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Chapter 1.

Introduction: Coalition Governments and Political

Communication

“You see, Coalition’s like a band, guys, yeah, and every band has a frontman. He’s

Florence and you’re - well, you’re The Machine.”

The Thick of It, Series 4, Episode 11

“I personally felt that we would have been better, from day one, to have [...] just made it

absolutely clear to the public that we didn’t particularly like the Tories, and never had,

and we were very different - but we were doing this in the national interest, and we would

do what we had to do, and when we disagreed, we would make that abundantly clear”

Vince Cable2

The two introductory quotes - one from a fictional character on a TV show, the other

from a real-life politician - both hail from the United Kingdom, a country that few

would associate with the coalition governance. Indeed, the Cameron I cabinet between

the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats that lasted from 2010 to 2015 had been

the first coalition government the country had seen since World War II. It is perhaps

this lack of familiarity with multiparty governments that made it possible for Vince

Cable, a member of the Cameron I government, to sum up his regrets so succinctly,

after his own party, the Liberal Democrats, had been nearly wiped off the electoral map

after the general election of 2015. I chose this quote in particular because it outlines

what is, in my opinion, a failure to properly communicate to the electorate about what

it was that had made them join the coalition in the first place, and what they had

contributed to it. This is relevant for my dissertation, since its main aim is to analyze

communication strategies by coalition parties in countries where this particular form

1Series created by Armando Iannucci (2005); it aired on the BBC between 2005 and 2012. This quote
is said by the press officer of the senior party in a coalition while admonishing a junior minister.

2Liberal Democrat secretary of state for business, innovation and skills, 2010-2015; cited here:
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2015/jul/12/strange-death-of-liberal-

democrats-leadership-vote; site accessed on September 21st, 2021.

1
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

of governance is more prevalent than in the UK. In particular, I want to analyze three

main communication strategies and how they are used by coalition parties.

When I began working on my dissertation in October of 2018, all I had was a rather

vague research idea, namely that I wanted to look into something related to coalition

governments and how they are perceived by the outside world. Over the years, I have

moved away from public perception and have instead started looking into how coalition

parties want to be seen, which issues they prioritize, who they put a spotlight on and how

they behave towards their partners. It was only natural that this more specific approach

would lend itself well to an analysis of coalition communication strategies, or, formulated

in a wordier way, how members of a multiparty cabinet use their official communication

to present the (in their minds) most favorable version of themselves.

This topic attracted me for various reasons. First, the study of coalition governments

is endlessly fascinating. Multiparty governance presents a context where at the very

beginning of a legislative term, parties need to come together and bargain over which

ministries they want, what policies are non-negotiable for them, and where they may be

induced to make concessions in terms of political reforms. Then, once negotiations have

come to a conclusion that is acceptable to all, parties need to navigate the stormy waters

of governing together. The dynamics of two or more parties that are potentially very

ideologically different trying to work together presents so many interesting challenges

that I am frankly surprised that prestige TV has largely ignored the subject.3 I remain

intrigued by the many implications such a constellation has on party competition in

general, and political communication in particular.

Political communication is a very wide field, and I have approached it from a point of

view that is firmly rooted in political science, with insights from communication studies

remaining lamentably shallow. My interest was mostly in how parties use the means

at their disposal to craft a flattering image of themselves, and how relations to their

cabinet partners affect their behavior. I will reiterate this particular thought throughout

this dissertation, but I firmly believe that the way in which a party tries to portray

itself, and the (oftentimes unintended) consequences parties face as a result of their

choice in strategy matters a great deal for our understanding of party competition and

coalition governance. While there is a plethora of research on coalitions and political

communication, the combination of these two fields remains largely understudied. It is

my aim to shed some more light onto how members of a multiparty government try to

use political communication to their advantage.

3Maybe I am completely out of touch and no one except me and other politics nerds are interested in
something like that, but the enduring popularity of The West Wing makes me think that there is a
market for shows about politics, although perhaps presidential systems are favored in this regard.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

I have defined three main communication strategies that coalition parties can use. Every

strategy will receive a dedicated chapter (negative campaigning has two) where I discuss

how they are defined and what influences coalition parties in their usage of each strategy.

The strategies are:

1. Personalization

2. Issue Emphasis

3. Negative Campaigning

The rest of this dissertation is structured as follows: First, I will discuss the relevant

literature on coalition governments in chapter 2. This literature review discusses the

coalition cycle and the different research branches that make up the study of coalition

governance. As such, chapter 2 is structured to give the reader a broad overview of

coalition research. The thematic chapters (chapters 4-7) each have their own shorter,

more dedicated literature review that discuss prior research relevant for the strategy

at hand. Chapter 3 lays out the main assumptions that hold for the entirety of this

dissertation, as well as my overall research strategy. For three out of four thematic chapter

I work with party press releases, and their suitability as well as the data gathering and

cleaning process will be outlined in chapter 3 as well.

Chapter 4 is the first of the four thematic chapters, and it is all about personalization.

Personalization in this context means that in their official communication, parties pay

particular attention to individual politicians. I argue that this is a strategy that parties

can use in order to either tie abstract concepts and policies to a human face and make

it thus more memorable, or use the “human factor” to make the party as a whole more

personable and approachable.

Chapter 5 is about issue emphasis. I assume that coalition parties have an incentive

to emphasise certain issues over others, particularly those that are important to them.

Further, I argue that timing and the closeness of an election play an important role in

how parties decide to emphasize certain issues. In order to classify over 26’000 press

releases by German coalition parties into issue areas, I use the Naive Bayes algorithm, a

supervised classification method.

Chapter 6 looks at the use of negative campaigning between coalition partners. In

politics, there is always the possibility to attack others in an attempt to raise their own

profile at the expense of others, but this tactic is difficult for coalition partners. While

they might want to openly criticize their partners, they have to be careful to not upset

a working relationship and endanger the whole coalition. Nevertheless, I assume that

cabinet parties will criticize each other, and that timing and ideological distance between

coalition partners influence the use of this particular strategy.

3



CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

Chapter 7 stands out in that it does not analyze press releases, but a selection of

episodes from a German political talk show. Chapter 7 is also about negative campaigning

and can therefore be seen as an addendum to chapter 6, but here I was particularly

interested in how politicians belonging to coalition parties behave towards each other in

an arena that requires them to react quickly to questions and provocations, and where

they do not have full control over the proceedings. I conduct an exploratory analysis of

three episodes and give recommendations on further research on political talk shows and

how they can be used to analyze relations between coalition partners.

Lastly, chapter 8 summarizes the four thematic chapters and proposes some avenues

for further research on the topic of coalition governance and political communication.

4



Chapter 2.

Literature Review

2.1. Introduction

Coalition governments are a staple in many countries, and a considerable amount of

political science research is devoted to the analysis of the different aspects of coalition

politics. This literature review has two main aims: first, to familiarize the reader with the

different branches of research about coalition governments. It is important that readers

understand how coalitions function and which factors influence the way they are formed,

how they govern, and how they end. While the most relevant research for this dissertation

is concerned with coalition governance rather than with formation and termination, I will

briefly discuss these aspects as well, in order to to cover the coalition cycle (see figure

2.1) as thoroughly as possible.

Figure 2.1.: The coalition cycle; own figure based on Strøm et al. (2008, p. 10)

Second, I want to stress one particular attribute that is at the core of the study of

coalitions: members of a multiparty government are constrained in their actions because

they do not govern alone. It is due to these constraints that they have to act strategically.

5



CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Müller and Strøm (2003, p. 4) describe coalition politics as “[...] political actors rationally

seek[ing] to anticipate the behaviours of those with whom they interact.” This chapter

emphasizes the various ways in which coalition parties will have to strategically maneuver

to account for the fact that they do not govern alone.

Before delving into prior work on coalition politics, I want to address one of the

central question of research on political parties. What do political parties – regardless

of whether they are currently members of a coalition government or not – value? In

his seminal work, Strøm (1990) discusses three models of competitive political party

behavior: the vote-seeking party, the office-seeking party and the policy-seeking party.

The vote-seeking incentive is based on Downs (1957) and his theory that parties want

to maximize electoral support in order to control government. Office-seeking denotes

the pursuit of political office above all else, while policy-seeking entails the maximizing

of a party’s effect on public policy (Strøm, 1990, p. 567). These competing sets of

logic are often discussed in conjunction to coalition governments, where parties have an

incentive to maximize both in order to gain an advantage vis-à-vis their partners. These

models of party behavior will come up time and again, but the important point I want

to make here is again concerned with the fact that coalition parties are constrained in

their actions. In contexts where multiparty governments are the norm, a single party

can never have full control over offices or policies, despite being in government at the

time. Coalition parties need to weigh their options carefully, particularly if they want to

have and hold influence over policy-making. They need the support from their fellow

coalition parties to enact reforms, while at the same time having to undertake efforts to

distance themselves sufficiently from their partners so as to remind their voters of their

distinct identity and ideology.

The rest of this chapter will give readers an overview of prior work that covers the

whole of the coalition cycle (Strøm et al., 2008). The first section is concerned with the

two antipodal points seen in figure 2.1, namely coalition formation, as well as coalition

stability and termination. Next, research on coalition governance and policy-making will

be discussed, followed by a section on coalition communication, the main focus of this

dissertation. This last section is not comprehensive, as chapters 4 to 7 each contain their

own literature review that describes prior research on the respective chapter’s central

concept.

6



CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.2. Prior Research on Coalition Formation and Dissolution

2.2.1. Coalition Formation & Cabinet Type

An impressive amount of research has been done on the minutiae of coalition government

formation and coalition bargaining. The central question is usually some iteration of

“why does coalition X form and not coalition Y?” In other words, “who gets in?”, and

who doesn’t (see Laver and Schofield, 1998). Finding the answer to these questions has

even been termed “one of the most important substantive projects in political science”

(Laver and Schofield, 1998, p. 89). Early theorists assumed that parties are first and

foremost office seekers, and researchers thus adopted a “policy blind approach to coalition

formation” (Laver and Schofield, 1998, p. 91). Consequently, government formation was

modeled as a zero-sum game with cabinet portfolios as the central payoffs (see Martin

and Stevenson, 2001, p. 34). This theory was refined by Gamson (1961), who applied the

minimal-winning hypothesis first proposed by Morgenstern and Von Neumann (1953). If

parties are primarily office-seeking, this theory suggests, then they will form a coalition

with no superfluous members, so that “office-sharing” remains minimal (see also Laver

and Schofield, 1998; Martin and Stevenson, 2001). The existence of both surplus and

minority coalitions in real life means that while minimal winning theory is more often

wrong than right, it remains a powerful predictor and it certainly does better than just

using chance to predict coalitions (Laver and Schofield, 1998, p. 96).

An important factor in coalition formation is ideology, with De Swaan (1973) proposing

that parties will prefer minimum-winning coalitions with the smallest ideological range.

These assumptions about size and ideology have repeatedly been tested, for example by

Martin and Stevenson (2001), who conclude that both factors play an important role,

but that other conditions must be met as well: for example, the party that controls the

largest number of legislative seats is likely to get into government, but only if it also

gains the premiership. Absent that, the largest party is no more or less likely to enter

government as a partner to the party holding the premiership (Martin and Stevenson,

2001, p. 48).

While minimum-winning coalitions are more likely to form in classical fixed pay-off

bargaining games with complete information (Mitchell and Nyblade, 2008; Riker, 1962),

reality of course hardly presents such ideal conditions and other types of coalitions, namely

minority and surplus coalitions, do exist in the real world. For different coalition types,

another key aspect of coalition formation comes into play: the role of institutions and veto

points. Particularly disputed is the influence of the presence or absence of an investiture

vote on coalition formation. While some researchers do find an influence of investiture

votes (Druckman et al., 2005; Martin and Stevenson, 2001; Mitchell and Nyblade, 2008),

others do not (Eppner and Ganghof, 2017). Thürk et al. (2021) find that potential

institutional vetoes, such as investiture votes, bicameralism and semi-presidentialism,

7
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have an effect on the type of coalition cabinet that will form: the more veto points there

are, the more likely a surplus coalition becomes.

If more veto points present favorable conditions for the formation of a surplus coalition,

then what explains minority coalitions? On a general level, Crombez (1996) demonstrates

that a minority government (not necessarily a minority coalition) becomes more viable

the larger and more central the largest party in a system is. By having a decent size

and occupying a mostly central space on the ideological spectrum, they do not have to

share government portfolios with other parties, but still remain able to attract support

(Crombez, 1996, p. 16). Minority coalitions are an interesting case, because while they

are quite frequent in Northern Europe, countries like Germany, where there has never

been a minority coalition on the federal level, eye them with something akin to suspicion.

Since they do not control a legislative majority, the argument goes, they are more prone

to parliamentary defeat. Furthermore, deals with other parties can make reducing budget

deficits more difficult for minority coalitions (Blais et al., 1993; Edin and Ohlsson, 1991).

However, these results have been contested (e.g. Green-Pedersen, 2001, for the Danish

case), with studies showing that minority cabinets do not, in fact, perform worse when

it comes to fiscal policies (Pech, 2004; Potrafke, 2021).

Seeing as bargaining contexts become ever more complex, which in turn increases

the duration of government formation (Ecker and Meyer, 2015), categorically ruling out

minority governments seems ill-advised. Indeed, more recent studies have shown that

minority coalitions do not perform worse than any other type of government, unless

they have no formal support from any opposition party (Thürk, 2021). Such support

arrangements can take different forms, from influence over policy to office payoffs like

junior positions in the administration (Anghel and Thürk, 2021; Bale and Bergman,

2006; Bassi, 2017). What induces a party to support a minority coalition depends on

party type: Anghel and Thürk (2021) show that ethno-regionalist parties in Romania

value group-specific policies and less interested in office payoffs or in influence over policy

on the traditional socioeconomic dimension. These latter benefits in turn hold higher

appeal to more mainstream parties.

The preceding paragraphs on non-governmental parties’ support for minority coalitions

in exchange for office payoffs serve as a nice segue to another important aspect of

coalition bargaining: portfolio allocation, or “who gets what?”, in less formalized terms

(see Laver and Schofield, 1998). Political office can be valued by parties intrinsically,

because the spoils of office include access to power, prestige and money. These things

represent the aspirations of many people and organizations, including political parties

(e.g. Budge and Laver, 1986; Verzichelli, 2008). But portfolios also have an instrumental

value, because they can help a party gain leverage and achieve their policy goals. In

this sense, office-seeking can be seen as a means to an end for parties to achieve their

8



CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW

policy goals, since a party without the relevant portfolio is unlikely to be able to make

meaningful changes in a given policy area. In their portfolio allocation model, Laver and

Shepsle (1990, 1996) argue that coalition cabinets are based on ministerial discretion, and

that cabinet ministers can meaningfully influence policy-making within their jurisdiction

(see also Debus, 2008). If parties value policy payoffs, then they must bargain for the

respective ministry in order to wield substantive influence over policy. In this model,

control of office is a direct path to control over the political agenda in a given policy area.

Whether parties value office intrinsically or instrumentally, the important part is that

it is valued in the first place, which has given rise to a varied literature on the subject

of portfolio allocation. One of the few principles which approach the status of a law in

political science is Gamson’s Law, or “proportionality norm”. First proposed by Gamson

(1961) and later specified by Browne and Franklin (1973), this principle denotes the

strong empirical relationship between the proportion of seats a coalition party controls

measured against the total of seats of the cabinet as a whole, and the share of portfolios

it receives (see also Verzichelli, 2008; Warwick and Druckman, 2006). In simple terms,

how many votes and seats in parliament a party receives strongly correlates with how

many offices they get in the bargaining process, where the party with the most seats is

very likely to also get the most cabinet posts.

While the proportionality norm is not a perfect predictor for every single coalition

government in existence, the relationship has proved to be remarkably resilient to

additions of different contextual factors like bargaining power and portfolio salience.

It has been theorized that the so-called formateur party will be overcompensated

due to their important role in the bargaining process (e.g. Ansolabehere et al., 2005),

but Warwick and Druckman (2006) show that in reality the first mover is rarely

overcompensated in terms of office payoffs. As for portfolio salience, it is intuitively

understandable that some ministries, like Finance, are more desirable than others, even

accounting for cross-national differences (Verzichelli, 2008, p. 242). Accounting for

portfolio salience could therefore distort the proportionality of parliamentary seats and

portfolio allocation, but once more, Gamson’s Law displays its remarkable resilience:

taking the relative value of a ministry into account does not significantly weaken the

relationship that is at the heart of the proportionality norm (Warwick and Druckman,

2006).

It is of course not just portfolio allocation that matters to coalition parties during the

bargaining process, because policy payoffs play an important role too. I have already

discussed support agreements between a party that is not in government and a minority

coalition cabinet, where the former agrees to support the coalition in exchange for specific

policy payoffs. But such payoffs also matter within a cabinet, where coalition parties have

to agree on a set of policy reforms, often by explicitly setting down mutually agreed upon
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reforms in a coalition agreement. The role of coalition agreements as tool for mutual

control will be discussed in section 2.3; the following paragraphs are mainly concerned

with prior research on how policy payoffs are distributed within a coalition government.

Theories on parties as policy seekers have developed later than those that prioritize

office seeking (Budge and Laver, 1986), and policy payoffs still lag behind portfolio

allocation in terms of how much academic attention they have thus far received. Existing

research on policy payoffs is largely based on similar principles as research on portfolio

allocation. Much like for portfolio allocation, the relationship between seat share and

payoffs (Browne and Franklin, 1973; Gamson, 1961) is central, as well as the influence

of the formateur party, and of party ideology in general. For party ideology, it has long

been assumed that the median party will be extraordinarily influential when it comes to

achieving their own policy goals (Black, 1958; see also Warwick, 2001). A comprehensive

analysis has been conducted by Warwick (2001) who finds that, unsurprisingly, there is

no one theory that is able to comprehensively explain declared government policy, but

that there is a close connection between the mean position of the cabinet parties and

their declared policy stance (Warwick, 2001, p. 1231).

A likely reason for the relative scarcity of research on policy payoffs is the fact that

accurately measuring policy payoffs per party is less straightforward than studying

portfolio allocation or coalition termination. In the case of portfolio allocation, the

cabinet posts up for grabs can simply be counted and potentially weighted to arrive at a

distribution of who got what. If one were to study policy payoffs, more work is necessary

to arrive at a satisfying measure. One promising strategy looks at election pledges in

party manifestos and then compares them to coalition agreements; an approach taken

by Quinn et al. (2011) for the 2010 UK coalition agreement between the Conservatives

and the Liberal Democrats. The authors find that while the Liberal Democrats were

not able to completely dictate the terms of the agreement, the did manage to make

significant gains in terms of policy, which is ascribed to their pivotal role in cabinet

formation (Quinn et al., 2011, p. 309).

To sum up, there are various factors that influence what type of coalition emerges after

an election, how portfolios are distributed among cabinet parties, and who receives which

policy payoff. The type of coalition that ultimately ends up forming unsurprisingly has a

considerable influence on how cabinet parties govern together and how stable a coalition

will be.

2.2.2. Coalition Stability and Termination

Governments - not just multiparty ones - need a certain degree of stability to govern

effectively. While it has been theorized that dissolution is more frequent under
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single-party rule (Strøm and Swindle, 2002), coalitions lead, in the words of Lupia

and Strøm (1995, p. 648) a precarious existence, because they are at the mercy

of legislative majorities that can in certain contexts dismiss parliament at will and

thus force early elections. This precariousness has inspired its own strand of research

that looks at the stability and likelihood of early termination for multiparty governments.

There are various ways in which a coalition can come to an end: it can either run

its regular course and end with scheduled elections, or it can end prematurely through

early cabinet dissolution. Within this context, Damgaard (2008) defines technical and

discretionary terminations. Technical terminations happen due to circumstances that are

out of parties’ control, for example due to regular elections, death or resignation of the

prime minister for non-political reasons (e.g. due to ill health) (Damgaard, 2008, p. 303).

Discretionary terminations, on the other hand, are deliberately brought about by the

parties involved, even though they might feel like their hands are tied. Examples of

discretionary terminations are elections called before the end of the term, no confidence

votes in parliament or the resignation of the prime minister for political reasons

(Damgaard, 2008, p. 304).

Discretionary termination can be brought about strategically. In their seminal work on

this topic, Lupia and Strøm (1995) find that coalition termination does not necessarily

happen as the consequence of an exogenous shock; nor is it brought about by opportunistic

party leaders trying to enhance their power. Instead, they find that context matters -

the effect an external event has on the possibility of coalition termination depends on the

constraints that parties face, as well as on anticipated voter behavior (Lupia and Strøm,

1995, p. 659).

There are some factors that can help explain a coalition government’s (in)stability

and likelihood to end prematurely. Researchers have argued that duration is influenced

by cabinet characteristics, such as majority status (Saalfeld, 2008) and ideological

diversity (Warwick, 1979). Coming back to the institutional context, who has the

relevant dissolution powers matters in terms of government stability. In particular, the

power of the head of state or prime minister influences cabinet duration (Schleiter and

Morgan-Jones, 2009; Strøm and Swindle, 2002).

Lastly, it has been suggested that the degree of control coalition parties exert over

each other with their usage of coalition agreements can affect cabinet duration: a cabinet

is less likely to terminate early if a coalition agreement exists, and the longer it is, the

better the chances that a multiparty cabinet manages to avoid early cabinet termination

(Krauss, 2018).
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2.3. Coalition Governance

While every part of the coalition cycle matters, this dissertation is mainly concerned with

coalition governance; that is, the time from the swearing in of a coalition cabinet to its

dissolution, be it through regularly scheduled elections or a premature end to coalition

governance, as it was described in the preceding section. To a lesser extent, this section

also covers the antipodal point to coalition governance in figure 2.1, namely elections and

electoral outcomes of coalition parties.

Coalition governance has inspired many different branches of research. This section will

discuss control mechanisms, voter perceptions of coalition parties, electoral implications,

and the dilemma of coalition parties to both display unity and to differentiate themselves

sufficiently from their partners. All of these concepts are very important for the chapters

to come.

An important line of research concerns mutual control between coalition partners.

Coalition parties have several tools of control at their disposal, and they can be divided

into ex-ante and ex-post control mechanisms.

Ex-ante control mechanisms are, as the name implies, devised at the start of a coalition

government. A particular focus is given to coalition agreements. At the very start of the

coalition cycle, parties engage in coalition negotiations, where they distribute ministerial

portfolios and discuss planned policy reforms. At the end of these negotiations, parties

usually publish a comprehensive document that details the planned policy reforms that

were agreed on. These documents are not legally binding, but they are nevertheless a

meaningful tool for mutual control. I have already discussed how the presence or absence

of a coalition agreement can influence cabinet duration (see Krauss, 2018), but they are of

course very important for policy making too. Müller and Strøm (2008, p. 170, emphasis

in original) state that coalition agreements are “the most binding, written statements to

which parties of a coalition commit themselves [...]”, and it is clear to see why: they

present written evidence of what parties agreed on, which can make unilateral divergence

from a coalition agreement costly, because it can endanger future cooperation between

coalition parties and make the diverging party look untrustworthy.

Pledges that parties commit to during an election campaign and then make it into

the coalition agreement are more likely to be fulfilled than election pledges that are not

included (Schermann and Ennser-Jedenastik, 2014; Thomson, 2001). This is yet another

reason for parties to behave: if they refuse to abide by the coalition agreement, their

partners have no reason to do so either, and any policy reform the diverging party was

planning to enact is likely going to be doomed, since they need their partners’ support.

In addition to written statements like coalition agreements, parties have other means

keeping tabs on each other during the legislative term. Governing requires some degree
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of delegation, which puts coalition governments in a tough spot. Delegation happens

so that governments can achieve more in a limited amount of time, and because they

often lack the means to implement reforms themselves and need the help of bureaucrats

with the necessary expertise. Delegation of this kind can be risky, especially as matters

become more complex (Bawn, 1995; McCubbins, 1985; Thies, 2001). Delegation can

always lead to divergences between an objective and the actual output, because the agents

carrying out reforms have more information than the principal does, and agents might not

completely share the principal’s goals (Thies, 2001, p. 582). But whereas for single-party

governments delegation mostly happens within one party, coalitions sometimes need to

delegate important tasks to their partners. They can never be completely certain of their

partners’ motivations, and they also lack complete information over what ministers from

other parties are doing at any given point in time. Coalition agreements ensure some

control, but they cannot fully prevent ministers from potentially altering or delaying

policy reforms. Luckily, there are tools that coalition parties can use to monitor their

partners action, and intervene if necessary.

A popular means of keeping tabs on partners is the use of junior ministers or committee

chairs that do not belong to the same party as the minister. While such “hostile” junior

ministers usually do not have a large amount of power themselves, they can be effective as

monitors of the senior minister’s actions (Carroll and Cox, 2012; Lipsmeyer and Pierce,

2011; Thies, 2001). The presence of at least one extra pair of eyes ideally prevents

ministers from excessively delaying or distorting mutually agreed upon policy reforms.

Another tool at cabinet parties’ disposal is parliamentary oversight. Parliament has an

important role in any democracy, but in a coalition setting they are another watchdog

that cabinet parties can employ to keep tabs on each other. Parliamentary oversight

can be employed to scrutinize “hostile” proposals to make sure the coalition bargain is

adhered to (Martin and Vanberg, 2004). Another way of monitoring government is the

usage of parliamentary questions. Parliamentary questions are a tool that is often closely

linked to opposition parties; in a coalition context they can also serve as a further means

of keeping partners in check (Strøm et al., 2010). Third, parliamentary committees have

an oversight function as well, particularly in cases where the committee chairperson does

not belong to the party of the respective minister (Hallerberg, 2000; Kim and Loewenberg,

2005; Strøm et al., 2010).

Coalition policy-making is therefore affected by various mutual control mechanisms

coalition partners use to keep tabs on each other. But it is also influenced by factors

outside of government. Policy-making does not happen in a vacuum, but is affected by

parties’ bargaining leverage and changes in public opinion. Based on Shapley and Shubik

(1954), bargaining largely hinges on credible threats to leave government (see also Kayser

et al., 2020). This can be understood as a change in polls, but Kayser et al. (2020)

argue that coalition inclusion probabilities offer a more complete picture. Based on this

13



CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW

index of inclusion probabilities, Kayser and Rehmert (2021) show that in the case of

environmental policy, both credible coalition exit threats as well as considerations about

future coalitions matter for the eventual progressiveness of the resulting environmental

policy. As the authors themselves note, this finding marks an interesting extension of

the ideas of Lupia and Strøm (1995), who argue that parties anticipate and react to

shifts in public support: parties can strategically (re-)negotiate policy outcomes and

react to shifts in public support that affect their leverage, rather than just their polls

(Kayser and Rehmert, 2021, p. 240).

The control mechanisms described in the preceding sections ensure that intra-cabinet

disagreement can be managed before it blows up and threatens to destabilize the whole

coalition. But they also mean coalition parties face many constraints in their actions

that single-party governments are mostly exempt from. At the very beginning of a term,

they have to engage in negotiations to insert as many of their election pledges into the

coalition agreement as possible. In the process, coalition parties have to compromise

and accept a number of their partners’ election promises they do not necessarily agree

with. Then, during their time in office, parties mutually constrain each other with tools

such as parliamentary scrutiny and monitoring in the form of “hostile” committee chairs

or junior ministers that do not belong to the minister’s party. While recent scholarship

shows that parties can use a gain in leverage to their advantage (Kayser and Rehmert,

2021) and are thus not entirely bound by what was agreed upon at the beginning of a

term, I argue that coalition parties nevertheless remain limited in their choice of actions

and behavior.

On top of all of the constraints coalition parties face during their time in office and in

terms of policy-making, they will still be evaluated by the public at the end of their tenure

on the basis of their achievements. Achieving good visibility for one’s own successes is

made difficult by the blurred lines of responsibility that is a core feature of multiparty

governance. Coalition governance is meant to be a team effort where parties work

together to achieve policy reforms, but this can come at the expense of member parties’

individuality.

One important line of research on the consequences of coalition participation studies

voters’ perceptions of a party’s ideological profile and policy positions (Adams et al.,

2016; Fortunato and Adams, 2015; Fortunato and Stevenson, 2013; Meyer and Strobl,

2016; Spoon and Klüver, 2017). Fortunato and Stevenson (2013) find that parties that

participate in a coalition government are perceived as more ideologically similar than

parties that do not. While this effect diminishes for well-informed voters, it does not

disappear completely, which is quite a remarkable finding. Other studies reach similar

conclusions, with Fortunato and Adams (2015) showing that voters project the policy

stance of the senior partner (also sometimes referred to as the prime minister party) onto
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the junior partner; but that the reverse is not true. This puts junior parties in a bind,

because they are more at risk of having their profile and their positions watered down in

the eyes of the public.

Of course, the effects of governing together with other parties have electoral

implications. For voters to make informed decisions, they need to have a clear picture of

what a party stands for. Participating in a coalition government and the blurred lines of

responsibilities that are part and parcel of being in a multiparty government make such

an assessment more difficult. Prior research shows that voters tend to punish parties

that they view as being to compromising (Fortunato, 2019) and that junior partners are

particularly at risk of having their future electoral prospects be diminished (Klüver and

Spoon, 2020). Any party in a country where coalitions are common is likely aware of the

electoral implications of coalition participation.

Everything that has been discussed in this section leads towards the main dilemma that

coalition parties face. They need to be united in the face of the opposition and in order

to actually implement the policy reforms they have laid out in a coalition agreement. But

at the same time, they need to make sure that they are perceived as their own entity,

and that the public remains aware of their individual ideological profile and political aims

(see Sagarzazu and Klüver, 2017). One tool at their disposal to to simultaneously keep a

strong individual profile while being part of coalition is a party’s official communication,

which is the subject of the following section.

2.4. Coalition Governments and Political Communication

Research on political communication takes many forms, and a thorough literature review

could potentially fill a whole library. Because I want to keep this section manageable, it

is structured as follows: first, I will outline why parties even have official communication

channels through which they try to get their message across, mostly via the mainstream

media. Second, I will discuss research on how coalition parties use these communication

channels to engage with a wider audience.

Political parties are, by nature, competitive. They are competing with other parties for

a limited amount of votes or political offices, and they need a good number of either of

those if they want to implement policy reforms (Strøm, 1990). It seems evident then

that parties will have to convince voters that they have their best interests in mind and

are true to their word. Moreover, they need to undertake special efforts if they wish the

public to be aware of their activities. In other words, they are looking for attention. Most

people are unlikely to actively keep tabs on what politicians and parties do every day,

hence the need for publicity. Merely performing well is not necessarily enough to win

re-election: politicians considerably benefit from newspaper coverage that details their

15



CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW

activities (Schaffner, 2006). It appears that attaining sufficient media coverage is a good

way of making sure one’s actions are perceived by the wider public.

Attention, be it by the media or by public at large, is another scarce resource parties

have to fight for. While recent developments have weakened mainstream media’s role as

a gatekeeper of what is and is not newsworthy, they still represent a crucial link between

politicians and the wider public, and they are selective in what they cover (e.g. Berkowitz

and Adams, 1990). Despite politician’s increased presence on social media, direct contact

between them and potential voters happens rarely (Callaghan and Schnell, 2001), which

means that both still rely on mainstream media to connect them.

