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One of the key trends changing political environments across advanced industrial democracies is 

increasing electoral volatility (Dalton, McAllister & Wattenberg, 2000; Drummond, 2006; Mair, 

2008). The same holds true for Sweden, the case of this study. More and more voters are deciding 

which party to vote for during the election campaigns, and the share of voters switching parties 

between or during election campaigns has increased significantly. Between 1960 and 2014, the 

share of voters switching party between election campaigns increased from 11 to 36 percent (inter-

election volatility), while the share of voters switching parties during election campaigns (intra-

election volatility) increased from 7 to 17 percent between 1968 and 2014 (Oscarsson, 2016; 

Oscarsson & Holmberg, 2016). 

 In previous studies, scholars have attributed this increase in voter volatility to, among other 

things, long-term trends towards decreasing party identification (Dalton et al., 2000), declining 

importance of traditional cleavages (Drummond, 2006), an increasing number of political parties 

(Mainwaring, Gervasoni & Espana-Najera, 2017), and increasing political sophistication among 

voters (Dalton, 2014). Extensive scholarly attention has also been paid to different types of 
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campaign effects and types of changes during election campaigns, where a key distinction is 

between activation, reinforcement, and conversion (Lazarsfeld, Berelson & Gaudet, 1948). 

Despite this, at “the individual level, we know however relatively little on the mechanisms 

behind volatility in voting behavior” (Kuhn, 2009, p. 463). This holds particularly true for intra-

election volatility. Part of the problem is that most studies on intra-election volatility rely on panel 

studies with just two waves covering the “short” election campaign the weeks before election day, 

usually with one pre- and one post-election wave, which impedes more detailed analyses of the 

dynamics of intra-election volatility and the impact of short-term factors such as media exposure 

and political knowledge. In addition, only recently have scholars directed their attention to media 

exposure as a potentially important short-term factor influencing electoral volatility (Johann, 

Kleinen-von Königslöw, Kritzinger & Thomas, 2017). Yet another part of the problem is that 

findings related to another important factor, political sophistication or political knowledge, are 

mixed and inconclusive (Albright, 2009; Dassonneville, 2014). 

 Against this background, this paper seeks to contribute to extant research by investigating 

(a) patterns of (intra-election) volatility and the impact of (b) political knowledge and (c) political 

news exposure on the patterns of electoral volatility. The study builds on the classical study by 

Lazarsfeld and colleagues on the different types of voting behavior during the campaign. Following 

Kuhn (2009), Schmitt-Beck, Weick and Christoph (2006) and Dassonneville (2014), we will 

examine patterns of change during the election campaign, and test whether these patterns can be 

explained by political knowledge and political news exposure. Empirically, we will employ a four-

wave panel study during the 2014 national elections in Sweden, which enables us to study patterns 

of vote change or vote stability during the last five months of the election campaign.  

   

Electoral volatility: Types of changes 
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In Western democracies, voting behavior has become increasingly volatile over the past decades 

(Dalton & Wattenberg, 2000; Mair, 2008). This phenomenon of electoral volatility is generally 

defined as “the changes in party preference within an electorate” (Crewe, 1985, p. 8). These 

changes do not only occur between elections (inter-election volatility), but also during election 

campaigns (intra-election volatility). In Sweden, this trend towards increasing levels of electoral 

volatility has partly been explained by the greater supply of parties (Oscarsson, 2016). Whereas 

until 1988 only five parties were represented in the Swedish parliament, since 2010 there have been 

eight parties in parliament. Logically, changes in vote choices increase as the number of political 

parties to choose from increases.  

However, the key explanation behind the increased electoral volatility has been the 

declining importance of traditional cleavages and weakening attachment between parties and 

voters, resulting in declining impact of party identification (Dalton, 2000; Franklin, Mackie, & 

Valen, 1992). Across advanced industrial democracies, the share of voters identifying with a 

particular party has declined over the past fifty years (Dalton, 2000), and the same holds true in 

Sweden. Whereas 68 percent identified, and 38 percent strongly identified, with a particular party 

in 1968, by 2014, those shares had fallen to 25 and 15 percent, respectively (Oscarsson and 

Holmberg, 2016). Another source of dealignment is a process of cognitive mobilization (Dalton, 

1984, 2007; Schmitt-Beck et al., 2006). According to Dalton and others, due to rising levels of 

education and the expansion of mass media and other information sources, voters now possess the 

skills and resources to make independent informed political choices without reliance on traditional 

loyalties. Recent research on the causes of electoral volatility has also found evidence supporting 

this view of emancipated voters (Van der Meer, van Elsas, Lubbe & van der Brug, 2015; Oscarsson, 

2016), although extant research is not conclusive (see below). Nevertheless, considering the 

decreasing impact of long-term factors on voting behavior, short-term factors, like the election 
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campaign, have become more important for explaining vote choice (Dalton, 1984, 2000; Dalton & 

Wattenberg, 2000; Strömbäck, 2016).  

In early research studying election campaigns, the general view was that campaigns only 

have minimal effects (Klapper, 1960; Lazarsfeld et al., 1948). Campaign effects were defined very 

narrowly and only conversion, due to persuasion by campaign messages, was regarded as an effect. 

Yet, results showed (Berelson et al., 1954; Lazarsfeld et al., 1948) that the power of the mass media 

to alter political attitudes and preferences was rather limited. Since then, research has however 

broadened the definition of campaign effects beyond the focus on persuasive effects, arguing that 

campaigns do matter (Brady, Johnston, & Sides, 2006; Farrell & Schmitt-Beck, 2002; Holbrook, 

1996). Campaigns not only have a persuading role in changing voters’ party preferences, they may 

have an activating and informational role helping undecided voters to acquire a vote choice 

(Arceneaux, 2005; Gelman & King, 1993; Hillygus, 2010; Hopmann, Vliegenthart, de Vreese & 

Albaek, 2010; Nadeau, Nevitte, Gidengil & Blais, 2008).  

