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New Democracy Barometer
shows how democratic the thirty best democracies are
In cooperation with the Social Science Research Center Berlin (WZB), the NCCR

as Polity, Freedom House or the Vanhanen’s

Democracy designed a new instrument that measures the quality of democracy of

index are useful to differentiate between

the thirty most established democracies in the world and shows their development

democracies and autocracies. However,

over time. The Democracy Barometer was developed in order to overcome the

they cannot measure the subtle differ-

shortcomings of existing indices of democracy. While it reveals some interesting

ences in the quality of established de-

surprises regarding the countries under study, it found no evidence of an overall

mocracies. All established democracies

crisis or a decline in the quality of democracy.

simply get the maximum score – in the
case of Polity, some of them have even

Country

1995

2005

MEAN

By Marc Bühlmann, Wolfgang Merkel

been rated perfect democracies since the

Denmark

87.7

88.6

88.30

and Lisa Müller

19th century (e.g. the United States or

Finland

86.4

88.3

87.77

Belgium

83.2

86.4

85.12

The aim of the Democracy Barometer is

Switzerland). This shortcoming is the

Iceland

80.0

86.3

83.51

to measure the differences in the quality

main reason why several new indices

Sweden

80.7

83.3

82.92

of democracy between the thirty most

have been developed recently that try to

Norway

80.8

83.2

82.12

established democracies and across time.

measure the quality of established de-

Canada

76.1

81.8

79.41

Thus it shows the strengths and weak-

mocracies. Some of these new indices,

Netherlands

77.1

81.0

78.97

nesses of the individual countries and

however, just rely on previous indices
and/or expert ratings (e.g. the democra-

Luxembourg

69.0

71.6

75.21

also reveals where progress and success

United States

75.6

73.4

74.88

have been achieved and where it is worth

cy index from the Economist Intelligence

Germany

72.5

71.5

73.19

studying the best practices of successful

Unit 2010, the Bertelsmann Sustainable

New Zealand

68.1

72.0

72.08

Slovenia

68.4

71.3

69.59

democracies more closely. In order to be

Governance or www.democracyranking.org).

Switzerland

61.0

73.7

67.77

as transparent as possible, the results of

But the reliability of subjective expert

Ireland

68.2

66.8

67.02

the Democracy Barometer can be pub-

ratings is questionable and in the case of

Portugal

67.8

62.7

66.73

licly accessed on its website (www.de-

continued on page 2

Spain

63.9

66.7

66.61

Australia

65.1

63.8

65.47

the rankings, diagrams, data and coun-

Hungary

60.7

61.9

63.16

try analyses. The study so far spans the

Austria

62.6

65.5

63.07

years 1995–2005; however, a second da-

Czech Republic

60.4

53.2

58.25

taset including the years 1990 to 1994

New Democracy Barometer
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Italy

56.7

47.4

56.98

Cyprus

53.2

55.7

55.45

and 2006/2007 and more than 20 addi-

Deliberation in Swiss direct
democracy

5

Malta

46.0

57.2

54.20

Japan

39.2

50.9

45.78

Voting Advice Applications and
decision-making

8

United Kingdom

37.9

47.9

44.61

France

40.7

39.6

42.82

Poland

38.1

45.9

41.98

South Africa

34.5

38.6

39.83

Costa Rica

31.0

29.2

32.70

Figure 1: The quality of democracy in 30 established democracies (MEAN = 1995 to 2005)
www.democracybarometer.org

mocracybarometer.org), which presents

tional countries will be released this year.

Why a new democracy
barometer?
Measuring the degree of democracy is
nothing new and has a long tradition in
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Figure 2: The quality of democracy in selected countries and over time. IL: Individual Liberties; RL: Rule of Law; PS: Public Sphere; CO: Competition; MC: Mutual
Constraints; GC: Governmental Capability; TR: Transparency; PA: Participation; RE: Representation.

the Economist’s Democracy Index not even

ciples are ensured by three functions

webs differ considerably across countries

very scientific due to a lack of transparent

each: individual liberties, rule of law and

as well as across time.

information on the measurement. Thus, a

public voice ensure freedom; competi-

This provides evidence for our as-

more objective and differentiated measure

tion, mutual constraints and govern-

sumption that each given democracy

is needed. The NCCR Democracy Ba-

mental capability measure control;

weights the principles and functions dif-

rometer complies with these conditions.

transparency, participation and repre-

ferently as a consequence of ongoing

sentation secure equality. The Democ-

political as well as societal deliberation.

racy Barometer uses 100 indicators to

However, even though a simultaneous

measure how well a country complies

maximization of all nine functions is not

with these principles and functions. We

possible, their combination can be opti-

argue that the degrees of fulfilment of

mized to increase the overall quality of

In order to overcome the conceptual

these nine functions define the quality

democracy. We therefore argue that the

minimalism of previous measures of de-

of democracy. Therefore, the quality of

countries also differ in terms of their

mocracy, the Democracy Barometer em-

democracy is high when the degree of

quality of democracy.

braces liberal as well as participatory

fulfilment of all functions is high and

ideas of democracy. The starting point is

when all functions score on similar

the premise that a democratic system

levels. The data are drawn from repre-

tries to establish a good balance between

sentative surveys and statistics and from

freedom and equality, and that this re-

different sources in order to reduce

quires control. Control is important in a

measurement errors. The results of the

At first glance, the ranking (see fig. 1) and

democracy because it is the institution-

analysis are best illustrated by cobweb

the development of the countries accord-

alized checking of the political authori-

charts where the axes represent the democ-

ing to their overall mean score of the

ties that distinguishes democratic sys-

ratic functions. As shown in figure 2,

quality of democracy between 1995 and

tems from autocracies. These three prin-

both the size and the shapes of the cob-

2005 seem quite plausible. The Scandi-

How is democracy
measured?

