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If You Don’t Know Me by Now: Explaining Local Candidate 

Recognition 

 

HEIKO GIEBLER and BERNHARD WEßELS 

 

For the personal vote to be cast in a meaningful way it is a minimal condition that voters 

recognise candidates. However, from earlier studies we know that there is huge variation 

in the number of candidates recognised. Little to nothing is known about candidate 

recognition and its determinants. This study explores the sources of candidate recognition 

from three different angles: candidates; citizens; and context. Furthermore, it enables the 

distinction of campaign-related from other factors. A unique multi-level within-subject 

design was set up for the analyses of the 2013 German Federal Election to ensure a 

meaningful validation of our theoretical framework. Our results suggest that, indeed, many 

factors lead to recognition but as well that earlier studies overestimated the effects of 

political interest or incumbency status. Moreover, we show that a good campaign makes a 

difference for recognition – as does the context in which it takes place. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Why it is relevant to know what triggers candidate recognition? There are at least three 

reasons. The first reason relates to the normative ideas behind an electoral system like 

that of the Federal Republic of Germany. A second reason is the connection between 

recognition and the vote. Third, knowledge about the factors contributing to candidate 

recognition is very limited – not only in Germany.  

Turning to the first point, candidate recognition has ‘long been used in surveys to test 

political knowledge’.1 It seems plausible that candidate recognition may be necessary in 

order to be prepared to make a reasonable choice – reasonable in the sense of the 

normative core of each specific electoral system. However, to which degree candidate 

knowledge is necessary certainly depends on the character of choices and, thus, the 

electoral system. Holding a representative elected in the district accountable or making a 

reasonable choice between candidates to be elected by personal vote in the first place 

requires, at least, the recognition of individual candidates. Hence, candidate recognition 

can be described as the necessary and minimal condition of accountability in majoritarian 

electoral systems.  

Furthermore, research from various countries and types of elections shows a strong 

relationship between candidate recognition and vote choice. This has been shown for the 

USA, Britain and even Germany. Results seem to support that recognition contributes to a 

reasonable choice because only with recognition there is evaluation. Thus, there is a 

relationship between candidate recognition and the vote which in general 
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terms fits to the idea of a personal vote and the normative expectations regarding the 

mechanism of accountability and representation.  

The third reason to investigate candidate recognition is that little to nothing is known about 

the factors that are conducive for candidate recognition. The German case constitutes no 

exception to this rule. Although there is much more research in and about the USA and 

Great Britain because of their majoritarian electoral systems, clear and systematic 

knowledge is not available for those countries either. As candidate recognition plays an 

important role both in constituency-level accountability and as a personal vote choice, this 

situation is not satisfying. This contribution aims at increasing our knowledge about the 

genesis of candidate recognition by using a unique combination of data from a candidate 

survey and two election surveys of the 2013 German Federal Election to explore the whole 

variety of factors that matter in prior research on candidate recognition – from candidates’ 

characteristics and campaign efforts to citizens’ characteristics and campaign perceptions 

to contextual factors of the district. 

The article is organised as follows: section two gives an overview of earlier studies 

explaining candidate recognition and introduces three different blocks of explanatory 

variables: candidate-related; voter-related; and context-related. Next, we present our data 

sources as well as the measurement of variables used, and the design of our empirical 

analyses. The results section is divided into three parts: we start with some descriptive 

findings which are followed by an in-depth discussion of our causal model. We complete 

this section by presenting the relative importance of each block of explanatory variables. 

The article concludes by summarising our findings, discussing them in relation to earlier 

studies, and putting them into context in terms of the function of candidate recognition in 

democracies. We show that conceptualising the sources of candidate recognition in a more 

encompassing way as well as applying an appropriate estimation model is not just fruitful 

but necessary. 

 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND: EXPLAINING CANDIDATE RECOGNITION 

As Pattie and Johnston wrote almost two decades ago, much is known about the electoral 

consequences of local campaigns, but the impact of local campaigns on voters’ knowledge 

of candidates and parties still has to be discovered.2 This certainly is a result of 

undervaluing the relevance of local candidates and campaigns. Even in single-member 

district systems like the USA, for a long time, electoral research did not figure that 

candidate recognition was of particular relevance. In Voting, the seminal book of Berelson 

and colleagues, the demand was that ‘the democratic citizen is […] supposed to know […] 

what alternatives are proposed, what the party stands for’3 and in Downs’ Economic 