The idea of activation was in fact introduced already by Lazarsfeld et al. (1948), who stated 

that “what the campaign does is to activate [voters’] political predispositions” (p. 73). This idea of 

activation was further developed by Finkel (1993), who suggested that the campaign is more likely 

to bring voters’ party preferences in line with their existing attitudes, rather than change their 

attitudes. According to several studies (Lazarsfeld, et al., 1948; Bartels, 2006; Andersen et al. 

2005), the most important campaign effect is in fact to activate existing predispositions. This means 

that while voters might be doubting their party preference before or at the beginning of the election 

campaign, their latent predispositions should transform into a manifest vote during the course of 

the campaign. Activation may thereby lead to crystallization (Geers, Bos & de Vreese, 2017; 

Lazarsfeld et al., 1948; Strömbäck & Shehata, 2013). 
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 Conversion was originally considered as voting out of line with one’s predispositions 

(Lazarsfeld et al., 1948). The empirical results of the early studies led to the conclusion that very 

few people actually are converted by the campaign. Yet, many studies have since then shown that 

voters do switch from one party to another, either between of within election campaigns (Dalton et 

al., 2000; Dassonneville, 2014; Mainwaring et al., 2017; Mair, 2008). Whether such changes in 

party preferences should be classified as conversion in the sense that respondents abandon a party 

and truly form a preference for another party is however unclear. As noted by Kuhn (2009): “What 

is e.g. characterized as conversion is just as likely to represent ambiguity between two parties […] 

indicated by switching in and out of party preference. It might also be the case that voters 

increasingly and for tactical reasons vote for another party than the one they prefer the most 

(Oscarsson, 2016), or waver between different parties and/or not having any voting intention.  

Another type of campaign effect that Lazarsfeld et al. (1948) identified was reinforcement, 

which refers to the strengthening of the preference for the original voting decision. In terms of 

stability and change, reinforcement manifest in stability in voting intention, but nevertheless 

represents change in that people’s intention to vote for a particular party is strengthened during and 

because of election campaigns. The underlying mechanism is that voters who identify with a certain 

party are expected to selectively expose themselves to or pay attention to campaign information 

which reinforces their preferences for that party (Kunda, 1990; Nickerson, 1998; Lodge & Taber, 

2013), which reinforces their original voting intention and prevents them from changing voting 

intention during an election campaign. The same logic applies if someone starts out without a 

voting intention and never forms one: that might also be conceptualized as a form of reinforcement, 

leading people to abstain from voting. 

Summing up, theoretically it is thus possible to distinguish between five processes and types 

of voting behavior during an election campaign: reinforcement, where people start out with a voting 



 6 

intention and stick to that throughout the election campaign; conversion, where people start out 

with a voting intention but end up voting for another party; crystallization, where people go from 

having no voting intention to acquiring one; wavering, where people several times change voting 

intention or between having and not having a vote intention; and party alienation, where people 

start out without and never form a voting intention. The share of voters belonging to each of these 

categories is however uncertain, particularly when studied over a longer period than just the final 

weeks of an election campaign. Thus, our baseline research question is: 

 

RQ1: What is the share of voters crystallizing, wavering, converting, staying with the same  

party, and remaining alienated from the parties over the course an election campaign? 

 

Political knowledge and electoral volatility 

One of the short-term factors that plays a central role in the explanation of electoral 

volatility is political knowledge. One of the first empirical studies into voting behavior concluded 

that voters who switch parties are uninterested in and uninformed about politics (Lazarsfeld, et al, 

1848). However, later research has claimed that due to a process of rising levels of education and 

the expansion of mass media and other information sources, voters have become more politically 

knowledgeable. This process of cognitive mobilization (Albright, 2009; Dalton, 1984, 2007) might 

stimulate voters to make independent informed political choices without reliance on traditional 

loyalties. The link between political knowledge and electoral volatility has also been established 

by various studies, although the evidence is mixed. With respect to intra-campaign volatility, some 

studies claim that the least knowledgeable voters are the most likely to switch from one party to 

another (Berelson, Lazarsfeld & McPhee, 1954; Dassonneville, 2011; Lazarsfeld et al., 1948), 

whereas others claim that the most knowledgeable voters tend to make more independent vote 
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choices, leading them to switch occasionally (Albright, 2009; Dalton, 2007; Dalton & Wattenberg, 

2000). A third line of studies have found curvilinear effects (Dassonneville, 2014; Kuhn, 2009; 

Van der Meer, et al, 2015), claiming that the less knowledgeable voters are less likely to receive 

political information while the highly knowledgeable are unlikely to accept the received political 

information if it challenges their beliefs, opinions or voting intentions. Hence, the group of voters 

which is most likely to be volatile are the moderately knowledgeable. Such findings are in line with 

Zaller’s RAS (receive-accept-sample) model, according to which opinion change is most likely 

among those who are moderately politically aware, sophisticated, or knowledgeable (Zaller, 1992). 

In the context of this study, we are however less interested in the effects of political 

knowledge on overall volatility and more interested in how political knowledge is related to each 

of the five categories of voter behavior outlined above: crystallization, reinforcement, conversion, 

wavering, and alienation. Based on findings that there are positive linkages between political 

knowledge or sophistication, party identification, and stability in vote choice (Albright, 2009; 

Dalton, 2007; Dassonneville, 2014; Kuhn, 2009; Schmitt-Beck et al., 2006), we expect that 

political knowledge will have a negative effect on alienation, wavering, and conversion. In contrast, 

we expect political knowledge to have a positive effect on crystallization. With respect to 

reinforcement, i.e., staying with the same party throughout the election campaign, previous 

research suggests that this group include both those who are cognitively mobilized and those who 

are rather “ritual partisans”, for whom party identification functions as a “guiding political identity 

in the absence of cognitive sophistication” (Dalton, 2007, p. 277; see also Oscarsson & Holmberg, 

2016). As research suggests that the share of “ritual partisans” has decreased, we nevertheless 

expect political knowledge to have a positive effect on reinforcement. Against this background, 

our first hypotheses are: 
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H1: Political knowledge will have a negative effect on alienation, wavering and conversion. 