Party press offices will therefore aim to make their messages as newsworthy as possible

to generate attention. I want to note that even in a world where the traditional news

media have lost a lot of their gatekeeping power, the rules of newsworthiness still apply,

even though parties no longer woo traditional news media alone. Messages that made it

into the press are still poised to generate more widespread attention than those that were

ignored. The research that is discussed in this section should be read within a context

where newsworthiness applies not only to traditional news media, but can be understood

as a general means to get attention.

A subset of research on political communication is concerned with the type of

message that will be noticed. While there is no clear consensus, it has been shown that

unexpected (Helfer and Van Aelst, 2016) and negative messages (Haselmayer et al.,

2017) are more likely to get attention. Negative messages can be an explicit critique of

an opponent (Hansen and Pedersen, 2008) or they can put an emphasis on how different

one’s own stance is from another party’s (Van der Pas and Vliegenthart, 2016). Parties

therefore have a certain amount of control over the newsworthiness of their messages, but

they are unlikely to drum up in interest in a largely dormant subject all by themselves,

and Meyer et al. (2017) show that messages are more likely to be picked up if they

address issues that are already important to the media or to other parties.

There is, so far, not an abundance of research on how coalition parties in particular use

political communication to make the public aware of their activities and remind them

that they have not given up their ideals and political goals when they entered into a

coalition. There are, however, some studies that shed some light on how coalition parties

use the communication tools at their disposal.

Party press releases feature prominently in two recent studies, with Haselmayer and

Jenny (2018) analysing whether coalition parties use them to directly critique their

partners, Sagarzazu and Klüver (2017) showing how parties choose issues to emphasize

in order to differentiate themselves from each other. Martin and Vanberg (2008) on

the other hand look at parliamentary speeches to show that coalition parties use them

to communicate with their constituents about internally divisive issues. We can see
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that concerns of newsworthiness seem to apply to coalition parties as well, particularly

in the case of the study by Martin and Vanberg (2008). If negative messages garner

more attention, then talking about internally divisive issues is a good way to not only

be noticed, but also to emphasize the differences between the party and their coalition

partners.

These studies show that political communication strategies find special application in

a coalition context. Any message a party sends will be understood not only in relation

to the original sender, but also as hailing from within a wider structure, namely that of a

multiparty government. It should therefore not come as a surprise that coalition parties

will try to use communication to their advantage, either by directly criticizing their

partners while remaining mindful to not burn any bridges (Haselmayer et al., 2017), or

by the choice of issues they want to center (Martin and Vanberg, 2008; Sagarzazu and

Klüver, 2017). Just as with everything else that pertains to coalition governance, parties

face constraints and need to be strategic in their choice of communication strategies.

The work at hand aims to narrow the research gap that exists on coalition government and

political communication by investigating three different communication strategies and

how they are used by coalition parties. While some impressive work has been done on the

subject, there is still much that we do not know, but that matters for our understanding

of coalition governance, political communication and party competition.
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Context & Research Strategy

This chapter will first lay out some basic assumptions and theory that apply to chapter

4-7. Following that, the general research strategy will be presented. While chapters 4,

5 and 6 do not share one research design, all of them make use of party press releases

to answer their respective research questions, and the data collection process will be

discussed in this chapter.

3.1. Main Assumptions

First, I assume that parties are rational actors trying to maximize their preferences

(Downs, 1957). In his seminal paper, Strøm (1990) discusses three three models of

competitive political behavior, namely vote-seeking, office-seeking and policy-seeking.

Parties that fall squarely into one category are rare, and I would suggest that at different

times during the legislative period, parties will assign varying weights to votes, offices

and policies.

Furthermore, I assume that parties do not stop competing with each other once

a campaign ends when the election date arrives – they need to constantly reassert

themselves and their positions to the public and other parties. Coalition parties in

particular need to maintain a constant effort to get attention, since their actions are

more likely to get lost within the day-to-day business of coalition governance.

Section 2.3 in the preceding chapter has laid out how coalition parties struggle between

the dual imperatives of unity and differentiation (Sagarzazu and Klüver, 2017), something

that they have to keep in mind for their official communication as well. The dilemma

of unity and differentiation plays into the need for them to keep up competition even

outside of an election campaign, but it also makes it more difficult. Every coalition party

is likely going to be compared to their partners and would do well to clearly differentiate

itself from them. But openly challenging fellow coalition parties in order to achieve a

degree of differentiation can backfire: if parties overdo it and come off as too aggressive,

then cooperation with their partners will at best become more difficult, or at worst break

down completely, resulting in premature termination of government and potentially early

elections. While countries differ in how easy or difficult early government dissolution

is (Goplerud and Schleiter, 2016) and that early termination may even be a frequent
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occurrence in some cases, I argue that the possibility of cabinet breakdown is not taken

lightly by parties.

While my dissertation purposely focuses on coalitions and does not directly compare

them to single-party governments, I will spell out the difference here in order to clarify

in which ways coalition parties need to be strategic in order to be successful. While

any system has its share of potential veto players (see Tsebelis, 2011) that can make

it difficult to implement policy changes, single party governments ideally command a

majority in parliament and are therefore not dependent on another party’s support. The

government party with a parliamentary majority is therefore largely unrestrained in how

they communicate with a wider audience, they can take full credit for successes and

criticize the opposition with abandon. Coalition parties on the other hand might also

criticize opposition parties, but it is more difficult for them to take full credit for any

successful reform. At best, such messages can seem doubtful and unconvincing, at worst

their partners will be offended by what they interpret as an attempt to obscure their own

contributions.

Taking this one step further, coalition parties can and should of course criticize their

partners, but they need to be careful to not needlessly burn any bridges that will make

further cooperation difficult. In essence, if they still rely on and value intra-cabinet

cooperation, they will hold back on aggressive messages that could endanger the support

they receive from their partners. If, however, cooperation is deemed as inferior to

potential vote gain, for example when an election is close, then coalition parties will be

less careful and adapt their strategies accordingly.

In chapters 4-7, some variables will come up frequently. I assume that they meaningfully

influence parties in their decisions on how to best communicate about what differentiates

them from their partners. These variables will be explained in the following sections.

First, I assume that timing plays a role, and therefore, that at different points during

the legislative period, different motivations will guide coalition parties’ actions. An

example of why timing can be a crucial factor in the usage of communication strategies

has been outlined in the preceding section. At the beginning and in the middle of a term,

cabinet parties will likely be engaged in trying to fulfill the promises they made, and they

need their partners’ support for that, so I assume that they will not be too confrontational

during this time, and focus more on unity than on differentiation. Additionally, direct

payoffs from strategies with the aim of differentiation are unlikely, as elections are still

quite far away.

To briefly come back to Strøm (1990), I argue that different objectives dominate the

electoral cycle, and that it does not matter all that much whether a coalition party

primarily values votes, office or policies most. I assume that for coalition parties there

is always the imperative to remain competitive in terms of potential votes (and, by
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extension, political office) they might receive at any given time, but that they can be

forced to de-prioritize this natural impulse due to the circumstances they find themselves

in, namely the need to keep up good relations with their partners. To be precise, I assume

that they want to ensure that they can achieve as many policy payoffs as possible, either

purely because they deem them to be beneficial for the public or because they want to be

seen as effective, but in order to achieve almost any policy payoff, they need the support

from their partners. In essence, I expect strategy choice to reflect this, with parties opting

for more differentiation the more important and immediate potential vote gains become.

Next, I expect that the ideological distance between coalition parties will affect how

they handle direct competition and the nature of their relationship in general. This can

play out in different ways, and the individual chapters will go more in depth on that

aspect, but I generally assume that differing considerably from coalition partners can be

two-edged sword for parties. While greater ideological difference can make differentiation

easier, it might also come across as more combative to insist too much on potential areas of

conflict. Therefore, while competing on different ideological positions is a straightforward

way to keep a strong individual profile, parties might want to opt for different strategies

so as to avoid bad blood with their partners, or be more subtle in how they address

differences in ideology or on specific issues.

Another important factor is governance status : it is well-documented that junior

partners are disadvantaged when it comes to standing out in a coalition (Klüver and

Spoon, 2020). I expect them to be aware of that, and to adjust their communication

strategies accordingly, in order to compete with the more recognizable senior partner.

Each one of the following chapters is dedicated to a particular strategy coalition parties

can use in their official communication. Broadly speaking, parties can decide to center

issues and people. In the case of issues, it matters which ones they want to prioritize, and

when. A similar logic applies to persons: parties can either put a spotlight on well-known

politicians from their own ranks to try and benefit from any goodwill the public has

towards them. Furthermore, people may provide a meaningful shortcut for a party’s

ideological positions, because voters may find it easier to remember what an individual

politician stands for compared to the values and positions of the party she belongs to. The

second possibility is to address and potentially even attack their partners in their official

communication – either the party as a whole, or prominent and recognizable individuals

from among its ranks.

Each strategy - centering party’s own personnel, prioritizing certain issues over others

or attacking one’s partners, will receive a dedicated chapter where I discuss how the

coalitions under consideration make use of the respective strategy, and how the factors

discussed here (timing, ideological distance and governance status, in some cases)

influence their usage.
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3.2. Research Strategy

3.2.1. Unit of Analysis: Party Press Releases

In chapters 4, 5 and 6 I will be working with parties’ press releases in order to answer my

research questions. Press releases have been used before to analyse party communication

and agenda-setting (e.g. Grimmer, 2010; Haselmayer et al., 2017; Hopmann et al., 2012;

Meyer et al., 2017; Sagarzazu and Klüver, 2017), so there is scientific precedent. There

are various reasons to prefer press releases over other forms of political communication,

the main advantage being that parties have almost full control over them. I will discuss

in chapters 4-6 why they are particularly suited to the respective chapter’s main research

question, but their general independence is the main selling point. There is of course

always the possibility that a party needs to react to an external event, but the fact that

they are almost completely unrestrained in their choice of topic and in the composition

of the press releases they publish makes them an ideal unit of analysis.

Releasing written statements is also something that virtually all parties do, at least

to a certain extent. Press releases do not have a one clear format and parties might

make different stylistic choices, but they are overall similar enough to make it possible to

compare them across party lines.

The fact that press releases are a party-staple also means that there are a lot of them,

even if one only goes back a one or two decades. Of course, the bigger parties have more

resources and can rely on a more professionalized staff. Therefore, it is expected that

there will be a discrepancy in numbers, but I doubt that it will be too striking. Being

able to draw on such a wealth of data is another reason why press releases are a fitting

choice.

3.2.2. Data Collection

An overview of the total number of press releases can be seen in tables 3.1 and 3.2 for

cabinets, and in tables 3.3 and 3.4 for parties.

Table 3.1.: Overview of German Cabinets, 2002-2018

Cabinet Parties Duration Press Releases

Schröder II SPD & B90/Greens Oct 22nd, 2002-Nov 24th, 2005 5648
Merkel I CDU/CSU & SPD Nov 24th, 2005-Oct 28th, 2009 7330
Merkel II CDU/CSU & FDP Oct 28th, 2009-Dec 17th, 2013 7788
Merkel III CDU/CSU & SPD Dec 17th, 2013-Mar 14th, 2018 5520
Merkel IV CDU/CSU & SPD Mar 14th, 2018- 632
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Table 3.2.: Overview of Dutch Cabinets, 1998-2012

Cabinet Parties Duration Press Releases

Kok II PvdA, VVD & D66 Aug 3rd, 1998-Jul 22nd, 2002 2661
Balkenende I (and II) CDA, LPF & VVD Jul 22nd, 2002-May 27th, 2003 529

Balkenende III CDA, VVD & D66 May 27th, 2003-Jul 7th, 2006 3291
Balkenende IV CDA & VVD Jul 7th, 2006-Feb 22nd, 2007 396
Balkenende V CDA, PvdA & CU Feb 22nd, 2007-Feb 23rd, 2010 3973
Balkenende VI CDA & CU Feb 23rd, 2010-Oct 14th, 2010 518

Rutte I (and II) VVD & CDA Oct 14th, 2010-Nov 5th, 2012 1600

Table 3.3.: Overview of German Party Press Releases per Year

B90/Greens SPD CDU/CSU FDP
2002 124 - - -
2003 832 548 - -
2004 954 1172 - -
2005 915 1167 71 -
2006 - 923 981 -
2007 - 401 1058 -
2008 - 1115 1039 -
2009 - 931 896 135
2010 - - 991 925
2011 - - 965 1087
2012 - - 961 1034
2013 - 4 855 705
2014 - 794 849 -
2015 - 753 657 -
2016 - 721 627 -
2017 - 546 437 -
2018 - 440 93 -
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Table 3.4.: Overview of Dutch Party Press Releases per Year

PvdA VVD D66 CDA LPF CU
1998 159 4 103 - - -
1999 524 12 114 - - -
2000 581 67 125 - - -
2001 456 85 141 - - -
2002 64 236 65 92 41 -
2003 - 183 95 396 48 -
2004 - 525 169 383 - -
2005 - 511 355 336 - -
2006 - 477 276 154 - .
2007 192 68 - 234 - 470
2008 378 - - 345 - 667
2009 442 - - 401 - 669
2010 7 - - 370 - 424
2011 - 14 - 593 - -
2012 - 118 - 480 - -

The press releases were collected from different sources. For Germany, a corpus of

press releases from 2002-2018 was collected; all the press releases had been published

by the parliamentary party groups. The national parties themselves also publish press

releases, but I used the aforementioned press releases because they more often comment

on current political issues and parliamentary business; and they are more closely tied

to the politicians that are currently in government. Since this dissertation is concerned

with coalition politics and communication, it is reasonable to use the parliamentary

group as the main data source.

From 2010 onward, I was able to use party press releases that were gathered within the

framework of the SCRIPTS excellence cluster.1 These press releases had been scraped,

in the case of Germany directly from the parties’ websites, and in the process had been

cleaned as well. The press releases from 2010 onward were therefore already in a good

state for further analysis and little additional work was required. For the press releases

from before 2010, I used data that had previously been collected by Sagarzazu and Klüver

(2017). The press releases were either stored as txt-files (e.g. Bündnis 90/Die Grünen)

or PDFs (e.g. SPD), and thus necessitated additional scraping or cleaning.

The scraping and cleaning process was mostly straightforward for the txt-files, since

such files can easily be loaded into the statistical software R for further processing. The

text contained within the press releases usually appeared in the way it was originally

meant to, so not a lot of additional cleaning was necessary.

1https://www.scripts-berlin.eu/; site accessed on September 15th, 2021. See also Stoetzer et al.
(2021)
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The PDFs were more troublesome, in that the text had to be specifically extracted,

which is a lengthy and potentially thorny task. As an example of the problems that

arise when trying to scrape text off a PDF, I will briefly discuss the case of footnotes.

The press releases the Social Democratic Party of Germany, the SPD, had published

often contain a footnote with the contact details of the press office for the parliamentary

group. For press releases that contained text spanning more than one page, the contact

details would be scraped and added in between the “regular” text and had to be deleted

manually. Hyphenation and special characters further complicated the scraping process,

and I spent a considerable amount of time making sure these press releases were in a

state fit for further analysis.

For each press release prior to 2010, I had to extract the date of publication by hand.

The date is extremely important, since timing is one of the main variables of interest.

Extracting the date from the txt-files was quite easy, since they were all in a similar format

and the day of publication received its own line in most cases (sometimes prefaced with

Datum, which is German for date). As with the text itself, getting the date of publication

was considerably more difficult in cases where the press releases were stored as PDFs. For

some time periods, the day way also marked with Datum in front, in which case I used

regular expressions to extract the sequence of numbers after the word. In cases where

this was not possible, I also used regular expressions to identify sequences that were in

the shape of a date (in the case of German press releases, May 8th, 2011 is likely either

8.5.2011 or 8.5.11, possibly 08.05.2011) and appeared early in the document. Comparing

the extracted dates with the PDF in question confirmed that this method worked very

well overall. Still, the fact a date can appear in several different forms meant that this

process took a lot of time and I had to experiment with different regular expressions to

get it right. In cases were I was unable to extract the date automatically, I consulted the

text in question and added the date manually. Seeing as I was working with well over

10’000 press releases from before 2010, this could have been exceedingly time consuming,

but luckily, I had to resort to this method in very few cases.

Unfortunately, all PDFs from the SPD prior to June 2003 were corrupted and any

attempt to repair them proved to be fruitless. I was unsuccessful in finding another way

of getting a hold of the press releases in question, so this period of roughly 8 months is

sadly missing from this analysis. I encountered a similar problem for the CDU/CSU and

their press releases from 2006, but these missing observations could be scraped from the

website Presseportal.2

The Dutch press releases were collected and made available by Van der Velden et al.

(2018). Much like the German press releases post-2010, they were already in a usable

format and the date of publication had already been extracted and thus did not require

2https://www.presseportal.de/; accessed multiple times in December 2020 with an official API key.
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much extra cleaning. For both German and Dutch press releases, I excluded interviews

by politicians that were sent out as press releases, as well as extraordinarily long

documents that sometimes contained full event calendars and similar content.

3.2.3. Chapter Overview

The exact research design for each strategy under consideration will be explained in depth

in the respective chapter, but I will provide a brief overview here of how the press releases

were used to analyze the usage of the different communication strategies.

Chapter 4 uses German and Dutch press releases to investigate personalization as a

communication strategy, and how ideological distance and popularity ratings affect how

parties center individuals in their official communication. Both chapter 4 and chapter 6

use so-called dictionary methods, where a researcher defines lists of words she wants to

look up in a large corpus of text. Dictionary methods are very useful to look up how

often specific words are used and in what context they appear (see Welbers et al., 2017).

While they are comparatively simple, they were very well suited for the analyses of both

personalization and negative campaigning as a communication strategy.

I created a dictionary that contained the names of “party VIPs”, i.e. well-known

politicians like ministers, party leaders, parliamentary group leaders and lead candidates

in an election. In chapter 4, I used this dictionary to count how often parties mention

politicians from among their own ranks in their official communication. Putting an

emphasis on people can be defined as personalization, where party press officers try to

appeal to the public by giving their policies a human face.

In chapter 6, I do the opposite: I use the same dictionary of names (slightly reduced to

cabinet ministers and lead candidates) to analyze when and how German parties mention

the names of their coalition partners; both the party as a whole, as well as individual

politicians. In addition, I used a sentiment lexicon created and validated by Rauh (2018)

to determine the overall tone of a press release. Sentiment lexicons like the one I use in

this chapter can work similarly to a classic dictionary approach, in that both the words

with positive and with negative connotations within each text are counted. The sentiment

can then be approximated by either subtracting the number of negative from the number

of positive words, by looking at ratios or similar, comparable strategies.

Chapter 5 takes a different approach: for analyzing which issues parties put an

emphasis on, I relied on Naive Bayes, a supervised classification algorithm. I used a

hand coded subset of press releases, where trained student assistants categorized the press

releases into a given issue area (see table A.1 in the Appendix), as the basis on which the

so-called Naive Bayes algorithm assigned an issue are to all the unclassified press releases.
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Chapter 7 stands out in that it does not rely on press releases as the main unit of analysis.

It builds on chapter 6, because it aims to analyze the usage of negative campaigning

between coalition partners, but it instead of written statements, I use a selection of

episodes from a German political talk show. I worked with transcripts of three episodes to

determine whether coalition partners attack each other in an arena that is less formalized

and where they do not have full control over the proceedings. Chapter 7 therefore aims

to build upon and contextualize the chapter immediately preceding it.
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Chapter 4.

Personalization

“Germany votes for Adenauer.”

CDU campaign poster, 19531

4.1. Introduction

Communication theorist Marshall McLuhan famously stated that “the medium is the

message” (McLuhan, 1964). Building on this famous sentence, I argue that in politics,

the medium in question is often the messenger : it matters who delivers a speech, who a

party chooses to be their lead candidate in an upcoming election, and who serves as a

conduit to make the public aware of a party’s ideological profile and their policy goals.

This chapter is about personalization as a communication strategy. Personalization,

meaning putting a spotlight on individuals in official communication, can be a viable

tactic to attract attention and to sharpen a party’s profile, because a popular politician

with a clear ideological profile can reflect well on her party. This is particularly

important for coalition parties who struggle to differentiate themselves sufficiently from

their partners.

Research on coalitions has shown that members of a multiparty government are faced with

a constant dilemma: do they want to signal unity or point out how different they are

from their partners in order to keep a strong individual profile (Sagarzazu and Klüver,

2017)? Fortunato and Stevenson (2013) show that voters tend to perceive coalition

parties as ideologically similar, and which is bad news for any party that aims to stand

out from the rest. Additionally, it is often difficult for outsiders to clearly attribute

responsibility to any of the parties that comprise a coalition government. These blurred

lines of responsibility are a feature rather than a bug of coalition governance, but it

means that parties face tough challenges in deciding how to best spin their contributions

1via Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung, source:
https://www.kas.de/o/adaptive-media/image/661283/hd-resolution/7_media_object_file_

133229.jpg; site accessed on September 17th, own translation.
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to coalition governance. One possibility that has so far received little academic attention

is if and when coalition parties rely on their “personnel” (in the form of ministers, party

leaders, local heads of government) in order to appeal to the public at large. This

chapter contributes to the coalition literature by examining a specific communication

strategy, namely personalization, and its usage within the wider framework of multiparty

government.

The benefits that parties reap from personalizing their messages can take the form of

gains in recognizability and trust. Policies are often abstract concepts, but tying them

to a person can make them more understandable and memorable. Parties may also use

well-liked politicians in order to benefit off of their status, in the hopes of increasing the

trust voters place in them. Personalization has the added benefit of being predominantly

inward-looking, meaning that parties rely largely on their own resources and do not risk

upsetting the relationship with their partners.

The usage of personalization as a communication strategy, particularly by coalition

parties, has so far received little academic attention. This chapter works towards closing

this gap by analysing how German and Dutch parties use personalization in press releases.

Of particular interest to me is how the average distance between coalition partners and

monthly popularity ratings affect the usage of personalization. Shedding light on the

question of if and why parties personalize their messages will enhance our understanding

of coalition governance, political communication and party competition.

4.2. Literature Review

Two main strands of literature are of importance: coalition governance and the drawbacks

thereof, as well as the literature on personalization in politics.

Coalition governments are the norm in many countries and as such have received ample

academic attention (see Laver and Schofield, 1998; Müller and Strøm, 2003). There is

considerable research devoted to coalition formation (e.g. Ansolabehere et al., 2005; Bäck,

2008; Martin and Stevenson, 2001), portfolio allocation (e.g. Bäck et al., 2011; Laver

and Shepsle, 1990) and cabinet survival (Lupia and Strøm, 1995). Recently, there has

been an increase in interest in the interplay between governing in a coalition and party

competition. Research has focused on how coalition parties ideology and policy positions

are perceived by voters (see Adams et al., 2016; Fortunato and Adams, 2015; Fortunato

and Stevenson, 2013; Meyer and Strobl, 2016; Spoon and Klüver, 2017).

A common theme is the dilemma between unity and differentiation (Sagarzazu and

Klüver, 2017) that has been explained in previous chapters. An arguably universal

challenge coalition governments face is to differentiate themselves sufficiently from their

partners and make sure that their actions are correctly perceived, while at the same time

28



CHAPTER 4. PERSONALIZATION

demonstrating a unified front against the opposition. If voters are unable to differentiate

between the parties within an unpopular coalition, as research suggests they might (e.g.

Fortunato and Stevenson, 2013), all of its members could be punished in the next election.

This is likely to happen even if some of them were more active than others and might not

deserve to lose voters, and junior partners are on the whole more likely to be punished

(Klüver and Spoon, 2020).

4.2.1. Personalization and Politics

Personalization can refer to a variety of similar, but conceptually distinct concepts, and

literature on the subject often uses the term interchangeably. For this research paper, I

will follow Holtz-Bacha et al. (1998) and define it as “a development in which politicians

become the main anchor of interpretations and evaluations in the political process”.2

While the literature on personalization is very diverse, a common thread which is

exemplified by this definition is the perceived shift of attention from parties to individuals

(e.g. Balmas et al., 2014; Caprara, 2007; McAllister et al., 2007; Rahat and Sheafer, 2007,

among others). There is disagreement over whether “personalization” should refer to

either a stronger focus on politicians over parties, or on individuals’ personal, non-political

characteristics gaining importance (Adam and Maier, 2010). While this distinction is

intuitive and important, I also consider these two aspects to be linked, since a focus on an

individual politician rarely goes without their non-political (i.e. personal) characteristics

coming into focus as well, if they are clearly distinguishable in the first place. Indeed,

as Gabriel and Vetter (1998) argue, differentiating between political and non-political

traits is very difficult. For my research, I consider personalization to be “politics with

a human-face,” i.e. the fact that party competition is not solely focused on issues, but

increasingly on people and their attributes, too. There appears to be a general consensus

that personalization is a process of change over time (Kaase, 1994; Van Aelst et al., 2012)

and while it was never completely absent from politics, some countries have recently seen

an increase in the focus on individuals.

A substantive part of the literature on personalization is concerned with whether it

is actually happening or not, mostly without studying any causes in particular. In

presidential systems, which grant a very important role to candidates in the first place,

personalization is a viable strategy and should happen often (Adam and Maier, 2010;

Pappi and Shikano, 2001) Evidence from parliamentary systems on the other hand is

somewhat mixed (see Adam and Maier, 2010, for a good overview of different studies on

the subject). For example, Kriesi (2012) looks at personalization trends in six European

countries and finds that only in the Netherlands does an increase of personalization over

time occur. There is no general trend apparent in the other five countries.

2Original text in German, translation here follows Adam and Maier (2010, p. 213).
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Personalization can also mean negative campaigning or negativity, which is

personalization directed outwards and denotes “only talking about the opponent -

the (deficient) nature of his or her programs, accomplishments, qualifications, associates,

and so on” (Lau and Pomper, 2001, p. 73). It makes sense that personalization does

not only apply to one’s own politicians. If a party aims to make the most of their own

associates, by emphasizing their political or non-political traits, they would want to

point out the deficiencies of their opponents. The research on negative campaigning

is a whole separate branch and will be discussed more thoroughly in chapter 6, but it

should be noted here that it is closely related to and in many ways the other side of

personalization as the term is applied in this chapter.

The rise of personalized politics has led researchers to foretell a further decline of the

importance of political parties and therefore generally entailing negative consequences for

democracy (Adam and Maier, 2010; McAllister et al., 2007). Research on personalization

can therefore have a normative angle; and another frequent critique is that the focus on

individuals can distract the public from the bigger societal questions. However, these

judgments have themselves been pronounced as being overly trivial (Adam and Maier,

2010).

For the researchers accepting an increase in personalization as fact, the question

arises what has caused this change. Very often, the media and the “mediatization”

(Blumler and Kavanagh, 1999) are put at the centre of this development. While

methodological differences between studies have to be accounted for, an increase in

mentions of politicians over parties during campaign season has been observed in a

variety of countries (e.g. Kaid and Strömbäck, 2008). There is however disagreement

over whether the media started it all, or whether a change in political institutions led

to the media changing their reporting. Rahat and Sheafer (2007) argue for a so-called

PMP-model, meaning politics-media-politics. They argue that a democratization in

candidate selection has led to a change in which the media covers politics, which has in

turn led politics to adapt to this change in reporting (Rahat and Sheafer, 2007, p. 77).

Regardless of whether the media started it or not, they constitute an important player

in the rise of personalized politics, and even if one where to accept the PMP-model

unquestioningly, it would still imply politics adapting to media logic, regardless of who

initiated a change.

The research of personalization and politics is varied and has led to many interesting

results. While some studies do look at potential causes for an increase in personalization,

there is comparatively little on specific factors that induce parties to see personalization

as a viable strategy. The aim of this chapter is to further add to the existing literature by

examining coalition parties and what motivations could lead to them personalizing their
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messages.

4.3. Theory

First and foremost, I assume that parties are rational actors trying to maximise their

preferences (Downs, 1957). Regardless of whether they are primarily vote-, office, or

policy-seeking (see Strøm, 1990), they have to pursue their goals outside of election

campaigns and, most importantly, they continue to compete with other parties. This

puts coalition parties in an interesting position, because they too will not stop pursuing

their interest once they are in office, with the added difficulty of not being able to govern

alone. That is why I argue that coalition parties in particular need to maintain a constant

effort to get attention, since their efforts are more likely to get lost within the general

coalition-business.

4.3.1. The pitfalls of coalition government

As section 4.2 as well as chapter 2 have already touched upon, parties face various

drawbacks when they decide to enter a coalition government. Since they share executive

powers and are united in common policy goals which are usually set down in a coalition

agreement, it becomes difficult for voters to attribute responsibility to any particular

coalition party (Nadeau et al., 2002; Powell et al., 1993; Whitten and Palmer, 1999).

This has led to voters sometimes being unable to correctly identify positions of coalition

parties (Dahlberg, 2013) and to coalition parties being perceived as more ideologically

similar (Fortunato and Stevenson, 2013). This is bad news for any party looking to

make a good showing at an upcoming election. Coalition parties need to make sure

that they are noticed and, more importantly, distinguished from their partners. This

complication can be summarized as the aforementioned dilemma between unity and

differentiation (Sagarzazu and Klüver, 2017). Any extra effort that is taken by a

party to sufficiently stand out might be interpreted by their partners as a threat to

coalition unity. Parties need to tread carefully if they want to avoid falling victim to the

blurred lines of responsibility while maintaining a working partnership with their fellow

coalition-members.

Moreover, parties need to undertake special efforts if they wish the public to be aware of

their activities. Most people are unlikely to actively keep tabs on what politicians and/or

parties do, hence the need for publicity. Merely performing well is not necessarily enough

to win re-election: politicians considerably benefit from newspaper coverage that details

their activities (Schaffner, 2006). It appears that attaining sufficient media coverage is a

good way of making sure one’s actions are perceived by the wider public. This bestows

the role of gatekeeper onto the media and means that parties have to tailor the messages

they send out if they want to be noticed (Haselmayer et al., 2017; Meyer et al., 2017).
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The fact that attention is a finite resource is especially troublesome for coalition parties,

since they only partially benefit from being in office. One way of competing for attention

with their partners is to put an emphasis on individuals.

4.3.2. Why Personalization?

Why might personalization be the way to go for parties trying to keep a strong individual

profile? A variety of factors lead me to believe that putting individuals front and center

is a sound strategy for parties looking to strengthen their profile. In section 4.2, I

discussed research on the rise of more entertainment-based news and the increased

focus on individuals over parties. While there is considerable doubt about individuals

completely replacing parties as a whole, there is a general understanding that parties

need to have good personnel if they want to credibly compete for votes. Regardless of

who initiated this shift in focus, the fact that individuals are more likely to get attention

should definitely induce parties to try and capitalize off of their popular associates.

Attention, be it by the media or by the public as a whole, is a finite resource and

any advantage a party might have in the form of well-known and, ideally, well-liked

politicians should be used.

A major contributing factor to the rise of individuals over groups is the decline in

traditional partisanship. Traditional ties between voters and parties are generally

considered to have weakened (Adam and Maier, 2010; Dalton et al., 2000; Van Aelst

et al., 2012). Such a loosening of ties makes competition more intense, since unattached

voters can be “snatched up.” It is in parties’ best interest to make it easy for voters

to identify their positions and goals, and one way to facilitate this is by relying on

individuals. Voters basing their decisions increasingly on candidates rather than parties

and politicians behaving more as individuals rather than party members is a deciding

factor in the rise of personalization (Van Aelst et al., 2012, p. 204). Further, the increased

“mediatization” of the public as described by Blumler and Kavanagh (1999) is a major

incentive for parties in search of attention to prioritize people over abstract concepts.

