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Abstract

This study analyzes how perceptions of the popularity of political parties (i.e., the
current opinion climate) and expectations about parties’ future electoral performance
(i.e., the future opinion climate) are formed. Theoretically, the paper integrates
research on the sources of public opinion perception and empirically draws on a
representative survey carried out before the 2013 German federal election. We show
that the perceived media slant and opinions perceived in one’s personal surroundings
are closely related to perceptions of party popularity, whereas individual recall of poll
results and personal opinions about the parties are not. However, poll results are
shown to be the single most important predictor of expectations about the parties’
future electoral success.

Keywords
opinion climate perception, electoral expectations, polls, poll effects, social projection,
wishful thinking, media slant

Individual judgments about the opinions, attitudes, and potential voting decisions of
other voters have attracted increasing scholarly attention in recent election studies.
These studies focus primarily on electoral expectations, like, for example, individual
assumptions about which party, candidate, or coalition might win an upcoming
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election. This growing interest in voters’ expectations is driven mainly by the potential
impact on voting decisions and electoral turnout—two effects that are especially
important in multiparty systems where governments are usually formed by coalitions
and smaller parties have to pass an electoral threshold.

Integrating various strands of research, we develop a path model that considers a
wide range of factors potentially influencing perceptions of current party popularity
and electoral expectations. Using survey data gathered before the 2013 German
national election,! we show that—all else equal—electoral expectations are mainly
driven by individual poll recall, whereas assessments of current party popularity are
affected by perceptions of media slant and of opinions in personal social environ-
ments. Although our results underline the importance of media coverage as a source of
expectations, effects of social projection were almost absent.

To date, research on electoral expectations has concentrated mostly on three
aspects: First, scholars have examined the origins of expectations by investigating the
information sources upon which voters rely when predicting election outcomes (Blais
and Bodet 2006; Irwin and van Holsteyn 2002; Krizan et al. 2010). Second, the quality
and/or accuracy of expectations has been addressed (Lewis-Beck and Skalaban 1989;
Lewis-Beck and Tien 1999), and third, the effects of electoral expectations on political
preferences and behaviors have been studied—most prominently in relation to voting
intentions (Morwitz and Pluzinski 1996), election participation (Hoffmann and Klein
2013), and actual voting behavior (Bargsted and Kedar 2009). This paper belongs to
the first category, examining the origins of party-related expectations and extending
existing approaches in three ways:

First, research has focused largely on single sources of electoral expectations and,
among those, particularly on published polls. In contrast to this rather narrow focus,
and in accordance with more recent studies (e.g., Blais and Bodet 2006), we assume
that published polls constitute just one of several factors that contribute to the forma-
tion of electoral expectations. Aside from the well-examined tendency for “wishful
thinking,” which means that people tend to project their personal political opinions
onto other citizens and their voting decisions (Krizan et al. 2010; Marks and Miller
1987), both perceptions of opinions in one’s personal network (O’Gorman 1979) and
media coverage (Gunther 1998) play important roles as sources that inform electoral
expectations. Although there is evidence that nearly all of the factors mentioned above
have an impact, an integrative investigation that allows their relative effects to be
determined is still pending. Second—and in line with research on perceptions of pub-
lic opinion (Shamir and Shamir 2000)—we examine voters’ perceptions of other citi-
zens from a temporal perspective, by considering perceptions of current party popularity
and judgments about their fufure performance in an upcoming election (i.e., electoral
expectations). Third, we investigate the sources of electoral expectations about a wide
range of parties that vary in size and current political standing. Considering smaller
parties in the context of electoral expectations is particularly important because they
have the potential to influence election outcomes, as they often serve as coalition part-
ners. According to Hobolt and Karp (2010), who analyzed 479 Western European gov-
ernments from 1949 to 2010, more than half of these were formed through coalitions.
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Similar proportions can be observed in Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD) states outside Europe as well (Armstrong and Duch 2010). As
voters are aware of the potential power of the smaller parties (Blais et al. 2006; Meffert
and Gschwend 2011), perceptions of their current standing and future success can also
influence voting decisions.