H2: Political knowledge will have a positive effect on crystallization and reinforcement. 

 

Political news exposure and electoral volatility 

In contemporary democracies, there is little doubt that media constitute the most important source 

of information about politics and current affairs (Mutz, 1998; Shehata & Strömbäck, 2014). 

Regardless of what media people use to get information about politics and current affairs, most of 

the information that people make use of when forming their opinions and voting intentions come 

from some kind of media. A large body of research also shows that media can have a significant 

impact on people’s political perceptions, opinions and, in extension, behavior. Among other things, 

previous research has shown that the visibility and framing of political parties as well as what issues 

the media cover and link to the parties can have effect on people’s support for parties and voting 

intentions (Druckman, 2004; Hopmann, Vliegenthart, de Vreese & Albaek, 2010; Nadeau et al., 

2008; Sheets, Bos & Boomgaarden, 2016; Soroka, Bodet, Young & Andrew, 2009). 

 With respect to the effects of media exposure on electoral volatility, there are however 

rather few studies investigating this, and findings seem to be inconclusive. While some studies 

have found a linkage between media exposure and vote switching (Baker, Ames & Renno, 2006; 

van der Meer et al., 2015), others have not (Dassonneville, 2011) or that it depends on how 

ambivalent voters are (Johann et al., 2017). In terms of effects on different types of electoral 

behavior, there are even fewer studies. One exception though is Geers, Bos and de Vreese (2017), 

who investigated the effect of news exposure on conversion and crystallization. Their results 

showed that news exposure had a positive effect on crystallization but not on conversion. This 

indicates that the effects of news exposure might differ between overall electoral volatility and 

different types of volatility.  
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The key question then is how news exposure can be expected to influence alienation, 

crystallization, reinforcement, wavering and conversion. Following Zaller’s RAS-model (1992), 

opinion change in general is most likely among those who are moderately aware politically, as they 

are both likely to expose themselves to political information and to accept the information they are 

exposed to. Those who least aware politically might accept the messages they receive, but are not 

likely to expose themselves to much political information. The highly aware politically, on the 

other hand, are most likely to expose themselves to political information but the least likely to 

accept new information that run counter to their attitudes and opinions (Zaller, 1992). Taking both 

exposure to political information and likelihood of acceptance of information into account, opinion 

change is then most likely among the moderately aware politically. At the same time, other lines 

of research suggest that media effects are most likely among those who have a high need for 

orientation, a concept that builds on the lower-order concepts relevance and uncertainty (Weaver, 

1980). More specifically, theory in this area predicts that the need for orientation is greatest when 

something is perceived as relevant while the degree of uncertainty is high, weakest when something 

is perceived as irrelevant while the degree of uncertainty is low, and moderate when either the 

perceived relevance of degree of uncertainty is high (Weaver, 1980). 

Based on this, on theoretical grounds we argue that media effects on electoral volatility are 

most likely to occur for wavering and crystallization, as those who do not have firm voting 

intentions to begin with can be assumed to have a rather high need for orientation while also being 

moderately politically aware or sophisticated. In contrast, we expect media effects to be less likely 

to occur for reinforcement, conversion, and alienation, although the underlying reasons differ. With 

respect to alienation, those who do not have any voting intention can be expected to be 

characterized by rather low political awareness and need for orientation. Hence, they are not likely 

to be influenced by media exposure. With respect to reinforcement and conversion, the reason is 
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rather that those who have already formed a voting intention can be expected to be characterized 

by high political awareness and a low degree of uncertainty, leading to a moderate need for 

orientation (Weaver, 1980; Zaller, 1992) and a stronger tendency to selectively expose themselves 

to and process information in ways that confirm their voting intention (Lodge & Taber, 2013; 

Kunda, 1990; Nickerson, 1998). Against this background, we hypothesize that: 

 

H3: Political news exposure will have a positive effect on crystallization and wavering. 

H4: Political news exposure will not have any effect on alienation, reinforcement, and 

conversion. 

 

Thus far, the few studies that have investigated the influence of news exposure on electoral 

volatility have focused on offline news exposure. In an era of increasing online media presence, it 

is yet unclear how online news exposure might affect volatile voting behavior. In comparison to 

offline media exposure, online media exposure could influence electoral volatility in two 

directions. On the one hand, some scholars argue that the online media environment facilitates 

selective exposure (Mutz & Martin, 2001), which re-enforces voters pre-existing preferences and 

thus lowers the level of electoral volatility. On the other hand, there are other scholars arguing that 

the online environment promotes exposure to opinion-challenging information (Garrett, Carnahan 

& Lynch, 2013; Valentino, Banks, Hutchings & Davis, 2009), which might make people more 

open to alternative political options and hence increase electoral volatility. However, empirical 

research studying the effect of online media exposure on electoral volatility is lacking. Thus far, 

only one study has found that online sources can increase voter’s electoral uncertainty, which is 

related to electoral volatility (Sudulich, Wall & Baccini, 2014). Since it is unclear how the effect 
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of online news exposure may differ from the effect of offline news exposure, especially for the 

different types of volatility investigated in this paper, we ask the following research question: 

 

RQ2: Are there any differences between the effects of offline and online media exposure 

on reinforcement, conversion, crystallization, wavering and party alienation? 

