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Abstract
Can the media influence vote choice when the media and the party system are highly 
polarized, and vote shifts are infrequent? We argue affirmatively that media signifi-
cantly influences vote choice even in such systems. First, we show that information 
filtered through the media has an independent effect on vote choice. Second, we link 
respondents’ newspaper choices in the pre-election survey with the favorability of 
major political parties in their newspapers during the campaign period. Third, we 
provide rich empirical data from media content and voter surveys. Our analyses sug-
gest that media content has a significant effect in influencing party support and vote 
switches during the campaign periods of four general elections between 2002 and 
2015 in the increasingly polarized setting of Turkey. We further break down this 
effect to study how favorable coverage and visibility influence party support differ-
ently among partisan loyalists and switchers.

Keywords  Vote choice · Media · Persuasion · Polarization · Turkey

Introduction

Electoral volatility has long been the focus of scholarly attention. The dominant 
branch of analyses focuses on inter-election vote switches at the aggregate level and 
among individual voters (Dassonneville & Stiers, 2018; Hobolt et al., 2009), and the 
influence of electoral campaigns upon vote choice also has a long-established series 
of findings (Boomgaarden et al., 2016; Geers & Strömbäck, 2019). However, recent 
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work has shown that changes in party preferences can occur in a much shorter term, 
e.g., within a single election campaign (Jennings & Wlezien, 2016; Johann et  al., 
2018).

Among the factors that influence short-term vote switches, the content of the 
media shaping voters’ political information about the parties is influential (Van 
Spanje & De Vreese, 2014). Recent studies about the effects of media on politi-
cal behavior focus more closely on the influence of media content on attitudes and 
behavior (Schuck et al., 2016; Vreese & Semetko, 2004).1 In this paper, we focus on 
the influence of the media on vote choice during short-term election campaigns.

Previous contributions to this line of research focused solely on established West-
ern democracies and typically upon a single election campaign. However, the influ-
ence of media is likely to be sensitive to the changing electoral and media contexts. 
We employ original panel data from four general elections in Turkey between 2002 
and 2015, during which time Turkey has moved from a highly fractionalized com-
petitive party system to a hegemonic one dominated by the Justice and Development 
Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, AKP) (Çınar, 2019; Laebens & Öztürk, 2021). 
The emerging party system is characterized by less competition and democratic 
backsliding reflected in the media system.

Turkey represents a case of an increasingly illiberal system with significant polit-
ical polarization directly reflected in the media’s coverage of election campaigns. 
While internal pluralism across different newspaper readership communities is 
declining, external pluralism is rising. As a result, coverage of particular political 
parties in individual media outlets is increasingly biased (Çarkoğlu & Yavuz, 2010), 
and such coverage becomes increasingly polarized as election day approaches 
(Çarkoğlu et al., 2014). With rising press-party parallelism and increasingly polar-
ized campaign coverage, different constituencies are likely to be isolated and closed 
to a constructive debate, making short-term volatility in vote choice unlikely due to 
media coverage. As all sides appear to retreat to their corners, respective media out-
lets only cover the campaign from a partisan perspective.

The recent democratic backsliding and decay in democratic freedoms may turn 
the media into a mere echo chamber without any tangible effect on political prefer-
ences by primarily offering partisan content and strategically manipulating the vis-
ibility of their favorite parties and candidates in their coverage. Therefore, we expect 
Turkey to represent a least-likely case where polarized partisan coverage of election 
campaigns is least expected to influence vote choice. In a hegemonic party system 
with a dominant political party, the media may also have more significant influence 
as it is the principal channel through which the party minimizes repression/authori-
tarian electoral manipulation and maximizes its vote. However, given increasingly 
high levels of political polarization in the country,2 partisan groups are expected to 
gravitate towards co-partisan media groups. Thus, the mobilizing effect of media 

1  Alternatively, see Green and Gerber (2019) on canvassing effects by politicians that influence vote 
decisions.
2  According to V-Dem data, Turkey showed the greatest increase in polarization since 2007, see https://​
www.v-​dem.​net/​en/​news/​polar​izati​on-​global-​threat-​democ​racy/.

https://www.v-dem.net/en/news/polarization-global-threat-democracy/
https://www.v-dem.net/en/news/polarization-global-threat-democracy/
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should be observed only among weak partisans convinced by their own media group 
to continue supporting their party. We expect a lack of media effect to be more rel-
evant later in the AKP’s tenure as the Turkish media system polarized and voters 
retracted to their partisan groups. However, despite our expectations to the con-
trary, we provide evidence of significant media effects for four elections from 2002 
until 2015. We show that the media still substantially influences intra-election vote 
choice. The media effects are heterogeneous across voters who change their choices 
in the short term and those who remain loyal.

By linking the media content to representative samples of voters in four consecu-
tive elections, we provide evidence for the media influence and show that media 
still affects party choice even in relatively short periods during electoral campaigns. 
Since we focus on party choice during campaign periods, this effect is at the mar-
gins of electoral competition, and the bulk of party constituencies remain mostly 
irresponsive to short-term campaign effects over the period we analyze.3 Despite 
the consolidation of political camps and cliques and the rising ideological bias in 
media content, those exposed to alternative media channels are still influenced to 
change their party choice. Moreover, this media effect is not uniform across parties 
and media groups. Hence, the competition to shape the media content and the gov-
ernment’s tutelage is not in vain since media remains a potent political factor even 
under the most unlikely circumstances.

Below, we first lay down the central tenets of our conceptual framework to for-
mulate our main argument, followed by depicting the increasingly polarized scene 
of media and politics in Turkey.

