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To help citizens shape their political 
opinions and figure out which parties 

or candidates are most in line with 
their own individual position, a Voting 
Advice Application (VAA) can be used.

That looks 
like this

but how do people know 
who to vote for?

It’s almost Election 
Day in Utrecht ...

After reacting to statements, the 
user’s answers are compared to 
the positions of all the political 

parties in a certain election.



Currently, about 10% to 40% of the 
electorate in many European countries 

uses a VAA in the weeks prior to 
Election Day

Good 
question! 

That’s right. For example, 
in surveys, research has 

shown that wording 
influences the answers.

Me and my colleagues 
investigated this by con-

ducting a randomized 
field experiment on a 

real-life Voting Advice 
Application: Kieswijzer 

Utrecht. 

So how does the 
formulation of 

statements in VAA’s 
influence VAA answers 
and the voting advice? 

So, it’s important to know 
that design choices make 

in constructing their tool 
affect the answers to the VAA 

statements and the received 
voting advice.



We looked at 
the effects of…:

But why would 
political sophis-
tication play a 
part in this?

Implicit negative questions lead to more 
‘no’-answers or ‘disagree’-answers as 

compared to the number of ‘yes’-answers 
or ‘agree’-answers to their positive 

counterparts.

Well, People who 
are interested or 

personally involved 
in an issue, tend to 

process information 
about that issue 

more deeply. 

People who are less 
involved tend to perform 

shallow processing, 
so this group will 
be more susceptible 

to superficial 
characteristics of the 
way the information 
is conveyed, such as 
wording or source 

credibility).

It also occurs 
for 7-points 

scale 
questions.

This is the case for 

1. ’forbid’ vs. ‘allow’, 

2. other contradictory word 

pairs such as ‘restrict’ vs. 

‘leave free’ and 

3. a large range of contrary 

word pairs, such as 

‘good’ vs. ‘bad’. 



To test this, we 
contacted the 
city Utrecht

Kieskompas and Utrecht city council constructed 
a VAA for citizens in Utrecht, the Netherlands. 

The VAA consisted of 30 political opinion 
questions.

After the original version was made, 
our research team developed four 

additional experimental versions of the 
VAA in which we manipulated:

The heading 
above the 
question: 

left-wing or 
right-wing    

The 
question 
polarity: 

positive or 
negative

These questions 
consisted of two 
types of contrasts:
• 6 negative question 

versions contained 
an implicit negative 

• 10 questions 
contained an 
explicit negative

Users of the VAA 

were asked to what 

extent they agree 

with each statement 

on a five-points 

scale ranging from 

‘completely agree’ 

to ‘completely 

disagree’.

Before answering 
the VAA statements, 
we asked:
• to what extent 

they are interested 
in politics, with a 
five- point scale

• their highest 
finished degree of 
education, with a 
7-category scale 
and a ‘don’t know 
or don’t want to 
tell’.



Participants were randomly assigned to 
one of the five versions of the VAA and 

all data was documented.

but what did 
you find?

well...
There was an overall effect 

of question polarity for 
the set of questions with an 

implicit negation: 

implicit negative questions 
indeed lead to more positive 
evaluations of the attitude 

object.

There also was an overall 
mean question wording 
effect for the set of 

explicit negative questions. 

when explicit negative 
questions are asked, it 
leads to a significant 

tendency to evaluate an 
attitude object more 

positively. 

Also, political sophistication 
indeed matters: 

the higher the political 
sophistication, the smaller 

the wording effect of explicit 
negations.



but... the variation 
between questions in the 

size and directions of 
the effects is large!?

Yes. The interaction effect with political sophistication shows us that the overall wording effect is mainly caused by 
VAA users with a 
lower political 
sophistication. 

This is the first 
study to show 

an overall effect 
of negativity that 
is generalizable 
across sets of 
questions and 

across two types 
of negative word 

pairs in VAAs!