Perceptions of Current and Future Public Opinion

When reviewing the literature on perceptions of public opinion, two perspectives can
be identified: On one hand, researchers have examined how people judge the current
state of public opinion—for example, present public support for a party or candidate.
On the other hand, perceptions of future public opinion have been investigated by ask-
ing citizens to assess opinion trends or predict the state of public opinion in the future.
Voters’ expectations of electoral performance are the most prominent example of such
subjective predictions (Shamir and Shamir 2000). To assess electoral expectations,
researchers usually ask citizens to estimate the likelihood of a certain election outcome
(Blais et al. 2008), for example, to predict the winning candidate (Delavande and
Manski 2012), coalitions between parties, vote shares, or the chances of small parties
entering the parliament (Meffert et al. 2011).

The differentiation between current and future perceptions of public opinion was
first introduced by Noelle-Neumann (1974) in her “spiral of silence” theory. She justi-
fies the distinction by claiming that

if there is a divergence in the assessment of the present and future strengths of a particular
view, it is the expectation of the future position which will determine the extent to which
the individual is willing to expose himself. (p. 45)

In other words, it is assumed that expectations about the future state of public opin-
ion will have stronger behavioral consequences than perceptions of the status quo.
Noelle-Neumann (1974) also suggests that the differences between both judgments
reflect ongoing changes in public opinion and serve, therefore, as indicators of its
dynamic nature, whereas congruent judgments point to a rather stable situation.

From an empirical point of view, assessments of current and future opinion cli-
mates are, in fact, often correlated (Marsh 1985; Petric and Pinter 2002). However, to
date, it is unclear how the two relate to each other. Existing theoretical approaches
consider assessments of current public opinion to be a source of future expectations
(Petric and Pinter 2002; Taylor 1982), whereas most empirical studies do not link them
in a causal way (e.g., Marsh 1985; Moy et al. 2001). In the current study, we follow the
former view, assuming that people who perceive a party to be popular currently will
also expect that party to be successful in an upcoming election.

Hypothesis 1 (H1): The higher a person rates a political party’s current popularity,
the more favorable expectations that person will hold regarding the party’s future
electoral success.
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Sources of Public Opinion Perceptions

Social psychologists, as well as political and communication scientists, have identified
various sources of public opinion perceptions and electoral expectations. Before we
begin to examine these factors empirically, we will discuss existing theoretical
approaches and empirical research.

Social projection

One of the most stable phenomena in social psychology is the human tendency to
assume that other people hold opinions, attitudes, or show behaviors that are mostly
similar to one’s own (Marks and Miller 1987). This effect is also known as “social
projection,” although where opinions are concerned, the terms “looking-glass
effect” (Fields and Schuman 1976) and “false-consensus effect” (Ross et al. 1977)
are more common. Numerous studies have reported (moderate) correlations
between personal opinion and perceptions of public opinion (Mullen et al. 1985)
though the exact reasons behind this relationship remain unclear (Marks and Miller
1987).

Empirical studies have demonstrated that the projection of opinions occurs in rela-
tion to a wide range of issues (Wojcieszak and Price 2009) and can also reduce the
accuracy of public opinion perceptions (O’Gorman 1979). Furthermore, social projec-
tion is attenuated by heterogeneous social networks, in which individuals have higher
chances encountering disagreement, which serves as a corrective factor (Wojcieszak
and Price 2009).

The effects of social projection are especially prevalent when people assess future
public opinion (Shamir 1995). In this regard, most studies have concentrated on how
electoral expectations are influenced by personal political attitudes or preferences. It
has been shown repeatedly that, compared with supporters of other political camps,
voters tend to expect their preferred candidate or party to have greater success in a
forthcoming election (Krizan et al. 2010; Meffert et al. 2011; Miller et al. 2012). This
effect is also known as “wishful thinking” and it persists even when people receive
more objective information about others (e.g., the results of election polls; Delavande
and Manski 2012).

All in all, existing research suggests that personal opinions about parties are posi-
tively correlated with (1) perceptions of their current public popularity and (2) expec-
tations about their future electoral performance. This leads us to put forward the
following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2a (H2a): The more positive a person’s personal opinion is about a
party, the more positively that person will assess the party’s current popularity
within the general population.