Media Effect and Vote Choice

There is well-established literature on the relationship between media content and 
partisan choice, especially in advanced democratic contexts, with mixed findings. 
However, the overall picture suggests that the information environment substantially 
affects various issues, such as political evaluations and vote choice. Yanovitzky and 
Cappella (2001) link media content with a panel survey to show that political talk 
radio did not play a substantive role in voters’ attitudes during the 1996 presidential 
elections in the United States. While radio may be ineffective in changing politi-
cal attitudes, the partisan information environment has a substantive effect on vote 
choice through television news programs (Vreese & Semetko, 2004). Moreover, the 
attention paid to a political leader and how a leader is portrayed in the media can 
influence these leaders’ effectiveness and legitimacy perceptions. However, voters 
who are sure about their political preferences are less likely to be affected by oppos-
ing information (Bos et al., 2011).

By linking the media environment to two different panel studies, Matthes (2012) 
shows that cross-cutting information can delay vote choice decisions among unde-
cided voters. To our knowledge, Matthes (2012) is the only study to present more 

3  On recent discussions on (lack of) electoral volatility in Turkey, see Yardımcı-Geyikçi (2015).
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than one empirical study to support the argument by matching two-panel datasets 
from Switzerland about two referenda in 2008 on various issues. Other scholars 
have also employed methodologically innovative ways to understand the relationship 
between media and vote choice. For instance, Schuck and Vreese (2008) combine 
panel data with content analysis and support this study with experimental findings 
to show that a positive slant in media coverage can backfire among opposition sup-
porters during a referendum campaign. Although an alternative causal direction is 
viable—i.e., voters become disillusioned and do not turn out to vote after receiving 
information because of the perception that they will be on the losing side of the 
referendum—the experimental evidence supports a mobilization effect for opposing 
information. Schuck et al. (2016) extend linkage study methods to a cross-national 
setting to present further evidence that the media can mobilize voters during an elec-
tion campaign. By conducting a linkage study in a cross-country environment, they 
model cross-level interactions (individual and country-level effects) to show that 
more favorable EU polity evaluations in a country increase the magnitude of conflict 
framing effect for mobilization during the 2009 European Parliament elections.4

We continue with the tradition of these studies, but unlike previous ones that 
exclusively focus on advanced Western democracies, we present evidence from 
a case that experiences democratic backsliding and a decline in media freedoms. 
Additionally, we present empirical findings from four consecutive campaign periods 
in Turkey from 2002 to 2015. Given these multiple studies during which we can 
trace the media system’s democratic backsliding trajectory, we aim to account for 
the contextual changes over time.

In line with the previous studies, our primary expectation is that media slant will 
positively affect vote choice. The more favorable coverage of a political party, the 
higher the likelihood is for the reader to support that party. In other words, favorable 
media content should push voters exposed to such content toward the given party 
during the campaign period when political attention and awareness among voters 
are elevated. The campaign period is when voters re-evaluate their political support, 
obtain new political information and cues, and update their political preferences. 
Therefore, we expect the content of the newspapers during this critical period to be 
influential in reshaping voters’ political preferences during the short-term campaign 
period. However, in addition to testing the previous studies in an alternative setting, 
we expect the media environment and the institutional context of party competition 
to moderate the media effect.

The media effect should not be uniform across years and different partisan 
groups. High partisan polarization is associated with further parallelism between 
media and party choice (Stroud, 2010). In such settings, independent vot-
ers occupy a smaller percentage of the total electorate. Therefore, while higher 
favorability exposure increases the likelihood of voting among such independ-
ents, the media becomes an echo chamber for partisans who reinforce their cur-
rent political affiliations. For voters who become less open to alternative sources 

4  On the effects of online partisan media see Aral and Eckles (2019), Guess et al., (2021), and Zhuravs-
kaya et al., (2020).
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of information and rely on a few sources of slanted partisan information pro-
vided by mouthpiece media of their party, media ceases to change the likelihood 
of party preference. Therefore, we expect the media’s effect on the likelihood of 
changing party support to be diluted by political polarization in a biased media 
environment. The media effect should be primarily relevant for undecided voters 
or independents who are likely to switch their party choice even if they previ-
ously supported another party.

In addition to polarization, the level of democracy in a country also affects 
whether the media serves its functions, i.e., holding politicians accountable by pro-
viding relevant information to voters. The relationship between backsliding and 
media suggests an interesting tension. Leaders who want to increase their powers try 
to silence opposition media; while the media becomes controlled by the government 
and polarized, the least it should affect voter behavior. For instance, Latin American 
presidents are likely to silence their critics in the media if the legislature and judici-
ary are weak against the president’s executive powers (Kellam & Stein, 2016). A 
similar phenomenon can be possible in countries that experience democratic back-
sliding with the rise of authoritarian/populist leaders who consolidate their power 
through executive aggrandizement (Bermeo, 2016). Democratic backsliding is not 
a full-fledged shift into an authoritarian regime. Competitive elections may still 
occur, but liberal tenets of democracy increasingly become less viable in contexts 
where the opposition’s potential to oppose elected officials is limited, and individ-
ual rights and freedoms are increasingly more vulnerable to intrusions (Waldner & 
Lust, 2018). Thus, we expect mainstream media to lose its function of informing 
voters about politicians even if specific venues for opposition may still exist in such 
environments.

A democratic deficit can be a potential arbiter for the media effect, and the influ-
ence of democratic backsliding can be more nuanced. For example, there can be 
de facto prohibitions against certain opposition parties in the media, while main-
stream opposition can still find space to be covered with a mixed slant (Yıldırım 
et al., 2021). However, a positive media effect is not viable when a political party 
is not allocated enough visibility or categorically covered negatively. Moreover, 
the media effect is only possible if a candidate or party is visible in the media. If 
the visibility of parties is impeded by effectively keeping them out of media cover-
age, then no media influence is possible. The worst-case scenario occurs when only 
negative coverage appears in the media for some political parties. With such strate-
gically manipulated coverage under the control of a hegemonic party, democratic 
backsliding ensures that any media effect is only negative against the party in ques-
tion. Therefore, backsliding and de facto control of media by the government can be 
selective in their impact.

