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Summary of Research 

 

Recent scholarly consensus is that party leaders, or more specifically, the public’s perception of 

party leaders, have an electoral impact. Positive evaluations of party leaders increase party 

support for their parties, while negative perceptions decrease this likelihood. A prominent 

perspective in this field is that it is a leader’s personality that draws voters to party leaders and 

that general perceptions of party leaders are largely founded in the perceptions of leaders’ 

character traits. Even though the relationship between subjective leader perceptions and voting 

behavior has received considerable attention, the extent to which the portrayal of party leaders 

in the media affects vote decisions has remained a largely unresolved question. This is a 

particularly insightful question, as it is very likely that media coverage of party leaders’ 

personalities feeds voters’ perceptions of those leaders, media being the principal source of 

political information. This dissertation aimed to fill this gap by answering the following question: 

How do the media portray party leaders in terms of their character traits, and when and to what 

extent do these mediated leadership images have an impact on voters in determining their party 

preferences?   

With respect to this research question, four conclusions can be drawn. First, of the six traits that 

characterize political leadership, five are applied in media coverage when discussing party 

leaders: political craftsmanship, vigorousness, integrity, communicative skills and consistency. 

Even though research suggests that the responsiveness of leaders is important for the political 

trust of voters, journalists rarely discuss this trait. Second, there is a gender bias in the way the 

media portray the leadership traits of politicians, strongly related to the masculinity of the 

leadership stereotype. Third, I conclude that media coverage of party leaders in terms of their 

leadership traits affects electoral behavior: positive leadership images in media coverage 

stimulate support for the leader’s party, and negative leadership images undermine support. 

This clearly indicates the significance of leadership images in the electoral process and extends 

our knowledge of the effects of party leaders on electoral support for their party. By focusing on 

mediated (rather than subjective) leadership images in a longitudinal research design, the 

findings more firmly establish the causal direction of this relationship.  Fourth, the impact of 



mediated leadership images on electoral behavior is conditional. This research shows that 

mediated leader effects are (at least occasionally) dependent on the tone of the media 

coverage, the presence of an election campaign, whether the leadership image is mediated 

through newspaper coverage or television coverage, and the voter’s level of political 

sophistication and ideological distance from the party.  

This dissertation contributes to the broader political communication literature by highlighting 

the need for expanding the period in which media effects are examined and to the broader 

electoral behavior literature by showing that short-term influences on vote decisions, such as 

(media coverage of) party leaders, contribute in explaining electoral volatile voting behavior. 

The findings of this dissertation support both the notion that leader-based vote decisions are 

rational and irrational political behavior, which leaves us with a puzzle how mediated leader 

effects relate to the quality of the decision making process. The results of this dissertation, 

however, do indicate that the underrepresentation of female politicians in political media 

coverage based on a leader’s personality is likely to aid the underrepresentation of women in 

political positions, which harms the quality of the democracy. 