Plausibility and surprises
in the country ranking

The National Centres of Competence in Research (NCCR) are a research instrument of the Swiss National Science Foundation
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navian countries, including Denmark

countries are rather surprising. Belgium,

the shortcomings in terms of ‘transpar-

and Iceland, on average rank in the top

for instance – a country where political

ency’, ‘mutual constraints’ and ‘participa-

six whereas younger democracies such as

agreement seems to be at least very dif-

tion’. Switzerland is one of the few coun-

Costa Rica, South Africa, Poland, Cy-

ficult to establish – ranks third overall.

tries without mandatory disclosure of

prus, or the Czech Republic are among

By contrast, the UK – the ‘home coun-

party finances or freedom of information

the group of countries with the lowest

try’ of democracy so to speak – finds it-

laws (at least until 2005). Even worse,

relative quality of democracy. In some

self at the bottom of the ranking (26 ).

there are practically no institutionalized

countries the development of the overall

The mediocre 14 place of Switzerland

horizontal checks and balances between

score quite nicely conforms to intuitive

could also leave us puzzled. However,

the three constitutional branches; and fi-

expectations: in Italy or the United States,

with these three seemingly deviant cases

nally, despite (though partly because of)

for instance, one could interpret the

the power of the Democracy Barometer

many opportunities for direct citizen in-

downtrend of the quality of democracy as

can be nicely illustrated.

volvement, mean participation in Swit-

th

th

a consequence of the policies enacted by

Compared to the overall mean of all

zerland is not only low but also very un-

the Berlusconi and the Bush administra-

countries (black lines) as well as to the

equal: suffrage rights are quite restricted

tions. In both countries, the quality of

other countries in figure 2, Belgium’s nine

and there is a huge bias in participation at

democracy declined after 2001 – i.e. after

functions, for example, are much more

the expense of low-income and low-edu-

the government had changed. While in

balanced. Additionally, Belgium scores

cation population groups. This, event-

the USA this can be primarily explained

comparatively high in ‘public sphere’,

ually, also seems to negatively affect the

by a deterioration of ‘individual liberties’,

‘competition’, ‘transparency’ and ‘partici-

function ‘representation’.

it is the functions ‘rule of law’ and ‘repre-

pation’: the high degree of associational

The United Kingdom performs weak-

sentation’ that suffered the most in Italy.

density, the relative freedom of the media

ly in all nine functions. Only ‘governmen-

But political events can also lead to

from political control and the high and,

tal capability’, ‘transparency’ and ‘partici-

progress in the quality of democracy: fol-

above all, equal participation are the most

pation’ score slightly above average. The

lowing the electoral victory of Blair in

important factors for Belgium’s high qual-

most negative effect on the overall rating,

1997, for example, a sharp increase in the

ity of democracy. At the same time, the

however, comes from the very low de-

principle of equality took place in Great

cobweb also shows the weaknesses of Bel-

grees of fulfillment in the functions ‘pub-

Britain. The reform of the electoral sys-

gium: not very well fulfilled are the func-

lic sphere’, ‘mutual constraints’ and ‘rep-

tem in New Zealand (with the first elec-

tions ‘individual liberties’, ‘rule of law’

resentation’. The first can be explained by

tions under the new system in 1996) ex-

and above all ‘governmental capability’,

three factors: first, the UK has no written

plains the leap forward of the functions

where Belgium only ranks at position 20.

constitution. Some indicators, however,

‘competition’, ‘participation’ and ‘repre-

However, all in all, Belgium seems to deal

measure the culture of freedom by the ex-

sentation’. Finally, the sudden improve-

with these problems quite well. Whether

plicit existence of freedom rights in the

ment of the Swiss quality of democracy in

this was still the case in 2010 cannot yet

constitution. Much more important for

1999 is mostly due to the total revision of

be answered with the data at hand.

the low score in ‘public sphere’, however,

the Swiss constitution in 1999. It is im-

Figure 2 clearly shows why Switzer-

are Great Britain’s lack of civil society and

portant to note that there are no indica-

land belongs to the middle-ranking

of a diverse media system, both quanti-

tors included in the Democracy Barome-

countries: the high degrees of ‘competi-

tatively and ideologically. As for ‘mutual

ter that measure the welfare state, the

tion’ (Switzerland’s political process is

constraints’, the balance of power between

party composition of governments or

more open to new competitors than any

government and opposition is compara-

electoral systems. Thus, the described re-

other country’s in the sample), ‘govern-

tively good in the UK. However, there are

sults are not mere artifacts.

mental capability’ (due to the high confi-

no additional checks in terms of judicial

At a second glance, the rankings ac-

dence in the government and especially

review or subnational autonomy. Finally,

cording to the mean quality of democ-

the very high stability of the government)

the majoritarian electoral system seems to

racy between 1995 and 2005 of some

and ‘individual liberties’ cannot outweigh

impair the degree of ‘representation’.

The National Centres of Competence in Research (NCCR) are a research instrument of the Swiss National Science Foundation
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No sign of an ongoing
crisis of democracy

racy was much weaker. There are nine

cedures as well as the addition of other,

countries where a decline in quality can

newer, or even better indicators should al-

be observed: Italy (from 56.7 in 1995 to

low researchers to build and measure other

The Democracy Barometer can also be

47.4 in 2005), the Czech Republic (60.4

concepts of democracy. This will hopefully

used to measure the quality of demo-

to 53.2), Portugal (67.8 to 62.7), the

lead to an extensive academic debate and,

cratic systems over time. Contrary to

United States (75.6 to 73.4), Costa Rica

in the long run, an improved version of

the contemporary political discourse,

(31.0 to 29.2), Ireland (68.2 to 66.8),

the Democracy Barometer. Furthermore,

the results show that there is no evi-

Australia (65.1 to 63.8), France (40.7 to

the Democracy Barometer team itself will

dence of an overall crisis or a decline in

39.6) and Germany (72.5 to 71.5). By

continuously revise and extend the dataset

the quality of democracy. Listening to

contrast, in the remaining countries in

by including recent years and more coun-

scholars and journalists alike, an ongo-

our sample the quality of democracy in-

tries. It will also use the data for further

ing crisis of democracy seems common

creased. The biggest changes occurred in

in-depth analyses, such as on the social,

wisdom: growing political mistrust and

Switzerland (from 60.9 in 1995 to 73.7

economic or cultural explanations for the

apathy among citizens, the delegitimi-

in 2005), in Japan (39.2 to 50.9), in Mal-

differences between countries.

zation of institutions, increasing cor-

ta (46.0 to 57.2) and in the UK (37.9 to

ruption and political scandals are taken

47.9). All in all, this picture neither sup-

as evidence for the unstoppable down-

ports the pessimistic crisis hypothesis nor

fall of Western democracy. Interesting-

the optimistic end of history hypothesis.