Media influence under democratic backsliding and parties’ mobilization efforts 
provide alternative explanations for a short-term change in party support. Partisan 
information can increase the accessibility of the party platform or policy propos-
als and increase the party’s popularity among the larger public, while mobilization 
efforts can frame relevant policy issues among potential voters (Chong & Druckman, 
2007). Given these expectations, Turkey presents a crucial case where the media, 
parties, and voters are highly polarized. As a result, the media system exhibits a high 
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degree of parallelism within democratic backsliding. Simultaneously, party organi-
zations widely use mobilization efforts such as canvassing and clientelistic induce-
ments (Aytaç & Kemahlıoğlu, 2021).

Democratic Backsliding and the Media in Turkey

In the aftermath of the Arab Spring, Turkish democracy was seen by many as a 
“role model” for the Muslim-majority countries (Tepe, 2005). AKP, as a new gen-
eration of pro-Islamists, came to power in 2002, reinvigorated democratic reforms, 
started membership negotiations with the European Union (EU), and took initiatives 
to resolve longstanding conflict with Kurdish ethnicity. However, this optimism 
was short-lived as AKP’s liberal democratization reforms ended (Özbudun, 2014). 
Restrictions on freedom of the press, television content, and internet use started to 
rise (Lavigne, 2019).

In June 2013, Turkey was hit by protests that came to be known as the Gezi Park 
protests (Yörük, 2014). A breakup within the conservative coalition followed the 
emerging authoritarian tendencies. In addition, prosecutors put forward graft allega-
tions implicating prominent cabinet members. However, despite the graft allegations 
or the Gezi Park protests, the AKP’s founding leader Erdoğan assertively became 
the first popularly elected president in August 2014.

President Erdoğan remained active during the June 2015 Parliamentary election 
campaign to support the ruling AKP (Kemahlıoğlu, 2015). Nevertheless, due to a 
significant loss of support in the June elections, the AKP could not form a single-
party government. The social-democratic Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet 
Halk Partisi, CHP), the Nationalist Action Party (Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi, MHP), 
and the pro-Kurdish left-wing Peoples’ Democratic Party (Halkların Demokratik 
Partisi, HDP) all exceeded the 10% threshold. As a result, parties failed to form a 
coalition, while the peace process to resolve the Kurdish conflict collapsed with this 
electoral setback for AKP, rising terror attacks, and a militarized response. President 
Erdoğan used this opportunity to call for a repeat (snap) election. As the country 
moved towards a second election, the political agenda changed, benefitting the AKP 
due to heightened security concerns (Aytaç & Çarkoğlu, 2019).5

From surprising electoral victories and democratization reforms to establishing a 
hegemonic party with authoritarian tendencies, the history of the AKP since 2002 is 
also marked by rising polarization among voters. In his periodization of “pernicious 
polarization,” Somer (2019) argues that incremental democratic erosion started as 
early as 2008, accompanied by a rise in polarization. This polarization is perhaps 
most deeply reflected in how the AKP government treats media and journalists with 
increasingly repressive measures and censorship (İlkiz, 2019; Yeşil, 2018). Accord-
ing to the 2015 Freedom of the Press Index, Turkey ranked 142nd with “not free” 

5  On further erosion of Turkish democracy as a result of a failed coup attempt in summer 2016 see Çınar 
(2019).
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status among 199 countries and 149th among 180 countries in the 2015 Press Free-
dom Index.6

Recent research on Turkish media also shows that government influence over the 
media sector is increasingly intense on top of biased coverage across media out-
lets. As a result, ownership and control over the media sector in Turkey are becom-
ing more concentrated (Akser, 2018). Since the 1990s, several structural changes 
have reshaped the media sector and contributed to declining press freedoms. One 
such factor was the liberalization of media ownership, which began in the 1980s and 
continued in the 1990s. These businesses then started pursuing clientelistic relation-
ships with the state due to their investments in other sectors and public procurement 
deals (Christensen, 2007; Corke et al., 2014).

While press-party parallelism is a historical phenomenon in Turkey and the 
readership structure of the newspapers exhibits partisan alignments, parallelism 
is increasingly more concentrated around fewer partisan groups for each outlet 
(Yıldırım et al., 2021). Newspapers bring together partisans of a fewer number of 
different parties in their readership, and the coverage becomes increasingly polar-
ized as election campaigns progress, pushing the newspaper coverage of parties far-
ther away from one another as the election approaches (Çarkoğlu & Yavuz, 2010; 
Çarkoğlu et al., 2014).

In short, as democratic backsliding progressed, the Turkish media sector found 
itself under pressure. As a result, the media sector’s coverage of politics was increas-
ingly polarized and biased. The readership of different media outlets was highly 
homogenous in partisan terms. Different media groups became increasingly depend-
ent on state resources for their ad revenues, which rendered media conglomerates’ 
financial viability and fortune more dependent on public procurement bids. Hence 
media outlets increasingly became biased in their coverage of politics. The read-
ership of these outlets became increasingly homogenized based on their partisan 
affiliations as pro or anti-government camps. In these circumstances, we expect the 
media effect to be low due to the increasing slant that reinforces existing partisan 
lines among different reader groups. While specific political forces capture most 
media, independent venues either lose financial incentives or remain marginal. Com-
bined with increasingly homogeneous party preferences of different reader groups, 
we expect media influence over vote decisions to be limited. However, as we show 
in our empirical models, the reshaping of media as an institution during the early 
period of democratic backsliding in Turkey was not in vain, as it still had a consid-
erable impact on undecided voters and switchers. In other words, while democratic 
backsliding and decreasing levels of media freedom should attenuate the effect of 
partisan information on vote choice due to echo chambers and highly polarized par-
tisan groups, there was still a substantive effect on vote choice.