In an age where information is simultaneously easy to acquire and at the same time

over-abundant, tying party messages to a person can help voters identify and remember

positions and traits of the party itself.

These two contextual factors – the changing role of the media and the weakening of

traditional affective ties between voters and parties – explain why it has become necessary

for parties to compete on an increasingly candidate-based level.

Personalization might pay off on a more personal level as well, as the name already

implies. Various studies have looked at the importance of not only a politician’s

personality, but of voters’ as well (Caprara, 2007; Caprara et al., 2006; Garzia, 2011). In
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broad terms, the literature argues that personal values provide a grounding for ideology

(Caprara et al., 2006, p. 2) and that “symbolic closeness” to the masses on a personal level

(Garzia, 2011, p. 698) has become very important for electoral success. This increased

interest in values and traits is another argument for basing competition not on issues

alone, but on persons as well. A general trend towards individualization not only among

politicians themselves but among voters too is yet another indicator for the growing

importance of personalized politics. And it is certainly easier to identify with a person

than with a concept.

Within the context of the purported rise of the individual over the group, I suggest

that there are two mechanisms at work when parties decide to use personalization. First,

there is the “person-as-heuristic” mechanism. There are good reasons to think that tying

recognizable and generally well-liked faces to their party will make it easier for voters to

remember a party and/or evaluate it favourably. This is particularly relevant if any of

their prominent associates receives a lot of attention by the media. Using people as a

shorthand for information about a party and its positions works well in an age where it

becomes increasingly difficult to keep abreast of all the information that surrounds us, on

account of the sheer amount of of it that exists and how easy it is to acquire. Rational

parties will see the benefits of using their well-known politicians in that way, since they

are directly working towards making themselves more memorable.

The second mechanism works on a more psychological level. Giving a party a human

face signals to voters that there are real people behind whatever a party is doing. It

should make the public see a politician as “one of us” and not as part of some detached

elite working behind closed doors.

Both mechanisms work in similar ways, since they aim to produce a favourable

evaluation of a party by giving it a human face. The first mechanism does so by exploiting

the following short cut:

“What politician X of party Y stands for = What party Y stands for”

The second mechanism is less rational and more affective. It exploits positive personal

feelings an individual might have towards a politician. If a person sees and identifies with

the human rather than the politician of party Y, identification with the party itself will

become easier, which in turn would facilitate vote-choice for party Y.3 This mechanism

can be shortened as follows:

“I know and trust politician X of party Y = I know and trust party Y”

3While affection is of course helpful, I would argue that these feelings need not be be strictly positive.
Rather, the absence of a dislike coupled with the lack of strong positive feelings towards any other
party can benefit whichever politician (and thus, their party) these feelings are directed towards. This
mechanism could come into play for persons who are neither very interested in nor knowledgeable of
the current political landscape.
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The paragraphs above are meant to illustrate how political parties can benefit

from personalizing their messages, and that strong ties between voters and individual

politicians can help a party to achieve electoral success. Additionally, using certain

politicians as an “anchor” for political communication could make the electorate more

predisposed towards them, because while they might feel ambiguous towards a party,

it is not inconceivable that they have somewhat warmer feelings towards some individuals.

The question remains, why would person-based competition be useful for coalition

parties? The reasons outlined above – the increased mediatization of the public, the

decline in traditional partisanship as well as the increased focus of personalities and

values alongside issue positions are all compelling reasons to engage in personalization.

I argue that it is particularly relevant for coalition parties because governing together

with others makes competition on issues difficult, even in cases where these positions are

distinct enough from each other. Trying to set themselves apart based on issue positions

can be risky within a multiparty government, because parties are meant to show unity

and have common policy goals, so being overly competitive on issues and ideological

differences can potentially endanger intra-cabinet cooperation.

Basing competition around individuals is more promising. For one, personalization

in that sense can be employed without a great risk of backlash. This distinguishes

personalization from negative campaigning, since the latter is also more likely to induce

intra-cabinet strife and could therefore potentially endanger cooperation. Also, paying

attention to persons does not completely disregard issues: Kim et al. (2005) find that

information about candidates specifically also fosters knowledge on their issue positions.

Maybe this can be extended to politicians in general, and that being informed on a party’s

associates will also inform the public about what they stand for, without the need for

parties to centre everything around the issues themselves.

A focus on persons therefore does not remove issue-based competition from the

equation, but it circumvents it somewhat and can make it less potentially dangerous.

As far as cabinet parties’ ideological distance is concerned, I expect more personalization

in cabinets that are further apart. Ideologically close parties might find differentiation

difficult, but they are less at risk of being perceived as compromised or having

abandoned their values than parties who find themselves in a coalition that includes more

ideologically diverse members. So for parties that are further away from their partner(s),

it is more necessary to remind voters that they still have their own profile. If direct issue

competition does not appeal, personalization can help them achieve that goal.

Hypothesis 1: The higher the ideological distance within a coalition is, the more

coalition parties make use of personalization.

Within the context of increased mediatization, partisan dealignment and the added
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problem of blurred lines of responsibility and voters being potentially unable to tell

coalition parties apart (Fortunato and Stevenson, 2013), members of a multiparty

government are well advised to try and foster personal attachments to their party via

persons rather than issues. The perceived gain in attention and strengthening of affective

ties serves as their motivation in this case.

A second factor of interest is governance status, meaning whether a party is the senior or

junior partner in a coalition. While the two mechanisms explained earlier make sense for

both junior and senior partners, I argue that junior members of a coalition have a higher

incentive to make use of personalization. Senior partners are less in danger of getting lost

or having their positions perceived inaccurately since they commonly supply the head

of government, which tends to be the most well-known politician. If the senior party

manages to keep the profile of their leader as clear as possible, they need less extra effort

to have their efforts be acknowledged. Junior partners on the other hand face tougher

hurdles to keep themselves distinct in the eyes of the public. For them, it is crucial to

develop the personal brand of of one or more of their members, in order to benefit from

either of the mechanisms at play.

Hypothesis 2: Junior partners are more likely to make use of personalization than

senior partners.

Note that there are still plenty of incentives for senior partners to use personalization,

especially since is a strategy that can still work for them and is unlikely to upset their

partners. But I argue that the incentives for junior partners are a lot more obvious, and

they would therefore rely on it more.

Lastly, I expect that a party’s popularity ratings will play a role in their choice to use

personalization as a communication strategy. The more visible role of individuals – both

for parties and for voters – in the political process means that people rather than issues

can be a good way to reinforce the personal attachment to a party.

If a party sees a drop in popularity, they might judge it wise to leverage the personnel

at their disposal to try to favorably change popularity ratings that have been dipping

recently. Keeping the two mechanisms in mind, they might hope that any goodwill a party

has towards some politicians will rub off on them and show that they are more than just

a faceless organization. While popularity itself is not as closely tied to the fact that the

parties under consideration are part of a coalition, how they react to their popularity

ratings will give us an insight into how personalization is (or isn’t) used strategically by

parties as a reaction reaction to outside events.

Hypothesis 3: The higher a party’s popularity is, the less likely they are to use
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personalization.

4.4. Research Design

4.4.1. Unit of Analysis & Case Selection

The usage of personalization as a strategy in press releases will be analyzed. Press

releases are a suitable instrument for a party to present itself to voters and to showcase

its activities. Newspapers are the link between parties and citizens (Meyer et al., 2017)

and regularly relay the content of press releases to their readers. For this reason, press

releases lend themselves well to this kind of research, because I assume that a high

degree of personalization in press releases will carry over to news media. While I do

not analyze press coverage itself, the news media do have an incentive to center people

as well, for the reasons that have been outlined before, namely recognizability and the

“humanization” of abstract concepts.

Press releases from Germany from 2005-2018 and the Netherlands from 1998-2012 will

be used in the analyses. Multiparty governments are the norm in both countries, which

makes them suitable for for this kind of analysis. However, they do differ in some ways

which makes comparing them a promising endeavour. First, government dissolution is

significantly easier in the Netherlands than it is in Germany (Goplerud and Schleiter,

2016). Indeed, early termination of government happened for every legislature in the

Netherlands between 2002 and 2012. While the longevity of Dutch governments has been

increasing compared to the early 1990s and earlier (Timmermans and Moury, 2006),

the system still appears less stable than the German one, where early termination does

not occur nearly as frequently. Another point in favor of comparing Germany and the

Netherlands over a similar time frame is the study by Kriesi (2012), where he finds

an increase of personalization over time for the Netherlands only, while the results for

Germany are inconclusive. It is interesting to see whether a similar trend to the one

observed by Kriesi (2012) holds, i.e. whether the Netherlands is a more eager adopter of

personalization than Germany.

4.4.2. Independent Variables

To calculate the intra-coalition distance, I use the right-left (RILE) scale from the

Comparative Manifestos Project (Volkens et al., 2019) and calculate the maximum

Euclidean distance between the cabinet parties to assess how ideologically close a given

cabinet is. An overview can be found in tables 4.1 and 4.2. Information on a party’s

governing status, i.e. whether they are the coalition’s junior or senior partner is taken
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Table 4.1.: Dutch Cabinets & Maximum Distance

Cabinet Press Releases Parties Maximum Distance

Kok II 2661 PvdA, VVD, D66 29.311
Balkenende I & II 440 CDA, LPF, VVD 16.456

Balkenende III 3291 CDA, VVD, D66 25.612
Balkenende IV 396 CDA, VVD 25.612
Balkenende V 3973 CDA, PvdA, CU 7.987
Balkenende VI 518 CDA, CU 4.825

Rutte I 1600 VVD, CDA 9.801

Table 4.2.: German Cabinets & Maximum Distance

Cabinet Press Releases Parties Maximum Distance

Schröder II I 5648 SPD, B’90/Die Grünen 17.533
Merkel I 7330 CDU/CSU, SPD 27.765
Merkel II 7788 CDU/CSU, FDP 4.452
Merkel III 5520 CDU/CSU, SPD 26.132
Merkel IV 632 CDU/CSU, SPD 24.194

from ParlGov (Döring and Manow, 2021).4 The senior partners are bolded in the tables.

In order to test hypothesis 3, I need a measurement for a party’s popularity.

The German survey Politbarometer 5 contains the so-called Skalometer which measures

respondents’ attitudes towards parties and a range of politicians on a scale from -5 to 5

(Forschungsgruppe Wahlen, 2020). Unfortunately, I could not find a comparable survey

for the Netherlands (the closest I came was with a yearly poll among journalist to name

the politician of the year), so hypothesis 3 will only be tested for Germany.

One difficulty I have with the data at hand is that while attitudes towards parties as a

whole have been measured in every yearly iteration of the survey, the roster of politicians

they include among the questions about attitudes varies a lot. This comes as no surprise,

since politicians have come and gone, but it makes it difficult to leverage individual

politicians’ popularity in order to see its effects on mentions in press releases. For the

sake of consistence, I will only use the attitude towards a party as a whole as an indicator

for how popular said party is at any given time. While this does not allow to track the

relationship between a specific politician’s popularity and how often they are mentioned

in their party’s press releases, the attitudes towards the party as a whole serves as a good

overall indicator of how well they are currently doing.

The attitude measures for the parties of interest were aggregated on a monthly basis.

4http://www.parlgov.org/; site accessed multiple times, latest on September 23rd, 2021.
5https://www.gesis.org/en/elections-home/politbarometer/; site accessed multiple times in
July and August 2020.
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Figure 4.1.: Attitudes towards SPD between 2014 and 2018

The popularity of the previous month is used in order to give parties (and their press

offices) time to potentially adapt to changes.

Figure 4.1 shows the attitudes of survey respondents towards the SPD between 2014

and 2018, aggregated on a monthly level. While the original item in the survey asked

participants to place their attitude between -5 (very negative) and +5 (very positive),

the variable in question is recoded in the dataset to a range of 1 to 11, where a value of

6 would indicate neutrality. In figure 4.1 it can be seen that the attitudes do not vary a

great deal (the attitudes can be summed up as somewhat/slightly positive throughout),

with a noticeable spike in early 2017.

4.4.3. Dependent Variables

For the main dependent variable, mentions of high-profile party politicians in press

releases will be counted. For both Germany and the Netherlands, I included cabinet

ministers, party leaders, party secretaries, lead candidates and speakers of a party’s

faction since roughly the year 2000, as this fits my time frame. I deliberately excluded

any names of “party greats” from before approximately 1998 because they are not relevant
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to the kind of analysis I want to conduct.6 Furthermore, such names are likely to

be linked to foundations or buildings (e.g. Willy-Brandt-Haus, the seat of the SPD’s

federal headquarters) and would thus further bias the counts. I collected these names by

consulting party websites as well as Wikipedia. Eventually, I relied mostly on Wikipedia

and its various lists and tables to gather these names because of the website’s more or

less uniform structure (at least within countries) which made scraping them easier. A

list of all the Wikipedia pages I used can be found in section A.1.1 in the Appendix.

I then created a dictionary out of these names for each party, where I included both the

“first name-last name” combination as well as last names only, unless there was a high

risk of confusion. I used wildcard expressions for every name to pick up on alterations

on the names, e.g. in the case of a German genitive.7 I decided against uniformly using

only the unambiguous “first name-last name” combination, because looking at a subset

of press releases made it clear that cabinet ministers in particular are often referred to

by their title and surname (e.g. Bundeskanzlerin Merkel).

In an earlier version of this chapter, I had included all MPs a party had had in the

time frame of interest, but limiting myself to the more high-profile politicians should

improve comparability. In addition, it made it easier to avoid confusion, since I went

through all the names to ensure that they were unique enough to only refer to the

politician in question. In cases where I could not be reasonably sure that a mismatch

could be avoided, either because the surname was very common or because it could be

attributed to another politician, I only used the “first name-last name” combination.8

While some parties did have a higher “turnover” and thus ended up with a longer list

of names, the fact that I chose politicians with similar positions (ministers, leaders,

speakers etc.) means that how often they are mentioned is comparable across different

contexts. In the following, some descriptive plots will be shown and discussed.

The first thing to note is that there are overall few mentions of politicians, and an

overwhelming majority of press releases do not contain any of the names I was looking

for. Figure 4.2 shows all German press releases and how many names they contain. It

is obvious that personalization, if it occurs at all, does not happen often, as the vast

majority of press releases do not contain any relevant names at all. The second bar

plot in figure 4.2 excludes all the press releases with no mentions at all, to make the

distribution a bit easier to see. There is a considerable amount of press releases, a little

over 4000, that contain at least one name from the dictionary I compiled.

6Although it could be interesting to see at what point parties want the public to remember a well-known
politician from days of yore.

7For example “Kanzlerin Merkels Besuch in China”; trans. “Chacellor Merkel’s visit to China.” Only
looking for Merkel without the wildcard expression * would mean missing this example.

8One example is former German minister Kristina Schröder. She is a member of the CDU/CSU, but
a keyword-in-context search revealed that most mentions of Schröder in the CDU/CSU press releases
refer to the former chancellor Gerhard Schröder, who is a member of the Social Democrats.
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Figure 4.2.: Mentions in German press releases

Figure 4.3 shows the amount of mentions when the data is aggregated and summarized

daily for every party in the sample. Most “party-days” still do not contain any of the

names I look for, but the picture it is overall a bit more evenly distributed than in figure

4.2. This is not surprising, since the data have been aggregated. Still, personalization

defined as naming certain politicians in a party’s official communication is not something

that is practised on a large scale. The aim of this chapter is to analyze what influences

the usage of personalization when it does happen.

For this chapter’s analysis, I use two main dependent variables. First, the number of

total mentions, aggregated by month and party. I don’t differentiate between repetition of

one politician’s name and the presence of multiple different names, because both indicate

that the party in question want to put a spotlight on people. The repetition of a name

can reinforce this signal, whereas the presence of multiple names means that there is more

than one politician that that party wants the public to pay attention to. As a secondary

dependent variable, I use the monthly number of press releases that contain at least one

name. In both cases, I control for the total number of press releases a party publishes,

because the existence of a larger amount of press releases of course means that there
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Figure 4.3.: Daily mentions in Dutch and German press releases

are more opportunities to personalize them. While the total number of mentions is less

susceptible to the total number of press releases that are published on a daily, weekly

or monthly basis, it still seems reasonable to control for the total output of a party in a

given time frame.

Figure 4.4 shows the number of mentions, aggregated by month and averaged across

all parties in government at a given time; the dashed lines indicate elections. Figure A.1

in the Appendix shows the average number of press releases that contain mentions of

politicians, also averaged across parties. For this chapter, I do not include the closeness

of an election as an explanatory variable, but checking whether parties are more inclined

to mention individual politicians during an election campaign can be of help to see how

well the dictionary works. I assume that mentions of high profile politicians will happen

more frequently the closer an election is, not least because a party’s lead candidate will

receive a lot of attention.

Particularly for the Dutch elections in 1998, 2002, 2003 and 2006, a clear “campaign

spike” is visible. One would assume that the usage of personalization increases during

electoral campaigns as lead candidates (and potentially other important figures such as

ministers etc.) receive a lot of attention during that time. The graph for the Netherlands

seems to bear this assumption out, at least visually. In the German case, campaign spikes

can be clearly seen in 2005, and to an extent in 2009. For the subsequent governments

no such pattern is apparent, however.
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Figure 4.4.: Average number of monthly mentions in the Netherlands and Germany
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Figure 4.5.: Total number of monthly mentions for the CDU/CSU and SPD

Similar plots were made for the German parties CDU/CSU and SPD, also aggregated by

month, but this time showing the total amount of mentions, and not an average. The

results can be seen in figure 4.5

Campaign effects are visible in figure 4.5 as well, but the pattern is not completely

unambiguous here either. Judging by these graphs, the SPD seems to have used

personalization more intensely between 2003 and 2009, with a marked increase around

election campaigns. From 2013 onward, when they reentered government, personalization

must have been less appealing, at least judging by figure 4.5. The figure displays more

consistency for the CDU/CSU, with increases visible around the elections in 2013 and

2017. A drop in mentions for the 2013-2017 is visible here too, but that might just be

because there seems to be an overall downward trend in published press releases, at least

for the German case (see also table 4.2). I hesitate to draw any definite conclusions from

the figures presented here, but they do show some visual confirmation of my assumption

that mentions would increase around an electoral campaign.
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4.5. Results and Discussion

4.5.1. Results

Since both my dependent variables (mentions total and press releases that contain at

least one name) are count data, I will be estimating negative binomial models. Due

to the structure of the data, where multiple observations are clustered within larger

structures (parties, cabinets and countries), I am estimating multilevel models with

random intercepts. I used the lme4 R-package (Bates et al., 2015), which provides

an intuitive way to fit generalized linear mixed effects models to perform the analyses, to

estimate the relationship between the independent and dependent variables.

First, the full data set which contains German and Dutch press releases is used to

analyse how the distance between coalition partners and governing status affect the

usage of personalization. The model includes random intercepts at party and country

level. A lagged dependent variable is introduced to account for potential autocorrelation.

I lagged both of the main dependent variables by one month. PR stands for press releases.

Models 1 and 3 in table 4.3 each include country as an ordinary coefficient, models 2

and 4 use both party and country as grouping levels. The results shown in table 4.3 are

mixed. The maximum distance between coalition partners does seemingly affect the usage

of personalization in press releases, but the effect only achieves statistical significance in

models 3 and 4, where the number of press releases containing one or more names (PR

with Mentions) serves as the independent variable. However, the effect is negligibly small,

particularly with regard to the scale of maximum distance, which ranges 4.452 to 29.311.

For none of the cabinets in question, be they Dutch or German, can a tangible difference

in personalization be made by the effect of the maximum distance alone.

Junior partners in Germany and the Netherlands are, according to models 1 and 2

in table 4.3 more prone to have more mentions total in their press releases than senior

partners, but this effect vanishes in models 3 and 4. Interestingly, there does appear to

be a difference between the usage of personalization in Germany and the Netherlands,

with the latter being a more eager adopter.

Overall, I find no overwhelming support for either hypothesis 1 or 2. It is possible

that both the maximum distance between coalition partners as well as governance status

affect how members of a multiparty government use personalization as a communication

strategy, but table 4.3 provides no clear answers as to what these relationships look like.

In order to test hypothesis 3, which concerns popularity, I use German press releases

only, and add monthly popularity ratings as described in section 4.4.2. I estimate

another negative binomial model with random intercepts at the party level. The data

are again aggregated at a monthly level, and I use the previous month’s popularity rating
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Table 4.3.: Negative Binomial Regression for Personalization in Dutch and German Press
Releases

Dependent variable:

Mentions Total PR with Mentions

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Ideological Distance 0.003 0.003 0.006∗∗ 0.006∗∗

(0.003) (0.003) (0.002) (0.002)

Lagged DV 1 0.003∗∗∗ 0.003∗∗∗

(0.001) (0.001)

Lagged DV 2 0.006∗∗∗ 0.006∗∗∗

(0.002) (0.002)

Junior 0.158∗∗ 0.161∗∗ 0.079 0.080
(0.076) (0.077) (0.050) (0.050)

Total PR 0.023∗∗∗ 0.023∗∗∗ 0.022∗∗∗ 0.022∗∗∗

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Netherlands 1.691∗∗∗ 0.726∗∗∗

(0.182) (0.151)

Constant 1.124∗∗∗ 1.976∗∗∗ 0.775∗∗∗ 1.148∗∗∗

(0.176) (0.608) (0.139) (0.266)

Observations 835 835 835 835
Log Likelihood −3,609.868 −3,614.626 −2,593.115 −2,596.513
Akaike Inf. Crit. 7,235.736 7,245.252 5,202.230 5,209.025
Bayesian Inf. Crit. 7,273.555 7,283.071 5,240.049 5,246.845

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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to observe how well (or badly) a party is currently doing. All the other independent

variables are added to the analysis as well.

Table 4.4.: The Effect of Popularity on Personalization

Dependent variable:

Mentions Total PR with Mentions

(1) (2)

Popularity −0.050 −0.106∗∗∗

(0.048) (0.041)

Ideological Distance 0.003 0.008∗∗∗

(0.003) (0.003)

Lagged DV 1 0.005∗∗∗

(0.002)

Lagged DV 2 0.004∗

(0.002)

Total PR 0.014∗∗∗ 0.014∗∗∗

(0.001) (0.001)

Junior 0.199∗∗ 0.022
(0.095) (0.076)

Constant 2.050∗∗∗ 2.123∗∗∗

(0.326) (0.265)

Observations 344 344
Log Likelihood −1,255.545 −1,029.190
Akaike Inf. Crit. 2,527.090 2,074.380
Bayesian Inf. Crit. 2,557.815 2,105.105

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Once again, the effects of the independent variables vary depending on whether the total

amount of mentions or the number of press releases containing names is used as dependent

variable. Popularity has the expected effect in model 2, displayed in table 4.4, in that it

is negative, which indicates that parties will increase their output of press releases that

contain one or more politicians’ names when popularity goes down, and decrease it once

it goes up. This indicates that parties’ are reactive to how they are perceived by the

populace and will try to leverage the positive effects of personalization if they are doing

badly in terms of popularity. As in table 4.3, this effect is nigh insubstantial, with a rise

or fall of 10 points on the popularity scale necessary to increase the number of monthly

press releases that use personalization by one. While the Politbarometer scale does allow

for such an in- or decrease in popularity I would assume it is rather rare (a party would

have to see a drop from the very top of the scale to the bottom or vice versa between

one month and the next), so the effect of popularity, while significant in model 2, is too

small to lend credence to hypothesis 3.

The effect of maximum distance is interesting, and is indeed similar from what was

gleaned in table 4.3. There is a positive and significant effect in model 2 of table 4.4,

but once again, the effect is very small. Much as for popularity, the effect size makes

me reluctant to accept hypothesis 1 for the German case alone. And there is no effect

to speak of in model 1. All of this leads me to assume that coalition parties might use

personalization strategically, by reacting to either a loss or gain in popularity, or to a

particular constellation within a multiparty government that they are a part of, but that

present results are not strong enough to make any definite pronouncements on the matter.

The effect of governing status is also ambiguous, just as it was in the preceding analysis.

Junior partners in Germany might be more likely to increase the total number of mentions,

but the effect is, once more, to small to make a considerable substantive difference.

Overall, it seems that there is only very limited support for all three of my hypotheses,

but the results presented here offer an interesting first look at how coalition parties

strategically use personalization as a communication strategy. In the next section, I will

discuss some limitations to the analyses presented here, as well as some opportunities for

further research, in the following section, as well as within the concluding remarks.

4.5.2. Limitations

Before moving on to the conclusions for this chapter, I want to point out some limitations

to the approach presented here.

First, my approach is an approximation of what I have defined as personalization, and its

usage in political communication. I count how often political parties namedrop individual

politicians with a strong public profile, but I do not take the actual content of the press
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releases into account. As this chapter’s literature review and theory section have shown,

personalization as a campaign and communication strategy does not only mean a focus

on individuals, but on their actual personalities as well. The analysis presented here does

not meaningfully account for this aspect of personalization.

However, if one is interested in how personal traits have become a valuable asset in

press officer’s repertoire, I would not recommend looking at press releases only. While

I remain convinced that they are a suitable vehicle for the type of analysis I have

conducted here, i.e. looking at how often they show up in this particular area of political

communication, they are unlikely stray too far away from purely political messages.

While I have not personally read every single press release in my sample, I do not get

the impression that they are used for the type of PR that centers politicians’ private

lives etc. I would expect this type of message to occur more regularly on parties’ social

media accounts.

I went through different phases of compiling the dictionary. In a very early draft, I relied

on a database of politicians’ names9 and included only names of party MPs and cabinet

members for each cabinet under consideration. Based on feedback I received and my

own impression I abandoned this strategy rather quickly, and shifted instead to what

I have labelled as well-known politicians, or “party VIPs”, to put it in more colloquial

terms. While this switch meant that I would have to compile the list of names by hand,

it also gave me more control10 and helped to keep the dictionaries both manageable and

comparable across different contexts. Nevertheless, there is no guarantee that the lists

of names are complete and not missing some politicians who may not have held an office

at the time, but were nevertheless considered as important party members. I did try to

adjust for this by including different administrative roles into the dictionary (e.g. party

secretaries), but particularly for the earliest legislative periods in my sample (from the

late 1990s to the early 2000s) there is the possibility that the dictionaries do not include

every relevant name there is.

4.6. Conclusion

In this chapter, I looked at the usage of personalization as a communication strategy. In

an age of social media where the distance between ordinary people and public figures

becomes ever smaller, personalities become central and paying special attention to

individual politicians in their official communication can be beneficial for coalition parties

for a range of reasons.

9https://everypolitician.org/; site accessed on March 2nd, 2020.
10I could adjust the dictionaries in advance, for example by only including the first name-last

name combination for politicians with ambiguous surnames from the beginning. With the
everypolitician-database, I had to go through each entry to look for potentially problematic ones.
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First, the public might be more likely to be aware of a party’s preferred policies and

positions if they can tie these rather intangible concepts to a person. This in turn can

mean that coalition parties find it easier to differentiate themselves from their partners,

because they can leverage the presence of some well-known politicians. I have argued

that I expect personalization to happen in contexts where coalition partners differ from

each other ideologically, that it is a more interesting option for junior partners, and

that parties can use personalization to strengthen flagging popularity scores. In order to

test my hypotheses, I have analyzed over 39’000 Dutch and German press releases from

roughly the last 20 years.

The results for each of my three hypotheses are ambiguous and I hesitate to draw any

definite conclusions. There is conditional support for my hypotheses, in that parties

may be strategic in how they use personalization depending on how ideologically diverse

a coalition is, and it could be that junior partners use it more often than senior partners,

but more research is needed to confirm these assertions.

If we were to go one step further and ask ourselves whether a high degree personalization

is indeed the future of political communication, one research question presents itself: does

personalization actually work in terms of differentiation? Can coalition parties that use

a lot of personalization in their communication mitigate potential losses because voters

punish them for not sufficiently differentiating themselves? This chapter has analyzed

if and how coalition parties already use personalization, so the logical next step is to

investigate whether it pays off or not.

Aside from testing whether personalization helps to stave of potential electoral losses,

there are also other intriguing possibilities for future research concerning personalization

as a communication strategy. First and foremost, extending the analysis to more than two

countries to take more differences in context into account would help to either support or

ultimately disprove the assumptions that have been made in this chapter. Differences in

electoral rules and how they shape the usage of personalization are a promising extension

of this chapter.

Furthermore, it would be very interesting to “track” personalization for certain

individuals more closely, ideally prime ministers, top candidates or similar high level

politicians. In cases where popularity ratings for these individuals are available, it can be

analyzed how the party press offices reacted to an increase or a decrease in ratings: do

they stop mentioning them very often (if they did so in the first place), or do individual

ratings not influence attention paid to highly visible members or lead candidates, absent

a major scandal?

In section 4.5.2 I addressed that while press releases are a suitable medium to analyse

the use of personalization, they are unlikely to drastically move away from politics or

administrative content. However, there are some differences in what parties turn into a
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press release. Some press offices use interviews ministers or party leaders gave to a news

outlet to send out a press release, others publish whole speeches. I excluded interviews

in particular because even though they are sent out as a press release they constitute a

different type of medium (and because the constant repetition of the interviewee’s name

could bias the results I obtained). Future research could, however, investigate which

parties tend to include more interviews as press releases, and whether this practise has

become more widespread in recent years.

To more fully investigate personalization in political communication, it is necessary to

go beyond press releases. While personalization has been a topic of research long before

the advent of social media, the rise of political ad campaigns on Facebook, Twitter and

similar sites is very conducive to a further increase in the importance of the individual.

Press and publicity offices can use social media to inform people about parties’ political

activities and to center individual politicians. Social media, as a rule, is very focused

on people, and who parties put a spotlight on is an interesting question, as is whether

politicians’ presence on social media is used in a way to humanize them and make them

appear personable. Therefore, an analysis of parties’ social media usage can shed further

light on the ways in which they use personalization as a communication strategy.

While I have only looked at a small part of what the personalization of politics can

entail, I want to close this chapter with some general thoughts on some implications an

increase in personalization can have. First, I want to state that I do not fully subscribe to

the criticism that is sometimes levelled at personalization, namely that it makes politics

more shallow and, in the most extreme versions of this argument, can even endanger

democracy. I believe that making politics more personable need not be a bad thing, and

that it can help parties get their points across better, which is a a desirable outcome, as

it increases the degree of how well informed voters are. If we adapt the famous sentence

by McLuhan (1964) that the medium is the message, then it stands to reason that the

messenger, or the sender of a message, should matter too: it does make a difference

which politicians represent the party, be it because they were elected party leader, lead

candidate, or (prime) minister.

For voters to respond to how they perceive a candidate in terms of her personality is

nearly unavoidable at any rate, particularly in an age where audio and video messages are

so ubiquitous, so fighting against personalization to me is akin to battling Don Quixote’s

windmills. Where problems arise is when an increased proclivity towards “politics with

a human face” is misused by cynical actors who will deceive and manipulate voters,

and when biases prevent us from examining candidates with a reasonable degree of

objectivity. This latter point is particularly pertinent for candidates from traditionally

underrepresented groups like women, people of color, or members of the LGBTQ+
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community.

Maybe I am overly optimistic, but I believe that the personalization of politics can be

a chance to to (re-)connect the public and the political sphere. There are some caveats

that should be addressed, like the lack of objectivity in the evaluation of certain groups of

people. I do however think that, in the long run, personalization used right can increase

public engagement and interest in politics, and is thus more of an opportunity than a

risk for democracy.
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Chapter 5.