Dr. Marc Bühlmann

ly, the idea of a crisis of democracy

Instead, it shows that democratization is

marc.buehlmann@ipw.unibe.ch

quite rapidly replaced the end of histo-

a never-ending process, also in estab-

ry thesis from the early 1990s, which

lished democracies.

declared the victory of liberal democracy across the world. The Democracy
Barometer paints a more differentiated
and even optimistic picture – at least
for the period under study:

Contact

Prof. Wolfgang Merkel

An instrument for the
reflection and study of
democracy

wolfgang.merkel@wzb.eu

Publications

Taking all 30 established countries to-

The Democracy Barometer’s intentions

Democracy barometer website:

gether, the mean quality of democracy

are to encourage the public to reflect on

www.democracybarometer.org

increased from 1995 (63.1) to 2000

democracy and to contribute to the scien-

(66.6) and then slightly decreased be-

tific discussion on the measurement of de-

Bühlmann, Marc, Wolfgang Merkel,

tween 2000 and 2005 (65.5), but never-

mocracy. It was therefore designed as an

Lisa Müller and Bernhard Weßels.

theless remained on a high level. First

open structure, which is probably the in-

„Wie lässt sich Demokratie am be-

analyses show that the reversal in 2000

strument’s greatest potential: the website

sten messen? Zum Forumsbeitrag

was primarily due to the ‘dotcom’ crisis.

with its detailed documentation of the

von Thomas Müller und Susanne

However, while in some democracies this

concept and the indicators allows other re-

Pickel.“ Politische Vierteljahresschrift

economic crisis indeed led to a loss of

searchers to benefit from the data collec-

49(1), 2008, 114–122.

quality, others could even enhance their

tion. They can build their own assessments

quality after the crisis. In countries with a

and improve the data and the concept. We

Forthcoming articles in European Po-

higher level of equality and a high degree

are aware that our conceptualization of de-

litical Science, West European Politics

of fulfilment of the function ‘govern-

mocracy is only one of countless possible

34(2) and Zeitschrift für Vergleichende

mental capability’, the virulent effect of

models. Different combinations of indica-

Politikwissenschaft.

economic crises on the quality of democ-

tors, different scaling or weighting pro-

The National Centres of Competence in Research (NCCR) are a research instrument of the Swiss National Science Foundation
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Deliberation in Swiss direct democracy:
A field experiment on the expulsion initiative
In the past decade, deliberation has become a highly fashionable decision-making

ences with DPs, only 15% (rather than

tool. A central claim of deliberative theorists is that deliberation produces “better

the predicted 30%) were willing to par-

citizens” who become aware of the complexities of politics and policies, resist sim-

ticipate.

plistic policy solutions, and know more about the issues at hand. An NCCR project
explores how deliberation can be used in Swiss direct democratic voting.

Second, we tried to establish a causal
relationship for deliberation’s effects. To
date, many deliberative experiments (in-

By André Bächtiger, Marco Steenbergen,

The topic of the field experiment was

cluding Fishkin’s DPs) have not quali-

Thomas Gautschi and Seraina Pedrini

the expulsion initiative (“Ausschaffungsin-

fied as true experiments since they either

Deliberation can be defined as a rational

itiative”) of the Swiss People’s Party

lack a true control group or create con-

communicative process of weighing ar-

(SVP) and the counterproposal of the

trol groups out of those participants

guments and policy alternatives, leading

Swiss government and parliament. The

who are not interested in participating

to the choice of the best policy option.

expulsion initiative asked for a quasi-

in the deliberative event. This, however,

With the exception of Switzerland, nu-

automatic expulsion of foreigners who

leads to comparisons among people with

merous initiatives were launched to put

have committed a number of designated

very different motivation profiles and

deliberative democracy into practice,

crimes. The counterproposal was also

does not allow extracting the true causal

mainly consisting of forums for citizen

committed to the expulsion of criminal

effect of deliberation. At the same time,

deliberation. The most important find-

foreigners, but tried to come up with a

we wanted to isolate the effect of delib-

ing is that deliberating citizens change

systematic list of crimes (depending on

eration from other effects, especially

their opinions quite dramatically, fre-

the severity of the crime rather than on a

those of balanced information, which

quently in the direction of more com-

relatively arbitrary list of crimes as in the

generally plays a crucial role in citizen

mon good-oriented policies. These suc-

initiative) and to align deportation with

deliberation. To achieve these two goals,

cesses have led to a rapid proliferation of

the requirements of international and

we focused, on the one hand, only on

citizen deliberation; not only has citizen

basic law. Our research question was

those survey respondents who were will-

deliberation been successfully applied to

whether deliberation has a transforma-

ing to participate in the deliberative

the non-Western context (especially to

tive effect on citizens’ preferences in the

event. On the other hand, we randomly

China) but also to divided societies such

context of such a highly contested vote.

assigned survey respondents into three
groups: one group getting information

as Northern Ireland. But do these positive experiences of citizen deliberation
also apply to direct democratic voting in

Experimental Design

based on carefully balanced materials
and discussing the issue in small groups;
one group getting only the balanced in-

Switzerland, where the level of policy
contestation is frequently very high and

Our field experiment draws from James

formation material; and one group get-

citizens are exposed to vigorous cam-

Fishkin’s “Deliberative Opinion Polls”

ting nothing (thus being merely exposed

paigns? And can deliberation be a cure

(DPs), but has a number of innovations.

to the campaign). The three groups were

against populism, making citizens aware

First, in accordance with DPs, the par-

re-surveyed in the experimental week

of the dangers related to simplistic popu-

ticipants were recruited via random

one month prior to the vote as well as

list initiatives?

sampling in a two-fold process: the

immediately after the vote on November

The NCCR project “Deliberative

LINK Institute conducted online inter-

28, 2010.

experiments and direct democratic vot-

views with 1670 randomly selected

Third, and contrary to the usual DP

ing”, in collaboration with the market

Swiss citizens who are entitled to vote; at

setup, deliberation took place in an on-

and social research institute LINK, con-

the end of the survey, participants were

line chat. Online deliberation has two

ducted in 2010 the first deliberative field

invited to participate in an online dis-

major advantages compared to face-to-

experiment in Swiss direct democracy.

cussion. Contrary to previous experi-

face deliberation: it is much cheaper and,

The National Centres of Competence in Research (NCCR) are a research instrument of the Swiss National Science Foundation
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somewhat paradoxically, online chatting
better matches the classic deliberative
ideal than a face-to-face setting since all
participants can stay anonymous. Thus,
there will be a prime focus on arguments
while personal characteristics of participants, which psychologists consider to
have major effects on opinion change,
only play a very minor role.