6  Media freedom continued to decline after 2015 and by 2018 Turkey ranked 163 in Freedom of the 
Press Index and 157 in Press Freedom Index.
  For details see: https://​freed​omhou​se.​org/​sites/​defau​lt/​files/​Freed​omoft​hePre​ss_​2015_​FINAL.​pdf and 
also https://​rsf.​org/​en/​ranki​ng/​2015.

https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/FreedomofthePress_2015_FINAL.pdf
https://rsf.org/en/ranking/2015
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Data and Method

Audience selectivity is a crucial aspect of political communication. Different 
partisan groups can self-select into specific media groups and receive informa-
tion congruent with their political preconceptions creating a “reinforcing spiral” 
(Slater, 2007). This aspect of media selection poses methodological challenges, 
given that individual media choice and political characteristics are outcomes of 
the same long-term individual characteristics.

One way to deal with self-selection is to analyze individual preferences to strip 
the direct and indirect effects of the media influence in subsequent periods. In a 
recent review, De Vreese et al. (2017) mention several opportunities and limita-
tions of linkage studies that match individual survey data with media content. For 
example, directly asking voters about self-evaluations of such a media effect may 
inflate or deflate the findings. Instead, one could tap into individual media use 
and then match this use with scored content over multiple periods. By doing so, 
we can untangle the reinforcing spiral.

To account for the reinforcing spirals model and its methodological impli-
cations, we employ multiple panel designs implemented in the Turkish Elec-
tion Studies (TES) for 2002, 2007, 2011, and 2015. This design helps us strip 
the effect of newspapers from the pre-election campaign period on post-election 
reported vote choice. We collected three crucial pieces of information in all panel 
surveys: 1-pre-election reported vote intention, 2-post-election reported vote 
choice, and 3-respondent’s choice of newspaper in the pre-election. In addition 
to these questions, commonly used variables about ideology and demography to 
explain vote choice were available.

We randomly selected respondents from a clustered sample based on geo-
graphic regions. Up to three attempts were made to conduct surveys with non-
respondents, and in the case of failure, we did not substitute these non-respond-
ents. 2002, 2007, and 2011 TES surveys were two-wave panel studies conducted 
before and after the election. 2015 TES was a three-wave panel conducted before 
and after the 2015 June elections and after November 2015 snap elections. For 
2015, we focus on the June elections and use the pre and post-June panels, thus, 
controlling the changing dynamics of snap elections.

In addition to these voter surveys, the fifteen most broadly read national news-
papers were selected, and their content was analyzed. Table A.2 in the Supple-
mentary Information provides the number of stories coded per newspaper. We 
coded 72,047 stories, and 36,167 of them (50.2%) had political content. We 
matched the TES survey respondents’ newspaper choice in the pre-election sur-
vey with favorability from this newspaper during the campaign period (90 days 
before the elections). For 2002 and 2007, our newspapers covered 65% to 78% 
of the nationwide circulation. In 2011, we added two newly established newspa-
pers (Habertürk and Sözcü), and for 2011 and 2015, we captured 78% and 74% 
of nationwide circulation with these 15 newspapers, and they cover the whole 
ideological spectrum in the country (pro-government, mainstream, and opposi-
tion papers).
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We have 12,848 respondents in our samples across the four surveys. However, 
our effective sample decreases to 2101 for several reasons. First, not all respondents 
participated in the panel study. In our post-election rounds, we reached about 50% 
of the respondents in the pre-election survey. Secondly, even if respondents partici-
pated in the panel, some had missing responses to pre-election vote intention, post-
election vote choice, or newspaper readership questions.7

Balance tests indicate that newspaper readers differ from the rest of the survey 
respondents. This difference is not surprising, as readers should be more politi-
cally involved. However, attrition due to non-response can produce selection bias in 
results. We find evidence for some limitations to the external validity of our findings 
in several respects, while in others, we find no effect due to attrition. Our balance 
tests on panel response (Table A.5) indicate no significant difference between the 
post-election non-respondents (i.e., attrition sample) and the panel sample for rel-
evant variables such as gender, age, ideology, education, and income. However, the 
panel sample was less likely to be religious or from urban areas and more likely to 
be Kurdish. Therefore, we include these three and other relevant variables as con-
trols in robustness checks replicating our main models. Additionally, even if self-
selection is inherent to the observational nature of this study after considering the 
reinforcing spirals model, potential limitations are tested in the supplementary infor-
mation, which shows that different partisan groups or undecided voters and switch-
ers are not substantively more likely to select non-partisan, mainstream newspapers 
as opposed to partisan papers.

Our dependent variable is based on the pre (post)-election survey reported vote 
intention (choice). We can capture switchers who changed their preferences by ask-
ing the same question twice, before and after the election. We focus our study on 
politically relevant parties and construct a set of five choices for each respondent: 
AKP, CHP, MHP, Kurdish Parties (which changed names across the years), and the 
rest (including fringe parties and undecided voters). We also focused on respondents 
who switched their vote choice during the campaign period to analyze the change in 
vote choice. 720 out of the 2101 respondents (34.2%) were either undecided in the 
pre-election or switched to a different party post-election.

All four surveys asked respondents’ newspaper choices to link the media effect 
with individual voters.8 In addition to this information, we analyzed the political 
news stories on the first page and a randomly selected second page with political 
news from the selected newspapers.

For each story, we first coded the story’s tone towards the four politically relevant 
parties on an ordinal scale ranging from − 3 to + 3. Then, we calculated the average 
tone of all the political stories. We then weighted this average by the space occupied 
by the story, discounting smaller news stories that grab less attention.