 

Case Selection, Methodology, and Data 

To answer the research question and test the hypotheses above, this study will focus on the 

case of Sweden and the election campaign in 2014. While the political system used to be 

characterized by stability in terms of what parties were represented in parliament, that has changed 

(cf. Aylott, 2016). Until 1988, five parties were represented in the national parliament: The Social 

Democrats, the Left Party (formerly a communist party), the Centre Party, the Liberal Party, and 

the Moderate Party. In 1988, the Green Party won parliamentary representation for the first time. 

In 1991, they fell out, but instead the Christian Democrats and a populist party, New Democracy, 

won representation. In 1994, the Green Party returned while New Democracy lost representation. 

Between 1994 and 2010, seven parties were represented in parliament. In 2010, the Sweden 

Democrats, a radical right populist party (Strömbäck, Jungar & Dahlberg, 2017), won 

representation, meaning that Sweden since then has eight parties in parliament. A ninth party, the 

Feminist Initiative, was in addition close to winning parliamentary representation in 2014. 

 Since the 1990s, the Swedish political system has thus been characterized by greater 

instability. At the same time, research shows that party identification has weakened dramatically 

while both inter-election and intra-election volatility has increased. As mentioned above, between 

1968 and 2014, the share of voters identifying with a particular party decreased from 68 to 25 

percent, while intra-election volatility increased from 7 to 17 percent (Oscarsson, 2016; Oscarsson 
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& Holmberg, 2016). These developments are of course related, with weakening party identification 

opening up for increasing volatility and new competitors and an increasing supply of parties further 

eroding party identification and increasing volatility (Oscarsson, 2016; Oscarsson & Holmberg, 

2016). Taken together, this makes Sweden an interesting case to study electoral volatility per se 

and the impact of political knowledge and media use on electoral volatility. 

 

Panel Survey  

Empirically, we will use a four-wave panel survey conducted in 2014. The sample was 

drawn using stratified probability sampling from a database of approximately 35,000 citizens from 

[blinded] pool of Web survey participants. The participants included in the pool are recruited 

continuously using random digit dialing. Thus, no self-selection is allowed during the recruitment 

process. Of those invited to be part of the pool of respondents, approximately 7.8 percent agree. In 

terms of socio-demographic characteristics, the pool is representative for the population. 

Altogether, a sample of 6899 respondents between 18 and 75 years old was invited to take part in 

the first wave of the study. Only those who completed the first wave of the survey (52%) were 

invited to take part in the following three waves. The first wave was in field from April 11–22, 

wave 2 from May 26 to June 4, wave 3 from August 1–13, while wave 4 was in field immediately 

following the national election, from September 15–24. In total, 2,281 respondents participated in 

all four waves, yielding a total cooperation rate of 33 percent (Cooperation Rate 2, American 

Association for Public Opinion Research). This sample is largely representative in terms of key 

sociodemographic characteristics such as age, gender, and education.1 

                                                             
1 In 2014, the mean age in the population was 41.2 years, the gender distribution 50 percent male and 50 percent 
female, while 12 percent had finished grammar school, 46 percent high school and 39 percent had college or 
university education. For 2 percent, the educational level is unknown. Among those who participated in all waves, 
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Measures 

The dependent variable is based on one variable in the panel dataset measured at four points 

in time. In wave 1, 2 and 3, respondents were asked which party they would vote for if an election 

to Riksdagen (the national parliament) was held today. In wave 4, the post-election wave, 

respondents were asked which party they voted for in the election to Riksdagen. Based on this 

variable, we constructed a dependent variable with five possible outcomes: (1) reinforcement: 

staying loyal to the same party throughout the election campaign, (2) conversion: starting out with 

a preference for one party and ending up voting for another party, (3) crystallization: changing 

from ‘don’t know’ to acquiring a party preference during the course of the election campaign, (4) 

wavering: changing between parties or between don’t know and having a party preference several 

times, (5) party alienation: never indicating a party preference, i.e., responding ‘don’t know’ in the 

first three waves, and ‘not voted’ in the fourth, post-election, wave.  

Turning to our independent variables, one key independent variable is political knowledge. 

Such knowledge might either be stored or acquired during an election campaign. In this study, we 

take both types into account. Stored political knowledge is measured at wave 1 with a battery of 

ten knowledge questions, resulting in a stored political knowledge index ranging from 0 to 10. 

Acquired political knowledge is measured in each subsequent wave with a battery of six knowledge 

questions asking about event that took place between panel waves. This resulted in an acquired 

political knowledge index ranging from 0 to 6 for the average level of acquired political knowledge 

across wave 2 to 4.  

                                                             
the mean age was 46.7 years, the gender distribution 52 percent male and 48 percent female, while 9.7 percent had 
only finished grammar school, 42.9 percent high school, and 49.2 percent college or university education. 
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The second independent variable is political news exposure, measured in each wave. 

Political news exposure is split up in two factors: offline news exposure and online news exposure. 

Offline news exposure is measured with 4 items and online news exposure with 3 items which ask 

about how often respondents follow news about politics on several types of media. The exact 

wording of the items is included in Appendix A. After being reversed, all items were measured on 

a 6-point scale ranging from never (1) to daily (6). This resulted in an offline news exposure and 

online news exposure variable, both ranging from 1 to 6, for the average level of offline 

(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.90, M = 3.43, SD = 1.02) and online (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.93, M = 3.24, 

SD = 1.39) news exposure across waves.  