Issue Emphasis

“All of [the SPD governors of German states] show that it makes a difference

whether it’s the Social Democrats or the Conservatives who are in charge:

because we stand for free education, from childcare up to university; we stand

for good and fair wages and for the fight against precarious jobs; we stand for

affordable flats, because having a home is a basic right.”

Martin Schulz, January 20171

5.1. Introduction

The question of issues is central to politics. Which issues are being prioritized, how

parties position themselves and what the public regards as important are at the heart

of the political process. Recently, there have been whole election campaigns that were

understood to be driven by a few issues above all else. For parties, be they in government

or in opposition, having to compete on issues in particular is a given.

The introductory quote shows that politicians are eager to remind voters of what

their party stands for. Furthermore, they need to make sure that the public perceives

the importance of a party’s core issues, too. For parties that make up one part of a

coalition government, this applies even more: in the course of their time in office, coalition

parties more so than members of single party governments are at risk of losing their own

well-defined profile. Making sure that the public is aware of the issues a party is most

invested in is therefore crucial.

Political parties thus have an interest in responding to, as well as cultivating, public

interest in certain issues over others. Of course, they are hardly able to drum up interest

in a largely dormant issue on their own, absent any kind of large-scale movement

or big event that may reorder public perceptions of salience. More likely, they are

only one actor in a larger structure, all contributing to the ways in which an issue

1In a speech presenting himself as the SPD’s candidate for the chancellorship; own translation. Source:
http://www.spd.de/fileadmin/Dokumente/Reden/20170129_Rede_Schulz.pdf; accessed on May
28th, 2021.
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enters the political discourse. Nevertheless, parties will almost certainly (de-)emphasize

issues in a strategic manner. This means that they will emphasize issues to try to

get an advantage over other parties, and to signal to voters what they consider important.

This chapter is concerned with the ways in which coalition parties use issue emphasis

strategically to get an advantage over their partners. In particular, I will examine how

parties will communicate about issues are salient to them, and whether distance on

these issues between coalition partners influences strategic issue emphasis during election

campaigns. I analyze over 26’000 party press releases by coalition parties in Germany

from 2002-2018 in order to get a clearer understanding of how parties will use their official

communication to emphasize issues that are important to them.

5.2. Literature Review

This literature review should give the reader an overview of the different facets of issue

competition and selective issue emphasis by parties. I discuss prior research on issue

ownership, responsiveness and how coalition parties have used strategic issue emphasis

to their advantage.

Saliency theory states that parties compete with each other for votes by strategically

emphasizing certain issues over others (Budge and Farlie, 1983). The concepts of issue

competition and saliency is closely tied to the theory of issue ownership.

Issue ownership denotes that a certain issue, for example environmental protection,

can be attributed to one party more so than to others, and that they are therefore the

“owners” of said issue. It is expected that parties will emphasize issues where they are

well regarded, especially in comparison with other parties (Petrocik, 1996; Petrocik et al.,

2003). The logic behind this is that if a candidate or a party is readily associated with

an issue, they are more likely to be seen as in a position to handle it competently. It has

been shown that if a voter deems an issue important, he is likely to cast their vote for

whichever party he sees as most competent in handling it (Budge and Farlie, 1983). It is

a sensible course of action for parties or individuals to frame a campaign around an issue

which they know they will be associated with. Campaigns can, therefore, become less

of a competition between different factions, but between different issues, and who voters

think is most adept at handling the issue in question.

Because issue ownership is so closely tied to the idea of which party is best at managing

an issue, it is often measured in these terms, i.e. by evaluating public perception of party

competence. However, there also exists an associative dimension, which denotes the

spontaneous identification between issues and parties (Walgrave et al., 2012). Regardless

of dimension, most research on issue ownership utilizes survey data (e.g. Stubager, 2018;
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Stubager and Slothuus, 2013; Walgrave et al., 2009, 2012). A novel and interesting means

of assigning issue ownership has been proposed by Seeberg (2020), where the author

argues that issue ownership is earned by taking up a position as close to as many voters

as possible. The main takeaway is that theories of issue ownership are closely tied to

voter evaluations.

While issue ownership is largely stable, there is a certain dynamic to be considered

and issue ownership can change, even though such change might be largely ephemeral

(Walgrave et al., 2009). Trying to steal issues is therefore not advisable, but there is still

something to be gained by a party that pays attention to issues that are not exclusively

owned by them, particularly if these issues are important to the electorate (Damore,

2004).

Another aspect of party competition on issues is responsiveness, which suggests that

parties should be responsive vis-à-vis the electorate. Prior research suggests that parties

have an incentive to “ride the wave” (Ansolabehere and Iyengar, 1994) and pay more

attention to issues that are publicly salient. In general, research finds that parties are

responsive to voters’ issue priorities (Klüver and Spoon, 2016; Spoon and Klüver, 2014),

but that responsiveness changes across different contexts. Interestingly, opposition parties

appear more responsive than those in government and, less surprisingly, large parties are

more equipped to ride the wave and respond to voter concerns than smaller ones (Klüver

and Spoon, 2016; Wagner and Meyer, 2014).

While there seems to be agreement among researchers that parties generally want

to be responsive, just how they execute issue responsiveness remains an area that has

so far received little academic attention, but one that is particularly pertinent for how

political communication works in this context. Ennser-Jedenastik et al. (2020, working

paper, cited with permission by the authors) show that for parties have different ways of

increasing the emphasis on a given issue, all in relation to messages on every other issue;

and that issue owners are likely to opt for the most pronounced version, by increasing

their messaging on the issue in question while at the same time decreasing everything else.

In the previous sections, I have discussed both theories of issue ownership and

responsiveness as important aspects of party competition. Parties can gain an advantage

when they are the owner of an issue that becomes more salient among the electorate,

and responding to shifting preferences among voters can also yield rewards in terms

of their public standing or electoral success. Before moving on to the prior research

on issue competition between coalition parties, I want to briefly discuss valence issues,

because they too are important for this chapter. The term “valence issue” was used by

Stokes (1963) to describe something that everyone wants, but where there is disagreement

between which politician or party is more suited to achieve it. A good example is a
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prospering economy, which is deemed a positive thing by almost every person on earth,

where parties compete for voters by trying to convince them that they are the best at

handling the economy (Stokes, 1963, pp. 373–4). Parties are therefore competing less on

fundamentally different positions, but more on who can successfully deliver the goods.

Similar to the theories of issue ownership, there is a competence dimension to valence

issues, because absent clear disagreement between parties and voters on a given objective,

parties should try to differentiate themselves based on their competence (and others’

lack thereof) in achieving a goal, or by advocating for different (and, consequently, more

suitable) means than other parties do (Green, 2007, p. 649).

While there is not a lot of existing research that looks into how coalition parties in

particular compete on issues, and, more importantly for the purposes of my dissertation,

how they communicate to their voters about it, some studies have meaningfully

contributed to this developing field.

Martin and Vanberg (2008) show that coalition parties use parliamentary debates to

communicate about divisive issues to their constituents, particularly when an election

is near, and Sagarzazu and Klüver (2017) find that there is a higher diversity in issue

attention in party press releases at the beginning and end of a legislative term.

These studies demonstrate that coalition parties are strategic when it comes to issue

emphasis and do take their partners’ positions and issue attention into account when

deciding what to focus on in their communication. This chapter aims to build upon this

already existing work, by examining how coalition parties strategically emphasize some

issues and not others.

5.3. Theory

As chapter 4 has already discussed, parties in a coalition government would do well

to differentiate themselves considerably from their partners. They have to make sure

their own profile remains sharp, so that they do not risk having their political identity

and positions be subsumed by their partners. In chapter 4, I have discussed how

personalization can help them in this endeavor, now I will turn to how the strategy of

putting an emphasis on certain issues over others could be used in a similar way. The

main idea of this chapter is that parties will strategically emphasize issues that are

already important to them.

Issues are an important part of politics in general, and for political communication in

particular. Parties compete on issues and can benefit from an increased awareness among

voters about policy fields that are integral to a party’s profile. I argue that parties are

strategic in how they pick the issues they highlight in their official communication, and
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that competing on issues and using them as a means of keeping a strong individual profile

is potentially a very good idea, and something parties want to do.

In section 5.2, I discussed the theory of issue ownership, and how it shapes political

competition, and in particular the competition on issues. Theories of issue ownership

rely, therefore, mostly on the public’s perception, i.e. what issues are important, and

which party is best at handling them. In this chapter, I opt for a different approach,

and want to exploit the fact that parties themselves can give us an idea which issues

are important to them. When they write and publish their manifesto in the run up to

an election, they have to decide how much space to allocate to which policy area, which

gives us a valuable insight into what they consider to be their most salient issues.

When an issue is highly salient for a party, i.e. when they devote a comparatively large

portion of their manifesto to it, I assume that they have some degree of expertise therein

and want voters to think of them in connection with this policy area. It is unlikely that a

party would allocate considerable amount of space in their manifesto to an issue they have

little history with, or where they are not seen as competent. This chapter is concerned

with whether parties will try to use their most salient issues to their advantage, i.e. to

differentiate themselves from their partners and thus sharpening their own profile outside

of the coalition.

Parties are aware of the constraints that being a member in a multiparty government

puts on them. This means that they will strategically decide where and when to

focus their attention on their most salient issues. While I would expect that a party

will regularly leave considerable room for these important issues in their official

communication, increasing (and decreasing) their emphasis on them is always a

possibility, but one that comes at the cost of any attention that is paid to other policy

areas. Parties, especially ones that serve in government, will probably wish for a broad

range of content in their communication, and not be seen as too focused on one thing

only. This leads me to the core question of this chapter: under what circumstances does

an added emphasis on salient issues make sense for a party?

Timing is of essential importance. Research shows that the middle of a government’s

term in office is mostly dedicated to policy-making, and that during this time, parties

are more intent on displaying a sense of unity, while the closeness of an election, both in

the past and in the future, makes differentiation more likely (Martin and Vanberg, 2008;

Sagarzazu and Klüver, 2017). Outside of an external event that might prompt parties

to respond to an issue by increasing the attention they pay it, I expect a concerted and

clear effort in increasing emphasis on issues that are salient to a party when a scheduled

election draws nearer, i.e. at the end of a coalition government’s term. An increased

focus on salient issues can remind voters what a party deems important and might even

push an issue to the forefront of the campaign.

56



CHAPTER 5. ISSUE EMPHASIS

The elephant in the room is that such a strategy is hardly surprising, and therefore

unlikely to garner much extra attention (Helfer and Van Aelst, 2016). While this is true,

it still makes sense for parties to look inwards and put a focus on what they already

think is important, because while it may not be a particularly unexpected strategy, it is

a credible one. Campaigning heavily on an issue a party only has a limited history with

is unlikely to yield many rewards, because the party lacks a certain degree of credibility;

whereas doubling down on what is already salient to them can be beneficial. This leads

me to my first hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: The closer an election, the more parties will emphasize issues that are

most salient to them.

Of course, parties will likely strategically increase their communication efforts in cases

where they expect the most direct benefits from doing so. I assume that despite their

differences, big parties the CDU/CSU and the SPD have similar foci in their manifestos,

and that issues like economy will be among the most salient for most mainstream parties.

Economy in particular can qualify as a something akin to a valence issue, with a general

consensus among voters and parties that a healthy economic system is a necessity for

people to lead a comfortable life. So the benefits from prioritizing any of the issues that

are reasonably salient to all coalition parties might only reap marginal rewards in terms

of differentiation, because parties competing on the same issues could lead to diminishing

returns only. That is, unless they significantly differ in their position within said policy

areas. Parties stand to gain much if they can point towards issues where they disagree

with their partners, because it is a very straightforward way of differentiating themselves

from them on issues that matter. I therefore expect that the ideological distance and

differing positions between partners in a given policy area will strengthen the effect of

timing. To be precise, I expect that if an election is close, parties will put an added

emphasis on salient issues where the ideological distance to their partners is high.

Hypothesis 2: The closer an election, the more parties will emphasize issues that are

salient to them and where they are more ideologically distant to their partners.

To sum up, I expect coalition parties to strategically increase their emphasis on their

most salient issues because they want to sharpen their profile during an election campaign

and remind voters of their strengths. They can reap even more benefits from this strategy

if they differ from their partners in regards to their position on a salient issue, so I expect

that ideological distance will reinforce the positive effect an election campaign has on the

attention given to parties’ most salient issues.
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5.4. Research Design

5.4.1. Unit of Analysis

As I did in chapter 4, I will be working with German parties’ press releases in order to

answer my research questions. Press releases have been used for research purposes before,

mostly to study agenda setting (e.g. Grimmer, 2010; Haselmayer et al., 2017; Hopmann

et al., 2012; Meyer et al., 2017; Sagarzazu and Klüver, 2017), which is also what I attempt

to do here.

As it has been discussed in section 3.2, parties are free to craft press releases however

they see fit and what is more, they are mostly unrestrained in their choice of topic. While

external events might sometimes force their hand, parties are essentially free to set their

own priorities. In theory, they could publish an unlimited number of press statements

each month. While time and personnel constraints will keep their monthly output at

a reasonable number, parties do not have to limit themselves nearly as much as they

would have to for other means of communication, for example parliamentary speeches,

which are governed by an agenda that was set beforehand and which is usually difficult

to change on short notice, and are furthermore restricted in length by set speaking times.

By contrast, parties can use press releases to mention whatever and whoever they wish

to. In the context of issue emphasis, this means that parties can cultivate their own

agenda and decide which issues deserve attention.

Press releases are therefore suitable for this particular analysis on issue emphasis.

Often, researchers will look at party manifestos when determining which policy areas are

of particular importance to parties. While this is a reasonable approach, since manifestos

are the main showcase for parties and their thematic interests, and I partially rely on them

for this chapter as well, they are also static. Parties release manifestos in the run-up to an

election, in order to inform voters about their values and positions. Manifestos therefore

contain a lot of valuable information, but said information does not vary over the course

of a legislature. Press releases, however, are published almost daily (parliamentary recess

and holidays are notable exceptions) and allow parties to define their thematic focus anew

each day, week or month.

5.4.2. Classifying Press Releases into Issue Areas

This chapter will utilize the Naive Bayes (NB) algorithm to classify press releases. I

tried other classification methods as well, for example random forest and support vector

machines, but NB outperformed these approaches in terms of accuracy and reliability.

In the following section, I will explain how NB works, both in general terms, and I will

also explain how it was applied on party press releases for this particular analysis.
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NB can be termed a supervised method of classification as defined by Grimmer and

Stewart (2013) and relies on a labelled sub sample of press releases, which will serve as

a training set on the basis of which the unlabelled press releases will be classified. The

sub sample consists of 2742 press releases in Germany from 2010-2018. The labelling

follows a slightly modified version of the Comparative Agendas Project (Bevan, 2014),

created by Stoetzer et al. (2021). The codebook contains a list of 17 issue areas and can

be found in table A.1 in the Appendix. For the upcoming analysis, I use the complete

list of issues, but focused on a subset of 11 of them in order to meaningfully connect

them to data on the salience and position of every party under consideration on the

issues in question. The list of issues that I focused on and a table explaining how

they are defined based on CMP codes can be found in tables A.1 and A.2 in the Appendix.

Quantitative text analysis relies on simplifying entire corpora of texts in one way or

another in order to transform them into quantitative data. As Grimmer and Stewart

(2013, p. 272) explain, the aim is to retain important information for automated analysis,

while discarding anything that is unhelpful, tangential or too complex for further use.

Most commonly, it is assumed that documents are a bag of words where order does

not matter (Grimmer and Stewart, 2013; Jurafsky and Martin, 2009). Treating texts

this way may seem radical at first, but empirically, sentences where the whole meaning

changes based on word order are rare (Grimmer and Stewart, 2013, p. 272). Treating all

the documents in the corpus as a bag of words where word choice rather than order is

indicative of the topic of a document is the first step in treating large corpora of text as

quantitative data.

The press releases underwent a procedure of pre-processing, largely based on Grimmer

and Stewart (2013). Numbers, punctuation, URLs and symbols were removed. Words

were then stemmed, a process by which words are reduced to their stem or root.

Furthermore, so-called stop words were removed. Stop words are very common words that

do not add much to the texts at hand and mostly fulfill grammatical functions (Grimmer

and Stewart, 2013). It is customary to also remove other words that are both very

common or very rare, but do not belong to any pre-defined list of stop words. Grimmer

and Stewart (2013, p. 273) recommend omitting words that appear in less than 1% and

more than 99% of documents in the corpus. After trying different specifications, I settled

on removing words that appear in more than 80% and less than 0.1% of documents. The

vocabulary used in press releases is very diverse, which is why I adjusted the lower bound

in particular. Given the numerous different issue categories, it seems wise to account for

rare words that might still be informative for classifying a press release into the different

issue areas. The pre-processing steps were performed in R with the quanteda package

(Benoit et al., 2018). The next section will explain the process of classifying the press

releases into the different issue areas.
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Categorizing Press Releases with a Naive Bayes Classifier Individual

classification can be done using a whole range of different algorithms. Originally employed

as a means of “probabilistic indexing” (Maron and Kuhns, 1960), Naive Bayes has been

used to classify textual data along a variety of categories. Naive Bayes is a comparatively

simple, yet powerful approach, operating on the basis of a labelled training set that is used

to gain an understanding of the distribution of words for documents from a given category

(Grimmer and Stewart, 2013). The following explanation of the algorithm mostly follows

the procedure set out by Grimmer and Stewart (2013).

Naive Bayes takes its name from Bayes’ rule, and aims to infer that a document

i belongs to category k given word profile Wi (Grimmer and Stewart, 2013, p. 277).

We apply Bayes’ rule, where p(Wi) is dropped, since it is constant across the different

categories. That leaves the following expression:

p(Ck|Wi) ∝ p(Ck)p(Wi|Ck)

If we want an accurate approximation of the likelihood that a given document belongs

to a given category given its word profile, then we need estimates of p(Ck) and p(Wi|Ck).

Assuming that the documents in the training set are representative of the whole corpus,

we can then assume the maximum likelihood approximation of p(Ck), which is the

proportion of documents of each category in the training set:

p̂(Ck) =
Number Train Docs in Category k

Ntrain

Finding an estimate of p(Wi|Ck) is more tricky, because even in the case of texts that

are of medium length, such as press releases, each text will be represented by a large

amount of words. Each of these word vectors that make up Wi will only appear once,

which therefore implies p̂(Wi|Ck) = 0 for all i observations in the test set and all k

categories. More assumptions are needed, and this where Naive Bayes gets its name: we

introduce the naive assumption that given a document’s category, the words are generated

independently. This assumption is quite clearly wrong, because the use of words in a data

set can never be independent and is likely to be highly correlated. But despite this, the

model will still be capable to capture useful information for subsequent classification. In

a more formalized manner, introducing our naive assumption into the model will look

like this:

p(Wi|Ck) =
M∏
i=1

p(Wim|Ck)

In the above equation, m denotes the distinct words in a document. Using this, we
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then arrive at the maximum likelihood estimation of p(Wim|Ck):

p̂(Wim = j|Ck) =
Number Train Docs in Category k and with Word m used j times

Number Train Docs in Category k

Naive Bayes then assigns each unlabelled document in the test set to the category with

the highest probability. The classifier thus looks like this:

f̂(Wi) = arg maxk[p̂(Ck)
M∏
i=1

p̂(Wim|Ck)]

This is the mathematical basis upon which the classification is performed. In the next

section, I will describe the results of this process for my data in more detail.

5.5. Measuring Issue Attention

This section will give the reader an overview and some descriptive statistics of the

approach explained in section 5.4. The coding of the sub-sample which provides the basis

upon which NB classifies all the unlabelled press releases into issue areas was performed

by student assistants. Krippendorf’s α, a measure for inter-coder reliability, is 0.75, and

issue codings were matched for about 74% of the total amount of press releases (Stoetzer

et al., 2020). This is satisfactory for the purposes of this analysis, but some limitations

that these numbers entail will be discussed in section 5.6.2.

After performing the pre-processing steps described earlier, I split the coded sample

into a training and test set to determine how well the NB algorithm performs. 1700

press releases (out of a little over 2700) were assigned as training set, and the remaining

releases where used to test how well the classifier performs. Splitting it into different

training and test sets, I consistently achieved an overall accuracy of over 60%, with the

highest measure being 65.7%.

Running the algorithm on different training and test sets also sheds light on the

issues where the classifier performs well, and where it struggles. Where accuracy

simply indicates the ratio of correct classifications, each issue area also has measures

for specificity and sensitivity, sometimes also named recall. In a 2x2 confusion matrix,

specificity is defined as TN
TN+FP

, where TN stands for true negative and FN means false

negative. It indicates the fraction of all negative examples that are correctly classified.

Sensitivity, also known as true positive rate, measures the fraction of correctly predicted

positive samples, or TP
TP+FN

.

For a multi-class problem such as the one at hand (i.e. where the confusion table is not a

simple 2x2 table), these measures might be a bit more difficult to grasp, but it is actually

rather straightforward. Let’s make an example: in one of my test classifications issue
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1, macroeconomics, has a sensitivity of approximately 74%. Here, TP are all the press

releases coded as issue 1 that were predicted by the algorithm to actually be issue 1. For

this particular coding, 54 press releases are true positives. FN are all the press releases

that were hand-coded as issue 1, but the algorithm assigned them to another class. In

this case, the algorithm classified 19 press releases that were labelled as 1 by the student

assistants as belonging to other issue areas.

While specificity was consistently satisfactory, results for sensitivity were a little

more mixed, with issues 2 (civil rights), 16 (defense), 17 (technology), 19b (EU), and

particularly issue 20 (government operations) performing worse than the others. This is

not particularly surprising, since for example defense press releases were often wrongly

classified as international affairs, which is understandable, as these concepts are often

linked. Similarly, issues 2 (civil rights) and 12 (law and crime) tend to overlap. Most

of the wrong classifications seem to stem from issue areas that share commonalities with

others, which does not significantly detract from the algorithm’s predictive power. Since

overall measurements were still acceptable, I decided to trust the NB algorithm and

employ it to classify all the unlabelled press releases.

5.5.1. Validating the classification

Classification tasks of this type should always be rigorously checked for their validity by

other means than just looking at overall accuracy or similar measures for training and

test sets, which is what I will attempt do here. A very straightforward way is to choose

an external event that might have prompted a reaction from parties and check whether

such an increase in press releases in the relevant issue area actually took place. I picked

two issue areas, energy and environment, as well as immigration, and plotted the total

number of press releases per month that were classified as such for CDU/CSU, SPD, and

FDP. I did not adjust for the total number press releases a month because for now, I

am solely interested in spikes in attention for one issue over time, and not compared to

press releases that concern other topics. The results for energy are shown in figure 5.1.

Please note that for earlier versions of this classification, energy and environment were

two separate categories. All the analyses in this chapter were conducted with the reduced

set of topics, but I originally conducted this descriptive validation task with a wider set

of topics. An additional set of graphs in figure A.2 in the Appendix shows the results

based on the old coding where energy and environment were separate issues.

Originally, I was looking for an increase in attention around March-April 2011, when

an earthquake hit Japan and caused a nuclear disaster at the Fukushima Daiichi power

plant. This incident led to more intense discussion about nuclear safety and potential

alternatives, which I expected to be reflected in party press releases. Interestingly, this is

not really borne out by the data: there seems to be some increase in press releases around
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Figure 5.1.: Number of press releases on “energy and environment” per party
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the time I expected (notably for the FDP), but what stand out more for both FDP and

SPD (who was not in government at the time, but whose press releases published during

the tenure of the Merkel II cabinet were classified as well) is September 2010. This was

the month when the federal government decided on a lifetime extension on nuclear power

plants, which led to a massive demonstration on September 18th.2 It can be assumed

that there was more attention being paid to these events in particular because they

had a decidedly national focus, as opposed to Fukushima, which might have prompted

some parties to increase their messaging on the lifetime extension, but not so much on

Fukushima. Both FDP and SPD seem to have picked up the topic, either the decision

about the extension itself or the ensuing protest. The case of the CDU/CSU is less clear,

a spike in attention is visible in September 2010, but it does not stand out as much as for

the other two parties. Nevertheless, this suggests that the Naive Bayes algorithm seems

to capture such events, maybe more so if they are of national rather than international

importance.

Second, I analyzed issue 9 – immigration, in particular around 2015, when a theretofore

unseen rise in refugees coming to Europe via the Mediterranean had dominated both

the news and public discourse3, and I expected that to be reflected in parties’ official

communication. Just like for energy, this appears to be partly true: figure 5.2 shows that

the CDU/CSU increased the amount of press releases on the topic in late summer/early

autumn of 2015, and a similar trend can be observed for the SPD. Both parties apparently

increased the amount of press releases on the topic following the heated discussions that

took place in summer and autumn of 2015. The SPD overall has fewer press releases on

the topic than the CDU/CSU.

As for the relative increase both parties exhibit in mid-2016, the relevant press releases

during this time frame are mainly concerned with a new integration law that was

adopted by the Bundestag in July 2016.4 Again, this is consistent with the slight peak

around that time for both parties, even though the numbers are rather low overall.

While the classification includes 17 issues in total, I focused mainly on a subset of 11 issues

that I could match to data from the Comparative Manifesto Project (CMP) (Volkens

et al., 2019) in order to get values for salience and distance between coalition partners.

2Source:
https://www.zeit.de/politik/deutschland/2010-09/demonstration-atomenergie-berlin; site
accessed on May 4th, 2021.

3See for example articles published here:
https://www.bpb.de/gesellschaft/migration/kurzdossiers/217367/das-jahr-2015-ein-

rueckblick; site accessed on September 20th, 2021.
4Source:
https://www.bundestag.de/dokumente/textarchiv/2016/kw27-de-integrationsgesetz-

433728; site accessed on July 9th, 2021.
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Figure 5.2.: Number of press releases on “immigration” per party
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The issue areas and how the positions are calculated follows the scheme laid out by

Zubek and Klüver (2015), and the remaining issue areas are welfare, labor, economy,

immigration, environment, EU, international affairs, agriculture, civil rights, education

and defence. The exact way in which these categories where matched with CMP-data

can be found in table A.2 the Appendix.

5.5.2. Measuring salience and ideological distance

As described earlier, I decided to focus on 11 issue areas, namely welfare, immigration,

economy, environment, labor, EU, international affairs, agriculture, civil rights, education

and defence, as defined by Zubek and Klüver (2015); table A.2 in the Appendix displays

the issue areas and the respective codes. These issue areas were matched with CMP-codes,

which enabled me to add meaningful information from party manifestos to my data set.

Each of these issue areas was associated with one or more CMP-codes, on the basis of

which I calculated the salience of each issue area by determining how much space each

party allotted to it in the manifesto published for the election that subsequently made

them part of a coalition cabinet. Each CMP code indicates the share of quasi-sentences

that were assigned this code as a fraction of the overall number of codes per document

(Volkens et al., 2019). To arrive at the measure for salience, I simply added all the codes

that were assigned to an issue area. I then assigned each party a most salient issue area by

finding the maximum salience among these eleven issue areas. I then matched it with the

coding scheme that was used for the classification to determine how many press releases

were classified as being about a party’s most salient issue.

I also determined each party’s second and third most salient issues, and proceeded in

the same way, i.e. by adding the number of press releases for each of those, and then

adding them all together to get the number of monthly press releases on the three most

salient issues. An overview of the parties and their most salient issues can be found in

table 5.1. As I suspected in section 5.3, there is considerable overlap between parties,

with civil rights, economy and welfare making an appearance in practically every row,

in different order. These issues are likely seen as evergreens and have many different

aspects, which explains their popularity across the board.

For the differing positions parties might have on these issues, I also used a feature

of the CMP data, namely that some codes can be placed on the left or right of the

political spectrum. The coding scheme I relied on for this classification specified left- and

right-leaning codes for each issue, which I then used to calculate each party’s position.

I did this by subtracting all the “left-wing” codes from all the “right-wing” codes. A

value below zero thus means that a party holds more leftist views on an issue, whereas

a positive score indicates a more right-leaning position. For each issue, I then used the

Euclidean distance between parties’ positions to arrive at a measure on how far apart
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Table 5.1.: Most salient Issues by Cabinet and Party

Cabinet Party Most Salient Issue 2nd MSI 3rd MSI
Schröder
II

SPD Welfare Civil Rights Economy
Bündis 90/Die Grünen Civil Rights Welfare Environment

Merkel I
CDU/CSU Economy Civil Rights Welfare

SPD Welfare Civil Rights Economy
Merkel
II

CDU/CSU Civil Rights Economy Welfare
FDP Civil Rights Economy Welfare

Merkel
III

CDU/CSU Civil Rights Economy Welfare
SPD Welfare Economy Civil Rights

they are on each of the given issues. In chapter 4, I also used a measure for ideological

distance, the RILE-score that is already provided in the CMP data and works similarly

to what I have done here. The RILE-score, as the name implies, measures the overall

placement of a party on the right-left scale, whereas the issue areas constructed on the

basis of Zubek and Klüver (2015) allow me to look at ideological differences on specific

policy areas, and not only rely on an aggregated measure.

5.6. Results and Discussion

5.6.1. Results

Having prepared the data as described in the preceding section, I proceeded to aggregate

the press releases by month, while keeping the relevant variables that only vary by

cabinet, e.g. ideological distance, most salient issue area etc. The aggregated data frame

then contains information by month and by party. For example, in August of 2006, the

CDU/CSU published 69 press releases in total, 10 of those were classified as economy,

the party’s most salient issue.

My first hypothesis states that the closer an election is, the more attention parties pay

to their most salient issues. For this purpose, I calculated the weeks until the next

scheduled election. With the data aggregated on a monthly basis, I calculated several

mixed-effects models, with grouping and random intercepts happening on both the party

as well as on the cabinet level. I introduced lagged dependent variables, for 1 month and

12 months respectively, to account for the fact that there might be time dependence, as

well as seasonal effects for issue attention. Furthermore, I control for the total number of

press releases a party publishes each month, to account for busier times when the output

increases. The models were estimated using the lme4 (Bates et al., 2015) package for

R. The results can be found in table 5.2. In addition, I also estimated the same models

but with a “campaign dummy” instead of weeks until the next election. The campaign

variable indicates whether a scheduled election is less than three months away; the results
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can be found in table A.5 in the Appendix.

I used two different dependent variables: the first (Sum Most Salient) only counts the

number of monthly press releases for a party’s most salient issue, whereas the second

(Sum 3 Most Salient) adds the number the press releases on the three most salient issues

for each party and month. The issues can be found in table 5.1 in the preceding section.

68



CHAPTER 5. ISSUE EMPHASIS
T

ab
le

5.
2.

:
M

ix
ed

-e
ff

ec
ts

m
o
d
el

s
fo

r
th

e
in

fl
u
en

ce
of

ti
m

e
on

is
su

e
em

p
h
as

is
.

D
ep

en
de

n
t

va
ri

ab
le

:

S
u
m

M
os

t
S
al

ie
n
t

S
u
m

3
M

os
t

S
al

ie
n
t

S
u
m

M
os

t
S
al

ie
n
t

S
u
m

3
M

os
t

S
al

ie
n
t

(1
)

(2
)

(3
)

(4
)

W
ee

k
s

u
n
ti

l
el

ec
ti

on
0.

00
2∗

∗∗
0.

00
1∗

∗∗
0.

00
2∗

∗∗
0.

00
1∗

∗∗

(0
.0

01
)

(0
.0

00
3)

(0
.0

01
)

(0
.0

00
4)

T
ot

al
P

R
0.