Theory of Democracy the need to know about alternatives was acknowledged, but seen as 

party-centred: ‘[t]hus before he can make a voting decision, a voter must acquire for 

example information about the date of the election, the number of parties running, their 

names, and voting procedure’.4 Research regarding candidate recognition as political 

knowledge relevant for political choices has developed slowly and due to the insight that 

local and personalised campaigning may matter. As Norris summarises, ‘name-recognition 

is a significant indirect indicator of broader awareness of electoral choices, […] and it is 
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important as a minimal criteria before citizens can evaluate the record of elected 

members’.5 

In Germany, it took even longer until local campaigning gained attention. This was partly 

due to the general impression of researchers on electoral systems and voting behaviour 

that voters in the constituency choose candidates almost completely according to party 

labels and not according to personal campaign efforts, personal performance or other 

individual characteristics of the candidate. That this view was only partly true, if at all, was 

shown by an analysis of Klingemann and Weßels pointing out that satisfaction with 

constituency work and performance in the parliament contributed considerably to the 

choice made with the personal vote.6 They found that the difference in personal vote share 

of candidates perceived as performing poorly compared to candidates performing very well 

was 17.5 percentage points. Since then, the ignorance concerning local candidates has 

vanished and research on local campaigning in Germany receives more and more 

scholarly attention.7 

The mixed-member proportional electoral system of Germany allocates half of the 598 

parliamentary seats by list votes and half by personal first-past-the-post voting. The mixed-

member electoral system is the result of a compromise in the parliamentary council in 1948 

between those favouring a pure proportional system and those favouring a majoritarian 

electoral system.8 The combination of the two visions of liberal democracy implies that the 

actors, that is, the represented and the representing, cope with two different normative 

ideas and different demands at the same time.9 In a majoritarian electoral system, citizens 

elect individual politicians in single-member districts. In a proportional electoral system, 

citizens elect representatives by voting for party lists and parties determine by candidate 

selection how those lists are composed. The link between citizens and representatives 

differs clearly between the two procedures. The mandate in the majoritarian model is given 

to a person and this person is held accountable in the next elections for her performance. 

In the proportional model, the mandate is given to a party and the party is held accountable 

in the next elections.10 Thus, voters have to generate different types of accountability: 

person-oriented in the majoritarian, party-oriented in the proportional model. But although 

there is more information available on parties than on individual constituency MPs, even 

the party-oriented accountability mechanism is not always easy to apply as, for example, 

research on economic voting has shown.11 

Factors contributing to an informed personal vote, however, are manifold. A logical 

precondition is certainly the recognition of the candidate. This may again depend on a set 

of factors as complex as that for an informed personal vote. Personal characteristics and 

campaign efforts of the candidates may be relevant as well as the personal characteristics 

of the voters and their individual exposure to campaign efforts as well as the particular 

local context in the constituency. In the literature, positive findings can be found on all 

three general aspects: candidate-related, voter-related and context-related, although all 

three have been rarely included in one analysis. 

The general theoretical frame or the model of candidate recognition thus considers three 

explanatory blocks of factors: candidate-related; voter-related; and context-related. The 

two actor-related blocks are further divided into (a) factors linked to personal 

characteristics and (b) campaign-related factors. Regarding candidates, these latter factors 

include campaign efforts; regarding voters, campaign exposure (see 
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FIGURE 1 

A MODEL OF CANDIDATE RECOGNITION 

 

 

Figure 1). Thus, three general blocks of variables, two of them split into sub-blocks, will be 

considered in our analysis. 

Regarding candidate-related factors, the first aspect are candidates’ personal 

characteristics. In general, so-called personal vote-earning attributes providing 

informational shortcuts can be the birthplace or electoral experience of the candidate.12 

More generally, the local ties of a candidate may contribute to her recognition as well as 

her electoral profile in terms of experience or even success with candidacy. If asked for 

their preference, 17.8 per cent of German voters said they like to see a representative to 

be of the same generation, 22.4 per cent of the same social class and 24.4 per cent of the 

same region.13 It is important to note that incumbency may only be a proxy for other factors 

connected or even leading to incumbency. Research shows that incumbency adds little to 

recognition if factors like visibility, evaluation advantages and media access of candidates 

are controlled for.14 In their normal vote analysis, Goldenberg and Traugott did therefore 

not include incumbency in their model predicting deviations from normal vote because its 

contribution was effectively captured by the other variables in the model.15 Thus, electoral 

experience of a candidate may stand as an indicator for more general advantages or 

disadvantages that might make her known or to be made known by others like by 

endorsements of interest groups. 