The online discussion
The field experiment took place one
month prior to the vote. The online discussion comprised three sets of questions regarding the initiative and the

Extract from the online discussion on the expulsion initiative.

counterproposal: namely criminality of
foreigners, the list of crimes and its po-

deliberative standards (i.e. participation

groups was only 45%. At the beginning,

tential conflicts with international law.

equality, justification rationality and re-

the approval rate to the counterproposal

A total of 49 persons (German and

spect), we asked participants to assess

of all three groups was between 40-45%.

French speakers) took part in the online

the quality of the online discussion

Thus, despite the highly contested

discussion (99 persons were invited) and

themselves. About 70% stated that they

nature of the vote, deliberation had an

there was a total of 10 discussion groups.

could present their arguments in detail,

effect on citizens’ preferences. It pushed

Even though the major goal of our field

70% reported that a sufficient number

them towards the counterproposal that

experiment was to extract deliberation’s

of reasons were presented, and 80%

tried to overcome some flaws of the in-

causal effect, questions of representative-

viewed the discussions as respectful.

itiative and combine the popular de-

ness and external validity still loom

Thus, in the participants’ view, the on-

mand for the expulsion of criminal

large. Compared to the initial sample,

line discussion was fairly deliberative.

foreigners with the requirements of in-

participants in the online discussion did

With regard to preference transfor-

ternational and basic law. This is good

not differ much with regard to sex and

mation, first results show some intrigu-

news for advocates of deliberation argu-

age; however, participants in the online

ing patterns. What stands out is that the

ing that deliberation drives citizens in

discussion were a bit more oriented to-

online discussion group became more

the direction of less simplistic and more

ward the right, more frequently had a

favorable to the counterproposal, espe-

balanced policy solutions. But prefer-

university degree and had a slightly

cially compared to the control group

ence transformations via deliberation

higher political interest.

with no balanced information where the

occurred in more complex ways than

approval score steadily declined from

previous studies have found. Preference

the first to the last survey. At the end,

shifts did not materialize immediately

almost 70% of the participants in the

after the online discussion but happened

First Results

online discussion group were in favor of

before the discussion, as a result of infor-

In order to check whether the online

the counterproposal, whereas the corre-

mation as well as internal reflection.

discussions satisfied a number of crucial

sponding figure in the two control

This is suggestive of the philosopher

The National Centres of Competence in Research (NCCR) are a research instrument of the Swiss National Science Foundation
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sion? To shed light on these questions,
we shall analyze the wealth of survey
questions as well as the discussion transcripts.

Contact
Prof. André Bächtiger
Andre.Baechtiger@unilu.ch

Publications
The NCCR project team also organized a public discussion round on the expulsion initiative, chaired by
André Bächtiger, at the University of Lucerne in November 2010. Participants were (from left) Lathan Suntharalingam (cantonal MP Lucerne, Social Democratic Party), André Bächtiger, Hansheiri Inderkum (President of the Swiss Senate, Christian Democratic Party) and Yvette Estermann (national MP, Swiss People’s
Party).

Bächtiger, André, Simon Niemeyer,
Michael Neblo, Marco R. Steenbergen,
Jürg Steiner. “Disentangling diversity
in deliberative democracy: Compet-

Robert Goodin’s concept of “delibera-

exposed to the information material,

ing theories, their blindspots and

tion within”. He claims that the discus-

both the online discussion group and

complementarities.” Journal of Politi-

sion component may be less important

the group with balanced information

cal Philosophy 18(1), 2010, 32–63.

for opinion change than the informa-

had a higher proportion of correct

tion phase and the internal-reflective

answers than the group with no bal-

Dryzek, John, André Bächtiger and

process in participants’ heads prior to

anced information. However, when re-

Karolina Milewicz. “Toward a De-

discussion. However, deliberation still

surveyed after the vote, only the online

liberative Global Citizens’ Assembly.”

had a direct effect on citizens’ prefer-

discussion group could keep the knowl-

Global Policy 2(1), 2011, 33–42.

ences by consolidating these preference

edge gain, while the group with bal-

shifts: while the online-discussion group

anced information slid back to a lower

Bächtiger, André, Seraina Pedrini,

kept its support for the counterproposal

proportion of correct answers. Again,

Mirjam Ryser. “Prozessanalyse poli-

after the discussion, the two other

the discussion process seems to have

tischer Entscheidungen: Deliberative

groups experienced a decline in their re-

consolidated the initial knowledge gain.

Standards, Diskurstypen und Sequ-

spective approval score in the period be-

The next step of our research will be

enzialisierung.” In Joachim Behnke,

tween the experimental week and the

to better understand these intriguing re-

Thomas

vote. We found a similar effect for

sults. For instance, did the participants

Shikano, (eds.). Jahrbuch für Hand-

knowledge gain. We asked participants a

of the online discussion support the

lungs- und Entscheidungstheorie, Band

difficult knowledge question regarding

counterproposal because they became

6, 2010.

the content of the initiative (“Are eco-

convinced of related arguments, such as

nomic crimes part of the initiative?”).

a better adherence to international law?

Initially, all three groups had a large pro-

Or was the support merely due to subtle

portion of incorrect answers. After being

framing effects during the online discus-

Bräuninger,

Susumu

The National Centres of Competence in Research (NCCR) are a research instrument of the Swiss National Science Foundation
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How new information technologies
affect voters’ decisions and elections
During the last couple of years so-called online Voting Advice Applications (VAAs),

ducted by the Swiss Electoral Study (Se-

which help voters in their decision making prior to elections, have become increas-

lects), which also included the question

ingly popular in many countries all over Europe. There are hardly any elections

of whether a voter had used smartvote or

without one or even several VAAs offering their services. The impact VAAs have

not. Thus our estimate of the number of

on political participation and opinion formation, however, is under-researched. The

effective users can be regarded as very

NCCR project “Smart voting 2.0” is one of the few that have been analyzing the

reliable.

challenges and opportunities VAAs bring for democracy.