01
4∗

∗∗
0.

01
5∗

∗∗
0.

01
5∗

∗∗
0.

01
5∗

∗∗

(0
.0

01
)

(0
.0

01
)

(0
.0

01
)

(0
.0

01
)

L
ag

ge
d

D
V

(1
M

on
th

)
−

0.
00

5
0.

01
0∗

(0
.0

05
)

(0
.0

06
)

L
ag

ge
d

D
V

(1
2

M
on

th
s)

0.
00

3
0.

01
9
∗∗

∗

(0
.0

06
)

(0
.0

06
)

L
ag

ge
d

D
V

(1
M

on
th

)
0.

00
4∗

∗
0.

00
1

(0
.0

02
)

(0
.0

02
)

L
ag

ge
d

D
V

(1
2

M
on

th
s)

0.
00

1
−

0.
00

01
(0

.0
02

)
(0

.0
02

)

C
on

st
an

t
0.

60
5∗

∗∗
1.

59
2∗

∗∗
0.

34
2∗

∗∗
1.

69
6∗

∗∗

(0
.1

44
)

(0
.0

70
)

(0
.1

22
)

(0
.0

88
)

G
ro

u
p
in

g
F

ac
to

r
P

ar
ty

P
ar

ty
C

ab
in

et
C

ab
in

et
O

b
se

rv
at

io
n
s

26
9

26
9

26
9

26
9

L
og

L
ik

el
ih

o
o
d

−
63

1.
84

5
−

81
0.

53
6

−
65

5.
48

0
−

80
5.

46
8

A
ka

ik
e

In
f.

C
ri

t.
1,

27
7.

69
1

1,
63

5.
07

2
1,

32
4.

96
1

1,
62

4.
93

7
B

ay
es

ia
n

In
f.

C
ri

t.
1,

30
2.

85
4

1,
66

0.
23

5
1,

35
0.

12
4

1,
65

0.
10

0

N
ot

e:
∗ p
<

0.
1;

∗∗
p
<

0.
05

;
∗∗

∗ p
<

0.
01

69



CHAPTER 5. ISSUE EMPHASIS

The results do not confirm my hypothesis, quite the opposite: As the variable for

weeks until the next election increases (i.e. the further away an election is), the more

press releases seem to be published on parties’ most salient issues. The pattern remains

the same, whether the independent variable is only the most salient issue, or the

sum of press releases on the three most salient issues. It appears that parties do not

significantly increase their messaging on salient issues as elections draw nearer. This is

surprising, since I expected them to play to their strengths and double down on their

most important issues during an election campaign. Table A.5 in the Appendix shows

that this counter intuitive effect remains the same if weeks until an election is replaced

by a campaign dummy that marks whether a press release was published within the

last three months before an election or not. There is no empirical support for my first

hypothesis.

While the closeness of an election alone does not entice parties to publish more press

releases on their most salient issues, it it possible that the ideological distance between

coalition partners on said issues plays a role. If parties think that they can gain an

advantage by drawing attention to differing positions, it should make it an even more

attractive strategy to put a focus on their most salient issues. To test the influence of

ideological distance on a potential increase in attention, I repeat the analysis shown in

table 5.2 (but with only one dependent variable, the sum of the one most salient issue for

each party), and add an interaction term that accounts for the distance between coalition

partners on the respective most salient issue. The results are shown in table 5.3

Like for the first hypothesis, the analysis do not lend credence to my theory: the

interactions of ideological distance and the time until a scheduled election (either in

weeks or measured using the campaign dummy) point towards an increase of press releases

during an election campaign if the issue is both salient and ideological distance is higher,

but the effects fail to achieve significance at any common level. This means that I cannot

confirm my second hypothesis, either. The ideological distance between coalition parties

on issues that are important to them does not meaningfully affect the degree to which

they use them during an election campaign.

Judging by these results, parties do not strategically increase the attention they pay

to their most salient issues, even when they could benefit by centering issues that are

both salient to them and where they differ from their partners. It is not unlikely that the

nature of the most salient issues has a hand in how the analyses turned out: economy

and welfare in particular are perennial issues that are always on parties’ and voters’

minds5, so it is likely that they will receive coverage throughout the electoral cycle

5See for example a range of Politbarometer surveys, e.g. https://www.forschungsgruppe.de/

Umfragen/Politbarometer/Langzeitentwicklung_-_Themen_im_Ueberblick/Politik_II/; site
accessed on September 20th, 2021. Unemployment, the economy in general and pensions appear
throughout, albeit with less pronounced spikes than other issues.
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Table 5.3.: Mixed-effects models; influence of time and distance on issue emphasis.

Dependent variable:

Sum Most Salient

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Ideological distance −0.002 0.0003 −0.015∗ −0.017
(0.008) (0.012) (0.008) (0.014)

Campaign −0.379∗ −0.385
(0.209) (0.248)

Weeks until election 0.002 −0.0003
(0.001) (0.002)

Total PR 0.013∗∗∗ 0.014∗∗∗ 0.014∗∗∗ 0.015∗∗∗

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Lagged DV (1 Month) −0.005 −0.005 0.011∗ 0.010∗

(0.005) (0.005) (0.006) (0.006)

Id. distance X Campaign 0.013 0.014
(0.021) (0.025)

Id. distance X Weeks −0.00004 0.0002
(0.0001) (0.0002)

Constant 0.864∗∗∗ 0.631∗∗∗ 0.909∗∗∗ 0.752∗∗∗

(0.163) (0.196) (0.123) (0.197)

Grouping Factor Party Party Cabinet Cabinet
Observations 368 368 368 368
Log Likelihood −877.882 −875.951 −915.772 −914.745
Akaike Inf. Crit. 1,771.764 1,767.902 1,847.544 1,845.489
Bayesian Inf. Crit. 1,803.028 1,799.167 1,878.809 1,876.754

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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with no noticeable increase while parties are campaigning. Perhaps these issues can be

classified as valence issues, where everyone broadly agrees (e.g. that economic growth

is a desirable goal), and competition on these issues shifts towards either differences in

ability to deliver or on the means necessary to achieve an agreed upon end (Green, 2007,

p. 649). I would therefore have expected that the distance on these issues plays a more

meaningful role, that even if an issue does not significantly distinguish a coalition party

from their partners because they both think it is important, they can still work with

differing positions to differentiate themselves sufficiently, but my results indicate that

this is not the case. The issue categories here are perhaps to broad to accurately reflect

such subtleties, which might explain why parties seem in general reluctant to campaign

on any of these issues, at least judging by these results.

As a last analysis, I used a similar approach to the first two analyses in this chapter,

but instead of the number of press releases on the most salient issue for each party,

I substituted it with the issue area where parties differed the most, e.g. where the

ideological distance was highest. The results can be found in table 5.4; and they

largely mirror what prior analyses have already shown, with communication efforts on

controversial issues increasing when elections are further away, and decreasing when

they draw nearer. This is also due to the fact that there is again an overlap, with

welfare and civil rights not merely very salient for all parties, but also divisive. Due to

the measurement of salience and distance this is not wholly surprising, and it means

that these analyses in essence replicated the ones shown in table 5.2. Table A.6 in the

Appendix shows the most divisive issue by cabinet. Since parties seem to meaningfully

disagree on civil rights and welfare in particular, these are unlikely to be valence issues,

which are marked by general consensus. Economy from among the most salient issues

could still qualify, but seeing as civil rights and welfare are marked by ideological

differences between coalition partners, it does surprise me that there is no greater focus

on these issues during an election campaign, particularly since most parties do agree

that these are important topics.

I have already discussed that parties are possibly reluctant to campaign on the same

issues, even though the issues in question are very important to them. In that sense, I

am not too surprised that I find no support for hypothesis 1, but that I find essentially

no support for hypothesis 2 either is more puzzling. I assumed that issues where parties

meaningfully differ in their positions can serve them well as a means for differentiation

when an election is close, but this does not appear to be the case. These results lead me to

assume that the German coalition parties under consideration are overall too reluctant to

compete on the same issues during a campaign, even though they have a different stance

than their partners do.
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Table 5.4.: Mixed-effects models for the influence of time on divisive issues.

Dependent variable:

Sum Most Distant

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Weeks until election 0.003∗∗∗ 0.003∗∗∗

(0.001) (0.001)

Campaign −0.432∗∗∗ −0.389∗∗∗

(0.095) (0.087)

Total PR 0.013∗∗∗ 0.012∗∗∗ 0.014∗∗∗ 0.013∗∗∗

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Lagged DV (1 Month) 0.003 0.010∗ −0.004 −0.001
(0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006)

Lagged DV (12 Months) 0.021∗∗∗ 0.018∗∗∗ 0.005 0.00002
(0.005) (0.006) (0.006) (0.005)

Constant 0.471∗∗∗ 0.814∗∗∗ 0.582∗∗∗ 0.914∗∗∗

(0.100) (0.099) (0.148) (0.151)

Grouping Factor Party Party Cabinet Cabinet
Observations 269 269 269 269
Log Likelihood −660.113 −666.245 −641.551 −644.210
Akaike Inf. Crit. 1,334.226 1,346.489 1,297.102 1,302.420
Bayesian Inf. Crit. 1,359.389 1,371.652 1,322.265 1,327.583

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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I did consider the possibility that if I look at election campaigns in particular, perhaps

using issue salience from the manifesto that was published before the last election is

not very meaningful, since at some point during the election campaign in question, a

new manifesto will have been published. The effects of the variable that indicates weeks

until the next election might therefore be interpreted as parties putting more of an

emphasis on these issues just after the election, to show that they are determined to

continue to pay attention to these issues in particular. However, the relative stability

of the three most salient issues for all parties under consideration displayed in table

5.1 makes me doubtful that this factor played a decisive role in how the results turned out.

It is worth noting that these results do not meaningfully disprove the assumption that

parties strategically use issue emphasis to differentiate themselves from their partners. I

theorized that parties will use their most salient issues – measured by what they pay a lot

of attention to in their manifestos – to effectively campaign against their partners when

an election date is approaching. The results do no support this assertion, but perhaps

points towards a different one: that parties use their core issues to keep a strong profile

outside of an election campaign.

The fact that there is considerable overlap between parties’ most salient issues is a

further indicator of this. To reiterate a point I made before, early on during a multiparty

government’s tenure, parties will, according to my results, allocate more space to their

most salient issues to drive home the point that what they deemed important during

the election campaign preceding their subsequent coalition membership is also what they

intend to focus on during their time in office. While parties should keep an eye on what

their partners are talking about, it is perhaps not as crucial to only focus on issues that

are “unique” to the party in question, or where tangentiality is reasonably high.

While I still struggle to understand why coalition parties might actively pivot away from

talking about their most salient issues once another election campaign is on the horizon,

it is possible that they try base their campaign on issues that actually differentiate

themselves from their partners, because they are not as omnipresent as economy, social

welfare and civil rights. Ideological distance is apparently not sufficient a means of

ideological differentiation to entice parties to campaign on issues that could be salient to

their partners, too.

5.6.2. Limitations

There are some limitations to the research design and analysis that were presented here.

First, while section 5.5 has shown that there is a validity to the classification provided

by the Naive Bayes algorithm, there are some drawbacks as well. On the whole, the

classification seems quite accurate and able to pick up on occurrences when an issue
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becomes more salient and parties want to react to that. However, there are some

caveats, particularly the non-exclusivity of the categories. While press releases tend

to be comparatively short and to the point, a lot of them do not neatly fit into one

category alone. For example, the FDP published a press release on demographic changes

in Germany and the various effects such changes can have on the labor market. In it they

described the intention of the coalition government of FDP and CDU/CSU to improve

education to stave off potential skill shortage by improving the educational system. Said

press release could be classified as either labor or education. The algorithm classified it

as the latter, but a good case could be made for either. I tried different classification

algorithms for this chapter, and while Naive Bayes ultimately proved to be the most

reliable, different approaches should also be considered for future research.

It is worth noting that this non-exclusivity is mirrored by the inter-coder reliability as

well: coders matched each other in issue categories in about 74% of all press releases in the

sub sample, and while this number is reasonably high, it means that there is meaningful

disagreement between human coders as well.

Furthermore, press releases are not entirely independent from their surroundings.

While parties do have a large degree of freedom when publishing their press releases,

the fact that my data consists of the output of parliamentary groups means they are at

the very least loosely bound to the topics on the parliamentary agenda. They are likely

to comment on current debates and subcommittee meetings, which restricts the press

office’s choice in topic somewhat. While this does not invalidate my approach, further

research should keep these circumstances in mind. A possible extension of this research

design could be to include press releases not only from parliamentary groups, but from

federal party press offices as well, at least for the German case.

I have already mentioned that the way most salient and most divisive issues are

determined makes the analysis vulnerable to bias when it comes to issues that are seen

as universally important and do not meaningfully distinguish parties from each other. In

the final section of this chapter, I will briefly discuss possibilities for further research that

takes the significant overlap between parties on their most salient issues into account.

5.7. Conclusions

In this chapter, I analyzed issue emphasis as a communication strategy. I theorized that

parties will use their “core issues”, meaning issues that they have put a focus on in the

manifesto that preceded the election that made them part of a coalition government, to

convince voters of their strong policy profile when an election approaches, and that this

effect will be stronger for ideologically divisive issues. I argued that issues which are both

important to parties and where they can convincingly point to how they differ from their

partners are particularly attractive topics during an electoral campaign.
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The results presented in this chapter do not, however, support my hypotheses. In

some models, coalition parties in Germany actually appear to de-emphasize their most

salient issues during an election campaign, and I do not find any meaningful effects for

the interaction between the closeness of an election and the divisiveness of an issue either.

I believe that the most likely explanation for these surprising result is the fact that there

is considerable overlap between parties and their most salient issues, which means that

despite how important they are to coalition parties, they are not suitable as a means for

differentiation during an election campaign, ideological differences notwithstanding.

While the results presented here are inconclusive, they do not disprove that parties

strategically use issue emphasis as a means of differentiation. I assumed that as election

day approaches, coalition parties would want to shine a spotlight on the issues that

are very salient to them, but it is possible that they are not very keen to emphasize

issues that are important to their partners, too. While I do not directly test this, it

could be that coalition parties will campaign on more unique issues instead, where

they have a better chance of standing out. This would be in line with Budge and

Farlie (1983) who assert that it is unwise for parties to fight over the same issues,

and with Sagarzazu and Klüver (2017), who show how coalition parties increase issue

attention diversity in their communication as an election approaches. Judging by

the results of this chapter, the concern of competing on similar issues outweighs the

potential benefits parties can reap by emphasizing issues that are clearly important to

them, and where they may differ from their partners in terms of their ideological positions.

In section 5.6.2, I discussed how the operationalization of the most salient and most

divisive issues is biased towards valence issues, or just issues that are always on the

agenda. For future research, finding a convincing measure of issue tangentiality could be

a promising start. Analyzing issues and how they are emphasized throughout the electoral

cycle would be particularly interesting in cases where a given issue is very important for

one party but not for the other. Judging by the results presented in this chapter, I expect

that a different pattern would emerge for issues where tangenitality is high, since they

are more appropriate to use for differentiation in an electoral campaign in particular.

I used party manifestos to derive the most salient issues for every party under

consideration, but there are of course other ways of operationalizing what a party’s core

issues are. I experimented with different ways of assigning important issues to parties,

some of which hew closer to a competence-based approach to issue ownership (i.e. who the

electorate thinks is most equipped to handle an issue), but none of them were convincing,

so I ended up using only manifesto data to calculate the importance and divisiveness of

the different issues. To further investigate the relationship between an issue’s importance,

its divisiveness and how much attention parties pay to it, I would suggest using survey

data to assign competence within an issue area to parties, or tying them to the party
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family (e.g. green parties and the environment). Indeed, I have entirely ignored the role

of the public, and what they see as important and who they prefer to handle a salient

issue; and any approach that brings public opinion back in is bound to shed further light

on how parties strategically emphasize some issues and not others.

Lastly, there are different ways in which parties can increase or decrease the attention

they pay to certain issues in their official communication. I have specifically looked at

one way – increasing the raw number of press releases on an issue – but there are other

ways too, for example by keeping the total amount of press releases on an issue constant

but decreasing everything else (see Ennser-Jedenastik et al., 2020, working paper cited

with permission by the authors). The different mechanics at play could provide another

interesting avenue for future research.
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“Has [his argument] not got down as thin as the homeopathic soup that was

made by boiling the shadow of a pigeon that had starved to death?”

Abraham Lincoln, Debate at Quincy, Illinois, 18581

“Mr. President, you are an asshole, if I may say so.”

Joschka Fischer, 19842

6.1. Introduction

Do coalition partners use negative campaigning against each other while they are in

government together? The introductory quotes are perhaps a bit too direct, but they

nevertheless show that there is often virulent disagreement in politics. Criticizing and

even insulting government from the opposition is straightforward and expected (although

I suspect that outbursts like Mr. Fischer’s are still extreme in their harshness), but

levelling any sort of direct attack on a coalition partner can have dire consequences. Not

only can it put cooperation at risk, it might even fall back on the attacker: they are also

in charge of government operations, and any sort of perceived failure they point towards

could just as well be laid at their own door.

Coalition parties therefore face a conundrum, because it does not pay off to be as

non-confrontational as possible. While they might opt out of openly insulting their

partners, they simply cannot go through the electoral term without ever disagreeing

with the other governing parties. If parties want to be perceived as independent and in

control, being critical towards coalition partners is inevitable. This leads me to the core

question of this chapter, if and when coalition parties criticize their partners.

1https://www.nps.gov/liho/learn/historyculture/debate6.htm; site accessed on September
17th, 2021.

2He was addressing Richard Stücklen, then vice president of the German Bundestag, see
https://www.sueddeutsche.de/politik/parlamentarisches-schimpfbuch-auf-den-strich-

gehe-ich-nicht-1.389241; site accessed on September 17th, 2021.
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After having discussed personalization and issue emphasis as viable communication

strategies, this chapter presents research on the most direct way parties can take to

differentiate themselves from their partners: they can openly criticize them, and by

“openly” I mean that they use their official communication channels to do so. Often,

individual politicians have levelled criticism at other parties or individual politicians, for

example in social media or in campaign speeches, but this chapter is concerned with how

coalition parties engage with each other in their official communication.

The following chapter is therefore concerned with parties looking outwards. While most

of my assumptions were formulated with a view to particular coalition constellations,

the previous chapters have looked at strategies where parties were mainly playing to

their own strengths, in terms of their personnel as well as their core issues. Here, I am

interested in how parties will shift their focus to their partners.

The aim of this chapter is to analyze how coalition parties employ negative campaigning

or attacks on their partners as a communication strategy. It will examine if and when

parties single out individual politicians in their official communication, and whether they

try to frame them in a negative light, and which other factors could influence the usage

of this particular strategy. The main contribution of this chapter is to give the reader an

overview into how parties can and do use their official communication to criticize their

partners.

6.2. Literature Review

“Attacks on others” in politics is often summarized under the label of negative

campaigning, and the two terms will be used interchangeably in this chapter. Negative

campaigning is directly linked to others, be they persons or organizations. Lau

and Pomper (2001, p. 73) define negative campaigning as “only talking about the

opponent - the (deficient) nature of his or her programs, accomplishments, qualifications,

associates, and so on”. Broadly speaking, there is a debate in the scientific community

between a strictly dichotomous and more nuanced definition of what constitutes negative

campaigning, where the dichotomous definition regards any sort of criticism as “going

negative”. This definition is very useful and indeed what I will stick to for this chapter,

but it has been argued that this is not in line with what voters may perceive as negative

communication, because most of them only disapprove of negative messages that can be

considered “mudslinging”, meaning messages that are unsubstantiated, focus on apolitical

attributes of candidates or use strong language (Haselmayer, 2019; Lipsitz and Geer, 2017;

Mutz and Reeves, 2005). A similar distinction of different forms of negative campaigning

can be made between personal attacks and performance based critique; with the latter

becoming more likely the higher up one moves on the political ladder (Iyengar, 2011,
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p. 174).

A lot of the studies that examine the use negative campaigning have focused on the

US, both at the federal and state level (e.g. Damore, 2002; Lau and Pomper, 2004;

Peterson and Djupe, 2005), but over the past 20 years, research on the use of negativity

in Western Europe has made great strides (Elmelund-Præstekær, 2008; Hansen and

Pedersen, 2008; Haselmayer and Jenny, 2018; Maier and Renner, 2018; Nai, 2013; for a

good overview see Haselmayer, 2019). Still, research on how negative campaigning works

in the context of multiparty systems remains somewhat underdeveloped, with many

assumptions about the usage of negativity coming directly from literature on the US

case (Haselmayer, 2019). One of the main differences between negativity in the US and

Europe is that the risks and benefits of negative campaigning become more diffuse in a

multiparty system. In a setting where more than two parties are competing with each

other, two parties exchanging barbed comments in the hopes of diminishing the other’s

electoral prospects cannot really prevent a voter to cast her ballot for a third party

(Elmelund-Præstekær, 2008, 2010; Hansen and Pedersen, 2008; Haselmayer, 2019).

Studies that focus on the US in particular have seen a rise in negativity in presidential

campaigns (Geer, 2012). There are different reasons for why negativity is increasing.

Iyengar (2011) writes that because politics is widely seen as a dirty business, an attack

against someone else is more credible than just promoting a candidate’s virtues (Iyengar,

2011, p. 175). The potential benefits of going negative are rather straightforward: making

other parties and their political record look bad can help to raise one’s own profile,

particularly if a comparison is made. While the research on the electoral effects of

negative campaigning remains largely inconclusive, negative campaign ads tend to be

more memorable (Lau et al., 2007). Another reason for more negativity in politics is the

rise in party polarization, with candidates disagreeing more about policy than they did

before (Geer, 2012).

Negative campaigning cannot be understood, however, without taking into account the

role of the media. Concerns of newsworthiness are important to candidates who want to

get (positive) media coverage, but will find it hard to get attention with “unsurprising”

messages. They may thus conclude that negativity is more likely to grab the attention

of the media (De Nooy and Kleinnijenhuis, 2013). Geer (2012) argues that the media

cover negative ads to such an extent that candidates have more reason to produce them.

I discussed a similar dynamic in the literature review in chapter 4, where the focus was

on the rise of personalization in politics, and the question of whether it was the media or

politics who started it all. Regardless of who is responsible for this increase in negativity,

it seems undeniable that the general tone of politics has become harsher.

Who uses negative campaigning, and why? There are backlash effects to going negative,
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because it can alienate voters (Garramone, 1984), so parties will attack others when they

assume that the benefits are greater than the risks (Haselmayer, 2019). Research has

shown that negative messages tend to be more memorable (Lau et al., 2007), and that it

is likewise a good strategy to get publicity (Haselmayer et al., 2017).

Still, not every party is equally likely to try to reap the potential benefits of negative

campaigning. Broadly speaking, parties are more likely to go negative if they are doing

badly in the polls (Haselmayer, 2019) and if they are the challenger in a given race

(Druckman et al., 2009). This last finding in particular has been confirmed to be

the case not just in US-style two party systems, but in multiparty systems as well

(Elmelund-Præstekær, 2010; Hansen and Pedersen, 2008; Walter and Van der Brug,

2013). However, it has also been shown that in a multiparty context, excessive negative

campaigning can be dangerous even for opposition parties, because it harms a party’s

potential to participate in a future coalition government (Walter and Van der Brug, 2013,

p. 382).

When it comes to the usage of negative campaigning, there are potential differences

across channels. The more control over a medium parties exert, the less likely they

are to engage in negative campaigning (Walter and Vliegenthart, 2010), and direct

interaction facilitates negativity (Elmelund-Præstekær, 2010), which means that debates

are the most likely to elicit the kind of reactions from politicians that can be described

as targeted attacks. These conditions have been analyzed in multiparty systems above

all, and as Elmelund-Præstekær (2010) points out, this can mean that comparisons

between Europe and the United States are difficult, because much research on negative

campaigning relies on campaign ads, which are not very common on this side of the

Atlantic.

Do coalition parties engage in negative campaigning? There is little research on the use

of negativity by coalition parties in particular. By all accounts, they represent a least

likely case, because first and foremost, they need to keep relations with their partners on

a mostly positive and respectful level. Furthermore, in a multiparty system they cannot

be to aggressive to opposition parties, because they should not preemptively disqualify

themselves from ever governing together (Walter and Van der Brug, 2013). However,

the fact that members of a multiparty cabinet have to take measures to differentiate

themselves from their partners (Sagarzazu and Klüver, 2017) implies that just relying on

positive messages and completely leaving other members of the coalition out of official

communication is not a winning strategy. Accordingly, Haselmayer and Jenny (2018)

show that there is indeed criticism between coalition partners, but that they mostly

engage in “friendly fire” and refrain from burning bridges. Taking what prior research

on negative campaigning has found into account, this is intuitively understandable. The

increase in polarization, the role of the media and the fact that coalition parties have to
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do their best to differentiate themselves from their partners means that using negativity

as a communication strategy might appeal, despite some of the constraints put upon

them by contextual factors and their concerns of not going “too negative”.

6.3. Theory

Previous research has shown that parties are no strangers to negative campaigning and

attacks on others, but that coalition parties tend to hold back when criticizing each

other (see Haselmayer and Jenny, 2018). Nevertheless, pointing to their partners failures

can yield rewards: criticizing flaws is an effective means of differentiation. Displaying

disagreement clearly conveys how a party differs from their partner, which will help the

party levelling the criticism to stand out from the rest, at least if the critique is perceived

by others and is judged to be credible. Furthermore, by criticizing their partners, parties

can demonstrate to their voters that they are unwilling to overlook mistakes their partners

have made. If done well, this lends credibility to a party and they can avoid being seen

as a pushover.

The reasons that cabinet parties have to stand out and be perceived as their own entity

have been outlined in previous chapters, and will thus not be recapped at length here. In

essence, coalition parties rely on the support of their partners, but cannot afford to lose

their identity or be seen as too compromising lest they be punished by voters and lose

any influence over policy when they get voted out of government at the next election.

Coalition parties therefore have to be careful when differentiating themselves in order

not to be seen as bad team players, but they cannot afford to not set themselves apart

either. Calling out their partners represents the most straightforward way to differentiate

themselves, and this section will discuss when and how parties can use attacks on partners

or negative campaigning as a communication strategy.

6.3.1. The collective vs. the individual

The main thrust of the theoretical part of this chapter relies on arguments similar to

those in chapter 4, namely how there is a difference between collective and individual

actors, and that this distinction is perceived by the wider public.

My main assumption is that parties have a choice when it comes to addressing their

partners in their official communication: they can either mention them by any of their

well-known names (abbreviations or full name, e.g. SPD and Sozialdemokraten), or they

can single out individual politicians belonging to a partner’s party. These two approaches

send different signals to a wider audience and their respective usage is influenced by

different factors, which will be outlined in the following section.

It makes a difference whether a party references another party by its name or whether

they single out an individual politician belonging to said party. Even without knowing
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the full context, I assume that the intent is different in these two cases. The motive

behind using a party’s name is ambiguous and can be interpreted in many ways, and

might be completely neutral. In most cases, it may just be an oft used phrase, like

“On this day, the coalition between CDU/CSU and SPD has decided that...” I argue,

however, that calling individual politicians by name sends less ambiguous signals and can

be understood as the sender singling that person out, and not necessarily in a positive

way. Indeed, I would argue that mentioning another politician by name can even be

interpreted as an attack, especially if there is an election looming on the horizon.

There are a variety of reasons why coalition parties will name their partners as an entity

in their official communication, and it can happen both in the spirit of showing unity, and

to differentiate themselves from them. The first case is relatively straightforward: talking

about joint efforts, like policy reforms that were achieved together, puts an emphasis on

cooperation and on the importance of working together. It is easy to understand why

coalition parties will want to do this, and that there is little strategic thought behind it

other than informing the public about what a coalition is doing, at least outside of an

election campaign.

Coalition parties are likely aware that they should not give their partners too much

extra publicity and concentrate largely on their own efforts. While it is natural and often

unavoidable to talk about their partners as an entity (e.g. by using party names, see the

example above), they will be careful and act more strategically when it comes to naming

specific politicians from among the ranks of their fellow coalition members. I argue that

unless the politician in question is currently embroiled in a scandal and the other parties

actively try to distance themselves, there usually is little to no reason to single anyone

out, unless an attempt at criticizing them in particular is made.

This is where my main argument comes in: levying criticism at an individual,

particularly in a multiparty government, can be more effective than trying to attack the

party as a whole. In the following paragraphs, I will outline why I believe this to be the

case.

In chapter 4, I argued that persons can serve as a shorthand to help voters identify a

party’s key positions and to reinforce the potential attachment a voter might feel for the

party in question. Here, I argue that the that a similar mechanism might apply in the

case of negative campaigning: namely, that it is easier to level criticism at an individual

than at a party in order to make it stick. Especially during an electoral campaign, when

there is a more intense focus on individual candidates, other parties can use the exposure

of said candidates to disagree with them, or even level outright attacks against them.

If a candidate does not manage to convince voters that they are the best option, it can

seriously hurt a party’s electoral prospects, and party manifestos might even become
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secondary to the perceived flaws of their main candidates.

The obvious case is when there is a scandal, for example when a politician is caught

engaging in illegal activities. But there are other examples of when weak performances or

blunders by candidates are said to have negatively influenced their own and their party’s

electoral standing. A good example of this is the UK Labour Party around 2014. Ed

Miliband, then opposition leader, was photographed eating a bacon roll, and the resulting

picture was anything but flattering. Despite shows of solidarity by fellow politicians, the

image became a meme and while it is impossible to say how much substantial influence

it actually ended up having on the results of the general election of 2015, it definitely did

not help either Ed Miliband or the Labour Party.3 In fact, as I am writing these lines in

early September 2021, most polls show that the German CDU is hovering around the 20%

mark and in one poll even briefly dipped below that, a historic low for the party.4 This

poor performance has largely been attributed to their lead candidate, Armin Laschet,

and his various blunders and general struggle to generate enthusiasm for his person or

his party.5

In short, individuals matter, and so do optics. The image any highly visible politician

presents is a crucial factor in a party’s success or lack thereof. This means that their

direct competitors, even though they may together form a coalition government, can use

this to their advantage, and exploit potential weaknesses.

Targeting an individual member may paradoxically be a more “safe” way of levying

criticism against partners: not the party as a whole is the focus of an attack, but only

certain individuals. While every attack against an individual necessarily has to extend

to their party in some way, the senders of a negative message may prefer to hide behind

such a defense in order to still keep up good relations with their partner. Of course, this

argument only goes so far: if a party often and harshly criticizes a politician from another

party, they are bound to rise to the bait eventually. In extreme cases, such extended

bouts of negative campaigning could put cooperation between a coalition partners at

risk, which is why parties should carefully consider to what extent they want to provoke

their partners.

For the reasons outlined above I assume that if a party uses the name of a politician

belonging to another cabinet party in their official communication, it is most likely done

in order to levy criticism against them. While criticism against individuals need not

3See for example
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/ed-miliband-bacon-sandwich_n_

5bbe27b0e4b01470d0580898; site accessed on August 30th, 2021.
4See https://www.wahlrecht.de/umfragen/forsa.htm; site accessed on September 7th, 2021.
5The latest results on Monday, September 27th, 2021, show the CDU/CSU at 24.1%, which is
a loss of almost 9% compared to 2017 (see https://www.zeit.de/politik/deutschland/2021-

09/wahlergebnisse-bundestagswahl-2021-wahlkreise-karte-deutschland-live; site accessed
on September 27th, 2021). So they did indeed end up losing a considerable amount of votes.
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extend to criticism of the party as a whole, it is still an effective way of using negative

campaigning to differentiate oneself from other parties. In the following paragraphs, I

will outline the factors I assume influence the use of this sort of negative campaigning

by coalition parties.

