with. The conclusion by Hobolt
(2014, 1530) is more pessimistic by stating that ‘the elections have not
brought about the genuine electoral connection between voters and EU
policy-making that was hoped for'.

TV debates as campaign events

For decades, televised debates represent an integral part of campaigns for
national elections and are often considered as the ‘focal point’ for campaigns
(Carlin, 1992, 263). In comparison to other campaign events, TV debates reach
large audiences and attract the greatest media coverage (e.g., McKinney &
Carlin, 2004). They are further easily accessible for the electorate and
provide crucial information about important issues and the major candidates
that help to inform people’s voting decision (Benoit & Hansen, 2004; Maier
et al,, 2014; McKinney & Carlin, 2004). TV debates as representing more tra-
ditional media are also less demanding than online media sources due to
the latter's more dynamic and unstructured nature (Richter & Stier, 2022).
From a party or candidate perspective, TV debates are particularly interesting
as debate watchers have a hard time to escape the messages of the political
opponent (Maier et al., 2016).
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In the context of EP elections and as one aspect of the newly introduced
Spitzenkandidaten process, TV debates among the lead candidates competing
for the position of Commission President were aired for the first time in 2014.
The pan-European broadcasting of these debates is argued to be particularly
important because it can serve as a common point of reference for EU citizens
- and create an EU wide common public sphere - in the context of otherwise
still national EP campaigns (Maier et al., 2018; Schmitt et al., 2015). TV debates
may further be a crucial information source as the salience of - and potential
learning about - the Spitzenkandidaten (system) was limited in/via parties’
communication efforts (Popa et al,, 2020). While various televised debates
took place, the most important and most widely aired one was the so-called
‘Eurovision debate’ on 15 May 2014, in which all of the major lead candidates
participated (Maier et al., 2016).

Generally, the influence of TV debates (on voting behaviour) can be distin-
guished into direct and indirect effects (Blais & Boyer, 1996; Goldberg & Ischen,
2020). Direct effects occur when a citizen watches a debate and the content
of what she sees influences her voting intention/decision. While early
research from the US reported limited direct effects of TV debates, mainly
in the form of strengthening extant voting preference (e.g., Sigelman & Sigel-
man, 1984), a growing number of more recent studies — also outside the US -
found evidence for direct effects of watching a TV debate on voters (e.g., Blais
& Boyer, 1996; Maurer & Reinemann, 2013; Pattie & Johnston, 2011). Indirect
effects stem from intermediaries, most prominently exposure to subsequent
media coverage of the debates. Studies equally provide evidence of such
indirect effects on voting behaviour - in particular media coverage about
candidate performance, the presentation of a debate winner and discussing
the potential impact on the election (e.g., Blais & Boyer, 1996; Maier et al.,
2014; McKinney & Carlin, 2004).

The few studies examining TV debates during the 2014 EP elections cam-
paign focused on the aforementioned Eurovision debate (Babo$ & Vilagi,
2018; Dinter & Weissenbach, 2015; Maier et al., 2018, 2016). All studies
focused on direct watching effects by relying on experimental data. Maier
et al. (2018) found comparative evidence that exposure to the debate
resulted in a perceived higher political competition, but also an information
gain about EU politics and stronger interest in the campaign (see also Palacios
& Arnold, 2021). The German study by Dinter and Weissenbach (2015) found
strongest effects on attitudes toward the candidates and increased feelings
among debate watchers that one can actually influence European politics
through voting. By comparing the 2014 Eurovision debate with the TV
debate for the 2016 national elections in Slovakia, Babos and Vilagi (2018)’s
results support the claim that debate effects are stronger with relatively
unknown candidates. Whereas watching the Eurovision debate had an
effect on (candidate) preference formation in the EU, no such effect was
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observable for the national election context. Notwithstanding these prelimi-
nary findings, what is missing so far is empirical evidence about the influence
of the Eurovision debate on electoral participation and party choice, the ulti-
mate goal of campaign efforts by parties and candidates.