Hypothesis 2b (H2b): The more positive a person’s personal opinion is about a
party, the more favorable expectations that person will hold regarding the party’s
future electoral success.
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Media coverage: Polls and general media slant

The assumption that the media can influence perceptions of public opinion is not new
(Katz 1982; Noelle-Neumann 1974). In fact, it is a view that frequently has been
empirically supported (Gunther 1998; Mutz and Soss 1997; Tsfati et al. 2013). Some
authors have even concluded that the media is far more successful in telling people
what others think than in exerting a direct persuasive influence on their own attitudes
and behaviors (Mutz 1998). Previous research indicates that there are two types of
media cues that affect people’s perceptions of public opinion: explicit cues and implicit
cues (Zerback et al. 2015).

Explicit cues describe public opinion in a direct and aggregated way. Most impor-
tant in this context are public opinion polls, which have become an integral part of
political media coverage across western democracies (Brettschneider 2008; de Vreese
and Semetko 2002; Lavrakas and Traugott 2000). As well as polls, subjective state-
ments can also refer explicitly to public opinion; for example, a politician might
declare that “Most European citizens support a more restrictive position on immigra-
tion.” Such statements represent a considerable proportion of political coverage
(Donsbach and Weisbach 2005; Reinemann et al. 2013). However, because of the
importance of published polls in election coverage, we assume that they still constitute
the main cues to public opinion. Moreover, research suggests that published polls play
a key role when voters assess the current climate of opinion and future election out-
comes. The effect seems to be especially prevalent among those who are highly
involved and/or closely following a campaign (Blais and Bodet 2006; Irwin and van
Holsteyn 2002; Meffert et al. 2011) and increases as the election approaches (Krizan
and Sweeny 2013). Furthermore, polls have been shown to affect expectations about
the success of certain party coalitions, whether small parties will enter a parliament
(Meffert et al. 2011), and expected vote shares (Irwin and van Holsteyn 2002). These
effects are especially relevant to multiparty systems that often have coalition govern-
ments involving two or more (smaller) parties—and even more so in electoral systems
that impose electoral thresholds. Based on these findings, we consider published polls
to be an important media cue that influences perceptions of current party popularity
and electoral expectations, leading us to the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 3a (H3a): The higher the poll result is that a person can recall for a
political party, the more positively that person will assess the party’s current popu-
larity within the general population.

Hypothesis 3b (H3b): The higher a poll result is that a person can recall for a
political party, the more favorable expectations that person will hold regarding the
party’s future electoral success.

Implicit cues are elements of media coverage that do not refer directly to public
opinion and therefore require further cognitive elaboration by recipients. Among
these, the general slant of news coverage (Gunther 1998; Gunther et al. 2001) is prob-
ably the most important. Regarding general media slant, the “persuasive press
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inference” (PPI) suggests that people tend to think that the slant of coverage will have
persuasive effects on other citizens (Gunther 1998; Gunther and Storey 2003).
Therefore, they will assume that today’s coverage is tomorrow’s public opinion. The
PPI has been supported by several studies and on a wide range of issues (e.g., Gunther
and Christen 2002). These studies have also shown that perceptions of public opinion
follow perceptions of media slant rather than actual media slant (Christen et al. 2002).
This is important to note because perceived media slant can vary considerably, depend-
ing on a recipient’s personal opinion (hostile media perception; Vallone et al. 1985).
We therefore propose the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 4a (H4a): The more positively a person perceives the slant of media
coverage about a party, the more positively that person will assess that party’s cur-
rent popularity within the general population.
Hypothesis 4b (H4b): The more positively a person perceives the slant of media
coverage about a party, the more favorable expectations that person will hold
regarding the party’s future electoral success.

Personal social networks

People’s personal social surroundings can be considered to play a decisive role in the
formation of public opinion perceptions. Davison (1958) describes how people (acci-
dentally or voluntarily) gather opinions from others to form impressions about the
distribution of views in their immediate environment or in society in general. What he
calls “person sampling” closely resembles the role of personal social networks in the
“spiral of silence” (Noelle-Neumann 1974) and in more recent works (Wojcieszak and
Price 2009: 29). According to Noelle-Neumann, individuals receive various signals
from their personal surroundings and interpret them as indicators of the climate of
opinion. Among these signals are publicly shown behaviors (e.g., wearing buttons,
taking part in demonstrations, applauding a speaker) and statements made in public
(Noelle-Neumann 1974; Shamir 1995).