7  Details of the sample size and different types of attrition reasons are given in the supplementary infor-
mation, Tables A.3 to A.6.
8  In 2002 and 2007, the pre-election survey question was: “Which newspaper do you read most fre-
quently?” while in 2011 and 2015, the question was rephrased to: “Which newspaper do you read most 
frequently for political news?”.
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For each newspaper in each campaign period, we calculated average favorability 
scores for the four politically relevant parties and another average for a combination 
of all fringe parties. This favorability could range from − 3 to + 3, the observed min-
imum is − 1.04, and the maximum is + 0.82.9 Respondents who reported reading one 
of the fifteen newspapers were assigned these favorability scores. While we argue 
for increasing levels of polarization in the media, the gap between the observed 
range and potential measurement boundaries may imply the opposite. However, this 
gap is primarily due to numerous news stories that are either neutral to political par-
ties or do not mention any political party explicitly. In such cases, we assigned the 
news story a neutral score of 0; therefore, after aggregating the average media tone 
for each newspaper, the observed range is deflated due to our aggregation and the 
number of neutral news stories that do not mention political parties. Nevertheless, 
even in this case, the observed range from lowest to highest value increases more 
than threefold.10

In addition to the media tone, we also measured the visibility of political par-
ties by coding three different components for each political story: 1-politician photos 
or party logos, 2-direct quotes from politicians, party leaders, and spokespersons, 
3-whether the story refers to a party (even if there is no direct quote). We created 
an additive index of visibility based on these three components that measure vis-
ibility for each of the four relevant parties and the fifth category (i.e., fringe parties). 
Similar to favorability, we weigh visibility by the physical space given to the story. 
Based on this measurement, we calculated visibility as a percentage of all political 
stories in the newspaper, where 1 would indicate that every political story mentions 
the party, quotes the party, and has a relevant photograph. At the same time, 0 means 
that the newspaper did not allocate any visibility. Observed visibility scores range 
from 0.0016 for the combination of fringe parties to 0.55 for AKP. Similar to favora-
bility, we matched this score with our respondents’ reported newspaper choice. Fur-
ther details about visibility and favorability and their change across the years are in 
the supplementary information, and these details also attest to the AKP’s dominant 
position in the media.

We also collected similar data for TV news stories from 12 prime-time news pro-
grams for one month during the 2011 election campaign. However, data on TV is 
limited to making generalizable claims regarding TV consumption since we only 
have results for the 2011 election. Therefore we employed the TV effect as a robust-
ness check in the supplementary information to show that even after controlling for 
the impact of the TV slant, we still see a stable newspaper effect.

In addition to the media effect, short-term campaign period change in party 
choice can occur due to parties’ mobilization efforts. Various communication strate-
gies followed by party organizations play an influential role and have substantive 
mobilizing effects (Green & Gerber, 2019). Mobilization can influence the decision 
to turn out and the party choice by mainly persuading independent or undecided vot-
ers. Both impersonal and personal mobilization, such as rallies and party canvassing 

9  For summary statistics, see Table A.1 in the supplementary information.
10  This observed range is 0.60 in 2002, 1.228 in 2007, 1.348 in 2011 and 1.87 in 2015.
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efforts, play an essential role in changing preferences during campaigns (Johann 
et al., 2018).

Some voters may change their vote choice because of the parties’ mobilization 
efforts. Therefore, we create an index of mobilization efforts based on three ques-
tions: 1-canvassing visits, 2-party rally/meeting attendance, and 3-reading a party 
brochure. Based on these three questions, we create four additive indices for each 
relevant party. 47% of our total effective sample (988 respondents) reports at least 
one or more mobilization efforts by a relevant political party.

For our analysis, we can approach the panel data in several ways. First, we can 
limit our sample to those who changed their party choice from pre to post-election 
or include the lagged dependent variable (party choice). Since the main independent 
variable (favorability) is measured only in the pre-election wave, we use a lagged 
dependent variable to model the party choice. We include pre-election vote intention 
as our primary control variable as it serves two purposes: first, it accounts for indi-
viduals whose vote choice remained the same across the pre and post-panel design, 
helping us delineate short-term effects better. Second, it reflects that individuals are 
not equally likely to switch across parties. Hence, party choice should follow a pat-
tern based on individuals’ alternative propensities, and pre-election vote intention 
accounts for such differences. For instance, a person who reports the intention to 
vote for the nationalist MHP is not equally likely to switch to the conservative AKP 
and leftist parties. As an additional robustness check, we also conducted a sub-sam-
ple analysis only with respondents who reported switching. This additional model 
focuses only on respondents who reported switching to explain the differences 
between undecided voters and voters who switched from one party to another. As 
such, we focus on party support from pre to post-election rounds to address potential 
endogeneity problems. To evaluate these differences, we stack our data across alter-
native party choices and create voter-party dyads. Therefore, for each respondent, 
six observations determine their choice across four politically relevant parties plus 
other parties and another category for undecided voters. While using this stacked 
data, we cluster standard errors across individuals.

Findings

To observe a media effect on vote choice, we must first have some voters change 
their choice during the campaign periods. Table 1 shows the composition of switch-
ers to and from the two largest parties and the average media favorability across 
these different switcher groups. Not surprisingly, the most populated group of 
switchers was in 2002, a watershed election that led to the AKP’s first electoral vic-
tory. In this critical election, two parties benefitted from a net positive switch during 
the campaign. The AKP and CHP gained 9.7% and 3.1% of all voters in the brief 
period between pre-and post-survey. In other words, slightly more than one-third 
of AKP voters in the 2002 election selected the party during the campaign period 
just before the election. Respondents that remained supportive in both rounds of the 
panel surveys also appear to be lowest in 2002 but steadily rose in consecutive elec-
tions. Thus, the vote decisions were more fluid in 2002 than in the later elections. 
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We also note that those who declare voting for either AKP or CHP in the pre-elec-
tion round are less likely to switch to another party in the post-election panel.