Theoretical expectations and hypotheses

In his classic piece, Chaffee (1978, 342) mentioned four conditions under
which TV debates may be especially influential: (a) at least one of the candi-
dates is not well known, (b) many voters are undecided, (c) the contest
appears close and (d) party allegiances are weak. European election cam-
paigns fulfil basically all these conditions, maybe less so the closeness of
the contest, speaking for strong possible TV debate effects. Especially the
first condition appears relevant as information acquisition and its impact is
more relevant for less known candidates (Holbrook, 1999). In the US
context, authors such as Yawn et al. (1998) argue that primary debates — in
comparison to actual presidential debates — are more influential due to the
audience’s no or little information about the contenders and related potential
for new or surprising information that may influence the voters (cf. Babos$ &
Vildgi, 2018). This logic for US primary elections, seen as second-order elec-
tions in the US, may equally apply to the (second-order) European context
in which most of the lead candidates are relatively unknown (Gattermann
& de Vreese, 2020; Hobolt, 2014). Related to Chaffee’s second and fourth con-
dition, strong partisanship is not that common in Europe and potentially even
less in context of EP elections (Babos & Vilagi, 2018). Specifically for the 2019
EP elections context, an additional argument is that the relevance of the Euro-
vision debate might have increased compared to 2014 due to voters’ pre-
vious experience with the Spitzenkandidaten process and related TV
debates - in particular seeing the successful lead candidate Jean-Claude
Juncker indeed becoming the Commission president.

Yet, there are also reasons that speak against strong Eurovision debate
effects. First, the debate format includes various contenders - unlike the
common head-to-head format focusing on two main competitors — which
increases not only citizens’ required information about a larger number of
candidates, but also complexity, which may weaken voting effects due to
more demanding performance evaluations (e.g., Goldberg & Ischen, 2020).
Second, the low levels of citizens’ awareness and recognition of European
parties’ lead candidates do not indicate strong interest in the more personal-
ized EP elections contest and respective TV debates (e.g.,, Hobolt, 2014;
Schmitt et al., 2015). The lack of knowledge about the candidates and their
(national) party representations may further prevent citizens from drawing
the right conclusions, that is, linking a positive debate performance of a can-
didate with the respective party voting on the national electoral ballot.
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Following the opposing arguments of favourable (structural) conditions of
strong debate effects and the findings about the weak influence of the Spit-
zenkandidaten process more generally, this study’s overall goal is to answer
whether exposure to the Eurovision TV debate influences individual voting
behaviour in the 2019 EP elections.

To answer this question, | consider and examine different common debate
effects. While most studies focus on debate effects on candidate or party
choice, debates are said to also influence the preceding step, namely the
decision to participate in an election or not. Due to the provision of infor-
mation about issues and candidates, and the related attempt to engage
debate viewers in the campaign, debates influence the motivations to turn
out (Best & Hubbard, 1999; Maier et al., 2018). Specifically for EP elections,
Schmitt et al. (2015) argue that the Spitzenkandidaten process may increase
voter mobilization via the aforementioned personalization. Given the com-
paratively low (perceived) relevance of and participation in EP elections,
the authors argue that the role of lead candidates is especially important
for the mobilization of voters by providing citizens the possibility to identify
with the candidates and their political objectives, as presented in, e.g., TV
debates (see also Maier et al., 2018). In addition to this direct watching
effect, there may be also an indirect effect via media coverage (Pattie & John-
ston, 2011). Post-debate coverage usually focusses on the ‘horse race’ aspects
of the electoral competition including post-debate polls, presentation of a
debate winner and discussion of the likely impact of the debate on the elec-
tion outcome, which may motivate citizens to vote (McKinney & Carlin, 2004).
In the first hypothesis, | examine a direct and/or indirect effect of debate
exposure on the turnout decision:

H1: TV debate exposure increases the likelihood to vote in the EP elections.

The second relevant voting aspect is party choice. Having a preference for
one of the debate contenders is assumed to result in the respective party
choice. The mechanism on party choice runs first via information and learning
effects. The debate not only makes the candidates more familiar to the audi-
ence but also highlights the differences between the candidates and their
political ideas, which helps the audience to form a preference on who
should be the next Commission President (Hix, 2008; Maier et al., 2018).
Important is then not the sheer exposure to the debate, but the performance
of the candidates and related evaluation of the viewers (Maier et al., 2014;
Pattie & Johnston, 2011). The latter is the crucial aspect as better (self-)per-
ceived performances of candidates should result in voting for this candidate:

H2: Debate watchers are more likely to vote for a party/candidate who they
evaluate to have performed well in the debate.