What kind of impact does smartvote
have on voters? First results indicate that

By Jan Fivaz and Joëlle Pianzola

In the last few years, VAAs and the

Evidence from the Swiss
VAA “smartvote”

number of voters using them have spread

there is a positive correlation between
the use of smartvote and political participation: Smartvote users show a higher
voter turnout than non-users. About

enormously. For example, in the Nether-

Smartvote was introduced to Swiss voters

40% of the smartvote users asked in the

lands, the use of VAAs exploded from

in the run up to the elections for the

post-electoral surveys conducted by the

250,000 voting advices, generated by one

Swiss parliament in 2003. Back then a

NCCR project say that the use of smart-

VAA during the campaign for the 1998

modest number of 255,000 voting ad-

vote had a slightly positive or even deci-

elections, to more than 6.3 million voting

vices were generated. Four years later,

sive effect on their decision to go to the

advices generated by two competing

the use of smartvote had increased almost

polls. Based on the same survey data we

VAAs in 2006. In Germany, the VAA

fourfold, with about 963,000 voting ad-

could show that the use of smartvote led

Wahl-O-Mat delivered 3.6 million voting

vices issued. Measured in absolute num-

its users to look for additional informa-

advices in 2002, a number which in-

bers the extent of this use is not very

tion about the candidates as well as

creased to 6.7 million for the 2009 elec-

impressive compared with figures from

about the policy issues under question.

tions. Despite the fact of their growing

VAAs in other countries. It can be as-

popularity, VAAs are still widely neglect-

sumed that the figures also contain dou-

that indicated that smartvote also had a

ed as a research topic by political scien-

ble counts due to the fact that people

direct impact on their electoral choice:

tists, and only very few scientific projects

visited the website several times and also

67% of the users stated that the voting

are dealing with them. One is the NCCR

generated more than just one voting ad-

advice provided had influenced their ac-

project “Smart-voting 2.0”. Based on da-

vice. Therefore the web server statistics

tual voting decision.

ta generated from the Swiss VAA smart-

and the data provided by the smartvote

Besides the impact of smartvote on

vote (www.smartvote.ch), it analyzes both

database were thoroughly analyzed in

voters’ decisions, a further crucial ques-

the challenges and opportunities the emer-

order to delete the double counts and

tion – which, from the point of view of

gence and widespread use of VAAs imply

estimate the number of real voters using

the users, is one of the shortcomings of

for democracy. VAAs are built on the

the application. At the end of this proc-

VAAs – was analyzed. Once candidates

premise of matching voters and candi-

ess, we estimated that in 2007 about

are elected members of parliaments, do

dates on the basis of their issue congru-

375,000 voters had used smartvote. In re-

they really stick to the policy positions

ence, and might therefore affect the deci-

lation to the only 2.4 million voters who

they have put forward in the VAA? In

sion making of its users and influence the

had cast a ballot, this means that more

order to answer this, we compared can-

notion of political representation. Repre-

than 15% or one out of six voters had

didates’ policy positions before elections

sentation as a main pillar of democracy is

used smartvote before they went to the

based on their answers in the smartvote

generated through the act of voting, and

polls. The number was crosschecked

questionnaire with the legislative behav-

if both aspects are affected by the use of

with, and confirmed by, data from the

ior of the elected candidates/MPs after

VAAs their impact deserves closer attention.

representative phone-based survey con-

elections based on roll-call data. We

Finally, we found the first evidence

The National Centres of Competence in Research (NCCR) are a research instrument of the Swiss National Science Foundation
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What are VAAs?
VAAs are websites providing voters
with information about which political party or which candidate comes
The Smart-voting team (from left): Stefani Gerber, Jan Fivaz, Joëlle Pianzola and Andreas Ladner.

closest to their own political values
and policy preferences. In order to do

could not find any sign of widespread

son of several studies indicates that Swiss

that they proceed in three steps: first,

use of strategic behavior of candidates.

voters follow the advice of VAAs to a

the voters are asked to create their

On the contrary, an overwhelming ma-

much higher degree than voters in other

political profile by filling in a ques-

jority of about 85% of Swiss MPs acted

countries. The reason for doing so is

tionnaire on different political issues;

according to their policy positions re-

most probably the specific Swiss elec-

second, the VAA compares their an-

vealed on smartvote. Based on the study

toral system, which is much more de-

swers with the positions of parties or

we could also show that a positional

manding and complex than those in

candidates on these issues; and final-

change once a candidate is elected is

other countries.

ly, voters are provided with a voting

more likely if he or she is a first-time

The data-collecting framework for

recommendation in the form of a list

MP, the individual voting behavior is

the Swiss federal elections in October

ranking parties or candidates accord-

not made visible to the public, the MPs

2011 will be very similar to the one ap-

ing to the degree of their issue con-

electoral district magnitude is a large

plied in 2007: besides the data gathered

gruence with the particular voter.

one, the vote is not about a party’s core

from the smartvote database, the project

issue, the MP belongs to a party of the

team will conduct a survey among candi-

political centre, or if the pre-election

dates – together with Selects – as well as a

statement dissents from the majority po-

pre- and a post-electoral survey among

sition of his legislative party group. Of

voters using the VAA. Moreover, we are

these factors, the last one is paramount.

considering whether it will be feasible to

Publications

conduct a low-scale experiment on how

Ladner, Andreas, Jan Fivaz and Gabri-

the VAA smartvote affects the voting deci-

ela Felder. “More than toys? A first as-

sions of its users in order to gain addi-

sessment of voting advice applications

tional data for crosschecking the empiri-

in Switzerland.” In Cedroni, Lorella

cal findings from the surveys. Finally, da-

and Diego Garzia (eds.): Voting Advice

In the coming three years, the project

ta generation will follow a format that al-

Applications in Europe – The State of the

will continue researching the impact of

lows international comparison.

Art. Napoli: CIVIS/Scriptaweb, 2010,

Smartvote and the Swiss
federal elections 2011

the received voting advice on the actual
voting behavior of smartvote users on the
basis of data collected in the upcoming

91–123.

Contact

Schwarz, Daniel, Lisa Schädel and

Swiss elections. A second line of research

Andreas Ladner. “Pre-election posi-

will address the impact of institutions

Jan Fivaz

tions and voting behaviour in Parlia-

like electoral systems, party systems or

fivaz@nccr-democracy.uzh.ch

ment:

patterns of party competition. The need

Consistency

among

Swiss

MPs.” Swiss Political Science Review

to include such aspects can be shown

Joëlle Pianzola

with the following example. A compari-

pianzola@nccr-democracy.uzh.ch

16(3), 2010, 533–564.
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NCCR Democracy welcomes
new Assistant Professor for Democratization
On February 1, Daniel Bochsler assumed office as new NCCR Assistant Professor
in Comparative Politics with a focus on democratization at the University of Zurich.
He will take over the project leadership of the Democracy Barometer and also contribute new research projects to the NCCR on ethnic politics.