Unfortunately, there are only a few studies that have examined the impact of per-
sonal networks on public opinion perception directly (e.g., O’Gorman 1979; Wojcieszak
and Price 2009). Such research suggests that personal opinions tend to be rather similar
to the opinions held in close social surroundings (e.g., those held by family and friends);
a finding that has been explained by the distinct social homogeneity of interpersonal
networks (Boomgaarden 2014; Mutz 1995). Accordingly, the probability of being con-
fronted with different views increases when personal networks become more heteroge-
neous—for example, in surroundings that are socially more distant, like the workplace
(Mutz 2006). Being confronted with opposing views also affects perceptions of public
opinion by reducing bias caused by social projection (Wojcieszak and Price 2009) thus
making public opinion perceptions more accurate (O’Gorman 1979).

People’s personal social environment may also influence their expectations regard-
ing the outcome of elections. This notion is supported by studies investigating the
effect of geographical locations (e.g., regions, towns, or electoral districts) on outcome
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Figure |. Factors influencing perceived party popularity and electoral expectations.

expectations (Babad et al. 1992; Meffert et al. 2011). Babad et al. (1992) call this the
“neighborhood effect.” However, existing studies tend to compare large geographical
regions with each other, thus overlooking the effect of the closer social environment.
With this in mind, we propose our last two hypotheses:

Hypothesis 5a (H5a): The more positively a person perceives the opinions about a
party in the closer personal social environment, the more positively that person will
assess the party’s current popularity within the general population.
Hypothesis Sb (H5b): The more positively a person perceives the opinions about
a party in the closer personal social environment, the more favorable expectations
that person will hold regarding the party’s future electoral success.

Analytical model

Based on these considerations, we propose a path model that integrates perceptions of
current party popularity and electoral expectations with the different sources inform-
ing those perceptions (Figure 1). The model enables us (1) to estimate the relative
impact of the various sources, while controlling for other factors; (2) to compare effect
patterns for perceptions of current and future climate-of-opinion perceptions; and (3)
to analyze the indirect effects of information sources on expectations, as mediated by
their perceived current popularity.

Method

To test our hypotheses, we conducted a regionally representative telephone survey
with 1,012 Berlin citizens in the run-up to the 2013 German federal election. The sur-
vey was carried out by the Social Science Survey Center of a German University two
weeks before the election, on September 22.2 The respondents answered a series of
questions about the key variables included in our model.
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Personal Opinions about Parties

Personal opinions about the seven most important parties (Christian Democratic Union
/ Christian Social Union (CDU/CSU), Social Democratic Party (SPD), Green Party,
Free Democratic Party (FDP), The Left, Pirate Party, and the Alternative for Germany
(AfD)) competing in the election were measured by the following question: “Now we
are interested in what you personally think about the political parties. Please tell us, in
general, whether you hold a positive or a negative opinion about the different parties.
What about the [party]?”” The respondents answered the question using a 5-point Likert-
type scale ranging from 1 (“very negative opinion”) to 5 (“very positive opinion”).

Perceived Opinion in Personal Networks

The respondents were also asked to assess how those in their immediate social envi-
ronment feel about the parties: “Now we are interested in your closer personal sur-
rounding, for example your family and friends. What opinions do they hold about the
different parties?”” Again, the respondents used a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from
1 (“very negative opinion”) to 5 (“very positive opinion”) to answer the question.

Perceived Slant of Media Coverage

The participants indicated their evaluation of the general media slant regarding every
party. Once more, a 5-point Likert-type scale was used (from 1 “very negative” to 5
“very positive”) to answer the question: “And how do you think the media has covered
the various parties over the last week? I will read the names of the parties to you again;
you tell me whether you think the media has portrayed that party positively or nega-
tively in general.”