Related, and as a result of these performance evaluations, viewers may also
identify a winner or loser of the debate. Various studies have shown such
winner effects on party/candidate voting (Blais & Boyer, 1996; Goldberg &
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Ischen, 2020; Maier et al., 2014; Pattie & Johnston, 2011). For Germany, Maier
et al. (2014) report an increasing voting probability for the winner of a debate
by up to 30-40 percentage points. In Canada, the effect is found to be smaller,
but still significant with up to 10 percentage points (Blais & Boyer, 1996). A
third hypothesis thus expects citizens to be more likely to vote for the self-
perceived debate winner.

H3: Debate watchers are more likely to vote for a party/candidate who they
perceive as the winner of the debate.

Finally, debate effects are not necessarily universal, but may depend on
the type of voters, e.g., related to political knowledge or information.
Authors such as McKinney and Carlin (2004) or Maier et al. (2016) argue
that debates have stronger influence on highly interested and more knowl-
edgeable voters as only those can properly process the relevant political
information. Holbrook (1999) shows an indeed greater learning effect
among politically engaged voters. Yet, other studies found opposing
effects. For instance, Maier et al. (2013) found stronger debate effects on par-
ticipation among voters less interested in the campaign or politics more gen-
erally. The improvement of the objective knowledge and subjective
competence by watching the debate is said to result in positive effects
among less interested/competent voters, while little information gains
among interested ones result in no or smaller effects. Following these oppos-
ing arguments and mixed evidence, | formulate a research question about the
moderation effect of political sophistication.

RQ1: Does political sophistication moderate the relationship between debate
exposure and voting behaviour, and if so how?

Research design
The 2019 Eurovision debate

Several national and pan-European TV debates took place in the run-up to
the 2019 EP elections. The most important one was again the ‘Eurovision
Debate’ on May, 15. In contrast to the 2014 EP elections, six — instead of
five — European political parties appointed lead candidates. While some
parties nominated one lead candidate (Alliance of European Conservatives
and Reformists (ACRE), European People’s Party (EPP) & Party of European
Socialists (PES)), others nominated two (European Green Party (EGP) & Euro-
pean Left (EL)) or a whole team of seven politicians (Alliance of Liberals and
Demcrats for Europe (ALDE)). The following six lead candidates participated
in the debate: Nico Cué (EL, Belgium), Ska Keller (EGP, Germany), Frans Tim-
mermanns (PES, Netherlands), Margrethe Vestager (ALDE, Denmark), Manfred
Weber (EPP, Germany) and Jan Zahradil (ACRE, Czech Republic). None of them
was an ‘incumbent’ candidate accountable for the past 5 years as Commission
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Table 1. TV coverage of the debate.

Total Total Livestream nat.
TV Channels Broadcast coverage hits newshub
DE Phoenix, Tagesschau 24, (Euronews) Live 7h 58m 488 X
DK DR2 only partly 1h 9m 109 v
ES Canal 24 horas, (Euronews) Live 4h 53m 152 v
HU Duna World only partly 2h 54m 53 v
NL - - 14m 31 X

Note: Information is based on all monitored channels by the EBU (EBU, 2020; Presidency of the EC,
2019).

President.? Unlike in 2014, the set of participating parties included not only
(mainstream) pro-European positions but also more critical positions
(ACRE), although the far-right and Eurosceptic party Identity and Democracy
(ID) was again absent.

In contrast to calls for a more prominent coverage of the Eurovision debate
in the main national TV channels (Maier et al., 2018), in most countries the
debate was broadcasted on only smaller, more specialized channels, if at
all (EBU, 2020; Presidency of the EC, 2019). Table 1 provides an overview of
(TV) coverage in the five countries under study, based on official information
from the European Broadcasting Union, which is responsible for the pro-
duction of the Eurovision debate (EBU, 2020; Presidency of the EC, 2019). In
two countries, the debate was live broadcasted in full, while in Denmark
and Hungary it was only partly broadcasted and in the Netherlands not at
all. The total time of coverage, live or as snippets in other TV programmes,
and the number of hits, i.e., how often the debate was covered/discussed
in TV (news) items, strongly differ accordingly in these countries. Out of the
five countries, Germany covered the debate most widely (also compared to
rest of the EU) and the Netherlands covered it the least. Importantly,
though, there were other ways how to access the live debate, e.g., the EU
Parliament provided both a live YouTube feed and live stream on Facebook,
and the EBU also embedded a live feed on their Eurovision debate website.

