
Three Case Studies from Switzerland: 
Smartvote
By James Thurman and Urs Gasser

Internet & Democracy Case Study Series 

MARCH 2009
Berkman Center Research Publication No. 2009-03.3

at Harvard University



Internet &
 D

em
ocracy C

ase Study Series  >> Three C
ase Studies from

 Sw
itzerland: Sm

artvote

>> �

Abstract
Since 2003, a diverse coalition of political scientists, computer scientists, econo-
mists, historians, and other specialists largely affiliated with universities have devel-
oped and made broadly available an online voter information system in Switzerland 
called Smartvote. By taking user input and candidate data about positions on various 
political issues, Smartvote ranks and matches citizens with the politician that best 
matches their preferences. This case study gives an overview of Smartvote, exam-
ining the design, administration, and development of the system into the future. 
While this initial assessment suggests that Smartvote possesses huge opportunities to 
improve access to information among the electorate, promote participation in elec-
tions, and increase transparency on political positions, it also suggests that there are 
several salient risks. These include biases in the survey tool that collects information 
for Smartvote, the impact of a largely opaque system of administrating Smartvote, 
and insufficiently rich data in matching voters to candidates. The case study suggests 
various improvements to the system, and suggests that Smartvote ultimately plays a 
positive role in increasing information accessibility to citizens in the voting process. 

The Internet & Democracy Project
This case study is part of a series of studies produced by the Internet & Democracy 
Project, a research initiative at the Berkman Center for Internet & Society at 
Harvard University, which investigates the impact of the Internet on civic engage-
ment and democratic processes. More information on the Internet & Democracy 
Project can be found at: http://blogs.law.harvard.edu/idblog/.

The project’s initial case studies focused on three of the most frequently cited exam-
ples of the Internet’s influence on democracy. The first case looked at the user-gen-
erated news site OhmyNews and its impact on the 2002 elections in South Korea. 
The second documented the role of technology in Ukraine’s Orange Revolution. The 
third analyzed the network composition and content of the Iranian blogosphere. Fall 
2008 saw the release of a new series of case studies, which broadened the scope of 
our research and examined some less well-known parts of the research landscape. In 
a pair of studies, we reviewed the role of networked technologies in the 2007 civic 
crises of Burma’s Saffron Revolution and Kenya’s post-election turmoil. Urs Gasser’s 
three-part work will examine the role of technology in Swiss democracy. Another 
case study, set for publication in spring 2009, will expand our study of foreign blogs 
with an analysis of the Arabic language blogosphere. The authors wish to thank 
Anja-Lea Fischer and Sandra Cortesi for research assistance, and Herbert Burkert, 
John Palfrey, Bruce Etling, and Tim Hwang for comments on the cases.

This set of case studies was produced in association with the Research Center for 
Information Law at the University of St. Gallen in Switzerland. The Center supports 
research initiatives to analyze and assess legal frameworks and provisions that are 
regulating the creation, distribution, access, and usage of information in economic, 
cultural, and political systems. It also works to explore the dynamic changes in infor-
mation technologies and their impact on the legal system. More information about 
the Center is available online here: http://www.fir.unisg.ch/. 
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Introduction
Advanced democracies around the world struggle to pre-
vent voter apathy, while at the same time ensuring that 
those who do vote are well informed in their choices. 
Switzerland has the added challenge, as a semi-direct 
democracy, of requiring voters to turn out for elections 
routinely in order for the system to function properly.  The 
Smartvote Web site was created by a group of primarily 
university-based Swiss experts as a platform to better in-
form voters, to match voters with likeminded candidates 
through online questionnaires, and to hold elected officials 
accountable for promises made during election campaigns.  
This case study provides an in-depth look at the Smartvote 
site, its administrators and funding sources, and its grow-
ing—though predominately young and male—user base.  
This case also draws on political science and communica-
tions theory in an attempt to explain Smartvote’s poten-
tial impact on democratic processes, including increased 
transparency and accountability, higher voter turnout, 
and a more diverse political landscape.  At the same time, 
the case study suggests that Smartvote’s  reach will be 
limited if it cannot entice a more representative sample of 
Switzerland’s voting population to participate.  Smartvote 
also has the potential to diminish the role of political par-
ties due to its focus on individual candidates and issue spe-
cific campaigns.    