We also included several control variables, starting with the usual socio-demographic 

variables, measures at wave 1: age (M = 47, SD = 17), gender (52% male, 48% female) and 

education (measured in 4 categories ranging from ‘no education’ to ‘university’, M = 3.4, SD = 

0.64). In addition, we controlled for various individual predispositions measured at the first wave: 

political interest, political cynicism, ideological extremity, and internal efficacy. Political interest 

is measured with an item asking respondents how interested they are in politics in general on a 4-

point scale (1 = not at all interested and 4 = very interested, M = 2.88, SD = 0.83). Political cynicism 

is measured by an item asking people to what extent they agree with four statements about Swedish 

politicians. In our analysis, we will use the average score of those four statements, measured on a 

5-point scale ranging from ‘do not agree at all’ to ‘agree completely’ (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.78, M 

= 3.38, SD = 0.88. Ideological extremity was measured a question asking people where they would 

place themselves on a 11-point ideological left-right scale. This variable was recoded so that 1 

denotes being in the middle of the political spectrum, while 6 denotes being either at the left or 

right extreme end. Internal political efficacy, finally, represents the average score of 4 items 

measured on a 4-point scale ranging from ‘completely disagree’ to ‘fully agree’ (Cronbach’s alpha 
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= 0.74, M = 3.13, SD = 0.72). Scores were converted so that all high scores meant high efficacy 

and low scores meant low efficacy. The exact wording of the dependent and independent variables 

is included in Appendix.  

 

Results 

We will begin the presentation of the results with a description of the different patterns of 

vote change. After an analysis of the descriptive results, the findings of an explanatory model for 

the effects of political knowledge and political news exposure on vote change will be presented. 

 

Patterns of Vote Change 

In order to look at patterns of intra-election volatility, we limit our analysis to respondents having 

participated in all four panel waves (N=2,281). First of all, we will examine the individual patterns 

of vote change over the course of the campaign. While transitions between two waves can easily 

be represented, a description of the pattern of vote change over four panel waves is less 

straightforward, because there are multiple possibilities for different trajectories. Therefore, we 

classified the individual patterns of vote change over the course of the election campaign into one 

of the five following categories: 

(1) Reinforcement: staying with the same party throughout the election campaign; 

(2) Conversion: having a preference for one party but end up voting for another party; 

(3) Crystallization: changing from having no voting intention to acquiring one; 

(4) Wavering: changing between parties or between having and not having a voting intention 

several times; 

(5) Party alienation: starting without a voting intention and never forming one.  
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In Figure 1, the frequencies of the five different patterns of vote change over the course of the 

election campaign are shown. These frequencies provide an answer to the first research question: 

What is the share of voters crystallizing, wavering, converting, staying with the same party, and 

remaining alienated from the parties over the course an election campaign? As can be seen, the 

results show that the largest share of respondents (54 percent) stayed with the same party 

throughout the election campaign. If anything, the election campaign served to reinforce the voting 

intention of those in this category.  

 

Figure 1. Patterns of vote change over the course of the election campaign (%) 

 

 

That second largest share of respondents (22 percent), in contrast, was wavering and changed party 

preference or between having and not having a voting intention several times. The third largest 

share of respondents also changed voting intention, but only once and ended up voting for another 
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percent), who changed from having no voting intention to acquiring one during the course of the 

election campaign. In contrast, only 1 percent of respondents started out without a voting intention 

and never forming one, thus remaining alienated. 

We will now look at the timing of vote change for (1) the subsample of respondents 

belonging to the category ‘conversion’ (N=334) and (2) the subsample of respondents belonging 

to the category ‘crystallization’ (N=163). Figure 2 displays the timing of crystallization and 

conversion, which can either be in the beginning of the election campaign (w1-w2), in the middle 

of the campaign (w2-w3) or at the end of the campaign (w3-w4). 

 

Figure 2. Timing of crystallization and conversion (%) 

 

 

Figure 2 shows that the largest share of respondents among the crystallizers acquired a vote choice 
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52 percent of the converters ended up changing their voting intention at the end of the campaign 

(between wave 3 and wave 4). 29 percent of the converters switched party preference in the 

beginning of the campaign (between wave 1 and wave 2) while 19 percent of the converters 

converted in the middle of the campaign (between wave 2 and 3). 

 In order to find out whether respondents belonging to the category ‘reinforcement’ indeed 

strengthened their preference for their original voting intention, we have examined the degree to 

which respondents describe themselves as convinced supporters of the party they intended to vote 

for. Figure 3 displays the degree of support for the mentioned party throughout the campaign in the 

reinforcement subsample. It shows that most respondents in the reinforcement subsample are either 

somewhat or very convinced supporter of their mentioned party. In addition, the results also show 

that the share of respondents who describe themselves as very convinced supporters of the party 

first decreases (in wave 2) and then increases toward the end of the campaign. Therefore, it seems 

that the voting intention of these voters indeed was reinforced during the election campaign. 

 

Figure 3. Degree of support for the preferred party in the reinforcement subsample (%). 
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Altogether then, the results confirm two key findings from previous research: that contemporary 

election campaigns are characterized by a high degree of volatility, and that many decide which 

party to vote for only towards the end of the election campaigns (Oscarsson & Holmberg, 2016). 

Since crystallization, conversion and reinforcement mostly occur towards the end of the election 

campaign, one could assume that these changes are influenced by the election campaign and that 

election campaigns in that sense matter. The key question though is whether these changes can be 

explained by respondents’ political knowledge and political news exposure.  

  

Explaining Vote Changes: The Effect of Political Knowledge and News Exposure 

 To analyze the effects of political knowledge and political news exposure, and thereby 

test our hypotheses, the different patterns of vote change will serve as the dependent variable. In 

our analyses, the dependent variable has four categories: (1) reinforcement, (2) conversion, (3) 

crystallization, and (4) wavering. These are compared against a fifth base category – party 

alienation – in a multinomial logistic regression model. The findings are presented in Table 1.  