The debate was actively followed via social media, e.g., the EBU reported
over 240,000 impressions linked to the official #TELLEUROPE hashtag on Twitter
(EBU, 2019). The hashtag trended in various countries, including Germany,
Spain and Denmark. In 2014, the same hashtag was used only half as often
(Dinter & Weissenbach, 2015). As a comparison to other pan-European
events, the hashtag of the popular Eurovision Song Contest achieved
around 550,000 twitter impressions.

Data and methods

The analysis is based on original flash survey data focussing on the Eurovision
debate, embedded in a larger panel study (Goldberg et al., 2021). These data
were collected across five EU member states (Denmark [DK], Germany [DE],
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Hungary [HU], Spain [ES] and the Netherlands [NL]) that represent smaller,
bigger, newer and older EU member states, and are geographically spread
across Europe. The countries further differ in the extent to which the
debate was covered (live) on TV (see Table 1) and by (not) representing
lead candidates participating in the debate (Keller and Weber being
German, Timmermans being Dutch and Vestager being Danish), which may
influence citizens’ evaluation of and voting for them. The panel data collec-
tion aimed at the EP elections in May 2019 with two waves before the elec-
tions (started in December 2018; in NL it started in September 2017 with
three additional waves) and one postelection wave. All surveys were con-
ducted via Computer-Assisted Web Interviewing by Kantar, including
sampling quotas to ensure representativeness on age, gender, region and
education (checked against information from the National Statistics
Bureaus or governmental sources). All Eurovision-specific variables were
asked in the flash survey conducted right after the day of the debate (16—
19 May 2019), with other used variables asked in the pre-election (5-24
April 2019) and post-election waves (27 May-10 June 2019).3 Only respon-
dents who participated in the previous panel study were invited to partici-
pate in the flash survey. We restricted the field period of the flash survey to
four days to not blur the effects with other campaign events/activities, with
response rates ranging between 31 (HU) and 92 per cent (NL).* The final
numbers of respondents in the flash survey per country are: Nps = 1378,
NDK = 1378, NES = 1387, NHU = 823 and NNL = 1496.

The setup of the data collection follows the request by Maier et al. (2018)
to use representative surveys — instead of experiments among a specific
subset of the population such as students — to examine the effects of TV
debates at the European level for the general public. The downside of
using a survey is the reliance on self-reported debate exposure and the
common difficulty to establish causality with complete certainty (Schmitt
etal., 2015). Yet, the used flash survey design asking debate specific questions
right after the debate, instead of in the post-election survey, helps to reduce
causal inference problems. Furthermore, and as explained in the following,
the statistical models include various relevant variables (measured before
the debate took place) to account for possible confounders and to separate
the effect of debate watching as much as possible.

Operationalization

The two DEPENDENT VARIABLES are electoral participation and party choice. Elec-
toral participation was asked using the common face-saving approach with
three ‘No’ options and one ‘Yes’ option. | combined the three ‘No’ categories
into abstention=0 to create a binary turnout variable with participation=1.
The exact wording, recoding and wave of measurement of this and all
other variables can be found in Table A1 in the online appendix. Party
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choice is the recoded national party voting at the European level. The survey
question asked for the original national parties as written on the electoral
ballot. For pooling the voting behaviour across countries, and as the lead can-
didates officially represent their European party belonging, | recoded all
national parties into their European political groups. | focus on the six political
groups represented in the Eurovision debate (EPP, S&D, Renew, Greens-EFA,
ECR and GUE-NGL). All other party voting, including for the not represented
ID group, for a non-affiliated party (NI) or smaller parties, was recoded into
‘other’. Party choice was both measured in the flash (as intended party
choice) and post-election wave. In the former, people who were not sure
yet and answered ‘don’t know’ were recoded into the ‘other’ category.