Description of the Project
General Overview
Smartvote is a project carried out by a diverse team of po-
litical scientists, computer scientists, economists, historians 
and others—largely affiliated with universities throughout 
Switzerland. Smartvote also stresses that it is independent 
from any political party or candidate.1 However, as we 
note in further detail below, Smartvote does in fact accept 
money from candidates and political parties under certain 
circumstances. As part of the project, political candidates 
in both local and national elections are invited to answer 
a questionnaire designed to elicit the candidate’s political 
position on various issues. The project currently operates a 
Web site where users are also invited to fill out a question-
naire. Based upon the user’s answers to these questions, 
Smartvote determines which candidate within its database 
most closely matches the views the user has expressed. The 
Web site also provides graphical representations of each 
candidate’s political orientation.

The motivation behind the creation of Smartvote lay in the 
perception that the voting public in Switzerland suffered 
from a certain information deficit with respect to elec-
tions—particularly in light of the complexity of the Swiss 
system.2 For any given election, the Swiss voter is presented 
with many candidates from several different parties. The 
Swiss voter may choose to vote for individual candidates or 
to select a certain party list.  However, even within a single 
party, the views and positions of individual candidates 
can vary considerably. Yet, the founders of Smartvote felt 
that there was generally little information available about 
individual candidates and their positions before any given 
election.3 Thus, Smartvote was conceived to remedy this 
information deficiency.

Since its inception in 2003, participation in the Smartvote 
project on the part of political candidates has increased 
significantly. In 2003, only about 50% of candidates 
submitted their answers to  the Smartvote questionnaire. 
In the most recent federal elections, however, 80-81% of 
candidates had submitted profiles to Smartvote shortly be-
fore Election Day.4 Figures also suggest that there has been 
an increase in the number of users of Smartvote. Usage 
statistics indicate that 255,000 voter recommendations 
were generated for the 2003 National Council elections.5 
For the 2007 National Council Elections, however, over 
700,000 recommendations were requested.6 It is important 
to recognize that these numbers do not represent the num-
ber of users who utilized the site since any one user may 
request more than one recommendation. This is discussed 
in further detail below.

Administrators and Funding
Smartvote is carried out under the auspices of the Politools 
Political Research Network, a Swiss Verein7 registered in 
the city of Berne.8 The organization was first formed in 
2004, sometime after Smartvote’s premiere for the 2003 
Swiss Federal Council elections.9 Politools describes it-
self as an “interdisciplinary, scholarly network” of several 
Internet-based projects.10 Currently, Daniel Schwarz 
and Jan Fivaz are listed as the acting President and Vice-
President, respectively, of the Verein.11 Additional proj-
ects listed on the Politools Web site are “parlarating” and 
“smartsurvey.”12 

In terms of financing, Politools relies on contributions 
from various sources. Private contributions are accepted 
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online via the Politools Web site, where contributors can 
specify whether they want their contributions to go solely 
to the Smartvote project, another project, or whether the 
contribution is unconditional.13 According to their 2007 
annual report, the majority of private donations were 
earmarked specifically for Smartvote by the donor.14 The 
annual report also indicates that Politools received fund-
ing from public entities and private foundations and or-
ganizations in the year 2007 for the purposes of making 
specific enhancements to the Smartvote platform including 
the incorporation of pages relating to additional regional 
elections.15 For instance, Smartvote received contributions 
from local lotteries in western and southern Switzerland 
as well as from the Chancellerie d’Etat of the Canton of 
Fribourg in exchange for developing Smartvote for local 
cantonal elections.16 Money was also received from  the 
Gemeinnützige Gesellschaft Zürich, a non-profit organiza-
tion, and Migros Kulturprozent, a cultural foundation, 
for the development of a version of Smartvote aimed at 
enhancing civic education. In addition, Politools receives 
commissions to undertake work on their behalf. According 
to Daniel Schwarz, Smartvote has thus far only received 
minor commissions, for example, the provision of analyses 
of party members on behalf of a party.17 With regard to 
Smartvote, the Smartvote Web site indicates that adminis-
trators ideally would like to see an even spread of income 
among the various sources: 25% from contributions from 
candidates and parties, 25% from income from partner-
ships with the media, 25% from contributions and dona-
tions from foundations, sponsors and private individuals, 
and the last 25% from the unpaid work of members of 
the project team.18 The annual report from 2007, how-
ever, indicates that the majority of income—over 200,000 
Swiss Francs, representing over 60% of all income attrib-
uted to Smartvote—was received from “media partners.”19 
According to Daniel Schwarz, these media partners—gen-
erally local newspapers and the like—are awarded certain 
rights in exchange for their payment—such as the right 
to include Smartvote on their Web pages or to print in-
formation obtained from Smartvote.20 With respect to 
candidate contributions, Smartvote has tried out differ-
ent pricing models. Sources indicate that initially parties 
were requested to submit a payment for the inclusion of 
their candidates in the Smartvote database in order to help 
cover project costs. More recent sources have indicated 
that the project has switched to permitting candidates to 
participate for free on condition that a payment of 350-