First, timing plays an important role for the usage of negative campaigning as

a communication strategy. During election campaigns, parties will nominate their

Spitzenkandidat (the closest English equivalent to this term is probably front runner

or lead candidate), particularly in contexts where they compete for the chancellorship or

the position of prime minister. These candidates are meant to represent the party and

its goals, and therefore make for good targets to point towards what their competitors

see as weaknesses.

Election campaigns where parties decide on a Spitzenkandidat are a good time for other

parties to engage with these candidates directly, and to attack them in order to convince

voters that they have kept their strong individual profile. Measuring themselves against

their partner’s front runner offers prime opportunities to sharpen their (and potentially

their own front runner’s) profile.

Election campaigns need not only focus on front runners. In addition to mentioning

these politicians in particular, parties might also take this chance to criticize other

well-known members of their party, for example ministers. Similar reasons to attacking

front runners apply here as well: disagreeing with individuals is more effective than

disagreeing with a collective. Furthermore, as the legislative term draws to a close, parties

might become less risk averse. I have already discussed how attacking partners is a very

pointed and thus effective yet also potentially dangerous strategy that can be employed

when coalition parties want to differentiate themselves from their partners. If elections

are close and a coalition government nears its (temporary) end, cabinet parties might not

hold back as much anymore, and be more straightforward with criticism levelled at their

partners.

This leads me to the formulation of the first hypothesis, which is concerned with

the effect of time on parties mentioning individual politicians. For the sake of

comprehensibility, I will refer to individual politicians that belong to another coalition

party as hostile politicians. This term might overstate the case, but it is easier to read

than “individual politician belonging to another cabinet party.”

Hypothesis 1: The closer an election, the more parties will mention hostile politicians

in their official communication.
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6.3.2. Analyzing Context

So far, this section has outlined how mentioning hostile politicians instead of or in addition

to party names can be seen as confrontational, and how I expect that parties strategically

opt for this kind of criticism when the legislative period is drawing to a close. But of

course, the actual context matters as well: what sentiment do the messages that mention

parties and/or hostile politicians convey?

The previous section has outlined that I expect mentioning a hostile politician in a

party’s official communication carries with it the sense that an individual is singled

out, and that this does not necessarily send a positive signal. I therefore also want

to test whether the mention of a hostile politician’s name has implications for the overall

sentiment of a message. As in chapters 4 and 5, I use party press releases to study the

strategic use of different communication strategies. In line with the assumption that

“name-calling” done by another party can be seen as a more pointed and possibly hostile

form of address, I assume that the presence of a name goes hand in hand a more negative

tone to the press release. This does not necessarily only apply to the portion of text that

contains a name, but to the press release as a whole. Embedding names in an overall

negative context can be a more subtle form of negative campaigning than direct critique

would be, so it can still be counted as an attack, but more of a veiled one. This is the

subject of my second hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: If a message contains the name of a hostile politician, its overall

sentiment will be more negative.

Hypothesis 2 is something akin to a test of the main assumption, namely that if

singling out a politician from a different party should indeed be understood as a critique,

then it stands to reason that this is done in a negative rather than positive context.

Lastly, I assume that the ideological distance between coalition parties will also influence

the relationship suggested by hypothesis 2. Ideological distance has played a role in every

chapter thus far as one of the main factors in which coalitions differ from each other, and

I assume that it will also play a role for negative campaigning. In particular, I assume for

coalitions that are further apart, the tone will be more negative. In cases where parties

that are more ideologically diverse come together to form a coalition, they will be keen

to remind their voters that they have not betrayed their principles and will criticize their

partners.

In chapter 4 I looked at the effect of ideological distance on the usage of personalization,

and theorized that higher distance corresponds to more personalization, because

personalization is a strategy parties can use to differentiate themselves without directly

engaging with their partners. I remain convinced of that particular argument, but I would
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add that ideological distance does not preclude negative campaigning, especially in cases

where parties want to demonstrate that they remain true to their values and positions.

Therefore, I assume that for coalitions parties that are further apart, the press releases

that mention their partners will take on a more negative tone.

Hypothesis 3: The higher the ideological distance between coalition partners, the

more negative the tone of a message that contains the name of a hostile politician.

6.4. Research Design

6.4.1. Unit of Analysis

Just as in the preceding chapters, I will be using party press releases as the main unit

of analysis. Their suitability for the research questions that my dissertation is concerned

with has been discussed before, so just as for the theory section, not everything will

be repeated here. Some words on the role of press releases when it comes to negative

campaigning and attacking partners are in order, however. As Walter and Vliegenthart

(2010) write, the communication channel matters when it comes to negative campaigning,

especially in regards to the control parties can exert over the respective channels. The

authors find that the less control political actors have over a communication channel,

the more attacks on politicians as opposed to other targets are reported (Walter and

Vliegenthart, 2010, p. 456). This makes press releases not highly likely to carry all-out

attacks on opponents, since parties have full control over their content. However, this

does not mean that press releases cannot be used as a tool to criticize other parties and

politicians, just that I do not expect to encounter many straightforward attack-statements

(e.g. “politician X is incompetent and corrupt”), especially not levelled at coalition

partners. But since parties can use press releases for positive and negative coalition signals

(Adendorf, 2021, working paper, cited with permission by the author), I argue that they

are also used to criticize partners, in one way or another. The research design that will

be described in the following section was conceptualized to reflect these subtleties.

I have selected Germany 2002-2018, a period which covers 4 “complete” cabinets6,

and one, Merkel IV, which started in early 2018. The composition of these coalition

governments can be seen in table 3.1. Taken together, I have analysed over 26’000 press

releases by the CDU/CSU, SPD, FDP and Bündnis 90/Die Grünen. The exact numbers

can be seen in tables 3.1 and 3.3 as well. I chose this time frame in particular because it

offers some variation in terms of the parties that were participating in government and

6I counted the caretaker cabinet made up of CDU/CSU that followed the 2017 election as a continuation
of the one preceding it, ending with the official swearing in of the Merkel IV cabinet on March 14th,
2018. In general, I am using the date of swearing in of a new cabinet as their official start date, with
the time in between that event and the election counting towards the old cabinet.
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it includes 4 election campaigns. Also, it is in line with the rest of my dissertation that

analyzes these same cabinets.

6.4.2. Measuring attacks on partners

In many ways, the this chapter’s research design mirrors the one on personalization in

chapter 4, where I used a dictionary-approach to detect mentions of individual politicians

to check to what degree parties personalize their press releases, and whether popularity

plays a role in how much personalization there is. In the personalization chapter, I

used a dictionary of well-known party members, which includes cabinet members, front

runners, parliamentary party leaders and state governors. I proceed similarly here, but

with a reduced dictionary, but I did include party names, which I purposely left out

in the chapter on personalization, since a party using its own name is not particularly

meaningful.

For the reduced dictionary, I restrict myself to cabinet members and front runners,

since they seem to be the most likely recipients of critique, especially as an election

approaches. As mentioned, I also include party abbreviations (e.g. SPD) and other

common names for parties (e.g. Sozialdemokraten). I use wildcard expressions (for the

previous example, that would be sozialdemokrat* ) to catch different variations of these

expressions. For the analysis, I differentiate between the presence of the name of a

hostile politician and the mention of a party name or adjective/noun. Notably, both of

these can be present in the same press release (e.g. “der sozialdemokratische Politiker

Heiko Maas”), but the dictionary was set up in a way that it will record a hit for each

category, and differentiation between the two cases remains possible.

Overall, parties rarely mention their partners, be it by name or by mentioning individual

politicians. The vast majority of press releases does not contain any name of interest, as

can be seen in figure 6.1. On the whole, parties seem disinclined to use press releases to

address their partners. Nevertheless, it does happen, so an analysis of what influences

the usage of this strategy is the main question of this chapter.
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Figure 6.1.: Mentions total

Figure 6.2.: Mentions over time

Figure 6.2 shows the total number of mentions of individual politician’s names (summed
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up for every coalition party) across the time frame of interest. A pattern seems apparent

to me, especially for the election campaigns of 2009 and 2017, where clear spikes in

mentions are visible, which lends some visual confirmation to my first hypothesis, namely

that mentioning politicians from one’s partners by name will increase when an election

approaches. In the Appendix, the same graph can be found in figure A.3, but with

occurrences of party names (e.g. CDU, Sozialdemokraten) instead of hostile politicians.

The presence or absence of a politician’s name will serve both as a dependent and an

independent variable respectively, where in a first step I will analyze whether the closeness

of an election has an effect of mentions of individual politicians from the coalition partner.

In a second step, I will test whether the presence of such a name can serve as a predictor

for a press release’s sentiment. If the theory holds that singling out a politician is likely

done in more negative than positive manner, then I expect that this will be reflected in

the overall sentiment of the press releases.

Measuring the sentiment of a press release Similarly to counting the names of

parties and politicians, I will also use a dictionary approach to evaluate the sentiment of

a press release. I will use the sentiment dictionary that was compiled and validated for

political language by Rauh (2018). While the usual caveats for bag-of-words approaches

apply, such a sentiment lexicon provides me with a suitable tool to estimate the sentiment

a press release conveys. First, the raw numbers of negative and positive words will be

counted. On this basis, I will construct a sentiment score, by simply subtracting the

number of negative words from the number of positive words, to get a variable where a

value below zero would indicate that a press release conveys an overall negative sentiment,

and a value above zero indicating an overall positive tone to the press release.

The distribution of both dependent variables can be seen in figures 6.1 and 6.3. I

deleted press releases that displayed an unusually high sentiment score: the cutoff was

set at a score of 100, which removed 13 observations from the data.
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Figure 6.3.: Distribution of Sentiment

Figure 6.3 shows the distribution of sentiment. Overall, the sentiment seems to be

more positive than negative but not excessively so, which is in line with the role of

press releases as a more formalized means of communication. If the primary use of

press releases is to inform the public of a party’s doings, it makes sense that the tone is

generally neutral to positive. It remains to be seen whether this is also the case for press

releases that contain the names of hostile politicians.

To test the influence of other variables, I included measures for the ideological distance of

parties, as well as a dichotomous variable for whether a party was the junior partner in a

coalition. The ideological distance was again taken as the Euclidean distance between the

RILE scores from the CMP data (Volkens et al., 2019), just as it was in previous chapters.

The information about junior and senior partner status was taken from ParlGov (Döring

and Manow, 2021).7. An overview of these variables can be found in chapter 4, table 4.2.

7http://www.parlgov.org/; site accessed multiple times, latest on September 23rd, 2021.
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6.5. Results and Discussion

6.5.1. Results

First, I want to evaluate whether the timing has an effect on the mentions of names in

party press releases. For this reason, I designed a variable that indicates the weeks until

the next election, based on publicly available data on election dates. For this analysis in

particular, I used the CMP data set (Volkens et al., 2019) in order to match the upcoming

election date to the cabinet in question, just as I did in chapter 5. Usually, there is no

official date when campaigning starts, with the notable exception of the second Schröder

government, where then-chancellor Gerhard Schröder called for early elections in early

summer of 2005, with the election taking place on September 18th, 2005. The regularly

scheduled election would have taken place in 2006. I included data from the Schröder II

government as is, because the early elections where called in late May/early July of 2005,

which means that parties had a bit over three months to campaign, which is similar to

“regular” campaign schedules, as far as they exist. It would be quite different if there had

been merely a week or so between the announcement of early elections and the elections

themselves, but this is clearly not the case.

The main independent variable for this analysis is the total number of daily mentions

of hostile politicians for each party in question. For example, on June 26th, 2003, the

Greens published 11 press releases, and there were in total two mentions of individual

SPD politicians’ names contained therein.

Since there is a time-dimension to the data, I included lagged dependent variables into

the analysis to control for potential autocorrelation. Since my main independent variable

is measured in weeks until the next election, I lagged the dependent variable (mentions of

names per day) by one day and seven days, respectively. I assume that whether parties

will mention their partners does depend on whether they have done so already, either the

day or the week before.

Since more press releases mean that there is the potential for more names to be included,

I control for the total number of press releases a party publishes on a given day.

I calculate multilevel mixed models, where the political parties are the higher level

into which the daily observations are clustered. Since I am working with count data,

I calculate a series of negative binomial and Poisson models. As a robustness check,

I ran Poisson models as well. I again used the R-package lme4 (Bates et al., 2015).

Furthermore, I ran two additional models where I re-scaled the variable that denotes

the weeks until the next election in order to center it. I did this in order to facilitate

convergence of the model, because even though it relies on comparatively few explanatory

variables, it is fairly complex in its structure. The results for the effect of weeks until

an election can be seen in table 6.1, where models 1 and 2 denote the negative binomial

models, and 3 and 4 show the results of the Poisson models.
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Table 6.1.: The effect of weeks until an election

Dependent variable:

Sum Names (Daily)

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Weeks until Election −0.004∗∗∗ −0.004∗∗∗

(0.001) (0.0003)

Weeks rescaled −0.231∗∗∗ −0.228∗∗∗

(0.032) (0.020)

Lagged DV (1 day) 0.093∗∗∗ 0.093∗∗∗ 0.076∗∗∗ 0.076∗∗∗

(0.027) (0.027) (0.010) (0.010)

Lagged DV (7 days) 0.098∗∗∗ 0.098∗∗∗ 0.091∗∗∗ 0.091∗∗∗

(0.025) (0.025) (0.011) (0.011)

Total nr. of press releases 0.162∗∗∗ 0.162∗∗∗ 0.115∗∗∗ 0.115∗∗∗

(0.011) (0.011) (0.004) (0.004)

Constant −1.456∗∗∗ −1.812∗∗∗ −1.244∗∗∗ −1.595∗∗∗

(0.132) (0.124) (0.115) (0.111)

Observations 7,042 7,042 7,042 7,042
Log Likelihood −5,172.367 −5,172.367 −6,398.781 −6,398.781
Akaike Inf. Crit. 10,358.730 10,358.730 12,809.560 12,809.560
Bayesian Inf. Crit. 10,406.750 10,406.750 12,850.720 12,850.720

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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The important message of table 6.1 is that the number of weeks until the next election

is associated with the number of names mentioned in party press releases. More precisely,

the effect is negative, which means that the further away an election is (i.e. the number

of weeks until election date is higher), the fewer names are likely to be found in party

press releases. This effect is constant across models, and statistically significant. There

is no great difference between the negative binomial models (models 1 and 2 in table 6.1)

and the Poisson models (3 and 4 in table 6.1)

However, the effect of time, i.e. the weeks until the next election, is very small, which

echoes many of the analyses present in this dissertation. The effect is easier to interpret

for the original (i.e. not re-scaled) variable for weeks: for each week that that brings the

election closer, the number of names to be found in daily press releases is expected to

increase by 0.004. This means that 250 weeks, or almost 5 years, would need to pass

to increase the expected number of names found in daily press releases by 1. While

time seems to be positively associated with the mentioning of individual politicians from

partners, the effect is very small. According to table 6.1, there is support for hypothesis

1, but the size of the effect is so small that it is almost negligible.

In the Appendix in table A.7, the same analysis can be found, but with party names

in place of names of hostile politicians. The effects of the time until an election are

similar, but even weaker than in table 6.1.

The analyses presented in table 6.1 only tell part of the story, since I am also interested

in how the presence of the names of hostile politicians affects the sentiment of a press

release. The following analysis was conducted with a slightly different data set: most

importantly, there was no daily summation of press releases and mentions contained

therein, which was done for the previous analysis. Rather, the data is left “as is”, i.e.

each row represents a press release by a party. I then created two dummy variables, one

which indicated whether the party name of fellow coalition member was present (e.g.

SPD), and another one which indicates whether one or more names of hostile politicians

from coalition partners occurs in the press release in question. Note that these two are

not mutually exclusive, a press release might well contain both the party name, as well

as explicit reference to a politician. These two dichotomous variables constitute my main

explanatory variables, which indicate whether their presence influences the sentiment of

a press release.

I added a couple of additional factors, namely a dummy variable which indicated

whether a press release was published by the junior partner in a coalition, and what the

(maximum) distance is between coalition partners is, which I interact with the presence

or absence of the name of a partner. Furthermore, since the sentiment is calculated by

counts of positive and negative words, I include the length of a press release measured in

words to account for potentially inflated numbers which might be due to uncommonly
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long press releases. While the sentiment score is calculated by subtracting the number

of negative words from the number of positive words and should therefore be less

susceptible to outliers in the form of long press releases (as opposed to the counts of

negative and positive words themselves), it still makes sense to include it as a control.

In order to assess the potential effect of partner mentions (either using the party name

or individual politicians), I estimate an OLS-regression with and without party fixed

effects, and standard errors clustered at the party level. The results can be found in 6.2.

Models 1 and 2 in table 6.2 contain no interaction, models 3-6 interact the distance

between coalition partners with both the mention of the partner (e.g. CDU, SPD...) and

and the mention of a hostile politician (e.g. an SPD press release mentioning Angela

Merkel).

These results are very interesting: without the interaction between the dummy

variables for the mention of a politician’s name and the distance between coalition

parties, the first indeed affects the overall sentiment, since the effect is both negative and

significant. Models 1 and 2 thus indicate that if a press releases contains the name of a

politician from a different party, the overall sentiment can be expected to be more negative

than in press releases without any such mention. This lends support to hypothesis 2.

Models 3-6 include the interaction terms between the dummy variables for mentions

and the distance between coalition partners. The interaction terms are negative

and significant in all models, which means that in coalitions that are further apart

ideologically, the presence of either the name of the partner or that of an individual

politician (or more than one) has a significant negative effect on the overall sentiment of

a press release. I find this quite remarkable, since the average sentiment as seen in figure

6.3 is slightly positive. Indeed, the effects of the dummy variable for the presence of a

party name in models 5 and 6 are positive and, in case of model 6, significant, at least

if viewed in isolation of all the other effects, but the interaction term remains negative.

Judging by these results, it appears that ideologically dissimilar coalitions talk about

each other in more negative terms than coalitions where parties are closer together on

the left-right spectrum.

The substantive effects are rather small, however. For all models numbered 3-6 in table

6.2, the distance between coalition partners would have to increase by about 10 points

to reduce the overall sentiment of a press release by 1. While this is not unrealistic (see

table 4.2 in chapter 4, the distance ranges from 4.452 to 27.765), it still means that the

substantive effect of the interaction terms is very small.

Taking all of this into account, it can be said that there is some support for hypothesis

2, which states that if a press release contains the name of a politician, then I expect the

sentiment to be less positive than if a press release contains no name. Furthermore, there

is also support for hypothesis 3, which states that the negative effect the presence of a
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Table 6.2.: Sentiment analysis of press releases
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name has on the sentiment of the press release is strengthened by the ideological distance

between coalition partners. Models 3-6 in table 6.2 bear this out; ideological distance

when interacted with the dummy variables that indicate the mention of either a party

or a politician produces a negative effect. While significant, these effects are quite small,

however, so I hesitate to fully confirm hypothesis 3.

Additionally, these results do not permit any statement on the causality of this

relationship. It is not possible to assume that the presence of a name actually causes the

sentiment to be more negative, or whether the content itself necessitated mentioning a

coalition partner, for example in cases where a party decides to defend them (the party

as a whole or an individual politician) from public accusations. In a case like that, the

sentiment of the press release is likely to be more negative, but the content itself is

more a testament to positive relations between partners. These caveats should be kept

in mind, and while the analyses indicate that there is a relationship between sentiment,

mentions and ideological distance, the effects themselves are not very strong.

To sum up, the analyses presented in tables 6.1 and 6.2 provide support for all three

of the hypotheses about how coalition parties use press releases to criticize and maybe

even attack their partners. Timing does play a role, since parties more often mention

politicians the closer an election is. Table 6.2 indicates that reference to partners is

made in a more negative context and that ideological distance further strengthens this

relationship, which lends credence to hypotheses 2 and 3. Substantially, the effects are

very small across the board, so while there may indeed be a relationship between both

timing and the number of names in party press releases, and between ideological distance

and the context in which these names appear, the effects are all very small and further

research is needed to fully investigate the nature of these relationships.

6.5.2. Limitations

There are some additional limitations to the results presented here which I want to discuss

before moving on to the conclusions.

First and foremost, my approach marks an approximation, and not a direct

measurement of whether coalition parties attack their partners. I have argued that

mentioning politicians by name can be interpreted as singling them out, and that

analyzing the overall sentiment of a press release is a valid means to test whether parties

engage in something akin to negative campaigning. While I maintain that this is true,

the actual context in which a party’s or hostile politician’s name is mentioned remains

obscure. The results presented in this chapter should therefore be taken with a grain of

salt. This also relates to the concerns of causality that I have laid out in the preceding

section.
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A potential way to improve the analysis in that regard would be to take an approach

similar to Adendorf (2021), who looks at sentences instead of the press release as a

whole in order to obtain a more accurate assessment of the context in which a name

is mentioned. This does not entirely get rid of the problems that are inherent to a

“bag-of-words” approach where word order is largely disregarded, but it could provide

a more nuanced picture. For a more accurate measure of negative campaigning in press

releases, supervised text classification could yield promising results. For such an analysis,

mentions of parties and politicians could be extracted with a dictionary similar to the one

I use here, and a subset of the statements addressing partners would then be hand-coded

according to whether they contain an attack, and potentially the severity of said attack.

Another limiting factor is the choice of medium: As Walter and Vliegenthart (2010)

point out, negative campaigning and attacks on partners do to a certain degree depend

on the communication channel. While press releases have been used before to assess

parties’ habits of criticizing each other (e.g. Haselmayer and Jenny, 2018), they remain

very formalized, and therefore not the first medium someone would pick to engage in

negative campaigning. Actual negative campaigning, if it happens at all in a system

which is mostly geared towards finding consensus, might happen in other areas, such as

social media or live debates. For further research into this topic, I would recommend a

close study of how coalition parties engage with each other in these specific arenas, in

addition to how they use official channels to criticize each other.

6.6. Conclusion

In this chapter, I looked at the way coalition parties use negative campaigning against each

other. I argue that mentioning an individual rather than their party can be understood

as singling that person out for criticism, and that such behavior can be an effective way of

attacking a coalition partner in order for a party to differentiate itself from their partners,

particularly during an election campaign. The analyses presented here show that parties

are more likely to mention individual politicians when an election draws near. This leads

me to believe that parties are more likely to engage in more targeted attacks during an

electoral campaign. Such campaigns are when parties are most likely to directly engage

with each other, so this finding makes sense.

In order to test the assertion that the mention of an individual politician is done in

order to criticize them, I measured the overall sentiment of all the German press releases

in my sample with the help of a dictionary that was tested on political texts in particular

(Rauh, 2018). I found that the presence of a name does indeed negatively affect the

overall sentiment of a press release, and that coalition parties that are ideologically

further apart use even more negative language.
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While these measures for negative campaigning as a communication strategy are mostly

approximate, the results are nevertheless very interesting. Prior research has shown that

coalition parties do criticize each other, but that they tend to hold back so as not to spoil

a functioning relationship (Haselmayer and Jenny, 2018). While the analyses presented

here do not compare intra-coalition communication with negative campaigning levelled

at opposition parties, the results presented in this chapter also suggest that coalition

partners do indeed criticize each other. This in itself is an encouraging result, because

a healthy democracy can only benefit from parties disagreeing with each other, and

constructive criticism can foster understanding.

Of course, negative campaigning has some very well documented drawbacks. If

attacks become personal, if actual policies take a backseat and if negativity ends up

creating a toxic climate, then things have been taken decidedly too far. It has been

suggested that negative campaigning has become more prevalent and, in instances,

more extreme; so what does this mean for future coalitions? In the worst case scenario,

building coalitions will become more difficult. If parties – either those currently

governing together or those in opposition – become more hostile towards each other,

they might be reluctant to enter into a coalition government with someone that has

spent the past months insulting them. Coalition formation as a whole could take

longer, and negotiations are more at risk of breaking down entirely. While I do not

think that we are quite at that point yet, there are worrying indicators that campaigns

in particular have become more negative, be it among candidates or within the electorate.

For further research, I recommend approaches that have already been discussed in section

6.5.2. In order to get a clearer picture of how coalition parties use press releases, a study

on how they react and whether they respond in kind to an attack levied against them

by their partners could be very interesting. If one were to move beyond press releases, a

study on the social media usage by official party accounts and by individual politicians

would also broaden our understanding of how parties and politicians engage with each

other in public arenas that are less formalized than press releases.

Furthermore, a comparison across countries would help to make these results more

generalizable. While such an approach is straightforward for the analysis of how time

affects the number of mentions of individual politicians, a different approach would have

to be chosen for the analysis of sentiment. The dictionary I relied on for that part of the

analysis is in German, and would therefore have to be substituted with something that

works across different languages.
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Chapter 7.

An Exploratory Analysis of Negative Campaigning on

maybrit illner

7.1. Introduction

The preceding chapter has looked into party press releases as vehicles for attacks on

partners, a form of negative campaigning. The results were encouraging, but ambiguous:

while I find some evidence that parties tend to mention individual politicians more

frequently as an election approaches, and that press releases that contain either the

names of partners or make reference to individual politicians seem to carry a more

negative sentiment, these results do not offer any direct way to analyze how coalition

partners talk to each other publicly. Furthermore, as Walter and Vliegenthart (2010,

p. 455) argue, parties tend more towards engaging in negative campaigning in direct

confrontation with each other, which is the case for election debates and similar events,

but something that does not really apply to press releases. However, there is another

potential arena that coalition partners can use to engage in negative campaigning with

each other, an arena that so far has not received ample academic attention: political

talk shows.

Political talk and discussion shows can take a variety of forms: they can either be long and

in-depth interviews with select politicians, or they can be made up of a round consisting

of a host (or moderator), guests from the political and public sphere, as well as experts

on the topic that is being discussed. These guests will then engage each other in lively

debate, with the aims of both informing the viewers and, ideally, convince them by the

strength of their arguments. I am interested in the latter type of show, since it offers

a direct way for politicians – be they in government or opposition – to confront each

other. The appeal of such formats is apparent, particularly for those airing on public

broadcasting services: not only is it the aim of these shows to inform viewers on a

specific topic, they can also serve as an area where politicians, and cabinet members in

particular, can be held accountable. The host often serves as a proxy for the wider public

when interrogating politicians about their successes and failures in a given policy field.
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The addition of experts in the field – especially relevant for topics that require scientific

knowledge – is meant to inform viewers of the “facts”, ideally unclouded by political spin.

Such an approach to public debate was and continues to be particularly valuable during

the Covid-19 pandemic: not only was this a new disease, it also brought with it many

measures to stop the spread of the virus that hitherto had seemed almost dystopian: lock

downs, curfews, and the obligation to wear a mask while in public to name the most

prominent ones. Many people struggled to make sense of everything, and talk shows

hosting politicians as well as physicians and virologists provided a good starting point to

grasp the situation. And while ratings are generally decreasing, with Covid-19 providing a

brief spike in viewership, in Germany such shows remain popular and numerous: counting

more interview-based formats, the German public broadcasting service regularly airs more

than 10 political talk shows each week, not counting shows that are broadcast by the

so-called “third channels”, which have a more regional focus.1

The fact that these shows remain a staple on German TV and that they offer politicians

the chance to directly confront each other makes them ideal for a case study on whether

politicians do use them as a convenient arena to attack their partners. Do members of

government parties attempt to shift blame to their coalition partners, or will they have

each other’s back, even though they could use the situation to make themselves look

better? The following chapter offers an exploratory approach with two main aims: to

test on a smaller scale whether negative campaigning between coalition partners happens

in political talk shows, and how it can be measured in order to possibly expand the

exploratory analysis that is presented within this chapter.

The theory and expectations for this chapter draw heavily on the literature on negative

campaigning, which has been discussed in chapter 6 and will not be reiterated at length

here. The following paragraphs will give the reader a very brief overview of research on

the relationship between politics and TV, with a particular focus on the televised debates

between politicians.

The relationship of politics, political discourse and various TV formats has inspired

many interesting studies and different branches of research. Live debates between lead

candidates, which usually air some time during an electoral campaign, have received

considerable attention. Such debates make for attractive objects of studies, since they

are important to opinion formation and are meant to inform voters what a candidate plans

to do if she is elected. Debates to an extent do matter for vote intentions (McKinney and

Warner, 2013), and it has also been shown that debates can have an effect on evaluating

an issue’s importance as well as issue ownership (Aalberg and Jenssen, 2007). Debates

1See https://www.medienpolitik.net/2020/04/talkshows-sind-keine-wrestling-kaempfe/;
site accessed on September 2nd, 2021.
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also shape how candidates are viewed. Observing a politician in an exchange with others

can help viewers to gain an insight into their personality and character (Lanoue et al.,

1991; McKinney and Warner, 2013).

More recent scholarship has focused on the link between televised debates and social

media. Real-time reactions on Twitter have been studied to determine how much of the

offline debate is mirrored by the online discourse (Nyhuis and Friederich, 2017; Trilling,

2015). The content of debates beyond words has also been studied, with Boussalis et al.

(2020) using video, audio and text data of German election debates to study the role of

gender on displays of anger and other emotions.

While the importance of TV for political competition has received considerable

academic attention, there is comparatively little on the subject of political talk shows

as opposed to debates between lead candidates during an election campaign. A study

on political talk shows and personalization has been conducted by Van Zoonen and

Holtz-Bacha (2000), where they analyze how politicians present themselves in such a

context. They find that the format is conducive to more personalized discourse, but that

political discourse is used as well (Van Zoonen and Holtz-Bacha, 2000).

While the question of how political content on TV shapes audiences has been studied

extensively, to the best of my knowledge, not many studies exist that analyze how

politicians behave on shows that air more on a more regular basis. This chapter aims to

propose a research design that can be applied to this type of content.

7.2. Context & Case Selection

7.2.1. The Importance of Political Talk Shows

This chapter is concerned with political talk shows that are in the format of a debate

between multiple participants on a topical issue. While the term “political talk show”

can also refer to more interview-style formats where the host spends most of the show’s

run time questioning one guest on a variety of issues; henceforth the term talk show will

be used to refer to a debate-like format that airs on TV on a more or less regular basis.

Of course, this format is not limited to TV and lends itself just as well to radio and,

more recently, podcasts, but I will limit myself to national TV, because it still reaches

many people. Such talk shows have a long history in many countries, and many national

broadcasting services air at least one show that fits this description.

A big advantage of studying political talk shows is the fact that they are generally

broadcast multiple times a year. This distinguishes them from pre-election debates,

which, as the name implies, usually only occur in the run up to an election. An analysis

of political talk shows should allow researchers to monitor politicians’ performances
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outside the confines of an election campaign.

These regular TV debates can be viewed through the lens of deliberative democracy.

Deliberative democracy proposes an understanding of democracy as an exchange of

reasons to reach a decision, rather than merely voting on an issue. Such deliberation

involves offering justifications for one’s own reasons, while also listening to others and

potentially reconsider one’s position on the basis of new arguments (Ercan, 2014, p. 214).

While interpretations differ as to the arenas, participants and topics that should be

deliberated, the important takeaway for this chapter is the idea that debates are meant

to inform viewers about the different viewpoints on a topic, bolstered with some expert

testimonies. Such debates should in turn foster deliberation and discussions among the

wider public, which would then lead to informed decision-making, because people are

aware of different positions, lines of argumentation and justifications.