For hypothesis H1, the main INDEPENDENT VARIABLES are first whether respon-
dents watched the Eurovision debate. This was asked using four answer cat-
egories. | merged the three ‘Yes’ options (completely, most of it or a little
bit) to create a binary debate watching variable. As robustness check, | also
used the original coding. The second variable for H1 is a binary variable
asking whether respondents were exposed to media coverage about the
debate (in any media) after it took place. For hypothesis H2, all respondents
who watched the debate (if only a little bit) were asked to evaluate the per-
formance of each candidate during the debate on a seven-point scale (stan-
dardized to ease interpretation). In addition, they were asked to identify a
winner of the debate out of the six contenders or the option of ‘no winner’,
which is the relevant variable for hypothesis H3. Finally, to examine the
potential moderation effect of political sophistication, | use two measures:
political interest in the EU measured on a seven-point answer scale and a
scale of (EU) political knowledge based on eight knowledge questions (1
out of 5 answer options correct plus ‘don’t know' option) asked over the
course of the different panel waves. As these two measures are moderately
correlated (r=0.41), | test them separately.

Analyses

For estimating the binary turnout decision in the post-election wave, | run a
probit regression model. To control for the possibility that people first decide
to vote and subsequently watch the debate, | take into account respondent’s
intended patrticipation in the election measured in the pre-election wave (on a
seven-point certainty scale). Furthermore, in line with Schmitt et al. (2015)’s
warning to not overestimate debate watching effects, that is, that respon-
dents who were exposed to the debate and those who were not may differ
on various other factors linked to their likelihood to turn out (see also
Babo$ & Vilagi, 2018), | control for many common turnout determinants:
general political participation, political interest in the EU, political efficacy
(external), economic evaluations, satisfaction with the national government,
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trust in the EP, civic duty to vote, general media exposure, left-right political
orientation (single and squared) and sociodemographic variables measuring
age (single and squared), sex and education (all standardized except of sex
and education). The model further includes country-fixed effects.

To estimate effects on party choice, | rely on multinomial logistic
regression models among debate watchers. These models are run twice,
first to estimate short-term effects right after the debate by looking at
intended party choice in the flash survey and second to estimate the effect
on party choice reported in the post-election wave. To exclude a potential
partisan bias, i.e., that partisan viewers evaluate their candidates in a positive
way and subsequently vote for them, | control for intended party choice in the
pre-election wave. | further control for various other potential determinants
of EP party choice: multidimensional EU attitudes, satisfaction with the
national government, anti-immigration attitudes, general media exposure
and sociodemographics (all standardized except of sex and education). The
models again include country-fixed effects. To ease the interpretation of
the multinomial logistic models (as all effects are relative to the base party
category), | present average marginal effects (AME) plots. For the examination
of moderation effects (RQ1), | interact the respective (independent) variables
of interest separately with each of the two measures of political sophisti-
cation. For an overview of all used variables see Table A1 in the online appen-
dix. | tested for potential problems of multicollinearity in both turnout and
party choice models. The resulting variance inflation factors (VIF) are all
(clearly) under the potential worrisome value of 5.

Results

Before turning to the regression models, Tables 2 and 3 display the distri-
bution of debate exposure among survey respondents. A bit more than a
quarter of the respondents were at least partly exposed to the TV debate,
albeit only few watched the complete broadcasting.’ Table 2 further shows
marked country differences that largely match the different coverage as dis-
played in Table 1. Especially the non-broadcasting in Dutch television is con-
sequential with more than 90% of Dutch respondents having seen nothing at
all of the debate. Unlike reported for the 2014 edition by Schmitt et al. (2015),

Table 2. Exposure to (live) TV debate among respondents (in %).

DE DK ES HU NL Total
Yes, completely 52 3.2 6.9 5.1 0.3 4.0
Yes, most of it 124 8.0 14.1 10.2 2.0 9.1
Yes, a little bit 14.6 134 17.2 25.6 7.0 14.5
No 67.9 75.5 619 59.1 90.8 72.4

100 N=1378 100 N=1378 7100 N=1387 100 N=823 100 N=149
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Table 3. Exposure to post-debate media coverage among respondents (in %).

DE DK ES HU NL Total
Yes 25.1 26.1 335 38.0 144 26.3
No 75.0 74.0 66.5 62.0 85.6 737

100 N=1378 100 N=1378 100 N=1387 100 N =823 100 N = 1496

the presence of country fellow candidates in the debate (for DE, DK and NL)
did not result in higher viewership in the respective home countries.