Second, general efforts of the candidates and, at election times, specific campaign efforts 

are of relevance. Research on campaign effects on candidate recognition is rare in 

comparison to the rich literature on campaign effects on voting. However, Pattie and 

Johnston found for Britain, that intensity of local campaigning is associated with improved 

knowledge of the voters referring to who is standing for election in a constituency.16 The 

relationship between campaign efforts and citizens’ learning as well as candidate 

recognition has been confirmed for the USA by Wolak, who found that name 
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recognition increases with campaign effort.17 For Germany, however, Gschwend and Zittel 

could show a strong impact of campaign exposure but no significant effects of campaign 

intensity, campaign content or campaign organisation.18 

The effect of campaign efforts on electoral success depends on resources. Research 

results suggest that money, time, the size of the team and media access matter a lot – the 

more of these resources, the higher the chance of electoral success.19 As direct evidence 

on candidate recognition is limited, these findings on the relevance for electoral success 

are analogously transferred to the recognition of candidates. The close relationship 

between candidate recognition and vote choice makes such an expectation not too far-

reaching. Goldenberg and Traugott concluded in their book on the USA that ‘a campaign’s 

net effect on individual voters’ choices is a consequence of whether the voters recognise 

one or both opponents and how evaluations of them compare’.20 Even in experimental 

studies and field experiments at the local level in the USA, the strong effect of candidate 

recognition on candidate support could be shown.21 In Great Britain, Pattie and Johnston 

found that ‘electors who know the identity of a party’s constituency candidate are more 

likely to vote for that candidate than are electors who do not know the candidate’s 

identity’.22 Last not least for Germany, Gschwend and Zittel could confirm that candidate 

recognition – they coined it ‘cognitive personalisation’ – had a rather large effect on the 

personal vote in the 2009 German Federal Election.23 

However, recognition is not a one-sided process. Whether campaign efforts get through to 

the voters may depend on citizens’ characteristics and whether campaign efforts of 

candidates have succeeded in reaching citizens, which may again depend on citizens’ 

characteristics. Goldenberg and Traugott found that the likelihood of candidate recognition 

rises if citizens are attentive to campaign news and better educated.24 Furthermore, Wolak 

showed that general political knowledge and campaign interest matter as well.25 Gschwend 

and Zittel confirmed for Germany the effect of political knowledge.26 Thus, a general 

political interest, following the (local) news, a certain degree of political knowledge and the 

discussion of politics are conducive for candidate recognition. All the mentioned factors 

may contribute to an increased likelihood of campaign exposure; that is, to getting actually 

in touch with parties or candidates by different means. Goldenberg and Traugott stressed 

that any campaign activity reaching citizens such as rallies, coffee klatches, mailings and 

ads contributed to increased candidate recognition.27 However, the effects of campaign 

exposure may be conditioned by partisanship. The degree of campaign exposure does not 

matter for candidate recognition of voters highly identifying with the party of the candidate, 

but it matters a lot for voters without party identification.28 In the US case, however, 

campaign exposure showed to have a persistent effect on candidate recognition even 

under the control of the strength of partisanship.29 Additionally, the ability to recognise a 

candidate might also be a function of general mobilisation and attention levels. Knowing a 

candidate’s name already long before or still long after Election Day should be more 

difficult than close to the election. 

Finally, the specific district context can certainly have an impact on candidate recognition. 

One aspect is to which degree a district can be described as ‘personal and local’. Rural 

electoral districts or those in smaller towns differ considerably from those in the big cities or 

city conglomerates. Anonymity is higher in highly populated districts. Geographically, the 

size of such a district will be smaller, but high population 
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density will make a community-like personalisation of politics at the local level unlikely. A 

second contextual aspect is the general political climate or ideology prevailing in the 

district. If a particular party has the sympathy of most voters in a district, it may well be that 

its candidate will be more recognised than the others. A similar mechanism may be at work 

at the candidate level. If only one or two candidates get most of the votes or if many 

candidates have more or less the same share of the votes, it makes a difference for the 

need to recognise candidates. If there is hegemony in the district, efforts for recognising as 

many candidates as possible do not pay off from a cost–benefit perspective. 