500 Swiss Francs is submitted for those candidates who 
are subsequently elected.21 For a time, payments were only 
requested on the basis of winning candidates in national 
elections, whereas local elections were financed solely 
through the contributions of media partners. As of 2008, 
however, Smartvote has begun requesting smaller contri-
butions (generally around 100 Swiss Francs) for winning 
candidates in local elections as well.22 The annual report 
indicates that over 96,000 Swiss Francs was received from 
such candidates with respect to Nationalrat und Ständerat 
elections.23 Lastly, a small amount of the organization’s in-
come comes from membership dues.24 

Features and Design
It is first important to note that the Web site is available 
in four languages: German, French, Italian, and English. 
Thus, the three major Swiss linguistic groups are represent-
ed in addition to English.25 For the sake of convenience, we 
refer to the English version of the site in the descriptions 
provided below.

In an expository paper, Jan Fivaz and Daniel Schwarz 
describe Smartvote as consisting of three basic elements: 
“the smartvote module with the issue-matching system, 
a comprehensive database providing information on all 
candidates running for office, and an analysis module 
with elaborated analytical tools for visualization of politi-
cal positions.”26 The first of these elements involves two 
stages of public participation. First of all, whenever a party 
has registered a candidate list, all candidates on the list 
in the election in question receive a questionnaire from 
Smartvote by e-mail or letter.27 This action takes place 
roughly three months prior to the election.28 According 
to Daniel Schwarz, there is no fixed number of questions 
for each questionnaire. The drafters of the questionnaire 
aim to have at least 30-40 questions, however, in the case 
of national elections, the questionnaires have tended to 
have closer to 70 questions.29 The candidates must select 
whether to answer each question “yes,” “no,” “probably,” or 
“probably not.”30 Once the candidate has confirmed his or 
her answers, the answer set is saved in the Smartvote 
database.31

The second phase takes place roughly six weeks prior to 
Election Day.32 At this point, the aforementioned features 
of the Smartvote Web site are made available to the pub-
lic.33 These features, however, remain available for some 
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time even after the election has been completed. Upon 
arriving at the Smartvote site, users are prompted to select 
an available election that that user is interested in.34 Once 
this selection has been made, the various elements of the 
site are accessible based upon the existing data for the elec-
tion which the user has selected. The various features of the 
site are presented under different tabs. The issue-matching 
element is currently available via the “Smartvote” tab as 
well as via a link on the “Home” page. Upon clicking on 
this tab, users are invited to fill out the same questionnaire 
answered by candidates.35 The answers to this question-
naire are then evaluated against the answers submitted by 
the various candidates in order to find the closest matches. 
Unlike the candidates, users are able to assign weight to 
their answers in order to indicate which issues are of most 
importance to them.36 Additionally, users may choose to 
select “no answer” when filling out the questionnaire.37 The 
site also provides additional explanations and information 
for most of the questions in order to assist users in their 
decisions—including pro and contra arguments for ques-
tions. After completing the questionnaire, users are then 
prompted to select their voting district and whether they 
would like to receive a recommendation for individual can-
didates or party lists.38

Based on the user’s input, Smartvote produces a list of 
results in order of highest to lowest congruence with the 
user’s questionnaire answers. If the user has selected a rec-
ommendation for a party list, the data analysis is carried 
out on the basis of the mean value of the responses of all 
candidates on the appropriate list.39 According to Schwarz 
and Fivaz, the matching system works by assigning “con-
gruence values” to each question for each candidate. Where 
both the user and the candidate have the same answer for 
a particular question, the candidate will be assigned 100 
“congruence points” for that question. On the other hand, 
where the user for instance answered a question with “yes” 
but the candidate answered the same question with “no,” 
the candidate will receive zero congruence points.40 As for 
the answers in between “yes” and “no”—i.e. “probably”/
”probably not”—fewer congruence points are awarded 
where both the candidate and the user have given the 
same answer for a particular question. As Daniel Schwarz 
explains there are two reasons for this—both qualitative 
as well as mathematical. On the one hand, wherever such 
“in between” answers are given, that indicates that there 
is some set of considerations that the answerer considers 

significant for that issue. Yet, the questionnaire format does 
not permit the assessment of what these considerations 
are.41 Thus, it is impossible to know to what extent these 
considerations are the same for both the candidate and the 
user or to what extent the candidate and user assign equal 
weight to those considerations even assuming they are the 
same in any given situation. Additionally, if the congruence 
of such in between answers were awarded the full amount 
of congruence points, there would be some probability that 
candidates could “rack up” points—i.e. be assigned more 
congruence with more users—by giving more of these in 
between answers to the items of the questionnaire.42