The exposure to any media coverage about the debate in the day(s) after
the debate follows similar patterns, again with highest exposure numbers in
Hungary and Spain and lowest numbers in the Netherlands. The similar pat-
terns in Tables 2 and 3 may suggest that the same people who watched the
debate were also exposed to post-debate coverage. However, the association
between both measures (using the recoded binary debate watching variable)
of phi=0.17 shows basically no relationship between the two types of
exposure. This means that respondents either saw the debate or heard/
read about it afterwards, but not necessarily both.

Table 4 displays the results of the probit regression models to estimate
turnout. Models 1 and 2 include only the (live) TV debate exposure plus
basic (sociodemographic) and complete controls, Models 3 and 4 only
the post-debate media exposure plus basic and complete controls, Model
5 both exposure variables and Model 6 as robustness check includes the
original four category coding of TV debate watching (see Table A2 in the
online appendix for the complete regression results). The more parsimo-
nious models 1 and 3 display positive effects on turnout, but only signifi-
cant for media coverage. When including the full set of controls in
models 2 and 4, though, these positive effects disappear and turn into
unexpected negative coefficients of debate exposure. While the respective
coefficient is non-significant for the post-debate media coverage, it is sig-
nificant for debate watching, in both its binary and original coding
(albeit not for all three categories). Yet, the substantial size of the debate
watching effect, in terms of first differences in predicted probabilities to
turn out, is rather small with around —2.7 percentage points for respon-
dents being exposed to the TV debate in Model 5.

To analyse this unexpected negative debate watching effect in more
detail, the moderation with political sophistication is of interest. The inter-
action between political knowledge and debate watching does not result
in any interesting pattern, yet the interaction with political interest does.
Figure 1 shows that the negative debate watching effect only holds for
respondents with higher levels of political interest (higher than the mean
value), while we observe no debate effect for lower values. In sum, while
hypothesis 1 (direct debate effect) is not supported, a moderation effect
with political sophistication (RQ1) finds some preliminary support.



Table 4. Regression models of Eurovision debate exposure on electoral participation.

DV: Participation in EP elections

(1 ) ®3) (4) (5) (6)
Debate watching (binary) 0.066 —0.126** —0.123**
(0.052) (0.062) (0.062)
Media coverage 0.131** —0.059 —0.052 —0.047
(0.052) (0.060) (0.060) (0.061)
Debate watching (original 4-scale) (ref. no exposure to media coverage)
Yes, a little bit —0.071
(0.075)
Yes, most of it —0.202%*
(0.092)
Yes, completely -0.172
(0.139)
Sociodemographics v v v v v v
Other controls v v v v
Country-fixed effects v v v v v v
Constant —0.060 0.349%** —0.068 0.335%** 0.358%** 0.358%**
(0.067) (0.082) (0.068) (0.082) (0.083) (0.083)
N 4582 4582 4582 4582 4582 4582
pseudo R? 0.081 0.283 0.082 0.283 0.283 0.284

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01

943801090V (®) tvoT
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Figure 1. Average marginal effect of debate watching on turnout by EU political
interest.

Turning to party choice among debate watchers, the cross-country distri-
butions of the explanatory variables are already interesting (see Figure A1l
and Table A5 in the online appendix).® While respondents in Spain evaluated
the debate performance of all six candidates in a similar way, the most notice-
able patterns stem from the Netherlands and especially Denmark, where the
two ‘home country’ candidates Timmermans and Vestager were evaluated
higher than the others. Such a home country effect is not present for Keller
and Weber in Germany. The same pattern is observable for the identification
of a debate winner. Again, the Danish and Dutch respondents picked ‘their’
candidates, while no clear debate winner was identified in the other three
countries. Around 40% of debate watchers could not identify any clear
winner.