The AKP benefitted from new supporters after 2002, whereas this is not the case 
for CHP. In 2007 and 2011, respondents reporting a switch from CHP, and to CHP 
in the post-election period were similar. In the AKP’s case, the party had a net posi-
tive benefit (row 3–row 2) of 9%, 6%, and 5.3% in 2007, 2011, and 2015. Across the 
four elections we studied, 40.8% of the undecided respondents switched to either 
AKP or CHP, whereas 16.2% switched from these two parties to another party in the 
post-election survey.

As a first stab at distinguishing the media effect on switchers, Table 1 also reports 
the average newspaper favorability towards the two parties. On average, those who 
do not support either of these two parties are exposed to the most negative media 
slant (row 1), while those who consistently support the party during and after the 
elections (row 4) read more positive newspapers.

Although the descriptive evidence from Table  1 supports our main hypothesis 
that more favorable media campaign coverage increases a voter’s likelihood to sup-
port a party even in a context such as Turkey, a multivariate model—where we 
account for alternative explanations in a more nuanced way—is necessary to pin 
down the media effect and the role of mobilization. We hence estimate logistic 
regression models.

Table 2 reports the results. Our baseline model (Model 1) supports our central 
expectation that more favorable coverage increases voters’ likelihood of supporting 
a party. In addition, our primary control variable (pre-election vote intention) is in 
the expected direction with a substantive effect. This finding attests to preference 
stability in the short-term campaign period. Including additional controls in further 
models (Model 2) changes the magnitude of vote choice stability. More importantly, 
across our models, the effect of favorability remains robust, and a unit increase in 
media favorability increases a respondent’s likelihood to support a party in the elec-
tion by more than 3.3 times (Model 2).

We include several controls in our baseline model to elucidate the extent of this 
effect. First, we include campaign period, undecided voters, and party choice vari-
ables as additional controls in Model 2. As expected, undecided voters were more 
likely to switch to a party post-election, and this effect is robust across all specifi-
cations. In addition, undecided voters in the pre-election period are more likely to 
report a different party choice in the post-election period.

Moreover, since we are using a stacked dataset with five alternatives, we control 
for the stacked units (i.e., party choices), which show that compared to the reference 
category of AKP, voters are less likely to report other parties in the post-election 
periods. This attests to the electoral dominance of AKP. Finally, we introduce party 
mobilization efforts in Model 2. With each additional experience of the parties’ 
mobilizational efforts, we estimate that voters are becoming around 90% more likely 
to support the party. As expected, this effect is statistically significant and robust to 
alternative specifications.

Model 2 introduces media visibility, showing that higher levels of visibility 
increase a respondent’s likelihood to vote for a party, but this effect is not significant 
when we control for demographic differences. However, favorability and visibility 
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Table 2   Estimating vote choice 
(stacked dataset)

(1) (2)

Favorability 1.471*** 1.201***
(0.175) (0.191)

Visibility 1.018+

(0.612)
Fav × Vis
Mobilization 0.644***

(0.057)
Pre 3.208*** 3.490***

(0.090) (0.129)
Undecided 0.626***

(0.057)
2007 − 0.250***

(0.046)
2011 − 0.381***

(0.070)
2015 − 0.226***

(0.044)
CHP − 0.988***

(0.141)
Kurdish Parties − 2.118***

(0.209)
MHP − 1.397***

(0.185)
Others − 2.775***

(0.232)
Female 0.000 0.034+

(0.006) (0.020)
Age − 0.001*** − 0.001+

(0.000) (0.001)
Urban − 0.020** 0.003

(0.007) (0.021)
Kurdish 0.029* 0.148***

(0.012) (0.035)
Education − 0.003*** − 0.004

(0.001) (0.003)
Income − 0.001 − 0.029**

(0.003) (0.010)
Constant − 2.350*** − 1.572***

(0.044) (0.175)
Nagelkerke r2 0.460 0.585
% Correctly classified 87.87 89.65
Voter-party dyads 9390 9390
N 1878 1878
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can reinforce each other in media influence. For instance, a newspaper can provide 
a political party with exceptionally favorable coverage yet cover the party only in a 
couple of stories. In such a case, the media will not influence voters. Therefore, we 
expect a product of the two to be especially relevant. Model 4 shows that the interac-
tion of favorability and visibility (Fav × Vis) is statistically and substantively a sig-
nificant predictor of vote choice in the post-election wave, and this effect has more 
magnitude than the pre-election vote choice.

These two additional variables can also help us understand whether favorability 
or visibility drives the media’s influence. We check for this alternative in Table 3 
with Model 3, suggesting that higher levels of favorability (not visibility nor an 
interaction of the two terms) influence the media effect. Compared to previous mod-
els, Model 3 implies that considering the effect of visibility and the interaction of 
the two terms dampens the effect of favorability, but the media influence is still rel-
evant through favorability. Moreover, visibility and its interaction with favorability 
are in the expected direction. Null hypothesis tests for the two coefficients are not 
statistically significant at conventional levels (p-value for visibility is 0.162, and the 
interaction term fav × vis is 0.11). However, because partisans and switchers are 
included in the model, this interaction term is not substantively important, as parti-
sans are not expected to be influenced by media favorability or visibility.

To better illustrate the interaction effect of favorability and visibility, Fig.  1 
plots the predicted likelihood to support a given political party as a function of the 
two terms based on Model 3. As expected, the likelihood of supporting the party 
increases with increasing favorability levels. For example, when voters’ preferred 
newspaper attacks a party and presents it in a negative slant, the predicted likelihood 
to support the party is estimated to be around 12%, regardless of visibility. With 
increasing levels of favorability, the likelihood to support increases, and at the high-
est positive level of favorability, we predict the likelihood to support to be around 
31% when the party is very visible in the newspaper (90 percentile visibility). Our 
findings show that more favorable coverage of the political party in the preferred 
media environment increases voters’ likelihood of voting for that party.

