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Abstract

Voting Advice Applications (VAAs) proliferate across Europe and beyond. By matching the political
offer with voters’ preferences, these internet applications assist voters in their decisions. However,
despite the growing number of VAA users in several European polities, little is still known about the
profile of a typical VAA user, let alone about the impact of VAA usage on individual level attitudes
and behavior. Dominant research in this field offers contradictory evidence for it suffers from poor
data quality, relies on descriptive analysis and fails to tap causality. To remedy these problems this
thesis systematically investigates the patterns of VAA usage and its impact on voting preferences,
vote choice and electoral turnout. In so doing | employ data from cross sectional election studies,
panel surveys and a large N field experiment. First, | demonstrate that VAA usage is more frequent
among the young, educated citizens from urban areas. However, additionally to these baseline
properties, VAA users appear to be considerably more active in political life, they are interested in
political issues and they are available to electoral competition. Second, using an experimental
research design, | demonstrate that VAAs are more likely to affect the young and the less educated.
Findings show that VAAs indeed influence users’ political preferences, vote choice and motivate
voters to participate in elections. More specifically, VAAs help young voters to distinguish between
political parties and the less educated are likely to change their vote choice as compared to the
previously intended one as a consequence of VAA usage. Taken together, the findings confirm
theories of political socialization and the life cycle effects by which one’s susceptibility to political
information slows down with advancing age. However, the patterns of usage and impact appear to
cancel each other out, in that those who most frequently use VAAs are least likely to be affected by
their vote advice. Conversely, among those groups where the impact appears to be greatest, the
likelihood of VAA usage is lowest. By implication, while the VAA effects can be found on an individual
level, the mechanism by which the influence is exercised prevents large changes at the aggregate
level. Therefore, much like the boat sailing against the tide covers little distance over ground, VAAs
do influence individual level attitudes and behavior, but fail to bring about aggregate change.
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