To what extent these performance evaluations translate into respondents’
party voting is answered in the average marginal effect plots in Figures 2 and
3. As one example of the underlying multinomial regression models, Table A6
in the online appendix shows the performance evaluation model in the flash
wave (all other model outputs available upon request). Theoretically, Figure 2
should show one positive evaluation effect per candidate, namely on the
respective party voting. However, we can see almost none of these effects.
For the short-term effects in graph (a), the only two significant positive
effects stem from a more positive evaluation of Timmermans and related
S&D voting intention, as expected, and positive evaluations of Weber result-
ing in a higher likelihood to (intend to) vote for the ECR, unlike as expected.
Yet, both these effects vanish when estimating reported vote choice in the
post-election wave in graph (b). Hypothesis 2 is thus not supported.’
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Figure 2. Effects of performance evaluations on party choice: (a) intended party choice
in flash wave and (b) reported party choice in post-election wave.

Turning to the perceived winner effect in Figure 3 shows some more sig-
nificant relationships, particularly for intended party choice in graph (a). We
find the expected positive effects for Timmermans and S&D voting as well
as for Vestager and Renew voting. The equally positive effect for Weber
and Renew voting runs counter expectations. However, in graph (b) we
again see that none of these effects remains significant for reported party
choice, albeit in the case of Vestager the effect is still marginally significant
(p =0.074). Overall, hypothesis 3 is not supported either.

In a final step, the two variables, performance evaluations and perceived
debate winner, were interacted with political sophistication.? In the
absence of overall clearly different/stronger patterns, the interaction effects
point to stronger debate effects among more sophisticated respondents.
First, the (marginally) significant effect of positive evaluations for Timmer-
mans and S&D voting out of the main model is highly significant (p<0.01)
among knowledgeable respondents (+1SD), but not for less knowledgeable
ones (—1SD) (see Figure A3 in the online appendix). Second, the interaction
model with perceived debate winners displays a clearer and more meaningful
pattern among respondents with higher (+1SD) compared to lower (—1SD)
political interest. For the former, the marginal effect for Vestager and
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Figure 3. Effects of perceived debate winner on party choice: (a) intended party choice
in flash wave and (b) reported party choice in post-election wave.

Renew voting out of the main model turns significant (p =0.034) and the
effect for Zahradil and ECR voting turns marginally significant (p = 0.060)
(see Figure A4 in the online appendix). Hence, in combination with the pre-
vious moderation patterns for turnout, there seem to be moderation effects
with political sophistication (RQ1). However, given the multitude of possible
interaction effects, one should not over-interpret the importance of the found
moderations.

Discussion

The main research goal of this article was to examine whether exposure to
the Eurovision TV debate influenced citizens’ decision to turn out and their
party choice during the 2019 EP elections. The focus on voting behaviour
complements the scarce extant research from the previous edition - when
the Spitzenkandidaten process was introduced - which analysed information
gains or attitudes towards the lead candidates. The article relied on original
flash and panel survey data collected across five EU member states. These
data display significant differences across countries in respondents’ exposure
to the debate and candidate performance evaluations. Differences in
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exposure levels largely match country-specific patterns in the actual broad-
casting and coverage of the debate on television. As in 2014, in most
countries the Eurovision debate was only broadcasted in secondary or
specialized news channels, if at all, instead of in the main channels. The
media thus missed another opportunity to put the EP elections in the spot-
light (Maier et al., 2018).

The article’s main finding is an overall absence of debate effects on voting
behaviour. Importantly, this finding cannot be attributed to the scant cover-
age of the TV debate in most countries, as the respondents’ debate exposure
and subsequent performance evaluations of the candidates vary substantially
at the individual level. Rather, the absence of effects of the Eurovision debate
on voting behaviour fits with related research findings about the limited
influence of the Spitzenkandidaten process more generally. Similar to
studies in the 2014 EP elections context (Hobolt, 2014; Schmitt et al., 2015;
Treib, 2014), recent studies found the same limited effects (on voting behav-
iour) in the 2019 elections (Gattermann & de Vreese, 2020; Gattermann & Mar-
quart, 2020). Despite the already more familiar process due to its second
occurrence in 2019, EU citizens seem to still be ill at ease with this attempt
to personalize EU politics.