Review of research shows that candidates’ and voters’ characteristics as well as context-

related factors clearly play a role in explaining candidate recognition. Voters’ 

characteristics seem to be most important. However, also campaign-related factors matter 

a lot. This can be taken as a positive message: evidence suggests that local campaigning 

can make a difference. Thus, local campaigning and its reception may play a crucial role in 

providing the necessary conditions of personalisation and the personal vote that, to be 

meaningful, should both be dependent on candidate recognition. However, prior studies do 

not allow a full picture and may have run the risk of overestimating the impact of certain 

factors, for example political interest or incumbency, as they did not consider a 

comprehensive set of explanatory factors or were not able to do so by data limitations. 

Furthermore, most research designs do not or cannot take care of the hierarchical 

structure of the complex set of factors, quite often because of the lack of comprehensive 

data. In particular, most studies do not have integrated voter- and candidate-level data. 

Research often concentrated on either voters’ characteristics or campaign characteristics, 

did not deal with these two levels at the same time or only in an under-complex manner. A 

complete and integrated analysis of the factors of candidate recognition and their relation 

is necessary in order to understand and evaluate better the state of accountability and to 

identify how it can be improved. This is what our study provides. 

 

DATA, METHODS AND MEASUREMENT 

Conducting our study makes it necessary to link data taken from a mass survey, an elite 

survey and contextual data. Fortunately, the German Longitudinal Election Study (GLES; 

http://www.gles.eu) provides all the necessary data and means to link the different study 

components. We use the combined pre- and post-election cross-sectional dataset30 for 

information on candidate recognition, campaign exposure and other characteristics of the 

citizenry.31 Data on candidates and their campaign efforts are taken from the GLES 

candidate survey that also provides all information needed on the contextual level.32 We 

had to delete all candidates of the ‘Alternative for Germany’ (AfD) and the Pirate Party 

because the voter surveys only asked about the recognition of candidates running for 

CDU/CSU,33 SPD, FDP, the Left or the Greens. Obviously, we also had to delete all 

candidates only running on party lists. All in all, we cover 233 of 299 constituencies and, 

after dropping all cases with missing values, we ended up with 3381 citizens and 478 

candidates.34 The parties covered in this study put forth 1194 constituency candidates 

which means we cover more than 40 per cent – a very impressive figure if we consider the  

problems often 
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accompanying elite surveys. Linking citizens and candidates results in 6841 citizen–

candidate combinations. The structure of the data is hierarchical and there are various 

ways to address this. Unfortunately, earlier studies on the determinants of candidate 

recognition, while making a valid conceptual contribution, applied insufficient constraints to 

their empirical models in terms of clustering which sheds doubts on the reliability of their 

results.35 We apply a three-level structure with candidates nested in citizens nested in 

constituencies. In other words, we set up a within-subjects design on the lower levels. 

Each individual (citizen) is compared against her baseline allowing the researcher to 

control for unobserved individual characteristics which are estimated as the level-two 

random intercept. By asking the same individual about the recognition of all candidates 

running for major parties, we can assess, for each individual, how candidate-specific 

factors (for example, exposure to a candidate’s campaign or campaign resources) affect 

the probability to recognise the specific candidate. At the same time, we can estimate the 

constant effect of a citizen’s characteristics on candidate recognition (e.g. political 

knowledge) and the effect of constituency characteristics, like the level of electoral 

competition. As our dependent variable is binary (recognised candidate yes/no), we ran a 

three-level logistic regression with unconstrained random intercepts. Log-likelihood ratio 

tests as well as the respective Intra-Class Correlation Coefficients of 0.54 for level two 

(citizens) and 0.33 for level three (constituencies) support our model specification. 

The measurement of our dependent variable is very much straightforward. In both pre- and 

post-election surveys respondents were asked to report all candidates by name as well as 

their party affiliation.36 Interviewers had a pre-coded list of names for the constituency 

where the interview took place and were told to accept abridgements. We deem a 

candidate to have been recognised if a respondent was able to recall name and party 

affiliation. 

As we have argued above, candidate recognition has many sources. To save space for the 

analysis, we provide all information on the variables used in our analysis in Table A1 in the 

appendix. 