 

Beginning with the hypotheses related to the effects of political knowledge, H1 predicted 

that political knowledge will have a negative effect on alienation, wavering and conversion, while 

H2 predicted that political knowledge will have a positive effect on crystallization and 

reinforcement. The results, however, show no significant effects of either stored political 

knowledge or acquired political knowledge on any of the types of electoral volatility. Therefore, 

neither hypothesis 1 nor hypothesis 2 are supported. We do however find a positive significant 

effect of internal political efficacy on reinforcement and conversion. Given the relative nature of 

the multinomial logit coefficients, we also present the effects in terms of predicted probabilities. In 
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that way the effects of variables on a certain outcome can be interpreted more straightforwardly, 

irrespective of the particular reference category that is chosen. Figure 4 displays the marginal effect 

of internal political efficacy on reinforcement, conversion, crystallization, and wavering. It indeed 

shows a positive effect of internal political efficacy on reinforcement and conversion, while the 

effect on crystallization and wavering is negative. This means that voters who believe in their own 

competence to understand, and to participate in politics, are more likely to either reinforce or 

convert their party preference. Among respondents with a low level of internal political efficacy 

the predicted probability of reinforcement was .31. By comparison, among respondents with a high 

level of internal political efficacy the predicted probability of vote change was .70. 
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Table 1. Multinomial logistic regression for the effect of political knowledge and political news exposure on different types of 
volatility (base category is ‘party alienation’). 
 
 Reinforcement Conversion Crystallization Wavering 

Age 0.012 (0.023) -0.001 (0.023) 0.007 (0.023) 0.002 (0.023) 
Gender -0.338 (0.598) -0.301 (0.606) 0.108 (0.614) -0.071 (0.602) 
Education -0.082 (0.441)  0.035 (0.448) 0.330 (0.452) 0.107 (0.444) 
Political interest 0.669 (0.419)  0.634 (0.425) 0.134 (0.429) 0.002 (0.023) 
Political cynicism 0.112 (0.349)  0.216 (0.353) 0.424 (0.358) 0.119 (0.351) 
Internal political efficacy 1.241 (0.535)*  1.202 (0.541)* 0.434 (0.546) 0.883 (0.538) 

Ideological extremity 1.139 (0.318)***  1.089 (0.319)** 0.684 (0.321)* 0.943 (0.319)** 
(Stored) political knowledge -0.142 (0.130) -0.150 (0.132) -0.119 (0.133) 0.119 (0.351) 
(Acquired) political knowledge 0.381 (0.398)  0.338 (0.401) 0.650 (0.404) 0.468 (0.399) 
Offline news exposure 0.757 (0.399)†  0.723 (0.403)† 0.485 (0.407) 0.699 (0.401)† 
Online news exposure 0.075 (0.238)  0.013 (0.241) 0.076 (0.243) 0.018 (0.239) 
Intercept -5.379 (2.704) -6.091 (2.742) -5.184 (2.775) -4.712 (2.718) 

Log Likelihood -2403.174  

Nagelkerke R2 0.164  
Note. N = 2,281. Entries are unstandardized regression coefficients from a multinomial logistic regression model. Standard errors are reported in parentheses.  
†p < 0.10 *p < 0.05 **p < 0.01 ***p < 0.001.  
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Figure 4. The marginal effect of internal political efficacy on the patterns of vote change. 

 

 

Turning to the effects of political news exposure, H3 predicted that political news exposure 

will have a positive effect on crystallization and wavering. The results in Table 1, however, show 

no significant effect of political news exposure on crystallization. With respect to wavering, there 

is however a marginally significant positive effect of offline – but not online – news exposure. 

Figure 5 displays the marginal effect of offline news exposure on the patterns of vote change. It 

shows that among respondents with a low level of exposure to offline news the predicted 

probability of crystallization was .13. By comparison, among respondents with a high level of 

offline news exposure the predicted probability of crystallization decreased to .04. With respect to 
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wavering, the predicted probability of wavering only slightly decreased from .19 for respondents 

with a low level of offline news exposure to .18 for respondents with a high level of offline news 

exposure. In other words, the more voters are exposure to offline news, the lower the chance that 

they will acquire a vote intention, while the chance of wavering stay the same. Hence, hypothesis 

3 is rejected.  

 

Figure 5. The marginal effect of offline news exposure on the patterns of vote change. 

 

 

With respect to alienation, reinforcement, and conversion, H4 predicted that political news 

exposure will not have any effects. In contrast, the results in Table 1 show marginally significant 

positive effects of offline news exposure on reinforcement and conversion. Figure 5 indeed shows 
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that among voters with a low level of offline news exposure, the probability of reinforcement was 

.51. By comparison, among respondents with a high level of exposure to offline news, the 

probability of reinforcement was .63. With respect to wavering, the predicted probability of 

wavering only slightly increases from .14 for respondents with a low level of offline news exposure 

to .15 for respondents with a high level of offline news exposure. This suggests that more exposure 

to offline political news increases the chance of both staying with the same party and switching 

between parties. Thus, hypothesis 4 is partly supported, partly not. 

 

Figure 6. The marginal effect of ideological extremity on the patterns of vote change. 
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In Table 1 we also find a positive significant effect of ideological extremity on 

reinforcement, conversion, crystallization, and wavering. This suggests that voters who are 

ideologically more extreme are more prone to either reinforce or convert their party preference, 

crystallize their vote choice, or waver between parties. However, the graphs in Figure 6, displaying 

the marginal effect of ideological extremity on the patterns of vote change, suggest different effects. 

It shows that the predicted probability of reinforcement increases as the level of ideological 

extremity increases. In contrast, the predicted probabilities of crystallization and wavering decrease 

for voters who are ideologically more extreme. This suggests that voters who are ideologically 

more extreme are more prone to reinforce their party preference, while voters who are ideologically 

less extreme are more likely to crystallize their vote choice or waver between parties. 