Recall of Poll Results

To measure individual recall of current poll results, we asked how often the respon-
dents had engaged with polls within the last week. Those who indicated that they had
seen polls were asked whether they could recall the poll share for each party (“Can you
remember what share the parties had in the last poll that you saw? What about the

[party]?”).

Perception of Current Party Popularity (Currently Perceived Public
Opinion)

The respondents were asked to assess the current popularity of each party:
Now think about the political parties again. This time, we would like to know how the

Germans in general feel about the parties. I will read the names of each party to you; you
tell me whether you think the Germans hold a negative or positive opinion about that
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party. Please use values from 1 to 5. “1” means that the Germans hold a very negative
opinion about the party, “5” means that they hold a very positive opinion. You can use the
values in between to rate your judgment. What opinion do the Germans hold about the

[party]?

Electoral Expectations (Perceived Future Public Opinion)

Perceptions of the future climate of opinion were measured via expected vote shares
for each party in the upcoming election (“Irrespective of the current situation, what
vote shares do you think the different parties will achieve on September 22? What vote
share will the [party] achieve?”).

Results

The assumed relationships between perceptions of party popularity, electoral expecta-
tions, and their potential sources were analyzed using path models estimated with the
Mplus 7.0 software package. Path models allow estimating the effects of several inde-
pendent on several dependent variables; furthermore, they offer the possibility of
including mediating variables. In our analysis, for example, we can determine the
indirect effects of the four key sources on the expectations mediated by the perception
of current party popularity. All the models presented here are saturated, meaning that
the information in the data (variances, covariances) is just sufficient to estimate the
model parameters (standardized path coefficients and R?) but not to calculate model-
fit-indices. Consequently, the quality of each model is assessed on the basis of the
variance it explains (R2).

Current Party Popularity

The parties included in the analysis differ with respect to how well perceptions of their
current popularity can be explained by the four sources (Table 1). The amount of vari-
ance explained seems to be related to the size of the party and by the time it already is
an established part of the party system. Popularity judgments regarding the two larger,
well-established parties, the CDU/CSU (R? = .09) and SPD (R? = .13), can hardly be
traced back to the independent variables in the model, whereas in the case of the
smaller parties (the Green Party, the FDP, The Left, and the Pirate Party), considerable
parts of popularity judgments can be explained (R? between .19 and .33). For the AfD,
which was founded just a few months before the election, R? is even higher (R? = .49).
This may be due to the fact that voters did not have any prior, long-term experiences
with this party, its image, or its former electoral success. In assessing the AfD’s popu-
larity, therefore, they had to be dependent mostly on the information sources included
in the model.

Looking at the relative impact of the predictors across all the parties, one dominant
pattern can be observed: Perceptions of media slant and personal networks were the
two most important sources of perceived current party popularity. Perceived media
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slant was found to be the single best predictor for the CDU/CSU, The Left, and the
Pirates. In the case of the AfD, personal networks were most influential, whereas for
the SPD, the Green Party, and the FDP, the effects of perceived media slant and per-
sonal network opinions were about the same size. So the more positive the respondents
perceived party-specific media coverage and the opinions in their personal networks
to be, the better they rated the party’s popularity within the general population.
Surprisingly, projection effects did not occur consistently—only for the FDP and the
Pirate Party. In these cases, people with positive opinions about the parties tended to
perceive them as being more popular. It is also noteworthy that recalled poll results are
the weakest of all the predictors, although, compared with the others, they constitute a
more objective source of information through which to judge current party popularity.
The results show that poll recall only slightly affected the popularity ratings of the
SPD and The Left (Table 1).