The database feature of the Web site is organized by candi-
date profiles and party list profiles. The candidate profiles 
feature various pieces of personal and political information 
about the candidates which the candidates have submitted. 
Additionally, the candidates’ answers to the questionnaire 
may be accessed here, including any comments that can-
didates submitted for each of the questions. The party list 
profile contains an overview of the party list, a list of the 
candidates on that list with links to their candidate pro-
files, as well as answers to the questionnaire representing 
the mean value of the answers of all candidates on that list. 
Both the candidate and party list profiles also feature the 
Smartspider (described further below) for that candidate or 
for the list as a whole, respectively.

Lastly, there are the “visualization” elements of the Web 
site. The analytical elements consist of two features known 
as the “Smartspider” (figure 1) and “Smartmap” (figure 
2) which represent a graphical representation of politi-
cal orientation based upon the answers submitted to the 
questionnaires. The Smartspider is available under the da-
tabase tab whereas the Smartmap is available under the tab 
marked “Analyses.” 

The Smartspider consists of a graph charted on a circular 
field with eight axes. These axes are labeled “open foreign 
policy,” “economic liberalization,” “restrictive financial 
policy,” “law & order,” “restrictive immigration policy,” 
“more environmental protection,” “expanded welfare state,” 
and “liberal society.” The Smartspider is also based on the 
assignment of numerical values to each of the axes on the 
basis of the candidate’s questionnaire answers. Each indi-
vidual answer may add or subtract a value from 0 to 100 
for one or more particular axes.44 As the Web site indicates, 
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Figure 1 - “Smatspider” example

however, not all of the questions are used to generate the 
Smartspider since not all questions will correspond to one 
of the issues represented by the eight axes.  Thus, the Web 
site administrators characterize the Smartspider as a “sim-
plified partial analysis.”45

With regard to the meaning of the eight axes, the adminis-
trators provide a document containing bullet-points of the 
kinds of political positions which are considered significant 
for each axis. For instance, under “open foreign policy,” the 
following bullet-points are listed: 

• Attitude toward EU and bilateral agreements 
between Switzerland and the EU; 
• Attitude toward international organizations 
and conventions;
• Attitude toward engagement with the develop-
ing world;
• Attitude toward foreign engagement of the 
military (including international cooperation 
with other military forces).46 

The other graphical element is the “Smartmap.” This fea-
ture charts each candidate on a two-dimensional field. The 
horizontal axis represents a span from left to right politi-
cal leanings. The vertical axis represents a span between 
“liberal” and “conservative.” The administrators indicate 
that the concept is based on a model developed by Michael 
Hermann and Heiri Leuthold.47 The calculation of the 

values for each axis is carried out in a similar fashion as 
that utilized with the Smartspider involving values be-
tween 0 and 100 based on the answers submitted to the 
questionnaire.48 The end-values are then adjusted for the 
actual scale used on the Smartmap graph.49 Since a value 
is obtained for each of the two axes, these coordinates al-
low each candidate to be mapped as a point between left 
and right, liberal and conservative. Additionally, users may 
simply view the numerical values of candidates for the 
left-right axis as well as four other ratings on the Web page 
titled “Ratings.”

It is also worth mentioning that Smartvote offers users 
the possibility of creating their own user account. A user 
account allows the user to save the answers of the ques-
tionnaires and change them as often as he or she would 
like. This feature not only permits the user to memorialize 
his or her profile and voting recommendation for future 
reference, but also arguably better facilitates the ability to 
conduct research since the user will be able to more quickly 
test changes in the voting recommendation after altering 
a few answers. Additionally, registered users are offered 
the opportunity to sign up to receive an email as soon as a 
new election is registered on Smartvote. Thus, this feature 
provides potential voters with a reminder of upcoming 
polls as well as of the availability of Smartvote as a political 
information source. According to Jan Fivaz, Smartvote had 
around 100,000 registered users as of August 21, 2008.
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figure 2 - “Smartmap” example