More importantly, to test these effects and further elucidate the combined role of 
visibility and favorability, we focus on a subsample analysis of voters who reported 
switching from pre-election choices to a different party choice in post-election sur-
veys. By definition, the pre-vote choice differs from the post-election choice for this 
sub-sample. Therefore, we replicate Model 3 with this sub-sample leaving out the 
pre-election vote choice control. This alternative specification (Model 4) correctly 
classifies 80.2% of switchers into the right political party. Furthermore, results show 
that favorability interacts with visibility and increases the likelihood of switch-
ing to a political party only when the party is visible and covered positively. To 

Table 2   (continued) Logistic regression, DV = Post-election survey reported vote choice
Standard errors are reported in parentheses, clustered by individuals
2002, AKP, Men, Rural respondents, and Turkish respondents are 
reference categories
+ p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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Table 3   Full model specification 
(Model 3) with a comparative 
subsample (Model 4)

Model 3 Switchers 
and Partisans

Model 4 Only Switchers

Favorability 0.874*** − 0.194
(0.260) (0.311)

Visibility 0.887 0.198
(0.634) (0.700)

Fav × Vis 1.286 2.686**
(0.806) (1.015)

Mobilization 0.644*** 0.720***
(0.057) (0.090)

Pre 3.491***
(0.130)

Undecided 0.624*** 0.011
(0.057) (0.022)

2007 − 0.236*** 0.030
(0.048) (0.049)

2011 − 0.363*** − 0.069
(0.073) (0.066)

2015 − 0.206*** − 0.032
(0.045) (0.044)

CHP − 0.988*** − 1.007***
(0.140) (0.176)

Kurdish Parties − 2.161*** − 2.900***
(0.213) (0.308)

MHP − 1.425*** − 1.473***
(0.188) (0.222)

Others − 2.777*** − 0.613**
(0.233) (0.218)

Female 0.033 0.080***
(0.020) (0.023)

Age − 0.001 0.001
(0.001) (0.001)

Urban 0.000 − 0.006
(0.021) (0.022)

Kurdish 0.142*** 0.062
(0.036) (0.037)

Education − 0.003 − 0.003
(0.003) (0.003)

Income − 0.027** 0.007
(0.010) (0.009)

Constant − 1.567*** − 0.709***
(0.175) (0.205)

Nagelkerke r2 0.585 0.194
% Correctly classified 89.86 80.09
Voter-party dyads 9390 3295
N 1878 659
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substantively interpret the results presented in Model 4, Fig. 2 plots the predicted 
likelihoods among the switchers sub-sample.11

Figure 2 shows that favorable and visible messages are both necessary for media 
influence. When we considered the whole sample in Model 3, favorable parties were 
more likely to garner support regardless of visibility. However, there is a stark differ-
ence among switchers, and visibility plays an important role. When a party does not 
receive enough coverage (10 percentile visibility), the predicted likelihood to switch 
decreases from 22 to 18% across the range of favorability. However, for a highly 
visible party (90 percentile), the same change in favorability increases the predicted 
likelihood of switching from 12 to 28%. In other words, favorable coverage is neces-
sary but not sufficient among switchers. A party must be covered repeatedly and be 
highly visible in the media to garner further support from voters who switch.

Furthermore, we also present a second panel where we estimate the marginal 
effects of the 2002 elections, which were more competitive and held before the 
media’s domination by the AKP. The 2002 election was also the first election when 
AKP came to power to start its long tenure. Therefore, our results may have been 

Table 3   (continued) Standard errors are reported in parentheses, clustered by individuals
2002, AKP, Men, Rural respondents, and Turkish respondents are 
reference categories
+p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 

Fig. 1   Predicted likelihood to support for a political party across levels of favorability and visibility

11  An alternative specification in the supplementary information shows that modeling likelihood to 
switch is also similarly affected by both favorability and visibility together (Table A.8 and Fig. A.5).
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explicitly driven by these elections. However, 2002 effects for switchers show that 
even for switchers exposed to high levels of visibility, 2002 results did not have 
higher media effects among switchers compared to succeeding elections as the sec-
ond panel of Fig. 2 shows.

Moreover, Fig. 3 presents predicted probabilities from an additional model where 
we introduce a three-way interaction between favorability, visibility, and a dummy 
variable for switchers. Relevant independent variables from this three-way interac-
tion are given in Table 4, Model 5.12 This alternative specification also supports the 
finding that favorability and visibility have heterogeneous effects on party support 
among switchers vs. loyalists. Compared to party loyalists, switchers are influenced 
by a combination of favorability and visibility, and the three-way interactions are 
significant at conventional levels.13 This interaction shows that the undecided voters 

12  The full model specification is in the supplementary information (Table A.7).
13  Furthermore, marginal effects of being a switcher is given in the supplementary information (Fig. 
A.4) and it also shows that media effects are heterogeneous across switchers and partisan loyalists.

Table 4   Three-way interaction between favorability, visibility for switchers, and undecided voters

Standard errors are reported in parentheses, clustered by individuals
Reference categories are 2002 and AKP
Model 1: Three-way interaction between the media effect and switchers for the effective sample
Model 2: Three-way interaction between the media effect and undecided voters for the switchers sub-
group
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Model 5
(switchers vs. loyalists)

Model 6
(undecided vs. 
party switch-
ers)

Favorability 2.276*** − 0.784
(0.256) (0.458)

Visibility − 0.107 1.928*
(0.678) (0.859)

Fav × Vis − 0.658 3.393*
(0.710) (1.407)

Switcher − 0.150 0.492**
(0.131) (0.161)

Fav × switcher (undecided) − 2.760*** 0.980
(0.480) (0.589)

Vis × switcher (undecided) 1.801* − 2.221*
(0.725) (0.918)

Fav × switcher (undecided) × vis 3.190* − 0.526
(1.429) (1.905)

R-squared 0.590 0.224
% Correctly classified 89.77 80.79
Voter-party dyads 9390 3295
N 1878 659
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and voters with weak party affiliation—who eventually switch their party choice—
require favorable coverage that is also visible.