Electoral Expectations

We will now turn to the expected vote shares as our central dependent variable. As
depicted in Figure 1, perceptions of current party popularity now serve as an addi-
tional potential predictor of electoral expectations. When compared with perceptions
of party popularity, the results show that electoral expectations can be explained bet-
ter by the independent variables (R*> between .20 and .47; Table 2). However, the
pattern of influences is different: Perceived media slant remained a significant pre-
dictor in just two cases (CDU/CSU and SPD), and similarly, the perception of opin-
ions in one’s personal network retained significance in relation to just three parties
(CDU/CSU, SPD, and Pirate Party). All the other effects were small. Social projec-
tion was also evident; however, its effect was relatively weak (CDU/CSU, Green
Party, and FDP). The single most important variable explaining electoral expecta-
tions was poll recall, which exerted a moderate (and, in some cases, a strong) influ-
ence. Thus, it can be concluded that the higher the poll results people recalled for a
party, the higher they rated its expected vote share on Election Day. Furthermore,
expected vote shares were influenced by perceptions of a party’s current popularity.
Although this was the case for two parties only (FDP and AfD), current popularity
can still be considered a strong predictor—especially in the case of the newly founded
AfD. Moreover, the effects of poll recall were smallest for these two parties. This
means that expectations about vote shares were rather independent from poll results
and more affected by the other predictors. This is especially interesting because the
question of whether they would pass the election threshold or not was discussed very
intensively in the media.’

Path analyses also revealed some indirect effects on expectations in the case of the
FDP and the AfD, which were mediated by the perceptions of their current popular-
ity. For the FDP, we found that indirect effects of personal opinion, perceived
opinions in personal networks, and the perceived tone of media coverage were
significant.
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Discussion

Voters’ perceptions of the climate of opinion in election campaigns can have far-reach-
ing consequences because they might impact individual voting decisions. This is espe-
cially the case in multiparty systems, where governments are usually formed from
coalitions, and in electoral systems with electoral thresholds. Investigating such per-
ceptions and their sources is not only relevant with respect to large political parties but
also for smaller ones, due to their role as potential kingmakers. Voters’ expectations
about whether such small parties have a chance of entering parliament or not may
influence voting decisions and therefore affect the outcome of an election. This study
constitutes an extension to prior research on electoral expectations in three ways: First,
and in line with existing theoretical approaches to research in public opinion percep-
tion, it has considered current and future political opinion climates. Second, this is the
first study to compare the impact of several sources of public opinion perceptions at
once. Third, this paper has taken into account both larger and smaller parties. Our
results therefore offer new insights into the origins of electoral expectations in western
democracies with multiparty systems, coalition governments, and/or electoral thresh-
olds. The results can be summarized as follows:

1. Perceptions of current party popularity are influenced by perceived media slant
and the opinions that respondents perceive within their personal networks (H4a
and H5a are confirmed for all parties). In contrast to our assumption, poll
results and personal opinions only play a minor role (H2a and H3a confirmed
for two parties). This result also supports Noelle-Neumann’s (1974) assertion
that judgments about the climate of opinion can be derived from the immediate
and the mediated social environment. The limited effect of poll results may be
explained by their complexity; percentage shares often need to be interpreted
and put into context for further inferences to be made. Most people probably
have difficulty deducing the popularity of a party solely from numbers, except
when very low or very high poll results are obtained.

Another interesting finding is that projection effects were almost completely absent in
this study. The respondents rarely aligned their judgments about the opinions of others with
their personal opinions. The reason might be that, in contrast to most previous studies, we
controlled for factors that are partly confounded with personal views—most importantly
the perception of opinions in personal networks. This suggests that studies not controlling
for this aspect might overestimate the impact of personal opinions (see also Table 3). In
some cases, projection effects may be a result of mere social selection because personal
networks are often characterized by attitudinal homogeneity, which makes opinions that
are similar to one’s own more salient and accessible (Marks and Miller 1987).

2. The importance of the information sources is entirely different when it comes
to electoral expectations: Poll results as recalled by the respondents are the
most dominant factor (H3b is confirmed for all parties). Other sources are only
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Table 3. Zero-Order Correlations (Minimum—Maximum across All Seven Parties).

| 2 3 4 5 6
|. Personal opinion —
2. Perceived poll results .02+ | 8% —
3. Perceived media slant ~ .07*~30%* -.0]-.13* —
4. Perceived opinions in  37¥-5[*  0]-.10* .06—.32*+* —
personal social network
5. Perceived party 2048k 04-21% 2652k | FRE_43F* —

6.

popularity

Expected vote share

JOFE-_29%F 367 03— | IFF | [OFR-22%F | 36 —

*p <.05. ¥p < .0l.

influential in some cases, and their effects are much weaker (H2b, H4b, and
H5b are confirmed only for two/three parties). A possible reason for the domi-
nance of poll results might be that people perceive them as the most applicable
source of information when predicting election outcomes, whereas other
sources may be judged less valid. Supporting this assumption, polls covered by
the media are often presented as forecasts rather than snapshots of the parties’
current standing, which might also foster their interpretation as valid predictors
of future election outcomes (Weimann 1990). And although perceptions of the
social environment and general media slant hardly influence electoral expecta-
tions directly, at least in some cases (FDP, AfD), they exert indirect effects
mediated through perceptions of current party popularity.