 

RESULTS 

We argue that candidate recognition is affected by different blocks of factors belonging to 

different subjects and objects. In addition, we claim that we can deal with all these factors 

simultaneously due to a unique multi-level dataset, in contrast to prior studies which either 

could not include all factors due to data and design limitations or did not provide fully 

satisfying models of candidate recognition. Before going into the model explaining 

candidate recognition, the relevance of district representation and, thus, candidates and 

their recognition is discussed on the basis of some descriptive figures. This includes first 

insights into the distribution of our dependent variable. It is followed by the presentation of 

results from the causal analysis. This section ends with an analysis of the explanatory 

power of the different blocks of explanatory factors; that is, candidate-, voter- and context-

related. 
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Descriptive Results 

Above, arguments have been made regarding the relevance of candidate recognition given 

the normative ideas of vote choice and representation embedded in the German electoral 

system. The institution of a personal vote resulting in a representative responsible for a 

district does not just result from an idea of the inventors of the electoral rules but finds 

strong support within the electorate (Figure 2). About 80 per cent of the voters regard it as 

important or very important that an MP elected in the district represents her voters in the 

district, about 70 per cent that she represents all voters in the district. These perceptions 

are quite independent from the fact whether voters recognise their own candidates in the 

district. 

Candidate recognition depends in part on the visibility of the candidates that may – beyond 

their party’s national popularity – have to do with the fact of whether a candidate served 

the constituency during the term before the election. This would imply very different 

chances for being recognised depending on the candidate’s party. The Christian 

Democrats, for example, held 72.9 per cent of all 299 constituency mandates before the 

2013 Federal Election, the Social Democrats 21.4 and the Left 5.4 per cent. The Greens 

held only one mandate, the Liberals none. On this background, it comes as a surprise that 

while recognition is clearly skewed in favour of the two bigger parties with the higher 

proportions of district mandates the difference is much less pronounced than incumbency 

would suggest. A total of 47.4 per cent of the voters recognised candidates of the Christian 

Democrats, only a little less those of the Social Democrats and about 20 per cent knew 

candidates of the Liberals, the Left and the Greens. This is clearly an indication of the 

importance of other factors than incumbency and the sheer number of district mandates 

won by a party. 

The results presented in Figure 3 confirm this expectation. In total, 62.7 per cent of the 

voters recognise at least one candidate, 42.4 per cent two or more, including a low 

proportion of 7.8 per cent recognising five candidates. These proportions of recognition 

may be regarded as too low for providing the preconditions for a reasoned 

 
FIGURE 2 

RELEVANCE OF FOCUS OF CONSTITUENCY REPRESENTATION AND CANDIDATE RECOGNITION 
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FIGURE 3 

NUMBER OF RECOGNISED CANDIDATES 

choice between candidates and thus a reasonable personal vote. However, in a 

comparative perspective, these figures are not low at all. Although they are varying in their 

specific calculations, both Holmberg and Norris showed a medium to high rank of 

Germany’s proportion of candidate recognition even compared to countries with plurality or 

majority systems.37 

Causal Model 

Which factors enable citizens to recognise a constituency candidate? To answer this 

question, we estimated a three-level random intercept logistic regression. The results are 

presented in Table 1.38 Before going into detail, the first observation is that the large 

number of significant predictors underlines our argumentation on the manifold sources of 

candidate recognition. 

On the lowest level, representing candidate-specific variables, findings suggest that it pays 

for candidates to try to get in touch with voters; those voters reporting that they had been 

contacted by a candidate keep that politician’s name in mind better than others. The same 

is true if the respondent likes the candidate’s party. 

Turning to candidates’ characteristics, we find the probability of recognition increases for 

candidates who already won a mandate in the prior election in comparison to new 

candidates. Having already run a campaign in 2009 but unsuccessfully does neither 

contribute positively nor negatively to recognition. Money and time spent during a 

campaign are highly relevant resources for a candidate if she wants to be recognised by 

citizens. The mere size of the campaign team can be neglected. 

Neither campaign diversity, that is, using a large number of different campaign means, nor 

addressing local issues nor having media access increases the probability to be 

recognised for a candidate. The same is true for the campaign focus. It is not really 

relevant for recognition whether a candidate runs a campaign stressing herself as a person 

or stressing her party. What matters, however, is campaign style. The more classical the 

style is, for example, if the candidate uses canvassing or sends out letters and leaflets, the  

more successful it is in making a candidate known. 
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TABLE 1 

MULTI-LEVEL LOGIT MODEL PREDICTING CANDIDATE RECOGNITION 

Dependent variable: Candidate recognition 
Candidate level (citizen–candidate combinations): N = 6841 
Respondent level: N = 3381; Constituency level: N = 233 

 
Candidate level 
Campaign contacts        .57***  [.04] 
Party like–dislike         .28***   [.02] 
Candidate profile (base category: did not run in 2009) 

ran without winning a seat in 2009      –.23  [.17] 
successful campaign in 2009      .90***   [.18] 