At least, this is what public debate is supposed to be like. The disastrous presidential

debate between Donald Trump and Joe Biden in late September 2020 may not have been

the first, but probably the most emblematic example of a televised discussion gone terribly

awry. The audience was subjected to 90 minutes of the two candidates interrupting and,

at times, even insulting each other. Unsurprisingly, the debate offered very little actual

content, with information on policies almost entirely absent.2

Indeed, criticism along those lines, e.g. too much petty arguing and not enough

content, have been levelled at regular political talk shows as well: TV shows, even those

airing by public broadcasting companies, do have an interest in ratings and keeping

viewers from changing the channel. It is probably not too out of the realm of possibility

that they might invite guests that are known to be confrontational.3 In the introduction

to his book Die große Gereiztheit (tr. The Great Irritability), media scientist Bernhard

Pörksen (2018, p. 7) writes that today there is a veritable “emotion industry” with the

aim to analyse what works and what goes viral, so that editors, broadcast managers and

journalists can systematically amplify excitement, be it positive or negative. Playing on

emotions works in attracting attention, but it has many worrying side effects, not least

of which being the possible transformation from a mediated democracy to an outrage

democracy (Pörksen, 2018). One could argue that by courting controversy, talk shows are

at risk of fostering a climate of irritability and anger, rather than one of measured debate.

While all of this is bad news for the deliberative nature of political talk shows, their

confrontational nature means that they provide an excellent opportunity to analyze

whether coalition partners confront each other when they appear together on such a

2See https://www.cnbc.com/2020/09/29/first-presidential-debate-highlights-trump-vs-

biden-.html; site accessed on August 13th, 2021.
3It should be noted that program heads are also constrained by who will accept an invitation to appear
on a talk show.

103

https://www.cnbc.com/2020/09/29/first-presidential-debate-highlights-trump-vs-biden-.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/09/29/first-presidential-debate-highlights-trump-vs-biden-.html


CHAPTER 7. NEGATIVE CAMPAIGNING IN TALK SHOWS: A CASE STUDY

show. The fact that political talk shows are not merely another channel to get information

across to voters, but rather offer a prime opportunity to distinguish oneself makes them

an interesting case to study. Furthermore, reactions from politicians in these shows are

more likely to be off-the-cuff. Even though politicians who agree to appear on such a

talk show have likely done intensive prep work and will have prepared their main talking

points in advance, the fact that they lack control over the discussion could prompt them

to react more impulsively to being challenged, either by the host or by the other guests.

The interactions between invited guests representing a coalition government are a great

research opportunity when they concern a scandal that the government has to respond to.

A scandal that originates from outside the government itself but falls within its purview is

of particular interest, because coalition partners can use their appearance to either close

ranks, or to shift blame in case they are able to do so, in the hopes of emerging relatively

unscathed from the scandal in question. In the case of public debates that air on TV,

it is likely that the host of a show in their role as audience surrogate will put particular

emphasis on the question of who is to blame, offering politicians the opportunity to pursue

either strategy, unity or blame shifting by accusing other parties. For these reasons, I

decided to consider talk show episodes that focus on the emissions scandal that was

first investigated in the context Volkswagen (VW) manipulating test results, and later

spread to other car manufacturers as well. This scandal was a mainstay on German and

international news starting from 2015. The next section will give a brief overview of

events, and why this particular scandal is well suited to my exploratory analysis.

7.2.2. The Emissions Scandal in Germany

For this chapter, I picked three episodes of the German political talk show maybrit illner

(more on this particular format in section 7.4) that were all concerned with topic: the

Diesel scandal that unfolded between 2015 and 2018, and its consequences that last to

this day.

It all started when in 2015, US authorities announced they were investigating the

Volkswagen Group of America for systematically manipulating emission test results. The

manipulation was done by installing a software that can tell when a car is being evaluated

(or “in a test setting”) for emissions and then changes a car’s motor control, meaning

that emissions measured during a test would differ considerably from those that occur

when driving on a normal road.4 Other countries, among them France, announced they

would also investigate VW, and the car manufacturer’s stocks plummeted.5

On the consumer side, there was a lot uncertainty about what all of that meant for

4See: https://www.zeit.de/wirtschaft/2015-09/vw-abgase-manipulation-faq; site accessed on
August 19th, 2021.

5See: https://www.ndr.de/nachrichten/niedersachsen/braunschweig_harz_goettingen/Die-

VW-Abgas-Affaere-eine-Chronologie,volkswagen892.html; site accessed on August 19th, 2021.
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owners of a car that could potentially have this manipulation software. In Germany,

the federal motor transport authority (Kraftfahrt-Bundesamt, KBA for short) ordered

a mandatory recall of all affected vehicles, but the extent of repairs differed between

vehicle types: for some, a mere software update was enough, while others needed

more sophisticated technical maintenance. VW promised that customers need not

pay anything extra for the update, but the measures announced by VW and other

manufacturers did little to allay fears of many drivers with cars running on Diesel that

were not directly affected. In addition to being worried about their car potentially

needing updates after all, the whole affair had brought Diesel back into the spotlight and

did little to help its disreputable image. Many car owners feared that their cars would

soon lose all value or that they would not be permitted to enter certain cities anymore,

since many openly contemplated a ban on Diesel cars in general. There was a sense

of betrayal, also because while VW had been obliged to pay compensations to US car

owners,6 similar rules did not apply to Germany, although many car owners felt entitled

to compensation. Many people were hoping that the government would act in favor of car

owners. Others were skeptical, and pointed to the close ties between car manufacturers

and politics, and the perceived lack of oversight of the automotive industry by regulators.7

It is within this context that the exploratory analysis on negative campaigning in talk

shows is situated. I opted for this topic in particular for two main reasons. First, the

emissions scandal was really massive, touching the lives of many people and brought

with it considerable economic consequences. The automotive industry is an enormously

important branch of industry in Germany, and many feared for its future. It also affected

people that had no direct ties to car manufacturing: they were afraid that additional costs

(for retrofittings etc.) would suddenly pop up, or that they would soon have to buy a new

car because their old one would no longer be allowed to enter certain areas. Emotions

ran high and there were long lasting consequences, which makes the emissions scandal

an interesting case study for the potential usage of negative campaigning in political talk

shows.

The second reason is the role politics in general and the federal government in particular

played during this time. The federal government - a grand coalition between CDU/CSU

and SPD - was not directly implicated in the scandal, and they condemned the actions

of VW. The vice chancellor at the time, Sigmar Gabriel, called the affair a “serious

6https://www.ndr.de/nachrichten/niedersachsen/braunschweig_harz_goettingen/Die-VW-

Abgas-Affaere-eine-Chronologie,volkswagen892.html; site accessed on August 19th, 2021.
7E.g. https://www.sueddeutsche.de/wirtschaft/klaus-mueller-zum-diesel-gipfel-die-

autoindustrie-tanzt-der-politik-auf-der-nase-herum-1.4153994; site accessed on September
23rd, 2021.
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incident.”8 However, many interest groups, among them the German Verbraucherzentrale

(center for consumer rights) used the emissions scandal as an opportunity to criticize the

very close ties between politics and the automotive industry, and would imply that the

political system was working primarily for car manufacturers and not for the general

public.9

It is plausible that cabinet members will use the very public arena that is offered by a

political talk show to try to shift blame onto their partners, in an attempt to potentially

even benefit from the scandal by washing their hands clean of it. On the other hand,

CDU/CSU and SPD were still in a coalition together, and blame that is being placed on

one party is unlikely to completely spare the other. Coalition parties might well decide

to close ranks in order to present a unified front to the opposition.

I picked three episodes of the talk show maybrit illner, one from September 2017, one

from March 2018, and one from October 2018. In late 2017, the scandal and the

manipulations conducted by VW had been known for two years, and some decisions had

already been made concerning compensations, technical retrofittings etc. But there was

still general uncertainty among car owners, especially those with a car running on Diesel.

Furthermore, the federal election was scheduled for September 24th, which means that the

governing CDU/CSU and SPD were in the midst of an election campaign. The topic was

still very prevalent in 2018, when the emissions scandal was blamed for potential driving

bans for Diesel cars, something that made many car owner anxious. In early March of

2018, CDU/CSU and SPD were on the cusp of forming another grand coalition, but the

official swearing in had not yet taken place. Finally, in October 2018, the new government

had been in place for a little over 6 months, and had already weathered its first crisis when

in June, the federal minister for the interior, CSU politician Horst Seehofer, had gotten

in a public spat with chancellor Angela Merkel over migration issues.10 The disagreement

did not end up heralding a premature end to the coalition, but relations between the two

“sister parties” CDU and CSU were strained, with the SPD somewhat awkwardly in the

middle of it all. By October, when the last episode under consideration aired, the waters

had calmed and intra-cabinet relations had, by all accounts, mostly returned to normal.

8Own translation, see:
https://www.deutschlandfunk.de/abgas-manipulationen-bei-vw-gabriel-spricht-von-

schlimmem.2852.de.html?dram:article_id=331730; site accessed on August 20th, 2021.
9E.g. https://www.vzbv.de/pressemitteilungen/dieselskandal-schlechtes-zeugnis-fuer-

die-politik; site accessed on August 19th, 2021.
10See https://www.sueddeutsche.de/politik/angela-merkel-und-horst-seehofer-attacken-

kompromisse-vorwuerfe-1.4015817; site accessed on September 2nd, 2021.
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7.3. Expectations

In section 6.2, I discussed how researchers are debating whether there should be a

dichotomous or a more nuanced distinction between what constitutes negative and

positive messaging by parties. I have stuck to the dichotomous definition, where every

criticism levelled at another party or politician can be defined as negative campaigning,

but it stands to reason that there are different flavors of negativity, where disagreement or

performance based criticism can be classified as weakly negative and insults as strongly

negative (see Haselmayer, 2019, p. 360). In chapter 6, I analyzed party press releases

for attacks against partners. While I did not classify the type of negative campaigning

present in press releases, I would situate it near the weaker end of the negative spectrum,

owing to the nature of press releases as a medium primarily for information. They

are very formalized, and parties exert a great deal of control over them. Political talk

shows, however, are an arena politicians have little control over and where they engage

each other in a live debate, which can make attacks against other politicians more likely

(Elmelund-Præstekær, 2010; Walter and Vliegenthart, 2010).

I do not attempt to directly comparing press releases to talk shows, but I do expect

that in the latter arena, there will be some targeted attacks and attempts to make

other parties look worse by comparison. The nature of such debates invites this kind of

behavior, more so than press releases do. This is why I have opted to supplement my

analyses of party press releases in chapter 6 with the descriptive analyses presented in

this chapter, where I look at negativity in political talk shows.

Among the key aspects of this exploratory analysis are the different points in time when

the three episodes were broadcast. The first episode aired shortly before the federal

election, which makes it an ideal arena for attacks, either between government and

opposition, or between cabinet members, the latter of which is what I am interested

in.

Timing is an important factor for my dissertation, because I argue that the closer the

scheduled end of the legislative period is, the more coalition parties will try to differentiate

themselves from each other, in order to make a good showing at an upcoming election.

While coalition parties will take pains to display unity in the middle of a term because

they rely on the support from their partners and do not want to affront them, the need

for cooperation above all else will weaken with an election on the horizon. Therefore,

a debate that takes place shortly before an election makes open criticism less costly,

since the coalition government will soon end anyways. As shown by Haselmayer and

Jenny (2018), parties will mostly refrain from burning any bridges, because they might

govern together again sooner rather than later, but they’ll still compete with each other,

especially during an actual campaign.
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The preceding chapter has shown that the closer an election is, the more likely parties

are to mention hostile politicians, and that such mentions are associated with a more

negative sentiment of the press release as a whole. Therefore, I would expect the very

first episode under consideration, which aired on September 14th, to contain the most

open criticism between coalition partners.

The division of responsibility is important too: the federal ministry of transportation

was then held by Alexander Dobrindt, a member of the CSU, whereas the federal

ministry for environment was led by Barbara Hendricks from the SPD (who also appeared

on two of the episodes chosen for this chapter). This particular constellation is very

interesting, since it offers Ms. Hendricks and the SPD the opportunity to criticize their

partners in charge of the ministry of transport. Said ministry is largely responsible for

car manufacturing, and it could be implied that at best, they had been negligent and

unaware of illegal practices, and at worst, complicit. Furthermore, the SPD could side

with disappointed customers and criticize the lack of compensations they have received,

and ask their partners to put more pressure on VW and the other car manufacturers.

Overall, there are many reasons why both parties could use this opportunity to openly

criticize each other.

Of course, among the topics under debate were the ties between politics and the

automotive industry, as well as the importance of the latter for the German economy.

Therefore, a full-on attack on a fellow coalition member is perhaps inadvisable, since it

is likely to backfire. I have discussed this above, but politicians should still be careful

with being too confrontational, since many accusations could fall back on them – they

have been part of the government as well, after all. Something similar applies to the

lack of compensation German VW owners have received: the SPD could demand from

their partners to put more pressure on VW, but it should be apparent to anyone that

they are not helpless in this situation either, and the lack of any progress could just

as well be blamed on them, at least partly. Also, there is the possibility that the SPD

might want to take customers’ side, but they are just as aware as their partners of how

important the automotive industry is for Germany, and they want to avoid being blamed

for endangering it.

Basically, while neither party has carte blanche to come down hard on their coalition

partners, I expect that the situation merits at least some criticism and could be taken

advantage of, especially with an election on the horizon. If there is negative campaigning

between coalition parties on political talk shows, I would expect to find most of it within

this particular episode.

The context in which the other two episodes aired is decidedly different. The federal

election of 2017 had resulted in long and ultimately fruitless coalition talks between
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CDU/CSU, FDP and Greens, and by March 2018 it was clear that the new coalition

would be the old one: the SPD was on the verge of agreeing to be a part of another

grand coalition, as junior partners with the CDU/CSU at the helm. This decision had

been controversial within the SPD itself,11 but the general apprehension at the prospect

of another election in case no coalition would emerge proved to be decisive.

In terms of inter-party relations between CDU, CSU and SPD, March of 2018 marked

the reluctant and not entirely smooth beginning of their renewed partnership, and in

October the parties were still recuperating from the their honeymoon period being

brutally cut off by a scandal that threatened to break the coalition only months after

it had been sworn in. Add to this the fact that new elections were generally something

parties wished to avoid, and I do not expect that these circumstances are conducive

to parties willingly airing some of their dirty laundry in public. There may be subtle

criticism, but especially when compared to the episode from September 2017, I expect

little to no negativity between coalition partners in the episodes that aired in March and

October of 2018, respectively.

7.4. Research Strategy

7.4.1. Unit of Analysis

For this chapter, I focused on three episodes of maybrit illner (Illner, 2017, 2018a,b), a

debate-format that airs on a weekly basis, with the exception of an extended break during

the summer months and some smaller breaks in between. I picked the episodes based on

the topic that was discussed and on their original air date, factors which have already

been discussed. Of course, I also selected them based on who was invited. The aim of

this chapter is the analysis of negative campaigning in political talk shows, so it stands

to reason that both coalition parties should be represented.12 This was the case for the

three episodes in question - the guests from each party and their role can be found in

table 7.1.

There is some continuity when it comes to the invitees who represented coalition

parties. Especially when looking at the SPD, where the federal minister for environment,

Barbara Hendricks, appeared twice. While the last episode did not feature the incumbent

federal minister for environment Svenja Schulze, it did include Florian Pronold, the state

secretary from said ministry, further cementing this sense of continuity. The case is

a bit less clear cut for the CDU/CSU, where Andreas Scheuer took part in the first

episode under consideration. Mr. Scheuer was then chairman of the CSU and earlier had

11https://www.tagesspiegel.de/politik/spd-stimmt-fuer-groko-das-grosse-aufatmen-und-

bloss-kein-jubel/21030856.html; site accessed on September 18th, 2021.
12In a more large scale analysis, one representative could potentially be enough – see section 7.6 for a

discussion on how to extend the present analysis.
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Table 7.1.: Guests and their roles for each episode

Episode CDU/CSU Representative SPD Representative

September
14th, 2017

Andreas Scheuer Barbara Hendricks
CSU Chairman Federal Minister for Environment

March 1st,
2018

Bernd Althusmann Barbara Hendricks
Minister for Transport (Lower Saxony) Federal Minister for Environment

October 4th,
2018

Bernd Althusmann Florian Pronold
Minister for Transport (Lower Saxony) Federal Ministry for Environment

been the state secretary in the Federal Ministry of Transport, Construction and Urban

Affairs. Indeed, he would go on to lead said ministry (renamed to Federal Ministry of

Transport and Digital Infrastructure) from 2018 onward. The second and third episode,

airing in March and October of 2018, featured Bernd Althusmann, a politician from the

German state of Lower Saxony, who has been serving as the minister for economy, labor,

transport and digitization in his home state. While he is thus not directly tied to the

federal government, Lower Saxony has also been governed by a coalition between SPD and

CDU since 2017. In order to get perfect continuity, the same party representatives would

have to be invited for each episode, which is hardly realistic. It is therefore satisfactory

that there is some overlap between the party representatives, and that they are all in one

way or another tied to both the topic, as well as to the coalition.

I tried various ways of getting a transcript that needed little to no editing.

Unfortunately, I did not succeed in this endeavor. The first hurdle for such an analysis

is the fact that not all episodes are archived on the official website. This makes any

analysis going back further in time very difficult, at least if one wants to rely on official

sources only. My next best hope were subtitles that accompany each episode. The “live

subtitles”, i.e. the ones that are transcribed while the episode airs, were indeed available,

but in a format that required special and costly software, with no indication that they,

once made legible, would sufficiently separate between speakers. The edited subtitles

that air alongside a replay of the episode were unfortunately no longer available, as was

confirmed to me by a representative from the programme. My problems with getting

the right material to work with and how it affects potential extensions to this descriptive

analyses will be discussed in section 7.6.

In the end, I relied on episodes that had been uploaded to Youtube by third parties,13

in the hopes that I could make use of Youtube’s automated transcription. The episodes

I chose luckily came with such automated transcripts. Unfortunately, these transcripts

do not exist for every Youtube video as far as I can tell, but even if they did, there are

some caveats about their potential usage on a grander scale. First and foremost, they

13Such uploads likely violate copyright law, and I do not advocate their general usage. It should be
noted though that some of these episodes have been on the site for several years and not been deleted
due to copyright claims.
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do not differentiate between speakers in any meaningful way. Once I downloaded the

transcripts, I went through them myself while I played the episodes alongside my reading

of them, and split the text up into speakers. While this was rather quickly done, it is still

not feasible to do this for 10+ episodes without significant research assistance. If such an

analysis were to be repeated with a larger number of episodes and over a larger amount

of time, different means of getting workable transcripts need to be found.

Second, the transcripts are automatic and as such liable to mistakes. Since I am only

looking at 3 full episodes, I went through all of them carefully and corrected actual

mistakes by hand. Overall, the automated transcription is surprisingly good and it only

turned into gibberish when people started talking over each other. This did not happen

often, since Ms. Illner usually steps in once things get heated. Of course, such altercations

would in theory be especially interesting to me and I was ready to transcribe them myself,

but there was one main problem with such an approach, namely that I hardly understood

what they were saying, even after replaying the relevant passages. I tried to account for

arguments by marking them as such in the transcript, but determining exactly what was

being said proved to be too difficult. Despite the transcripts’ overall accuracy, the editing

process still turned to be quite time consuming.

I purposefully did not correct any grammatical mistakes a speaker made, or tried to

make their sentences more coherent. Some of the guests tended to ramble and their

sentences would trail off, but in the interest of keeping every contribution as close to

reality as possible, I did not edit the transcripts beyond correcting words the automatic

transcription had gotten wrong.

The editing process outlined here presents some benefits and drawbacks of my research

strategy. One advantage is the fact that by editing the transcripts by hand on the basis

of the episodes themselves, I was familiar with the content. This provided me with a

means of validation, in that I could easily verify any potential attack between coalition

partners detected by any of the different techniques I will describe in section 7.4.2. On

the other hand, I devised the research strategy with a more or less clear picture what to

look for. I kept my approaches as generalizable as possible and did not tinker with them

so that they pick up on instances that were particular to any of the 3 episodes under

consideration, however.

What I did do, however, is split every contribution into quasi-sentences.

Quasi-sentences are described by the Comparative Manifestos Project (CMP) as

containing “exactly one statement or message” (Volkens et al., 2012).14 This was not

as straightforward as I would have liked it to be, because none of the guests made any

significant pauses when they were speaking, which would have made it easier to separate

lines of thoughts from each other. I nevertheless felt that such a partition of the longer

14See also https://manifesto-project.wzb.eu/information/documents?name=handbook_v4; site
accessed on September 20th, 2021.
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contributions was necessary, because detecting the sentiment of a comparatively long

chunk of text with various different lines of argumentation was difficult, particularly

since speakers tried to cram as much as possible into every contribution they made. I

separated each contribution into quasi-sentences which in themselves represent a coherent

sentence and can be evaluated on their own. This is still somewhat random and colored

by my own interpretation, however, and thus an approach that is open for debate.

7.4.2. Detecting Negative Campaigning

As with other parts of my dissertation, my main research strategy relied on a dictionary

approach. I devised a range of dictionaries to pick up on possible occurrences of negative

campaigning or attacks between coalition partners. I have already described some

advantages and disadvantages that arose from editing the transcripts by hand, with one

main factor which could fall on either side being the fact that by editing the transcripts,

I was very familiar with the contents of each episode. The different dictionaries described

here were devised to be potentially generalizable and not closely tied to the three

episodes included in this exploratory analysis, but it is always possible that I was

“led” by what I had heard. As was the case in previous chapters, I used wildcard

expressions to pick up on modified versions of the words and expressions I was looking for.

First, I adapted the strategy I pursued in chapters 4 and 6, by creating a list of the present

guests’ names, separated by party. In addition to their names, I included their titles, e.g.

(Bundes)-Umweltministerin (federal minister for environment) for Ms. Hendricks, as

well as relevant ministries ((Bundes)-Umweltministerium, to continue the example from

before) held by the party in question.

I also looked for the word “coalition” (koalition* ) to find instances where politicians

explicitly invoke the fact that they govern together. Keeping the accompanying context

in mind, I defined mentions of the coalition as opposite to negative campaigning, because

talking about the coalition instead of the opposite party can be seen as invoking unity,

rather than pointing to an individual politician or the ministry they are responsible

for. This is somewhat similar to the approach chosen in chapter 6, where I interpret

mentions of individual politicians as more pointed and therefore more akin to an attack,

as opposed to mentioning only the party name.

In addition to these different dictionaries, I also ran a sentiment analysis based on the

dictionary developed by Christian Rauh (2018) on each quasi-sentence, in order measure

the tonality of every contribution. This is again similar to the strategy I adopted

in chapter 6, where I looked for attacks on partners in party press releases. While

dictionaries like the one I used here have their drawbacks, I consider it an appropriate
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tool in light of the format at hand. In a debate-like setting, speakers are less able to

weigh their words carefully and they need to react quickly. I hope to exploit this fact,

by recording the sentiments expressed by word choice in real time, so to speak. As I did

before, I subtracted the number of negative words from the number of positive words to

get an approximation of the sentiment for each quasi-sentence.

Because my sample is rather limited, I opt for a more descriptive approach where I try

to evaluate the suitability of the methods proposed in this section for detecting negative

campaigning or attacks on partners in the setting of a political talk show.

7.5. Descriptive Analysis and Discussion

In this section, I will present some descriptive plots for the 3 episodes in question. I

plotted the sentiment for the the representative of the CDU/CSU and SPD, respectively,

for each episode. As a means of comparison, I also added plots for Ms. Illner, since she

was the one constant in each episode. I had initially planned to use her contributions

as a baseline of sorts, because as a host she should represent the most “neutral” party

in each episode, displaying no clear favoritism towards any of the guests. While this

appears true based on my own viewing experience, some of her questions are asked

in a deliberately provocative manner, which is reflected in the sentiment analysis I

conducted. I still analysed her contributions alongside those of the CDU/CSU and SPD

representatives, because it is an interesting comparison, despite not exactly serving as a

neutral counterpoint, at least not as it was picked up by the dictionary. Note that the

x-axis indicates the “runtime” of each episode, but not in minutes or seconds, rather as

measured by a running index that assigned a number to each quasi-sentence.
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Figure 7.1 displays the sentiment for each contribution of the chosen speakers across

all three episodes. In addition, circles were added to indicate a speaker mentioning either

one of the other guests, their party, or their ministry. No clear pattern seems apparent to

me when looking at the two party representatives for each episode, and the plots are, on

the whole, rather similar. Judging by the sentiment analysis, the politicians do not seem

to call each other out in a uniformly negative fashion – and neither do they overtly praise

themselves. However, it should be noted that not every instance of politicians referring

to themselves or the ministries and agencies they control appear here. They would

sometimes use “we” (German wir) for such an instance, a pronoun that I deliberately

excluded from the dictionary due to its ambiguity. “We” might refer to the party, but it

can also be used to refer to we, the government or even we, the German people.

One point of interest is that “party mentions” by politicians appear to be more common

in the episode on September 14th, 2017, the one episode before the election. There are

few mentions of the coalition, particularly from the politicians themselves. Notably, the

few instances that do occur happen after the election, with no direct invocation of the

coalition in the episode from September 2017.
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As an additional visualization, figure 7.2 shows only the words with a negative

association in each sentence. This was done because the act of simply subtracting the

number of negative words from the number of positive ones is a somewhat random

approach, and this additional graph is meant to give the reader an idea how much

negativity is in each quasi-sentence. To an extent, this graph presents a similar picture

than figure 7.1 and cements my impression that as far as negative sentiment goes, Mr.

Scheuer is ahead of his colleagues, be they from his own party or from the SPD. There

are some noticeable “negativity spikes” by Florian Pronold as well, but other than that,

the party representatives appear more moderate in their use of negative language.

I will supplement these descriptive results with some impressions from watching the

episodes in question. While I cannot provide a detailed discussion of every single

contribution and how well the sentiment analysis matches my own impressions, I will

provide some assessments on how well it did overall in terms of classifying the tone of

the quasi-sentences under consideration.

Generally speaking, the sentiment analysis performed in a satisfactory manner. For a

more thorough validation, some sentences would need to be hand coded and compared

to the degree of positivity and negativity the dictionary detected, but looking at some

of the outliers in terms of negativity in particular lends credence to the approach, as

they contain rather stark negative language. One example is the negative outlier in Mr.

Scheuer’s graph: the corresponding sentence translates to ”second, we need to see that

during a scandal that companies are responsible for, that the consumers won’t be in a

situation of cold dispossession.” The sentiment lexicon was able to pick up sentences

with explicit negative meaning, as this particular contribution demonstrates.

Some of the tentative conclusions I have tried to draw about the episode from

September 2017 being overall more negative in tone are borne out by my personal

impression. The two episodes from 2018 were more focused on the topic at hand (what

to do about diesel cars, and who should pay costumers if they need to replace their

personal vehicles), probably due to the scandal itself being not as fresh anymore on

people’s minds. Of course, the presence of Mr. Scheuer in September 2017 might also

account for the perceived difference in tone. Out of all the political guests, he was the

most animated one, although I would describe his overall posture as defensive rather than

outright negative. Interestingly, he provided the one clear instance of an actual attack

against an SPD politician, by mentioning (under his breath) the controversial connection

of ex-chancellor Gerhard Schröder to the Russian energy company Rosneft. This is a very

good example of negative campaigning, since it is aimed at an individual and criticizes

them for something more personal than political. Also, however one might think about

the ex-chancellor’s connections to Russia, they are almost entirely irrelevant to the topic

at hand. Annoyingly, neither of the dictionaries I compiled picked up on that particular
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remark, and I doubt I would have caught it even if I had included a wider array of

politician’s names (the dictionaries used in chapters 4 and 6 would have picked up on

it, because of the inclusion of the coalition between SPD and Greens from 2002-2005),

because despite being a party grandee, in 2017 Gerhard Schröder had not been actively

involved in politics for over 10 years.

The fact that Mr. Scheuer brought up this connection at all would support my

supposition that negative campaigning was likely to happen in the episode of September

2017, and not so much in the others. It is unlikely that he would have mentioned it as

a sort of retaliation had he not perceived an accusation against his party and their ties

to the automobile industry. Notably, it was my impression that this defensiveness was

not really needed, at least not within the context of this episode. There were few direct

accusations against his party, and virtually none from Ms. Hendricks.

In conclusion, the plots presented in this chapter provide an uneven picture: while

the sentiment lexicon that was applied to the edited transcripts seems to work well for

detecting the overall sentiment of a sentence, it does not detect any meaningful instance

of attacks on a coalition partner. Either the method that was chosen here does not work

as intended, or there are just few instances of it happening. I suspect both to be the

case, to an extent. The remainder of this chapter is dedicated to examining flaws in the

approach, as well as proposing ways to refine the study of political talk shows as an arena

where negative campaigning happens.

7.5.1. Limitations

I have already discussed some potential problems with the method chosen here, and

section 7.6 will further discuss possible ways to make it more feasible, but there are three

main caveats I want to address before moving on to the conclusions.

The first one concerns the fact that spoken and written language are different in

some key aspects. I have already described how some sentences would trail off, or be

grammatically imprecise. In addition, word choice is likely different as well. The latter

should not invalidate the dictionary approach that was taken here, it might even be the

opposite, with speakers likely unable to edit themselves in time. Nevertheless, it should

be taken into account that some speech patterns that will rarely occur in written form

could bias the sentiment analysis.15

More pressing, the dictionary approach cannot take tone into account, so sarcasm and

irony will not be recorded with the true meaning behind the words. Any ironic utterance

is being taken at face value by the dictionary, e.g. an ironic “this is great” will be recorded

15An example is the German word ja, which means yes. The word has a positive and affirmative meaning,
but in spoken language, it often appears in the context of doubling down, e.g. “Das habe ich ja eben
schon gesagt...” (tr. “This is what I have just been saying...”), which speaks to a more neutral or even
negative meaning of the word, because it can signal annoyance.
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as a positive sentiment, despite meaning quite the opposite. For the analysis that was

presented here this mostly negligible, but for any study attempting something similar,

tone should, if possible, be taken into account.

It should be noted that any study that aims to analyze the behavior of politicians

in shows like maybrit illner is bound to run into problems regarding who is invited to

participate and, more to the point, who accepts. In the descriptive analysis that I have

conducted here, there is a sense of continuity about the political guests that took part,

and from studying lists of invited politicians between 2013 and 2018, they tend to return

if they have accepted an invitation to appear on the show once.16 But no two people act

in the same way, and any analysis is bound to reflect that fact. While the episode from

September 2017 seems more negative than the other two, this could just as well stem

from the guests that were present as from the time when it aired.

7.6. Conclusions

This chapter presented some first results from a very exploratory analysis where I tried

to measure the potential presence of negative campaigning in political talk shows. These

results are mixed: detecting negative campaigning without knowing what you are looking

for is difficult. A comparison between the CDU/CSU representatives, Mr. Scheuer and

Mr. Althusmann, shows that the first seems more prone to negativity in general, which is

in line with my own assessment from watching the episodes under consideration. The fact

that this difference between the two politicians can be seen in figure 7.1 is encouraging,

but more rigorous validation is needed if such an approach is to be used at a grander

scale.