Perceptions of current party popularity affect outcome expectations, at least in
some cases (H1 is confirmed for two parties).

Besides the similarities in effect patterns across parties, we also found some
differences between them. First, the amount of variance explained by the pre-
dictors in our models differs considerably. Second, not all predictors are equally
important for all parties suggesting that popularity perceptions and expectations
may, in some cases, depend on the specific characteristics of individual parties
or the situational context of the election. During the 2013 German federal elec-
tion, the sizes of the parties and the question of whether they were well-
established parts of the party system seem to have had an important impact in
this respect. For example, the perceived popularity and chances of success of
the newly founded AfD can be explained particularly well by the sources we
considered in our model. We assume that for a new party no prior experiences
(e.g., election results and long-term developments of polls) exist that could have
informed respondents’ estimates of public opinion. In contrast, expectations for
the FDP, which has been in the federal parliament since 1949, were completely
independent from the poll results that respondents remembered.

Although most respondents were able to recall poll results, others were not and
therefore represent interesting cases for further analysis. Referring to this group,
our data provide preliminary support for the conclusion that those people do not
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entirely differ regarding the importance they ascribe to other sources of elec-
toral expectations. Nevertheless, the case of lacking poll knowledge raises the
question if long-term sources like the ones mentioned above may gain impor-
tance as substitutes in this case.

In addition to drawing a clearer picture of the relative influence of various informa-
tion sources, our results also point to the responsibility of pollsters and the media. The
information they provide, when conducting and reporting election polls, plays a cru-
cial role in informing citizens’ perceptions of political reality and therefore can also
influence political behavior—especially in multiparty systems.

The present study has certain limitations. First of all, we have investigated a single
election in a specific situational context, which means that some results may be election-
specific. Future analyses should examine whether the findings can be generalized to
other elections or even to nonelection times (e.g., Shamir and Shamir 2000). The limited
setting of Berlin, however, does not impede the validity of our results because we were
interested in conducting a theory-driven investigation of relationships between percep-
tions of public opinion and their sources that should be independent of whether the anal-
yses are based on a regionally or nationally representative sample. What has to be
stressed, though, is the fact that we focused on perceptions. Although we would argue
that it is exactly those perceptions that potentially bring about behavioral consequences,
our analyses, in a strict sense, cannot prove the actual effects of media slant or published
polls. To do that, content analytical data on media slant and poll results would have to be
included in the study. It should also be stated that, due to the cross-sectional design, the
paths within our model should not be interpreted in a strict, causal manner. However, all
the relationships assumed here are derived from careful theoretical considerations.

Another point worthy of discussion is the measures that we used. Relying on a
5-point scale to measure perceived party popularity might have affected the correla-
tions with the percentage scales that we utilized to assess expectations because, in both
cases, the respondents could differentiate their answers to varying degrees. Compared
with the wider scale (0—100 percent), the narrow 5-point scale could have resulted in
an underestimation of the relationship with the percentage scale.

Also the measurement of perceptions of current and future opinion climates has to
be reflected upon critically. Probably, a part of the strong correlation between remem-
bered poll results and electoral expectations is due to the formal similarity of the
percentage scales used in these cases. Although we cannot rule out the possibility that
this correlation is related to measurement, additional analysis suggests that it is prob-
ably not: Using a 5-point Likert-type scale, we also asked respondents whether they
expected the smaller parties to exceed the election threshold of 5 percent and make it
into parliament (5-point Likert-type scale: 1 = “clearly pass,” 2 = “narrowly pass,” 3
= “exactly get 5 percent,” 4 = “narrowly miss,” and 5 = “clearly miss” the threshold).
The effect of recalled poll results still remains strong and significant when expecta-
tions are measured employing the 5-point-scale (§ = .24—.40). Hence, it can be sug-
gested that the strong impact on expectations is not related merely to measurement.