Residence         –.19  [.17] 
Endorsement         .03  [.13] 
Time          .22**  [.08] 
Team         -.00  [.00] 
Money          .02***  [.00] 
Campaign diversity        .02  [.01] 
Campaign style         1.01**  [.35] 
Campaign focus         .04  [.02] 
Local topics         .03  [.19] 
Media access         -.11  [.16] 
Intercept         -12.08*** [1.50] 
 
Respondent level 
Political interest         .04  [.16] 
Political knowledge        .66***   [.10] 
Reading local newspaper        .80***   [.80] 
Discuss politics         .50**  [.15] 
Proximity to election        .12***   [.03] 
 
Constituency level 
Party popularity         .03**  [.01] 
Effective number of electoral candidates      1.13**  [.42] 
Population density        -.31**  [.11] 
 
Random part 
Error variance, respondent level       4.28***  [.56] 

Error variance, constituency level       4.22***  [.67] 
 
Log-likelihood        -2,723.1 

 

 
Notes: 
We present results as usual for multi-level models by sorting the independent variables based on their 
level of measurement. We ran a second model including a dummy variable differentiating between the 
pre- and postelections survey. There are no significant differences except that the variable measuring the 
proximity to the election becomes insignificant. The dummy itself is negative and significant at the 1 per 
cent level indicating that the probability to recognise a candidate is about 5.2 per cent lower if a  
respondent was interviewed after the election. 
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001; standard errors in brackets. 

 

On the respondent level, all variables except political interest are crucial. A citizen with a 

higher level of political knowledge who reads at least one local newspaper and discusses 

politics has a much higher probability to recognise a candidate. Our finding on political 

interest is striking at first hand as most other studies on candidate recognition find a 

significant effect. Taking a second look, however, this is not surprising at all. First of all, we 

are able to measure citizens’ characteristics in a more detailed way than the other studies. 

Political interest can be regarded as a summary measure of 
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more specific indicators of political involvement like reading newspapers and discussing 

politics. Second, several studies presenting a significant effect of political interest on 

candidate recognition use insufficient estimation procedures. By neglecting the nested data 

structure, standard errors of higher-level predictors are deflated which then leads to only 

seemingly significant effects.  

Finally, turning to the block of context-related factors, our model predicts a better chance to 

get recognised if the candidate’s party is more popular in the constituency – even 

controlling for all other factors. Furthermore, citizens living in more urban and densely 

populated districts tend to not know electoral candidates. This is consistent with the 

argument on the anonymity of cities and a stronger communal orientation in less densely 

populated cities or villages. Political competition matters as well. As expected from the 

cost–benefit argument made above, investment in knowledge about candidates pays off 

only if there is no hegemony in the district. Consequently, the model predicts a positive 

effect of electoral competition: the higher the effective number of electoral candidates, the 

higher the probability for them to be recognised. 

Substantive interpretation of logit coefficients is rather difficult. Therefore, we present the 

average marginal effect of a one-unit change in terms of probability changes for each 

predictor.39 Figure 4 displays the marginal effects of those predictors which show at least 

significant on the 5 per cent level of confidence. The predictors are ordered by block 

(candidate-related, voter-related and context-related) and their effect 

 

 
FIGURE 4 

AVERAGE MARGINAL EFFECTS OF SIGNIFICANT PREDICTORS 
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size. In addition to the probability change, we present also the 95 and 99 per cent 

confidence intervals. 

We calculate the baseline probability of recognising a candidate if all independent 

variables are set on their empirical mean. The predicted probability equals 5.7 percentage 

points. This helps us to evaluate the impact of each of the indicators because we can 

compare the respective effect to the baseline probability. The results show that if 

competition in the district increases by one effective electoral candidate chances to get 

recognised are more than doubled in comparison to the baseline probability. Having been 

a successful candidate in the 2009 election has the same effect. Switching from an all 

postmodern campaign style to an equally balanced campaign or from the latter to an all 

classic campaign increases the probability to get recognised by 5.8 percentage points. 