Usage
The Smartvote administrators have published their own 
data concerning usage of the site both on the part of can-
didates as well as among voters. On the national level, 
Smartvote registers a marked increase in the percentage 
of candidates who submitted a candidate questionnaire 
between the 2003 and 2007 elections for the national 
council. According to Smartvote’s figures, slightly over half 
of all candidates in the 2003 election turned in completed 
questionnaires, whereas for the 2007 elections, there were 
slightly over 85% submitted questionnaires.50 As for partic-
ipation for local cantonal and municipal elections, the per-
centage of candidates who establish a profile on Smartvote 
in various elections between 2004 and 2007 has also always 
been over 50% with 50.4% at the low end of the scale for 
city elections in Winterthur in 2006 and 80.6% at the high 
end of the scale for city elections in St. Gallen in 2004.51 
Unfortunately, figures are still lacking to provide a histori-
cal view of participation for any one canton or city.

As for users, the Smartvote Web site reportedly was re-
quested to generate roughly 250,000 voting recommenda-
tions for the 2003 national elections.52 For the 2007 elec-
tions, however, this figure rose to 964,000.53 These figures, 
however, cannot provide an exact indication of the number 
of users who utilized the site since any one user could 

have—and the Smartvote administrators contend that serv-
er traffic data suggests that most users did indeed—used 
the site to generate more than one voting recommenda-
tion. As Daniel Schwarz explains, the administrators keep a 
tally of how many times the “voting recommendation” but-
ton on the site is clicked. Where a single user requests nu-
merous voting recommendations in a single session, only 
the first click will be counted. However, if that user leaves 
the site and returns later, a request for a voting recommen-
dation during this second session will be counted.54 The 
administrators estimate that each user requested an average 
of 2-4 recommendations.55 Thus to obtain an estimate, the 
administrators divide the total number of clicks counted 
by three. Schwarz maintains that data from Selects.ch sup-
ports the supposition that this figure provides an accurate 
reflection of the number of users who use the site for any 
given election.56 If this estimation is accurate, the figures 
would nonetheless indicate a significant increase in the 
number of users who used the site to obtain voting recom-
mendations.

Impact assessment
Background
Voting and the Role of Information
Classical democratic political theory has held that an in-
formed, engaged, active citizen is essential for the proper 
functioning of democracy.57 A long tradition of US-based 
studies, however, has shown that only a small fraction of 
the population within democratic countries may be said to 
fulfill this ideal.58 Yet, more recently, a number of scholars 
have challenged this assumption. Some have suggested that 
voters in fact need very little information to vote “com-
petently.”59 Relying on empirical studies, several of such 
scholars argue that voters rely on heuristics or “shortcut 
devices” in order to arrive at a decision at election time.60 
For instance, based on the results of a 1997 study, Lau and 
Redlawsk estimate that generally about 75% of voters vote 
“correctly”—that is, they choose the candidate most in 
line with their own political views.61 Their study attempted 
to replicate the information overload that voters experi-
ence during campaign season before casting their vote in 
a fictional primary. The investigators then applied both a 
“subjective” and “objective” measurement of correctness in 
voting. The subjective measure involved an ex post reas-
sessment of the voter’s choice on the part of the voter him 
or herself. The objective test on the other hand involved 
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the examiners’ determination of how the voter should cast 
their vote based on each voter’s own declarations of politi-
cal preferences in conjunction with the campaign informa-
tion to which those voters were exposed.

However, Lau and Redlawsk as well as Georg Lutz have 
subsequently found that voters differ in their ability to 
make use of heuristic devices.62 Lau and Redlawsk found 
that heuristic devices tended to aid the “accuracy” of voting 
with respect to more sophisticated voters. With respect to 
less sophisticated voters, however, they saw a debilitating 
effect on accuracy correlated with the use of heuristic de-
vices. Lutz has argued that voters are often unable to make 
use of heuristic devices because they lack essential back-
ground knowledge. Thus, in essence, studies demonstrating 
the use of heuristic devices on the part of voters are gener-
ally unreliable since they often supply the test subjects with 
information and therefore do not replicate real world situ-
ations where often both the information as well as shortcut 
devices are lacking.63 Lutz also found that it is precisely the 
better informed who tend to utilize heuristics.64 Thus, Lutz 
has contended that lack of information does indeed rep-
resent a problem for democracy since uninformed voters 
generally do not replace their lack of information through 
other sources and therefore make less qualified decisions.65