One of the few significant, albeit weak effects is the surprisingly negative
influence of debate watching on turnout. This effect holds especially among
respondents with higher interest in EU politics. One potential explanation
was identified by Dinter and Weissenbach (2015). By conducting qualitative
group discussions after the 2014 debate, the authors identified that the
‘show’ character of the debate and the strict speaking order and times con-
tributed to people’s perceptions of a rather unreal and distant Europe. The
common simultaneous translations into the respective languages may have
further contributed to this impression. Following this argument and the
fact that various participants in their study were disappointed by the
quality of political information during the debate, it is not surprising any
more that the desired positive debate effect transformed into the opposite
among already highly interested citizens (ibid.). A related explanation may
be a ceiling effect, as citizens who watched the TV debate already have a
(very) high likelihood of voting, so that their electoral participation, if being
influenced in any direction, can only go down. Evidence pointing to such
ceiling effects for other campaign activities during the EP 2019 elections
were found by Marquart et al. (2020).

In terms of affecting party choice, more positive debate performance evalu-
ations resulted in partly higher voting intentions right after the debate, at least
for the more well-known candidates Timmermans and Vestager. However,
until election day, all these effects had vanished (cf. Lindemann & Stoetzer,
2021). A specific reason for the weak effects on party choice may be the
format of the debate including six contenders, among which most represent
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(mainstream) pro-Europe positions and only one contender a clearly critical
position towards Europe. The lack of a polarized discussion, and also the com-
paratively higher complexity of the debate including six candidates and their
respective positions on three main topics, makes it harder for debate watchers
to properly evaluate all candidates, identify debate winners and subsequently
vote for one’s favourite (cf. Goldberg & Ischen, 2020).

Notwithstanding the presumably favourable conditions of TV debate
effects in the European context, that is, less well-known candidates, many
undecided voters and weak party allegiances, the article could not confirm
the commonly found effects on voting behaviour from national TV
debates. Hence, while EP elections are characterized as less second-order
today (e.g., van Elsas et al., 2019), the related election campaign dynamics
still are. Although the article’s findings are limited as to stemming from
only five of the back then still 28 EU countries, the results match well other
studies’ conclusions about the overall limited influence of the Spitzenkandi-
daten process. One potential underlying problem may be citizen’s still too
little knowledge about the candidates (Gattermann & de Vreese, 2020) and
relating them to respective national party choice — despite TV debates’ poten-
tial to increase such knowledge (Richter & Stier, 2022). As a future outlook, the
fact that ultimately none of the lead candidates became Commission Presi-
dent most likely did not strengthen the process among citizens, rather the
opposite. While this broken promise did not influence the study at hand, as
at the time of surveying the respondents did not know about it, it remains
to be seen how the Spitzenkandidaten process will continue in the future,
if at all, and which role TV debates may play in it.

Notes

1. While the EP interprets the Lisbon Treaty (TEU) in this way, the treaty does not
mention a binding link between the EP elections outcome and the nomination
of a candidate by the European Council, but only states that ‘Taking into
account the elections to the European Parliament and after having held the
appropriate consultations, the European Council, acting by a qualified majority,
shall propose to the European Parliament a candidate for President of the Com-
mission.” (Article 17(7) TEU) (cf. Hobolt, 2014).

2. Yet, Timmermanns was Vice President and Vestager was Commissioner.

3. Some additional control variables were assessed in previous waves (see details
in the online appendix).

4. These 4 days are sufficient to cover the bulk of the post-debate media coverage as
most of this is published at the day right after the debate, that is, around 50% of all
post-debate TV hits were registered on May 16 alone (Presidency of the EC, 2019).

5. Unsurprisingly, debate watchers are significantly more interested in EU politics,
have stronger feelings of civic duty to vote and indicate a stronger intention to
turn out in the elections (based on significant t-tests). Hence, the inclusion of
those variables in the regression models is crucial to control for differences in
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group composition of debate watchers. Debate watchers also show higher
levels of candidate recognition before the debate (Table A3 in the online
appendix).

6. See Table A4 in the online appendix for a comparison of candidate evaluations
across party support.

7. Excluding all respondents with no candidate recognition before the debate
(based on Table A3), who have the least probability to correctly link the candi-
dates with the respective party choice, does not change the results as displayed
in Figure A2 in the online appendix.

8. Due to the large amount of different (sub)models, | did so only for the model on
reported party choice in the post-election wave.

Replication material

Supporting data and materials for this article can be accessed on the Taylor &
Francis website, https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2022.2095417. The orig-
inal panel data and related documentation can be accessed at https://doi.
org/10.4232/1.13795.
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