Reading a local newspaper or not (4.2) and discussing politics or not (2.7) have rather 

small effects while one additional point on the political knowledge scale increases the 

probability by 3.5 percentage points. Campaign contacts prove to have a very large effect: 

for each time a respondent was contacted by the candidate or her party, the model 

estimates an increase of 3.1 points, while the average number of such contacts is close to 

2.5. The same can be said about the party like–dislike scale (1.5 for each increase on the 

11-point scale). In contrast to earlier studies, we find rather small effects for campaign 

resources. Twenty-four hours of campaigning per week increase the probability by only 1.1 

percentage points and spending an additional amount of E1000 on the local campaign only 

adds .1 percentage points. Interestingly, running for a popular party is also not very 

relevant because it needs a 10-percentage-point increase in the vote share to get 

recognised with a 1-percentage-point higher probability. Population density seems to play 

a more important role as the predicted probability decreases by 1.7 percentage points for 

each additional 1000 inhabitants per square kilometre – in other words, the difference 

between a rural and a rather urban constituency easily adds up to more than 10 points. 

Last but not least, we find a rather moderate effect of proximity to the election. As a one-

unit change represents that the interview was conducted one additional week before or 

after the Election Day, a probability change of 0.6 is moderate at best. 

 

Explanatory Power of Different Variable Blocks 

All in all, the probability changes presented in Figure 4 further support our claim that 

candidate recognition depends on many factors and all explanatory blocks – candidate-

related, voter-related and context-related – are not just helpful but also necessary. The 

remaining question is how important the different blocks of explanatory variables are in 

comparison. 

The difficulty in answering this question is that there are no uncontested standard 

procedures in non-linear multi-level set-ups to calculate the contribution of a single 

independent variable or even a group of variables in regard to explanatory power. Hence, 

we have to develop a procedure to determine the relative contribution of each variable 

group. We do so by, first, standardising each non-binary independent variable by dividing it 

by two standard deviations following an approach by Gelman.40 In a second step, we 

calculate the average marginal effect of a one-unit change for each independent variable 

identically with the calculation described above. We then add up all these marginal effects. 

This figure represents the total 
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probability change caused by our standardised independent variables if each of them 

increases by one unit. Finally, we sum up all marginal effects for indicators in a specific 

block or, as we distinguish the actor-centred blocks further by individual characteristics and 

campaign factors, sub-block and divide this number by the total probability change. In 

other words, we calculate the relative proportion of the total probability change for each 

group of variables. While these values should not be interpreted in absolute terms, we get 

the relative effect of each variable group in comparison to the other groups on candidate 

recognition. 

Figure 5 depicts the relative effect of each group of variables. Obviously, there are 

differences in terms of relevance. However, the results emphasise – similar to the 

regression results in Table 1 – that none of the blocks should be neglected because all 

contribute considerably to candidate recognition. The effect of the least important sub-

block (candidate characteristics) is still more than one tenth of the overall effect of the 

model and larger than one-third of the most influential sub-block (citizen characteristics). 

In relative terms, the most important explanatory block is voter-related. Adding the effect of 

campaign exposure and citizen characteristics results in roughly 50 per cent of the overall 

effect – with the latter constituting the most important group of independent variables. 

Second comes the block of candidate-related variables (characteristics and campaign 

effort) making up for 28 per cent, followed by context-related variables contributing a little 

more than one-fifth.  

Contextual effects and campaign exposure of citizens have more or less the same effect 

on candidate recognition which emphasises the importance of contextual factors like 

competition. Clearly, campaign exposure, especially in terms of campaign contacts, should 

have a large effect on an individual’s ability to recognise a candidate. However, our results 

also show that this ability is structured by the level of electoral competition – good news for 

accountability. What about the object of recognition, the candidates? Their characteristics 

have the smallest relative effect. This is notable because this explanatory block includes 

whether a candidate was an MP prior to the election or not, a characteristic which in prior 

research showed to be very important. 

 
FIGURE 5 

RELATIVE RELEVANCE OF EXPLANATORY BLOCKS 
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Here, with more detailed measures of campaign efforts, results show that these efforts are 

more important than the status or profile of a candidate. Campaign efforts account for 

about one-sixth of the overall effect. Showing more effort and choosing a favourable 

strategy can indeed make a difference because, as other studies have shown, recognition 

translates into a higher probability to get elected. Finally, if we only look to candidate- and 

voter-related factors and compare the overall effect of campaigns, the effect size of 

campaign-related variables is as big as of personal characteristics. Disregarding context, 

this means that local campaigning contributes about half of the effect for candidate 

recognition, which is 38.7 per cent of the overall effects. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Candidate recognition has found much less scholarly attention than the relationship of local 

campaigning and candidates’ success. This emphasis on success neglects that an 

informed personal vote implies candidate recognition if the accountability mechanism in 

single-member districts and its normative idea of delegation is taken seriously. In the 

German case, the electoral system has implemented both visions of democracy: the 

proportionate-influence vision and the majority-control vision of democracy, the latter 

needing candidate recognition for accountability. 