Before joining the NCCR Democracy,

to cooperate. Apart from this, social

Daniel Bochsler was research fellow at

scientists have focused a lot on the rea-

the Central European University (CEU)

sons why hatred and radical speeches are

in Budapest, an American university

psychologically convincing to voters,

which attracts MA and PhD students

while other, also very rational, aspects of

mainly from post-communist countries

political radicalization have received less

in Europe and the former Soviet Union.

attention: “If your neighbor, who be-

He holds an MA in political science

longs to a different ethnic group, is like-

from the University of Bern, with a mi-

ly to elect a party which is only keen on

nor in journalism (University of Fri-

protecting your neighboring group’s in-

bourg). In 2008, he completed his PhD

terest, you might do the same – to be

interested in political coalitions in mu-

thesis on “Resolving the puzzle of party

sure that there is somebody to counter-

nicipalities that are evenly split between

systems in Central and Eastern Europe:

balance your neighbor’s choice. In order

two groups. There, the pressure to coop-

the joint impact of party nationalization

to understand politics, we also need to

erate is particularly high, but we also ex-

and electoral systems” at the University

understand the strategies, the political

pect particularly strong ethnic conflicts.

of Geneva. His research stays brought

behavior and the coalitions formed by

I found several remote towns in the Bal-

him to destinations such as Belgrade,

the political elite and political parties”,

kans, which perfectly represent such

Tartu (Estonia), Irvine (California) and,

Daniel Bochsler explains. Therefore his

cases, and am trying currently to learn a

finally, Budapest.

current research interest is to identify

lot about coalition making from local

political institutions, and primarily elec-

political actors in towns such as Targu

effects of political institutions, and has

toral

decision-making

Mureş in Romania, Prijepolje, Bujano-

worked on topics such as direct democ-

mechanisms, that break the vicious

vac in Serbia, Kičevo or Struga in Mac-

racy, electoral systems, representation of

circle of radicalization – or which at least

edonia, all of them evenly split. One of

ethnic minorities and minority rights, or

do not contribute to a further acceler-

the most fascinating stories I came across

inter-governmental cooperation. Cur-

ation of these dynamics.

was the attempt to elect a local mayor in

In his research, he is interested in the

systems

and

Daniel Bochsler

rently, he is particularly interested in

As he points out, research has im-

Struga, who belongs to a marginal and

elections and political radicalization in

pressively shown that the dynamics of

forgotten local minority – the ‘Torbeši’

ethnically divided countries. He thinks

inter-ethnic conflict and the effect of in-

– with a transitional ethnic identity be-

that a more profound understanding of

stitutions rely and interact with the rela-

tween ethnic Macedonians and ethnic

the radicalizing dynamics of ethnic poli-

tive sizes of ethnic groups. Taking these

Albanians. The ethnic conflict there is

tics might help our discipline in design-

results seriously, it is interesting to inves-

particularly heated. He almost got elect-

ing institutions that empower conciliat-

tigate samples with strong variation in

ed, and could have acted as a mayor who

ing politicians, instead of warlords. Cer-

the size of ethnic groups. Municipalities

is able to connect to all ethnic groups –

tainly, external incentives, such as EU

in ethnically divided countries provide

if electoral fraud had not prevented him

and NATO integration, along with mas-

an outright laboratory for the dynamics

from being elected. Setting the institu-

sive international pressure, might be

of ethnic politics. “Based on some quan-

tional incentives correctly, and design-

helpful to motivate radical nationalists

titative research, I became particularly

ing new institutions that learn from

The National Centres of Competence in Research (NCCR) are a research instrument of the Swiss National Science Foundation
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New NCCR Publications
what we observe evenly split towns, we
might elsewhere help politicians to be

Afonso, Alexandre, Marie-Christine

elected who bridge the gap between dif-

Fontana and Yannis Papadopoulos.

tiveness and issue voting.” Political Be-

ferent ethnic groups.”

“Does Europeanisation weaken the

havior, December 2010.

Lachat, Romain. “Electoral competi-

In the NCCR, Daniel Bochsler will

Left? Changing coalitions and veto

continue this research and also partici-

power in Swiss decision-making proc-

Maggetti, Martino. “Legitimacy and

pate in other research projects at the

esses”. Policy & Politics 38(4), October

accountability of independent regula-

Center for Democracy Studies Aarau

2010, 565–582.

tory agencies: a critical review.” Living

(ZDA) where his professorship is also

Reviews in Democracy 2, 2010.

situated. Furthermore, he has taken over

Betzold, Carola. “Borrowing power to

the co-leadership of the Democracy Ba-

influence international negotiations:

Spörer-Wagner, Doreen and Frank

rometer from Marc Bühlmann – an

AOSIS in the Climate Change Re-

Marcinkowski.

NCCR project which is jointly carried

gime, 1990-1997”. Politics 30(3), Oc-

Öffentlichkeitsfalle?

out with Wolfgang Merkel and his team

tober 2010, 131–148.

sierung politischer Verhandlungen in

from the Social Science Research Center

“Politiker
Zur

in

der

Mediali-

nationalen Kontexten”. In Edinger,

Berlin (WZB). With his research agen-

Caramani, Daniele. “Alpine Europe”.

Michael / Werner J. Patzelt, Politik als

da, Daniel Bochsler will fit nicely into

In Dyson, Kenneth / Angelos Sepos

Beruf, Politische Vierteljahresschrift

the NCCR program and add to the al-

(eds.). Which Europe? The politics of dif-

Sonderhefte 44, 2011, 416–438.

ready impressive body of research pro-

ferentiated integration. London: Pal-

duced and different specializations re-

grave, 2010, 83–98.

Winzen, Thomas. “Political Integra-

presented.

Contact

tion and National Parliaments in EuDonges, Patrick. “Parteikommunika-

rope”. Living Reviews in Democracy 2,

tion zwischen Fragmentierung und

2010.

Geschlossenheit”. In Jun, Uwe / Benjamin Höhne. Parteien als fragmentierte

Fivaz, Jan and Giorgio Nadig. “Im-

Prof. Daniel Bochsler

Organisationen. Erfolgsbedingungen und

pact of Voting Advice Applications

daniel.bochsler@uzh.ch

Veränderungsprozesse.