Furthermore, substantial differences between the two constructs examined might
have contributed to the findings obtained here. For instance, it can be argued that the
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Table 4. Sample Descriptives* (n = 1.012; Means and Standard Deviations).

CbhuU SPD Green Party FDP The Left  Pirate Party AfD

M (SD) M(D)  M(SD)  M(SD) M (D) M(SD) M (SD)

Personal opinion (5-point  2.78 (1.06)  2.96 (0.94) 2.75 (1.13) 1.79 (1.06) 2.36 (1.22) 1.84 (1.04) 1.63 (1.02)

scale) n=99%4 n=998 n =985 n =985 n =98l n=917 n=748
Perceived opinions in 277 (1.14) 3.15(0.88) 2.92(1.08) 1.81 (0.95) 235(I.16) 1.82(1.02) 1.60(0.98)
personal social network  n =903 n =90l n =897 n =903 n =897 n=2876 n=773

(5-point scale)
Perceived slant of media ~ 3.56 (0.82) 3.19 (0.80) 2.86 (0.77) 2.61 (0.88) 2.47 (0.89) 1.94 (0.92) 2.00 (0.99)
coverage (5-point scale)  n =922 n=928 n =887 n =879 n =879 n=744 n =647
Recalled survey results (%) 39.3(5.3) 27.7(54) 11.5(3.6) 58(2.8) 8.5 (3.6) 3.6 (2.1) 3.1(1.8)

n = 680 n =671 n=614 n =589 n=536 n=419 n=376

Perceived party popularity 3.61 (0.77) 3.18 (0.70) 2.85(0.75) 2.09 (0.80) 2.15(0.86) 1.77 (0.90) 1.76 (0.92)
(5-point scale) n=974 n=976 n=972 n=973 n =966 n=926 n =764
Expected vote share 386 (6.8) 304 (7.1) 127 (6.1) 6.7 (5.3) 8.9 (6.5) 4.2 (4.1) 3.5 (44)
n=932 n =934 n=924 n =924 n=918 n =89l n =822

*Parties included: Christian Democratic Union / Christian Social Union (CDU/CSU), Social Democratic Party (SPD),
Green Party, Free Democratic Party (FDP), The Left, Pirate Party, and the Alternative for Germany (AfD)

formation of outcome expectations is also influenced by long-term factors and consid-
erations such as previous election results and perception of long-term party affiliations.
This would also help to explain why our models were especially effective in explaining
expectations about the performance of the relatively new Pirate Party and the AfD.

Despite the limitations mentioned above, the present study has shown that the for-
mation of public opinion perceptions in election campaigns is more complex than
prior research has assumed. The processes involved and—most importantly—the
behavioral consequences of voting decisions should be investigated further in light of
these results. Future studies should replicate our analysis to investigate whether the
patterns of influence we found can be generalized to other elections, other national
contexts, or even nonelection periods. Finally, the considerable number of voters with-
out any poll knowledge deserves further attention to determine which information they
use instead to assess public opinion and to form electoral expectations.
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2. Participants lived in households with a private telephone connection and were eligible
to vote. A random sample of households was drawn (random-digit dialing [RDD]).
Respondents were selected via the last-birthday method; the maximum number of contacts
was ten—>52 percent of respondents were male, with an average age of 55 years (SD =
17.6); 50 percent were qualified to enter higher education; 84 percent said that the result of
the election was “important,” or “very important” to them; and 63 percent held a long-term
party identification. This means that like in other surveys on similar topics, respondents
were rather male, older, better educated, and politically more involved compared with the
general population. The structure of respondents thus is more similar to those actually
participating in the election.

3. Not all respondents were able to recall poll results, especially for the smaller parties (see
Table 4). A reanalysis of the data including only persons without poll recall indicated that
their perceptions of current party popularity were still mainly determined by the opinions
they perceived in their social environment and by perceived media slant. However, the
models predicting electoral expectations performed considerably less well, which under-
lines the important role of poll perception as a predictor.
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