This analysis is an attempt to explain candidate recognition in full. Prior research falls short 

of an integrated analysis because of design restrictions or other shortcomings. Here, we 

made use of a unique data source combining candidate- and voter-related as well as 

context-related factors in a multi-level data structure which allows us to address questions 

concerning the impact of personal characteristics of candidates and voters, campaign 

characteristics and context in an integrated way. Analysing candidate recognition in the 

2013 German Federal Election, our goal was three-fold: first, we wanted to offer an 

integrated perspective demonstrating the complexity of contributing factors and, thus, 

showing that none of the blocks of variables which can be found in research can be 

neglected. Second, we intended to identify the relative relevance of blocks of determinants 

and, third, by doing so, to come up with a yardstick as to which degree accountability 

mechanisms can be assumed in the personal vote. 

In descriptive terms, results show that almost two-thirds of the citizens recognise at least 

one candidate knowing her name and party. Whether they do or not depends on factors 

relating to all three blocks of variables – candidate-, voter- and context-related. Out of 22 

variables, 14 showed significant effects. The traditional way of explaining political 

knowledge – to which candidate recognition belongs – is looking at individual 

characteristics at the voter level. This one-sided perspective neglects that the supply-side 

may be relevant for citizens in order to decide whether they care or not. Moreover, supply-

side efforts make it easier to acquire the necessary information – or not. At the same time, 

one may argue that the effect of supply-side efforts is conditioned or restricted by individual 

characteristics of the addressees. Results show in fact that the effect of voters’ 

characteristics is the most important block of variables. However, we did not find any effect 

of political interest on recognition. We argue that this is the result of our more 

comprehensive set of predictors which encompasses several independent variables often 

subsumed in other studies under the label ‘political interest’. Being informed and involved 

makes a big difference but is much less than 
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half of the story. The campaign efforts of the candidates make a big difference, too, 

because they are also contributing to the big effect of campaign exposure at the voters’ 

level. Characteristics of candidates matter less than expected. Comparable literature on 

personal voting finds an enormous effect of incumbency which we detected regarding 

candidate recognition in terms of statistical significance but not regarding size. That we did 

not identify such a strong effect has certainly to do with the fact that we measure campaign 

efforts with a more differentiated set of instruments indicating that incumbency may just be 

a proxy for a more complex set of factors. In contrast to Gschwend and Zittel who could 

not find significant effects of campaign intensity, campaign content or campaign 

organisation,41 we find significant effects of time and money. Again, differentiation seems 

to be the reason that in our integrated design we determine an effect which others could 

not observe, defining intensity, style and organisation basically all by money. However, 

effects of time and money seem to be small in our analysis in comparison to other factors. 

One may assume that all this helps to increase campaign exposure of citizens, which has 

a huge relative effect on recognition and does hold even under control of liking of the 

candidate’s party. That the constituency context and, for accountability of major interest, 

the competitive situation of the candidates have a strong impact shows that it is relevant to 

consider all three blocks of variables in the explanation of candidate recognition. 

That campaign-related factors play a major role among the relevant factors, contributing 

close to 40 per cent to the overall explanation, can be taken as a positive message: this is 

clear evidence that local campaigning can make a difference. Local campaigning and its 

reception are important for facilitating the necessary conditions of personalisation and the 

personal vote. It shows, at the same time, that holding politicians accountable by the 

personal vote can work given the fact that neither partisanship nor other characteristics of 

individual voters determine candidate recognition from the very beginning or even 

primarily. 

In more general terms, our study illustrates the complexities of the democratic process. 

The working of core elements of modern democracy – elections and, as their result, 

representation – does not depend on political elites or citizens, not on the supply and 

demand side of politics alone. It depends on the interaction of these two groups as well as 

individual efforts and characteristics creating and interpreting these interactions. What is 

more, the democratic process does not take place in a vacuum but is strongly influenced 

by contextual factors. They facilitate or restrict different forms of information seeking, 

decision making and behaviour – also in the context of candidate recognition. Some might 

prefer parsimony when it comes to cause and effects in political science and they might be 

disappointed with our conclusion. However, we see these interdependencies and the 

subsequent complexity in a positive light because it represents the inherent logic of 

democracy. Its functioning depends on the actions and commitment of many and not just a 

few and the explicit corrective mechanism, free and fair elections, ensures adaptability to 

contextual changes. 
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