Altogether then, the results suggest quite limited effects of political news exposure on 

reinforcement, conversion, crystallization, wavering, and party alienation. To the extent that there 

are effects, the results furthermore show that it only applies to offline news exposure. In response 

to RQ2, asking whether there are any differences between exposure to offline and online political 

news exposure, the answer is thus yes. More specifically, the findings show that there are 

differences between the effects of offline and online news exposure, in that we do not find any 

effects for online news exposure, while we do find some (marginally significant) effects for offline 

news exposure. Thus, if reinforcement, conversion, crystallization, wavering and party alienation 

is influenced by political news exposure, these forms of voter behavior appear to be affected only 

by the offline media environment. 

 

Discussion 
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Increasing electoral volatility is without doubt one of the key trends changing political 

environment across advanced industrial democracies (Dalton, McAllister & Wattenberg, 2000; 

Drummond, 2006; Mair, 2008). This includes Sweden, where more and more voters are deciding 

which party to vote for and switch parties during the election campaign (intra-election volatility). 

Yet, we know relatively little about the mechanisms behind intra-election volatility (Kuhn, 2009), 

partly because existing panel studies usually only examine changes between one pre- and one post-

election wave.  

In contrast, the current study focused on more detailed analyses of the dynamics of intra-

election volatility and examined the pattern of change during the election campaign. We aimed to 

examine whether these patterns can be explained by political knowledge and political news 

exposure. First of all, we distinguished between five processes and types of voting behavior during 

the election campaign: reinforcement, conversion, crystallization, wavering and party alienation. 

Here the results show that the largest share of voters stay with the same party throughout the 

election campaign. Additional analyses showed that most voters who have a stable party preference 

are either somewhat or very convinced supporter of their mentioned party. The ones who describe 

themselves as very convinced supporters even increase towards the end of the campaign. Based on 

this, it appears as if the election campaign mainly served to reinforce the voting intention of those 

who started out with a preference for a specific party. The second largest share of voters was 

wavering and changed party preference or between having and not having a voting intention several 

times. This means that a voter might switch parties or acquire a vote intention from one wave to 

another, but might lose this vote preference again in a following wave. This highlights the need to 

examine patterns of vote change throughout an entire campaign instead of examining change 

between just two waves. In two-wave panel studies, changes in party preferences might be wrongly 

classified as conversion (or crystallization) if a voter once change voting intention and/or not 
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having a voting intention. What is characterized as conversion might however instead represent 

ambiguity between two parties (Kuhn, 2009) or indicate that voters increasingly vote for another 

party than the one they prefer the most out of tactical reasons (Oscarsson, 2016).  

The results also show, however, that there is a share of voters that truly can be classified as 

converters, in the sense that they change their vote intention once and end up voting for another 

party than the one they intended to in the early phase of the campaign (Lazarsfeld et al., 1948). 

There is also a group of voters that change from having no voting intention to acquiring one during 

the course of the campaign, and that can be described as crystallizers. While all of these changes 

theoretically can take place at any time during an election campaign, the results show that 

conversion, crystallization, and reinforcement mostly take place toward the end of the campaign.  

Altogether then, the results illustrate that contemporary election campaigns are indeed 

characterized by a high degree of electoral volatility, and that many decide which party to vote for 

only close to election day (Oscarsson & Holmberg, 2016). One could assume that these late 

decisions are influenced by the election campaign and that election campaigns thus  matter.  

In the second part of this study we therefore aimed to find out whether these changes can 

be explained by voters’ political knowledge and political news exposure. Based on previous theory 

and research, we expected political knowledge to have a negative effect on party alienation, 

wavering and conversion, and a positive effect on crystallization and reinforcement. The results, 

however, did not show any significant effects of political knowledge on the any of the patterns of 

vote change, and that holds true both for stored and acquired political knowledge. Instead, the 

results show that internal political efficacy contributes to reinforcement and conversion. These 

results suggest that voters’ subjective beliefs in their own competence to understand and participate 

in politics matter more than their objective level of political knowledge (Geers, Bos & de Vreese, 

2017). 
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Turning to the effects of political news exposure, based on previous theory and research we 

expected political news exposure to have a positive effect on crystallization and wavering, and a 

negative effect on party alienation, reinforcement, and conversion. Again, the results were not 

exactly what we had expected. With respect to online political news exposure, we did not find any 

effects at all. With respect to offline political news exposure, the results show that the predicted 

probability of crystallizing and wavering – in contrast to our hypothesis – decreased somewhat 

with increasing political news exposure. And instead of having a no effect on reinforcement and 

conversion, the results show that offline news exposure have marginally significant positive effects 

on both reinforcement and conversion. In essence that, this suggests that more exposure to offline 

political news increases the chance of both staying with the same party and switching between 

parties. We expected that media effects would be less likely to occur for those who have already 

formed a voting intention, since they can be assumed to have a moderate need for orientation 

(Weaver, 1980; Zaller, 1992) and a stronger tendency to selectively expose themselves to and 

process information in ways that confirm their voting intention (Lodge & Taber, 2013; Kunda, 

1990; Nickerson, 1998). On the other hand, their greater political awareness and interest might also 

lead them to expose themselves to a wide range of news and other political information, thus 

counteracting their selective exposure. Skovsgaard, Shehata and Strömbäck (2016), for example, 

found that general political interest was a stronger predictor of Swedish voters’ exposure to 

televised party-leader interviews than their ideological preferences. In addition, voters who 

selectively expose themselves to information which confirms their prior preferences are not 

necessarily less exposed to political news in general (Garrett, Carnahan & Lynch, 2013). Finally, 

the specific media content that voters are exposed to also matters. Unravelling the influence of 

specific media content on the different patterns of electoral volatility would from that perspective 

be an interesting avenue for future research. 
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In either case, while political knowledge does not appear to have any effects on 

reinforcement, conversion, crystallization, and wavering, offline – but not online – political news 

exposure appears to matter, although not as we expected. On the other hand, considering that there 

is virtually no previous research on the effects of media use or political news exposure on 

reinforcement, conversion, crystallization, and wavering, this deviation from our expectations is 

perhaps not that surprising. In that respect, this study should be perceived as exploratory, and more 

important than whether the hypotheses are supported are the findings suggesting that political news 

exposure do – in some cases – matter. 