Opladen/Farm-

(VAAs) on voter turnout and their po-

ington Hills: Verlag Barbara Budrich,

tential use for civic education.” Policy

2010, 65–84.

& Internet 2(4), 2010, 167–200.

Frey, Kathrin. „Revising road safety

Tréfas, David and Jens Lucht. Europe

policy: The role of systematic evi-

on trial: Shortcomings of the EU with re-

dence in Switzerland“. Governance

gard to democracy, public sphere, and

23(4), 2010, 667–690.

identity.

Innsbruck:

Studienverlag,

2010.
Koch, Philippe. Governancewandel und
Demokratie in Schweizer Agglomeratio-

Rademacher, Patrick. „Politische In-

nen. Politische Steuerung und Integration

halte im Internet. Angebot und Nach-

des

frage politischer Inhalte im World

öffentlichen

Personennahverkehrs.

Baden-Baden: Nomos, 2011.

Wide Web am Beispiel von Volksabstimmungen in der Schweiz.“ Köln:
Herbert von Halem, 2010.
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NCCR Democracy Alumni: Careers in academia
The first cohort of doctoral students left the NCCR Democracy last year. In each issue
of our newsletter, we track the professional advancement of two of them. This time,
Gabriele Spilker and Lutz Krebs tell us how they proceeded in their academic careers.
Lutz Krebs, in the fall of 2010, was ap-

tions. Currently, I am working on a cod-

pointed assistant professor at Maastricht

ing project attempting to identify the

Graduate School of Governance (MG-

“starting point” of a democratization

SoG) and became education director for

process in order to enable more precise

its MSc program on Public Policy and

quantitative studies on how the onset of

Human Development (MPP), offered

democratization and the onset of political

jointly with the United Nations Univer-

violence are interrelated. Our partnership

sity.

with United Nations University also
draws my attention to potential roles for

How did you make the jump from PhD

the UN in stabilizing and facilitating tran-

candidate to assistant professor?

sition periods before violence breaks out.

Lutz Krebs

graduation.

However,

the

research

projects are very interesting for me and I

I took advantage of the opportunities offered by the NCCR to present my re-

How would you describe your experi-

continue to monitor the NCCR publi-

sults at conferences, but more impor-

ence at NCCR Democracy? What did

cations for useful information to circu-

tantly, to be invited for talks at other in-

you learn most while you were there?

late at MGSoG and UNU.

stitutes. One of these presentations at

My time in NCCR Democracy and at

MGSoG gave rise to the job opportuni-

ETH Zurich was a crucial formative pe-

What are your plans for the future?

ty that followed. Besides interest in my

riod for me. The ability to get feedback

As the education director for the MSC

research, they chose me because of ex-

from leading scholars in the field, but also

program, I have been preoccupied with

tensive teaching experience and didactic

from fellow PhD candidates with such a

turning the MPP into a joint degree of-

training that I obtained through Zurich

broad variety of perspectives on our joint

fered by the United Nations University

University’s “Teaching Skills” program,

topic of democracy, was enormously

and MGSoG. My intention is to integrate

as well as the NCCR doctoral program.

helpful in developing my own ideas. Per-

more UNU institutes into the program

haps the most helpful opportunity of all

and to make it one of the leading pro-

What was the topic of your dissertation?

was to observe the NCCR Democracy as

grams for people wanting to work in inter-

My dissertation investigated the role of

the best practice for a large-scale collabo-

national organizations and national gov-

political leaders in leading a country to

rative research project from the inside

ernments. On the research side, I am pres-

war or peace during democratization pe-

from the very beginning. I am certain this

ently revising my dissertation for publica-

riods in ethnically heterogeneous coun-

will help me in my future work as a mem-

tion in the new NCCR Democracy book

tries. Using quantitative and qualitative

ber of larger research projects.

series with Palgrave Macmillan, and I hope
to present first results from my democ-

methods, I showed that leaders can pour

ratization-coding project this year.

fuel on the fire of a potential conflict,

Has being a part of the NCCR Democ-

but that the structural forces of the situ-

racy network helped you in any way,

ation have a larger influence than often

and how?

I would like to send my greetings to all

acknowledged in the literature.

Since I have left Switzerland and am

present members of the NCCR doctoral

working at an institute with a different

school! The NCCR Democracy is an in-

Do you continue to work on this topic?

topical orientation, the NCCR network

credible opportunity and I hope you en-

I am still interested in regime-type transi-

has not been crucial in my career since

joy it as much as I have!

The National Centres of Competence in Research (NCCR) are a research instrument of the Swiss National Science Foundation
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Last year, Gabriele won the prestig-

set. Last but not least, the NCCR net-

ious Swiss Network for International Stud-

work provided the opportunity to meet

ies (SNIS) Award for the dissertation she

interesting people and exchange ideas.

wrote in the NCCR Democracy entitled

She feels that she was very lucky to work

“Grow Rich and Clean Up Later? Joint

with wonderful colleagues who over the

Effects of International Integration and

years became good friends.

Democracy on Environmental Quality

Asked about her future plans, Gabri-

in Developing Countries”. There she

ele says she plans to remain in academia.

analyzed whether integration into the

From September 2011, she will spend a

international system in combination

year as a Fritz-Thyssen-Fellow at Har-

with democratic forms of government

vard University. Following that, she will

can help developing countries provide

come back to Switzerland to work for

higher environmental quality. The em-

another year in the NCCR Trade Regu-

pirical analysis showed that membership

lation. “I then hope to find a new posi-

Gabriele Spilker is a postdoctoral re-

in international organizations is the only

tion as a researcher at a Swiss or German

searcher in the “International Political

aspect of globalization that has a positive

university.”

Economy” group of Thomas Bernauer at

effect on the reduction in air and water

the Center for Comparative and Interna-

pollution. Furthermore, whereas the

tional Studies (CIS) at ETH Zurich. After

type of the political system does not ap-

finishing her PhD thesis at the NCCR

pear to directly affect developing coun-

Democracy in October 2009, she joined

tries’ environmental performance; it

Dr. Lutz Krebs

the NCCR Trade Regulation, where she

strongly mediates the effect of interna-

lutz.krebs@maastrichtuniversity.nl

is conducting research into dispute settle-

tional integration. The SNIS jury high-

ment at the WTO.