Additionally, until now, the findings only control undecided voters and show 
that being undecided increases the likelihood of switching. However, by definition, 
undecided voters are switchers, and we assumed continuity for undecided voters if 
they reported not voting in the post-election survey. To open up the potential effects 
among these undecided voters and weakly partisan voters who switched from one 
party to another one, we also conducted an additional analysis in Model 6 where we 
estimated an additional three-way interaction between the media effect variables and 
being undecided (as opposed to a partisan switcher) within the subgroup of switch-
ers. Results indicate that undecided voters are influenced by favorability (regardless 
of the visibility levels), whereas partisan switchers are influenced by the visibility of 
the party they decide to switch to in the newspaper they read.

Conclusion

This study aimed to contribute to the literature on media effects in three distinct 
ways. First, we offer a representative content analysis of newspapers for four general 
election campaign periods and present our results from multiple studies. Secondly, 
we adopt a panel design to eliminate potential endogeneity threats in media effects 
research. Lastly, we aimed to present media effects for a non-Western case where we 
expect the effect to be muted due to democratic backsliding and lack of pluralism in 
the media.

We focused on Turkey, which provides a robust test for our argument because of 
the country’s highly polarized political and media system, where we do not expect 
to observe strong media influence. Turkish newspapers become increasingly polar-
ized during campaign periods, consolidating positive and negative slants to selected 
parties. Nevertheless, even in such conditions, we show that the newspaper pitch 
makes a difference and increases the readers’ likelihood to support a party.

When we consider all voters together, favorability in their choice of newspaper 
increases their likelihood to support a political party. We show that favorability 
interacts with visibility to increase the likelihood of switching. Only when a party 
is visible and depicted positively do we observe an increase in the likelihood of 
switching to the party. However, favorability and visibility work differently for par-
tisans and undecided voters who eventually support a party and partisan switcher. 
This does not challenge our main argument, as motivated reasoning may explain 
why partisan voters are influenced only by favorable coverage of their party. These 
voters may be selectively processing information regarding their party and its com-
petitors, and regardless of its visibility in the media environment, they may be influ-
enced by favorable coverage only for their party.

Moreover, given the lack of media pluralism in the Turkish context, these find-
ings imply grave consequences for media polarization, its dominance by a single 
hegemonic party, and, eventually, the perpetuating electoral effects of media in the 
context of democratic backsliding. As the media slant consolidates towards a single 
dominant party, undecided voters are no longer exposed to alternative information. 
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As a result, their likelihood of switching to the opposition decreases due to negative 
coverage, or the media does not influence it due to lack of visibility. Media polariza-
tion and (in)visibility may have dire consequences for a level playing field necessary 
for democratic party competition. Empirically, decreasing levels of variation in vis-
ibility among opposition parties imply that there are categorical barriers against an 
observable media effect for opposition parties.

As part of a global trend, newspaper readership figures have also decreased in 
Turkey. Over the nine years between 2011 and 2020, physical newspaper circula-
tion decreased by more than 50%, and instead, online newspapers became a popular 
alternative. Additional results in the supplementary information show systemic dif-
ferences between newspaper readers and the rest of the population. Certain demo-
graphic groups, such as women, rural voters, and less educated and poorer voters, 
read newspapers less. Therefore, changing dynamics of readership also present 
important conditions for the theorized effect in this paper.

Furthermore, according to the most recent figures, by 2020, only 43.4% of Tur-
key’s voting-age population read newspapers regularly. 62.9% were following their 
newspapers from online sources.14 Additionally, social media may play an essential 
role in moderating the effect of conventional media. This study focused on conven-
tional media as a determinant of vote shifts. The supplementary information also 
provides additional robustness checks for the effect of TV news from 2011.15 Results 
indicate that TV news does not change the substantive interpretation of our results. 
However, further research is necessary to elucidate how echo chambers and hostile 
political discussion in social media may attenuate or reinforce the effect we showed 
in this study.

Additionally, our paper contributes to the more extensive literature on the rela-
tionship between media and vote choice by showing that even in an increasingly 
polarized political environment where we expect voters to remain within different 
partisan camps, partisan information in the media can still have an effect. In this 
respect, our results corroborate previous findings showing the continuing role of 
media effect in a context where this effect should be minimal. Scholars have not 
extensively used media effects to explain political behavior due to self-selection 
problems. However, our study shows that media has a substantive effect, even in the 
short-term campaign periods. Therefore, models of voting behavior should include 
the media effect after controlling for endogeneity by proxy variables or panel design. 
Even in a context where the media effect should be minimal, it still plays a substan-
tive role.

Supplementary Information  The online version contains supplementary material available at https://​doi.​
org/​10.​1007/​s11109-​023-​09867-w.

Funding  Funding was provided by Türkiye Bilimsel ve Teknolojik Araştirma Kurumu (Grant No. 
TOVAG, 111K006, 2012).

14  For further details, see Turkey Trends 2020 research report (7 January 2021), https://​www.​khas.​edu.​tr/​
sites/​khas.​edu.​tr/​files/​inline-​files/​TEA20​20_​ENG_​WEBRA​POR.​pdf.
15  In the supplementary information, see Figs. A.8 to A.11.
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