Much more research is however needed to understand the extent to which media use or 

political news exposure might influence electoral volatility in general or different processes and 

types of vote change during election campaigns. That also holds for the mechanisms that can help 

explain why and when – or why and when not – political news exposure matters. From that 

perspective, we hope this study will encourage more research into the effects of media use or 

political news exposure on electoral volatility. That question will only become more important as 

electoral volatility continues to increase and as the transformation into high-choice and ever more 

fragmented political information environments continues. 
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Appendix: Measures 

 

Dependent variables 

The key dependent variable – voting intention – was measured by the question “What party would 

you vote for if an election to Riksdagen [the national parliament] was held today” (wave 1, 2 and 

3) and “What party did you vote for in the election to Riksdagen [the national parliament]” (wave 

4). The response options were the names of the parties in the national parliament + the names of 

the Swedish parties with representation in the European parliament.  

 

Independent variables 

– Education was measured by the question: “What is your highest completed educational level?” 

The response categories were: “Elementary school or the equivalent”, “High school or the 

equivalent”, “University or college”, and “none”.  

– Political interest was measured by the question: “Generally speaking, how interested are you in 

politics”. The response categories ranged from 1 (not at all interested) to 4 (very interested). 

– Political cynicism was measured by the question “To what extent to do you agree with the 

following statements about Swedish politicians”: “Swedish politicians are doing their best to make 

improvements for ordinary people”, “Politicians are only interested in getting people’s votes but 

not in their opinions”, “Politicians in parliament do not take much account of what ordinary people 

think”, and “Swedish politicians usually keep their election promises”. The response categories 

range from 1 (do not agree at all) to 5 (agree completely). 

– Ideological extremity is measured based on the question “Sometimes it is said that political 

opinions can be placed on a left-right scale. Where would you place yourself on the political left-
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right scale”. The response categories range from 0 (clearly to the left) through 5 (neither to the left 

nor to the right) to 10 (clearly to the right).  

– Internal efficacy was measured by the question “To what extent do you agree with the following 

statements”: “I think I know enough to participate in politics”, “I think I would manage a position 

as a politician”, “I think politics is complicated and hard to understand”, and “I find it difficult to 

take a position on political issues”. The response categories range from 1 (completely disagree) to 

4 (fully agree). 

– Political news exposure is measured by the question “How often do you follow the news by…”: 

“watching TV-news”, “reading morning newspapers in print”, “reading tabloids in print”, 

“listening to news on the radio”, “visiting news sites on the Internet”, “taking part of news on a cell 

phone or tablet”, and “taking part of news via social media such as Twitter or Facebook”. The 

response categories (after reversal) were Never (1), More rarely (2), 1-2 days a week (3), 3-4 days 

a week (4), 5-6 days a week (5) and Daily (6).  

– Stored political knowledge was measured in wave 1 with ten general political knowledge 

questions. The questions were: “What party does the Swedish Finance Minister Anders Borg 

belong to”, “What is required to change the Swedish constitution”, “What party has the most 

members of parliament”, “What political level has the main responsibility for schools”, “How 

many countries are members of the European Union”, “What political level has the main 

responsibility for health care”, “How are members of county councils elected”, “Approximately 

how high is the Swedish unemployment rate”, and “How many parties form part of the Swedish 

government”. In each case, five response options were given, including “Don’t know”. A time limit 

of 20 seconds was furthermore imposed, to avoid searching for correct answers. 
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– Acquired political knowledge was measured with 6 questions in wave 2, 3 and 4 respectively. In 

each case, the questions dealt with events and issues taking place between panel waves. The 

acquired political knowledge questions in panel wave 2 were: “A country recently decided not to 

buy the Swedish combat aircraft JAS Gripen. Which country was that”, “Recently a major accident 

in Turkey led to massive protests. What kind of accident was it that happened”, “What is that name 

of the party that won the election in India about a week ago”, “According to a recent study by the 

Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention, what is the share of politicians who have been 

afflicted by threats, harassments, or violence?”, “Försvarsberedningen [Swedish term] recently 

presented its report on Sweden’s future defense policy. Which of the following proposals did it 

make”, and “In which county did the armed forces recently take power through a coup after months 

of protests and unrest?”.  

The acquired political knowledge questions asked in panel wave 3 were: “Earlier this 

summer the alliance parties presented a proposal called “Sverigebygget”. What was the proposal 

about”, “What party suggested earlier this summer that one billion should be set aside to even out 

the pay gap between women and men”, “What party suggested earlier this summer that 20 000 new 

apartments should be built for students”, “Who was recently appointed as new President of the 

European Commission”, “A passenger flight was recently shot down over Ukraine. From what 

country came most of the passengers”, and “What party suggested earlier this summer that there 

should be a ceiling for the number of kids in preschool groups”. 

The acquired political knowledge questions asked in panel wave 4 were: “The defense 

alliance NATO recently finished its summit in Wales. What was decided during the summit”, “In 

his summer speech recently, Prime Minister Fredrik Reinfeldt brought up an issue that received a 

lot of attention in the public debate. What was the issue about”, “In their joint platform, the alliance 
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parties presented different goals for their policies during the next term. Which of the following 

goals was included in their platform”, “Which of the following proposals was included in the Social 

Democrats’ platform”, and “Recently it was decided what area of responsibility the EU-

commissioner Cecilia Malmström will have in the new Commission of the EU. What is her new 

area of responsibility”. 

In each case, five response options were given, including “Don’t know”. A time limit of 20 seconds 

was furthermore imposed, to avoid searching for correct answers. 