Gabriele Spilker

Contact

lighted the extraordinarily high quality

Dr. Gabriele Spilker

Together with Thomas Bernauer and

of the dissertation and its relevance in

gabriele.spilker@ir.gess.ethz.ch

Thomas Sattler (University College

today’s debate between economic per-

Dublin) she investigates whether dispute

formance and environmental responsi-

settlement at the WTO is more a rule

bility.

clarification or an enforcement device:

Gabriele says that she profited im-

Does dispute settlement serve the pur-

mensely from being part of the NCCR

pose of reducing complexity and clarify-

Democracy. In particular, the many op-

ing rules in settings where international

portunities to present her research both

contracts are incomplete? Or is it more

within the NCCR and at the various in-

an enforcement instrument in settings

ternational conferences she attended

characterized by incentives to violate in-

thanks to the funding of the NCCR.

ternational

interest

The doctoral program contributed to

groups, and power politics? First results

the success of her thesis by helping her

support the second perspective, which is

to structure the work on her dissertation

why the researchers, in a second step, are

and ensuring its progress. The exchange

investigating domestic political factors

with other doctoral students in the pro-

such as how interest groups affect com-

gram and in the peer-mentoring group

pliance with WTO rulings.

Stepping Stone was another important as-

law,

domestic

The National Centres of Competence in Research (NCCR) are a research instrument of the Swiss National Science Foundation
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News in brief
Young people get a taste
of social science research
at the NCCR Democracy

the engagement of the NCCR, for the

cise for the NCCR researchers involved

first time, young people between 16 and

to refine and put their research across in

20 were able to delve into political and

an understandable manner. They all

communication sciences and experience

agreed that it was a valuable experience

In November 2010, the NCCR Democ-

research at the NCCR Democracy.

for them to work with the young students.

racy participated in the annual study

The motto of the study week was

week for the social sciences and humani-

“Heroes, idols and role models”. NCCR

At the end of the week, the young

ties launched by “Swiss Youth in Sci-

PhD students and post-docs had devised

people presented their research findings

ence”, an organization that encourages

five research projects for the 16 partici-

to a wider audience at a public event at

and promotes young people to explore

pants and supervised their work during

the University of Lucerne. The next

their potential for research. Thanks to

the week. The NCCR projects covered a

study week for the social sciences and

range of topics, including the presenta-

humanities will take place in mid-No-

tion of politicians and sports stars in the

vember 2011.

mass media, the media’s portrayal of role
models and heroes, as well as nationalist

Contact: Yvonne Rosteck

leaders in developing countries.

rosteck@nccr-democracy.uzh.ch

The study week was an excellent opportunity to get young people interested
in the research subjects of the NCCR
Stephanie Schwab Cammarano (centre) and her
four students investigated how politicians are presented in the mass media. She conceived the
project together with Regula Hänggli.

Democracy and gain insights into the
working methods of the social sciences.
Moreover, it was also a very good exer-

Rebecca Welge wins
NCCR KnowledgeTransfer Award 2010
For the fourth time, the NCCR Democracy in 2010 conferred its KnowledgeTransfer Award to a young NCCR researcher. The winner was PhD student
Rebecca Welge who received the prize
for the civic education course she conducted twice, together with a colleague,
at the European Youth Conference “Eu-

Franziska Oehmer (far left) and Matthias Brändli
(far right) with their students who analyzed the
presentation of sports stars in the mass media.

Karin Hasler (centre) and her students examined
how role models, idols and heroes are portrayed in
the Swiss free daily newspaper “20 minutes”.

rope 2030 – EU integration and challenges to democracy”. The course’s main
topic was how separated identities of
Europeans and the lack of a single political community impact on democratic
life in the European Union. The course,
which involved 22 pupils aged between
16 and 18 from five EU member states,
was highly interactive and led the participants not only to think about the fu-

Erik Jentges (left) designed a project on heroes,
how they see themselves and how they are portrayed in the media.

Manuel Vogt (far left) with two students. Together
with Nils-Christian Bormann he led the project
on nationalist leaders in developing countries.

ture of Europe, but also encouraged intercultural dialogue between them. Dur-

The National Centres of Competence in Research (NCCR) are a research instrument of the Swiss National Science Foundation
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Pan-European Conference of the ECPR
Standing Group on International Relations and the Carl Beck Award of the
International Studies Association.
In her paper, Tina presents evidence
that functional cooperation can be considered a promising way of yielding
subtle processes of democratization that
have hitherto been overlooked by scholars. The predominant view so far has
been that cooperation with authoritarian regimes is counterproductive in terms
of democratization because it helps the
incumbent government to remain in
power by stabilizing the regime. The paper explores to what extent state officials
become acquainted with democratic
governance by participating in transgovRebecca Welge and Frank Esser at the annual NCCR conference in Thun.

ernmental policy networks, notably the
Twinning program, set up by the Euro-

ing the working sessions they reflected

Deputy Director Frank Esser at the

pean Union in order to implement func-

on how EU integration and internation-

NCCR annual conference in Thun in

tional cooperation with its Southern

alization will affect the daily lives of in-

October 2010. Congratulations, Rebecca,

neighborhood. The findings corroborate

dividuals in 2030, and the role identity

and keep going!

an optimistic reading of functional cooperation: by significantly shaping the

and reactions to other social and cultural
realities play in this. The aim was to

Contact: Rebecca Welge

attitudes toward democratic governance

make participants aware of important

rebecca.welge@eup.gess.ethz.ch

of involved state officials, cooperation

factors that might or might not lead to a

appears to be able to plant seeds of

democratic community, as well as enable

change inside authoritarian regimes.

them to think about the consequences of
their individual behavior.
Rebecca Welge is PhD student in the
NCCR project “Designing ‘demoicracy’
in Europe” led by Sandra Lavenex, Frank

Tina Freyburg wins two
awards for her paper on
functional cooperation
with authoritarian regimes

Contact: Dr. Tina Freyburg
tina.freyburg@eup.gess.ethz.ch

Democracy Conference at
the Academia Engelberg

Schimmelfennig and Francis Cheneval.

Congratulations also to former NCCR

In her dissertation she analyzes how EU

PhD student Tina Freyburg who re-

citizenship impacts individual opportu-

ceived no less than two awards for her

nities and subjective understandings of

paper “Planting the seeds of change in-

In October 2010, together with the Col-

individuals in the EU.
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