I detected little to no actual negative campaigning in the episodes in question. This is

reflected in the graphs that are displayed in section 7.4.2, as well as based upon my own

observations. The dictionaries I devised to look for possible instances of attacks against

another party was meant to be generalizable to a wider context, but this came at the cost

of mostly missing the few instances of genuine negative campaigning that did happen,

like the Schröder-remark from Mr. Scheuer.

One of the main aims of this chapter was to evaluate whether it is possible to detect

negative campaigning in a political talk show using automated text analysis techniques.

Based on the descriptive results presented here, I hesitate to give a definite answer. While

the automated sentiment analysis based on the dictionary created and validated by Rauh

(2018) gives a good indication of the tonality of a (quasi-)sentence, it is difficult to draw

any inference about the direction of a remark. In cases where any of the guests directly

address each other, it is obviously possible to know the direction of their remark, but a

fully automated detection of each contribution is problematic, since guests do not always

16This goes for other guests too: activists, scientists etc. sometimes participate more than once.
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call each other by their names. In addition, direct replies to each other were a rare

occurrence between coalition partners, at least in the three episodes under consideration.

In a way, this is not all that surprising: based on the three episodes analyzed here, cabinet

members make use of their time by talking about the issue at hand or the offices they

control, and do not seem to be overly keen on attacking their partners.

Perhaps then, this apparent lack of explicit negative campaigning is not just a flaw in

the design, but an important feature of the German political system, which heavily relies

on consensus. Based on my observations in this chapter, it seems that coalition partners

are reluctant to wage open warfare against each other, even though an opportunity

might present itself. Despite many credible assertions that the general tone of politics

has become more negative, this exploratory analysis does not point towards the presence

of open hostility between politicians, at least not between coalition partners. Also, while

there was a lot of arguing (not only between politicians, it should be noted, but also

between other guests), the debates did contain actual information on the situation, and

aimed to let people from different backgrounds (politicians, industry representatives,

scientists and consumers) speak. While I cannot make an absolute judgment based on

three episodes alone, the shows did not strike me as trying to exacerbate an existing

conflict in order to get better ratings.

Of course, it is not possible to draw any sort of definitive proof from three episodes

alone. In the following paragraphs, I want to briefly discuss possibilities and caveats

for extending this descriptive analysis to make it more generalizable. In cases where

researchers opt for a quantitative approach, I would advise using as many episodes as

possible and thus obtaining every (quasi-)sentence spoken by a representative from a

coalition party, no matter whether every relevant party was actually represented in a

given episode. Dictionaries can still serve as an appropriate measure to detect directed

remarks towards coalition partners, and any such sentence could then either receive a

similar treatment to what I have done here, or be hand coded to indicate who is addressed,

what the tonality of the remark is etc.

There are a couple of drawbacks to such an approach, however. First, the availability

of talk show episodes is spotty at best. Not everything is preserved online, and if

researchers were to rely on what third parties upload to platforms like Youtube, they

would risk running into problems of selection bias. Episodes on more controversial topics,

for example refugees, seem more likely to be re-uploaded by third parties than episodes

about less emotional subjects. And even in cases where the totality of episodes and their

transcripts were available, I doubt that there are many instances of explicit negative

campaigning, just because the topics are so widespread and, at least in the case of maybrit

illner, there are never only guests from the political sphere, which further reduces the

potential for direct attacks that can be picked up by automated analysis techniques. The
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ideal format for such an analysis would be a debate between politicians (not necessarily

only between members of governing parties, it would also be interesting to analyse how

different opposition parties behave in such an arena) that airs somewhat regularly and is a

bit more strict in its choice of topic. I am, however, not aware of such a format existing,

the next best thing would be pre-election debates, which of course lack the feature of

regularity.

Another possibility for talk shows is to go beyond mere transcripts and include actual

audio- and video-data (see Boussalis et al., 2020, for an example). This is an intuitive

suggestion, since factors like facial expressions, and the tone and volume of an utterance

add considerable explanatory power to any sentiment analysis and would solve at least

some of the problems discussed in section 7.5.1.

I also see a lot of potential in a qualitative approach, where negative campaigning and

attacks are clearly defined and hand coded across a smaller selection of episodes. This

would make it possible to detect instances that come without a clear indication of who a

remark is aimed at, but that are nevertheless understood in context. Such an approach

still makes it possible to keep the time dimension in mind, and be somewhat restrictive

in subject matter as well. Instead of just looking at one topic as I have done here, the

behavior of politicians across different topics that vary in controversy and public salience

could be compared. Of course, this comes with the caveat that the subject of a debate

influences who will be invited and that politicians are different in their usage of negative

campaigning, but such an analysis would nevertheless be very promising.

Overall, I see potential in the analysis of political talk shows to measure politicians’

proclivity towards negative campaigning. The present chapter is meant to give the reader

an idea of how such an analysis could be conceptualized, and of the drawbacks that exist.
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Conclusions

This dissertation has analyzed three communication strategies that coalition parties

can use during their time in office. The strategies are personalization, issue emphasis

and negative campaigning. I wanted to test the influence of different variables – timing

and ideological distance between coalition partners made frequent appearances – on the

usage of these three strategies. The results will be briefly recapped here before I discuss

the implications of the findings and possibilities for future research.

In chapter 4, I defined personalization as mentioning individual politicians in party press

releases. I identified two main reasons why parties would do this: first, because people

can serve as a shorthand for more information about a party’s ideological profile and its

positions, and second, because parties want to signal that they are not faceless entities,

but comprised of real people. I theorized that personalization would be a particularly

appealing strategy in cases where the maximum ideological distance between coalition

partners is high, and that it is an attractive strategy for junior partners to distinguish

themselves.

I looked at personalization in over 39’000 party press releases in Germany and the

Netherlands. The results are mixed: ideological distance appears to have an influence on

how regularly parties use personalization (as in, how many press releases that contain a

name there are), but not on the total number of names in a given amount of time. The

opposite is true for junior partners, as they seem to mention more names in total, but

there is no significant difference when it comes to how many press releases they publish

that contain one or more names. All the effects are very small, however, so there is only

very limited support for my hypotheses that either ideological distance or governance

status substantially affect the usage of personalization as a communication strategy.

In a second analysis, I looked at the effect of a party’s popularity on personalization.

I argued that parties would use this strategy when their popularity is low, because they

want to show that they are an organization that is made up of actual people in order to

endear themselves to the public. Looking at the effect of popularity on personalization for

German coalition parties, I find some limited support for this hypothesis, at least in the

case where the number of press releases that contain a name is the dependent variable.

Parties decrease the amount of press releases with politicians’ names in them when their
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popularity increases, and vice versa. These results indicate that parties react to shifts

in public opinion, but the effect is once again too small to have a substantial effect on

personalization in press releases.

In chapter 5, the strategy of interest is issue emphasis. Using a supervised classifier,

the Naive Bayes algorithm, all the press releases of German cabinet parties between 2002

and 2018 were categorized into a pre-defined issue scheme, so parties’ priorities at certain

points during the legislative term could be analyzed. In particular, I was interested in

how parties build their agenda around their most important issues in the run up to an

election. I theorized that parties would put more of an emphasis on their most salient

issues the closer an election is, and that this effect will be strengthened if coalition parties

considerably differ from each other on the issues in question. Signalling to voters that

a party has not abandoned their issue priorities should be a good campaign strategy,

particularly in cases where their core issues differentiate them ideologically from their

partners.

While I do not find strong support for either of my hypotheses, the results are very

interesting nonetheless. First, the models in chapter 5 indicate that parties do not, in

fact, increase the focus on their most salient issues as an election approaches, not even

in cases where they are further apart from each other on a given issue. I suspect that

this is due to the fact that parties’ most salient issues significantly overlap, and coalition

parties may be reluctant to lean too heavily on issues that fail to sufficiently set them

apart from their partners. This supports the assertion that parties should, if possible,

not compete on the same issues (see Budge and Farlie, 1983; Ennser-Jedenastik et al.,

2020). These results suggest that parties might instead opt to campaign on issues that

are more “unique” to them, which is an promising opportunity for future research.

In chapter 6, negative campaigning between coalition parties was the strategy of

interest. Negative campaigning here denotes every kind of negative message, which can

range from performance-based criticism to more pointed attacks, and it is also the most

direct way in which coalition parties can try to differentiate themselves from each other. I

measure the prevalence of attacks on partners in an approximate manner: I argue that if

parties mention “hostile” politicians by name, this can be understood as singling them out

for the purposes of criticism. This mirrors my approach in chapter 4 on personalization,

where the implication was that the mention of a party’s own politicians is done in a way

to generate positive feelings. In contrast to chapter 4, I assume that the opposite is true

here: mentioning a hostile politician is done in the service negative campaigning and

decidedly not meant to invoke positive feelings.

Once again, I argue that time plays a crucial role, in that negative campaigning becomes

more likely as an election approaches and parties want to set themselves apart and point

towards differences instead of displaying unity. In addition to the effect of time, I also

test the proposed relationship between the presence of a hostile politician’s name and
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the overall sentiment of a press release, where I expect that said presence will negatively

affect the sentiment, and that this effect is strengthened in the case of parties that are

more ideologically distant from each other.

I find some support for all of my hypotheses. The further away an election is, the less

likely coalition parties are to mention hostile politicians, and the presence of such a name

in a press release does negatively affect its overall sentiment. Similar conclusions can be

drawn about the presence of a party name (e.g. CDU), but the effect is less pronounced

than for individual politicians. Additionally, ideological distance does strengthen this

relationship. Similar to chapter 4, the effects are quite small, so whether there is any

substantive influence of either the presence of a name or ideological distance between

partners remains up for debate.

Chapter 7 can be seen as an extension of the preceding chapter because it is also about

negative campaigning between coalition partners, but with a change of scenery. Instead

of party press releases, I use transcripts from the German political talk show maybrit

illner where the topic was the emissions scandal surrounding car manufacturers. On

the basis of three episodes, conduct an exploratory analysis of attacks between coalition

partners in this particular setting. I ran a sentiment analysis for every contribution by a

coalition party member and supplemented it with my own impressions and observations

from watching each episode.

Overall, I find few direct attacks or extensive negative campaigning between members

of a coalition party, although the tone of the episode that was broadcast right before

the federal election of 2017 can perhaps be classified as more negative than the others,

which supports my assumption that the context of an election campaign makes negative

campaigning more likely.

While chapter 7 is first and foremost an exploratory analysis, I remain intrigued by the

possibility to use political talk shows like maybrit illner to analyze how coalition partners

behave towards each other. The fact that, unlike with press releases, parties have little

control over the proceedings makes them a very attractive arena for future research on

negative campaigning between politicians in general, be they in government or opposition.

While I did not find support for all my hypotheses, the results are intriguing and

have interesting implications for our understanding of party competition and political

communication. I hesitate to make any definite statements regarding causality, but my

findings indicate that coalition parties are strategic in their official communication and

that looking at strategy choice in particular is a valid and relevant area of research within

the wider literature on coalition governance and party competition.

I want to reiterate that I firmly believe that the study of political communication

matters a great deal for our understanding of politics in general. The way parties present

themselves, either using press releases, parliamentary speeches, campaign rallies or social
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media, is central to how they are perceived by the public. Image matters, and how parties

use the communication channels at their disposal is relevant for political science as well

as for society.

8.1. Further Research

Some suggestions for future research have already been made at the end of each of the

four thematic chapters, so I will use this last section to discuss more general possibilities

for the present analyses to be extended.

First, a more direct comparison between the strategies could significantly improve our

understanding of how parties opt for one strategy over another. This dissertation has

analyzed each of the three strategies in isolation, so an interesting next step would be to

compare them to each other while taking different contexts into account. I had originally

planned to do something like this when I started my work on this project and had

defined five strategies along a scheme of risk and reward. Risk indicates the probability

that a strategy could anger the other coalition parties, and reward/attention denotes the

payoff in terms of attention and, by extension, differentiation. I had made some first

steps towards a theory on how changing circumstances (i.e. in terms of the closeness

of an election, changes in polls...) would affect a party’s propensity towards more risky

behavior. The strategies as well as their theorized risk and reward can be seen in table

8.1. While the bones of this particular approach are still present in my dissertation, I

unfortunately had to abandon most it as well as two of the five strategies.1

Table 8.1.: Risks & Rewards

Strategy Risk Attention/Reward

Issue Emphasis Low Low
Issue Trespassing Medium Medium to high
Personalization Low Medium (to high)

Conflict High High
Negativity High High

Future research could bring this risk-and-reward framework back, and test when parties

choose one strategy over another. I find the comparison between personalization and

negative campaigning particularly interesting: do parties simultaneously personalize and

attack, to drive home how different their own politicians are from their partners’? Or is

personalization less time dependent and happens throughout the term, whereas negative

1Issue Trespassing means emphasizing an issue that is owned by a coalition partner (issue emphasis was
more thoroughly based on issue ownership in this earlier version); Conflict is the action of highlighting
divisive issues in particular, see Martin and Vanberg (2008). Bits of this last strategy remain, as I test
the influence of issue divisiveness on emphasis.
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campaigning is the strategy of choice during an election campaign? There are many

fascinating questions that arise when asking which strategies most contrast or complement

each other.

For issue emphasis, the different ways in which this strategy can be executed for press

releases in particular as defined by Ennser-Jedenastik et al. (2020) has already been

mentioned, and I maintain that such an approach would be very interesting for coalition

parties in particular. How they go about issue emphasis depending on how important

the topic in question already is to them is just one of many intriguing research questions.

Coming back to table 8.1, differentiating more between issues that are owned by a party or

by their partners, and between contentious and non-contentious issues is another possible

extension to what I have done here, especially in light of the (non-)results presented in

chapter 5. If coalition parties are indeed reluctant to campaign too much on the same

issues as their partners, even though these issues are important to them, what would

happen if the distinction between who owns which issue were to be made more explicit?

What would induce parties to trespass on their partners’ terrain?

Perhaps the central question that this dissertation has not answered is which strategy

actually works ; meaning which strategy is most suited to meaningfully differentiate a

coalition party from their partners. I have solely focused on the senders of a message,

coalition parties, and have largely ignored the intended recipients: the voters. Bringing

the people back in by studying the electoral consequences of strategy choice is therefore

a logical extension of the present work. Just one of the many research questions that

present themselves concerns personalization as a communication strategy. If this strategy

works as theorized, by making people more inclined towards parties that often and

repeatedly mention individual politicians in their press releases, does this imply that

parties that engage in a large degree of personalization will reap electoral rewards? If

one were to compare two junior parties that are otherwise quite similar, does the party

that personalizes their messages more get punished less harshly by voters than the other

one? There are many interesting questions that arise when expanding these analyses to

include electoral outcomes as well.

Lastly, I want to discuss the possible inclusion of parties outside of government. The

focus of my dissertation has been on coalition parties exclusively, but to broaden our

understanding of party communication strategies in multiparty systems, it is necessary

to take the opposition into account as well. How does strategy usage differ between a

party that is currently in government and the same party in opposition, either before or

after their time in office? The most intuitive difference probably concerns a party’s usage

of negative campaigning: the main idea of chapter 6 is that it is difficult for coalition

partners to directly attack each other. Opposition parties are less constrained in this

respect and may more freely criticize other parties, be they in government or opposition.
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Looking at changing patterns as a party moves from opposition to government and vice

versa is already quite intriguing, but looking at the bargaining context, for example in the

form of coalition inclusion probabilities (Kayser et al., 2020), would make for a fascinating

research project.

For the most part, this dissertation was only concerned with German coalitions, with a

brief foray to the Netherlands in chapter 4. Including other countries that differ in their

institutional context (for example the number and nature of veto players, the difficulty

to dissolve government etc.) would add much to the present analyses. The strategies

themselves can be easily translated to different contexts, but the research design would

have to be adjusted, since most of my chapters rely on resources that are constrained by

either geography or language (like the popularity polls in chapter 4 and the sentiment

dictionary by Christian Rauh (2018) in chapters 6 and 7). Perhaps negative campaigning

is the most interesting strategy in this regard, since I expect that how common (and thus

maybe met with less apprehension) government dissolution is in a given context matters

in terms of how often and how strongly parties engage in negative campaigning with each

other.
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A.1. Personalization

Figure A.1.: Avg. number press releases with mentions in the Netherlands and Germany
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A.1.1. Wikipedia pages consulted to get names from important politicians

Note: all sites accessed on October 8th, 2020.

German Parties and Ministerpräsidenten :

https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christlich_Demokratische_Union_

Deutschlands

https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Freie_Demokratische_Partei

https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fraktion_der_Freien_Demokraten

https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/B%C3%BCndnis_90/Die_Gr%C3%BCnen

https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bundestagsfraktion_B%C3%BCndnis_90/Die_

Gr%C3%BCnen

https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sozialdemokratische_Partei_Deutschlands

https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liste_der_Ministerpr%C3%A4sidenten_der_

deutschen_L%C3%A4nder

German Cabinets:

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_Schr%C3%B6der_cabinet

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First_Merkel_cabinet

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_Merkel_cabinet

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Third_Merkel_cabinet

Dutch Parties:

https://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/ChristenUnie

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_Union_(Netherlands)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pim_Fortuyn_List

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Labour_Party_(Netherlands)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/People%27s_Party_for_Freedom_and_

Democracy

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Democrats_66

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_Democratic_Appeal

Dutch Cabinets:

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_Kok_cabinet

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First_Balkenende_cabinet

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_Balkenende_cabinet

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Third_Balkenende_cabinet

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fourth_Balkenende_cabinet

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First_Rutte_cabinet
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_Rutte_cabinet

A.2. Issue Emphasis

Code Description

1 Macroeconomics

2 Civil Rights

3 Health

4 Agriculture

5 Labor

6 Education

7 Environment and Energy

9 Immigration

10 Welfare

12 Law and Crime

15 Commerce

16 Defense

17 Technology

19a International Affairs

19b European Union

20 Government Operations

99 Other

Note: Codes 11, 21 and 22 are omitted.

Table A.1.: Issue categories from SCRIPTS; bold indicates matched issue areas
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Table A.2.: Issue areas based on Zubek and Klüver (2015)

Issue Area CMP Policy Codes Left Position Right Position

Agriculture 406: Protectionism
(positive)

406: Protectionism
(positive)

407: Protectioism
(negative)

407: Protectioism
(negative)
703: Agriculture and
Farmers (positive)

703 Farmers

Civil Rights 201: Freedom and
human rights

201: Freedom and
human rights

603: Traditional
Morality (positive)

202: Democracy 202: Democracy 605: Law and order
(positive)

603: Traditional
Morality (positive)

604: Traditional
Morality (negative)

604: Traditional
Morality (negative)

705: Underprivileged
minority groups

605: Law and order 706: Non-economic
demographic groups

705: Underprivileged
minority groups
706: Non-economic
demographic groups

Education 506: Education
expansion

506: Education
expansion

507: Education
limitation

507: Education
limitation

Environment 416: Anti-growth
economy (positive)

416: Anti-growth
economy (positive)

410: Economic growth:
Positive

501: Environmental
protection

501: Environmental
protection

410: Economic growth:
Positive

European Integration 108: EC/EU (positive) 108: EC/EU (positive) 110: EC/EU
(negative)

110: EC/EU
(negative)

Decentralization (not
matched)

301: Decentralization 301: Decentralization 302: Centralization

302: Centralization
Immigration 601: National way of

life (positive)
602: National way of
life (negative)

601: National way of
life (positive)

602: National way of
life (negative)

607: Multiculturalism
(positive)

608: Multiculturalism
(negative)

607: Multiculturalism
(positive)
608: Multiculturalism
(negative)

131



APPENDIX A. APPENDIX

Labor 405: Corporatism 405: Corporatism 702: Labor Groups:
Negative

701: Labor Groups:
Positive

701: Labor Groups:
Positive

702: Labor Groups:
Negative

Social welfare 503: Equality: positive 503: Equality: positive 504: Welfare state
limitation

504: Welfare state
expansion

504: Welfare state
expansion

505: Welfare state
limitation

606: Social Harmony

606: Social Harmony
Defence 104: Military

(positive)
105: Military
(negative)

104: Military
(positive)

105: Military
(negative)

Economy 401: Free market
economy

403: Market regulation 401: Free market
economy

402: Incentives 404: Economic
planning

402: Incentives:
Positive

403: Market regulation 412: Controlled
economy

404: Economic
planning

413: Nationalization

412: Controlled
economy
413: Nationalization

International Politics 103: Anti-imperialism
(positive)

103: Anti-imperialism
(positive)

109: Internationalism
(negative)

106: Peace (positive) 106: Peace (positive)
107: Internationalism
(positive)

107: Internationalism
(positive)

109: Internationalism
(negative)

Budget & Tax (not
matched)

409: Keynesian
Demand Management

409: Keynesian
Demand Management

414: Economic
Orthodoxy

414: Economic
Orthodoxy
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Figure A.2.: Number of press releases on “energy” per party

133



APPENDIX A. APPENDIX

T
ab

le
A

.5
.:

In
fl
u
en

ce
of

ti
m

e
in

th
e

fo
rm

of
“c

am
p
ai

gn
”

on
is

su
e

em
p
h
as

is
.

D
ep

en
d

en
t

va
ri

a
bl

e:

S
u

m
M

os
t

S
al

ie
n
t

S
u

m
3

M
os

t
S

al
ie

n
t

S
u

m
M

o
st

S
a
li
en

t
S

u
m

3
M

o
st

S
a
li
en

t

(1
)

(2
)

(3
)

(4
)

C
am

p
ai

gn
−

0.
23

5
∗∗

∗
−

0.
14

5
∗∗

∗
−

0
.1

9
3
∗∗

−
0
.1

7
0
∗∗

∗

(0
.0

85
)

(0
.0

52
)

(0
.0

9
5
)

(0
.0

5
1
)

T
ot

al
P

R
0.

01
3
∗∗

∗
0.

01
5
∗∗

∗
0
.0

1
4
∗∗

∗
0
.0

1
4
∗∗

∗

(0
.0

01
)

(0
.0

01
)

(0
.0

0
1
)

(0
.0

0
1
)

L
ag

ge
d

D
V

(1
M

on
th

)
−

0.
00

4
0
.0

1
1
∗

(0
.0

06
)

(0
.0

0
6
)

L
ag

ge
d

D
v

(1
2

M
on

th
s)

−
0.

00
02

0
.0

1
6
∗∗

∗

(0
.0

06
)

(0
.0

0
6
)

L
ag

ge
d

D
v

(1
M

on
th

)
0.

00
4
∗∗

∗
0
.0

0
2

(0
.0

02
)

(0
.0

0
2
)

L
ag

ge
d

D
v

(1
2

M
on

th
s)

−
0.

00
04

−
0
.0

0
2

(0
.0

02
)

(0
.0

0
2
)

C
on

st
an

t
0.

82
6
∗∗

∗
1.

70
5
∗∗

∗
0
.5

6
4
∗∗

∗
1
.8

4
7
∗∗

∗

(0
.1

40
)

(0
.0

64
)

(0
.0

9
8
)

(0
.0

8
4
)

G
ro

u
p

in
g

F
ac

to
r

P
ar

ty
P

ar
ty

C
a
b

in
et

C
a
b

in
et

O
b

se
rv

at
io

n
s

26
9

26
9

2
6
9

2
6
9

L
og

L
ik

el
ih

o
o
d

−
63

4.
86

4
−

81
0.

15
8

−
6
5
7
.5

6
8

−
8
0
6
.0

0
6

A
ka

ik
e

In
f.

C
ri

t.
1,

28
3.

72
8

1,
63

4.
31

6
1
,3

2
9
.1

3
6

1
,6

2
6
.0

1
2

B
ay

es
ia

n
In

f.
C

ri
t.

1,
30

8.
89

1
1,

65
9.

47
9

1
,3

5
4
.2

9
9

1
,6

5
1
.1

7
5

N
o

te
:

∗ p
<

0
.1

;
∗∗

p
<

0
.0

5
;
∗∗

∗ p
<

0
.0

1

134



APPENDIX A. APPENDIX

Table A.6.: Most divisive Issue by Cabinet and Party

Cabinet Party Most Divisive Issue
Schröder
II

SPD Civil Rights
Bündis 90/Die Grünen Civil Rights

Merkel I
CDU/CSU Welfare

SPD Welfare
Merkel
II

CDU/CSU Civil Rights
FDP Civil Rights

Merkel
III

CDU/CSU Welfare
SPD Welfare
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A.3. Negative Campaigning

Figure A.3.: Total partner mentions (party names) over time
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Table A.7.: The effect of weeks until an election for party names

Dependent variable:

Sum Party Names (Daily)

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Weeks until Election −0.002∗∗∗ −0.002∗∗∗

(0.0004) (0.0002)

Weeks rescaled −0.112∗∗∗ −0.137∗∗∗

(0.023) (0.012)

Lagged DV (1 day) 0.072∗∗∗ 0.072∗∗∗ 0.025∗∗∗ 0.025∗∗∗

(0.009) (0.009) (0.002) (0.002)

Lagged DV (7 days) 0.062∗∗∗ 0.062∗∗∗ 0.037∗∗∗ 0.037∗∗∗

(0.008) (0.008) (0.002) (0.002)

Total nr. of press releases 0.195∗∗∗ 0.195∗∗∗ 0.128∗∗∗ 0.128∗∗∗

(0.008) (0.008) (0.002) (0.002)

Constant −1.163∗∗∗ −1.335∗∗∗ −0.701∗∗ −0.911∗∗∗

(0.254) (0.251) (0.276) (0.275)

Observations 7,042 7,042 7,042 7,042
Log Likelihood −8,376.153 −8,376.153 −11,280.590 −11,280.590
Akaike Inf. Crit. 16,766.310 16,766.310 22,573.180 22,573.180
Bayesian Inf. Crit. 16,814.320 16,814.320 22,614.340 22,614.340

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Summary
What communication strategies do coalition parties use during their time in office? And

what influences them in their choice of strategy? Coalition parties face a dilemma between

unity and differentiation, because while they need to keep relations with their partners

stable, they also have to keep up constant efforts to differentiate themselves sufficiently

from them to show that they remain strong in their values and in their ideology.

I argue that political communication plays a key role in how parties try to maintain

a strong individual profile. I have defined three main strategies that parties can use,

personalization, issue emphasis and negative campaigning and analyze the usage of these

strategies by German and Dutch coalition parties.

Based on a dataset that contains over 26’000 press releases by German and over 12’000

press releases by Dutch coalition parties, I analyze what influences the usage of the three

strategies in question in four different chapters. I find that the usage personalization,

which is defined as focusing on individual politicians, is affected by the ideological distance

between coalition partners, as well as by how well a party is doing in terms of popularity,

with the usage of personalization increasing as popularity drops.

I use a supervised classification algorithm, Naive Bayes, to classify the press releases

issued by German coalition parties into issue areas to analyze whether parties use election

campaigns to emphasize issues that are already important to them and where they differ

from their partners. I find that this is not the case, and that parties actually de-emphasize

these issues as an election approaches, regardless of ideological distance between them

and their partners. I assume that this is the case because the parties under consideration

have similar thematic foci, and are therefore reluctant to campaign on the same issues,

even though they might disagree with their partners.

Lastly, I analyze the presence of negative campaigning in German press releases and in

a selection of episodes from a political talk show. In the case of press releases, I find that

parties are more likely to specifically mention hostile politicians as an election approaches,

and that these mentions correlate with a more negative sentiment of the press releases

in question. This relationship is strengthened the further apart coalition partners are

from each other ideologically. In an exploratory analysis, I evaluate three episodes of

a German political talk show as a potential arena where negative campaigning between

coalition partners can happen. While I find little evidence of directed attacks between

partners, I consider the study of talk shows as a promising opportunity for further research

on how coalition partners engage with each other in a public setting.
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Zusammenfassung
Welche Kommunikationsstrategien benutzen Koalitionsparteien während ihrer Zeit im

Amt? Und was beeinflusst sie in der Wahl einer bestimmten Strategie? Koalitionsparteien

stehen vor einem Dilemma, dass sie zwar nach aussen Einheit demonstrieren sollen, sich

aber gleichzeitig von ihren Partnern differenzieren müssen. Dieses Dilemma ensteht, da

Koalitionsparteien die Beziehungen zu ihren Partnern intakt halten sollten, aber auch

demonstrieren müssen, dass sie ihre Werte und ihre Ideologie nicht vergessen haben.

Ich argumentiere, dass politische Kommunikation eine wichtige Rolle dabei spielt,

wie Parteien versuchen, ihr individuelles Profil zu erhalten. Dazu habe ich drei

Hauptstrategien definiert, die Parteien benutzen können, namentlich Personalisierung

(personalization), Themenschwerpunkte (issue emphasis) und Negativkampagnen

(negative campaigning), und analysiere die Nutzung dieser drei Strategien für deutsche

und niederländische Koalitionsparteien.

Basierend auf einem Datensatz von über 26’000 deutschen und über 12’000

niederländischen Pressemitteilungen von Koalitionsparteien analysiere ich, was Parteien

in ihrer Strategiewahl beeinflusst. Meine Resultate zeigen, dass Personalisierung,

definiert als ein verstärkter Fokus auf Individuen, davon beeinflusst wird, wie stark sich

Koalitionsparteien ideologisch unterscheiden. Ebenso haben Umfragewerte einen Einfluss

darauf, wie deutsche Koalitionsparteien Personalisierung einsetzen: wenn die Beliebtheit

einer Partei sinkt, steigt die Wahrscheinlichkeit, dass sie mehr Personalisierung einsetzt.

Ich benutze einen supervised classification algorithm namens Naive Bayes, um die

deutschen Pressemitteilungen in verschiedene thematische Kategorien zu klassifizieren.

Ich nutze diese Klassifizierung um zu analysieren, ob Parteien während dem Wahlkampf

einen besonderen Fokus auf die Themen legen, die ihnen wichtig sind und wo sie

sich von ihren Partnern unterscheiden. Dies ist nicht da Fall, und meine Analysen

zeigen, dass Parteien kurz vor einer Wahl sogar einen geringeren Schwerpunkt auf

diese Themen legen, ungeachtet ideologischer Differenzen zwischen ihnen und ihren

Koalitionspartnern. Ich vermute, dass dies daran liegt dass die betroffenen Parteien

sehr ähnliche Themenschwerpunkte haben und daher nur ungern mit denselben Themen

Wahlkampf machen, auch wenn sie mit ihren Partnern zu diesen Themen nicht einer

Meinung sind.

Schließlich analysiere ich die Präsenz von negativem Campaigning in deutschen

Pressemitteilungen und in einer Auswahl von Episoden einer politischen Talkshow.

Im Falle der Pressemitteilungen stelle ich fest, dass die Parteien mit zunehmender

Wahrscheinlichkeit “feindlich gesinnte” Politiker (hier: Politiker die zu den

Koalitionspartnern gehören) erwähnen, je näher die Wahl rückt, und dass

diese Erwähnungen mit einem generell negativerem seintiment der betreffenden

Pressemitteilungen korrelieren. In einer explorativen Analyse evaluiere ich drei Episoden

einer deutschen politischen Talkshow als potenzielle Arena in der negative campaigning
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oder direkte Attacken zwischen Koalitionspartnern passieren. Obwohl ich wenig Evidenz

von direkten Attacken zwischen Koalitionspartnern finde, sehe ich die Analyse von

politischen Talkshows als vielverprechende Möglichkeit für weiter Forschung darüber,

wie Koalitionspartner in einer der Öffentlichkeit zugänglichen Umgebung miteninader

umgehen.
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