First and foremost, Smartvote is an information resource 
aimed at remedying information deficit and permitting 
citizens to make an informed decision in political elections. 
Underlying the supposition that tools such as Smartvote 
may assist voters in decision-making is the question con-
cerning the extent to which the acquisition of information 
through sites such as Smartvote may play a role in opinion 
formation. Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet’s seminal 
1944 study with respect to election behavior suggested that 
social groups—including the family—play a much larger 
role than media in the formation of political opinions.66 
Information received from the media, for example, is then 
subject to a kind of filter which results in the disregard of 
information or opinions not in keeping with the group’s 
positions.67 Nonetheless, despite the largely self-reinforcing 
group-dynamic that exists in like-minded social groups, 
these authors noted that changes in opinion do occur. The 
authors opined that the recessive retention of other ideas 
and opinions played a role in such changes.68 Thus, media, 
including sites such as Smartvote, could play a role in the 
creation of such impressions which subsequently lead to a 
change of opinion.

A number of factors, however, must be considered to-
gether with the Berelson study. Perhaps, first and foremost 
is the fact that the study was conducted in the United 
States and may not provide any insight into the situation 
in Switzerland. In particular, the traditionally two-party 
system for federal elections may have implications for the 
role of social groups in political opinion formation which 
would not hold true in the more diverse, multi-party set-
ting of Switzerland. Additionally, the date of the study 
should be kept in mind. The sociological environment of 
the United States has no doubt changed substantially since 
1944. Thus, it is unclear to what extent the findings of the 
study may still hold true today, assuming they provided ac-
curate conclusions to begin with. 

Although the findings of Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet 
concerning the relative unimportance of media in politi-
cal opinion formation have continued to resonate over the 
years, another strand of research has focused on the more 
subtle role which media can play.69 McCombs and Shaw 
were perhaps the first researchers to explicitly suggest that 
the media could have an “agenda-setting” function based 
upon the findings of prior studies in addition to their own 
empirical study involving voters in Chapel Hill, North 
Carolina in the context of the 1968 presidential election. 
In their study, McCombs and Shaw discovered that there 
was a high level of correspondence between what Chapel 
Hill voters expressed to be the important issues in the elec-
tion and what issues received coverage in the media that 
were generally available to those voters.70 In one set of ex-
periments testing the agenda-setting hypothesis, researchers 
demonstrated that individuals would alter their perception 
of the relative significance of a particular issue after being 
exposed to news stories concerning that issue.71  

In the German-speaking world, Noelle-Neumann de-
veloped the “spiral of silence” theory. According to this 
theory, individuals tend to react in one of two ways when 
confronted with opinions that do not conform with their 
own opinions: either the individual changes their opinion 
or reacts with silence.72 In this way, opinions which are 
openly expressed and are perceived to have majority accep-
tance tend to become perpetuated since interpersonal com-
munication does not challenge those opinions. The media 
may have the role of reflecting general public opinion, but 
this may not always be the case since personal observa-
tions also play a role in the formation of public opinion 
and may diverge from the images presented in the media.73 
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Noelle-Neumann seems to accept that the media may have 
an agenda-setting function but she also recognizes that the 
media provide individuals in the majority with means for 
articulating majority views—in the absence of public de-
bate, individuals are often at a loss for how to express the 
issues at stake or the reasons for supporting the majority 
view.74  

The theory of Michael Schenk, on the other hand, is much 
more in line with the original conclusions of Lazarsfeld. 
On the basis of a study involving public opinion concern-
ing various issues in connection with the German reunifi-
cation, Schenk argues that opinion formation takes place 
largely in social networks through personal communication 
exchanges. The mass media serves to provide basic pack-
ets of information which is then discussed and processed 
within network circles.75 In other words, social networks 
provide the breeding ground for public opinion.76 

In addition to alternative theories concerning the role of 
the media in political opinion formation, the date of the 
Lazarsfeld study indicates that it was conducted several 
decades before the emergence of the Internet. Even prior 
to the widespread use of the Internet, the reception of 
traditional media on the part of US audiences may have 
changed over time, and thus the role of such media in po-
litical opinion formation may have also changed. At any 
rate, Web sites such as Smartvote represent a much differ-
ent form of medium than television, radio and newspapers. 
Whereas the consumption of non-election-related mate-
rials featured in traditional media will generally lead to 
unintended exposure to campaign-related advertisements 
and the like, Internet users must actively seek out the 
Smartvote site. Thus, Smartvote users will generally be de-
liberately looking for political information which will not 
always be the case with individuals who turn on the televi-
sion or radio or pick up the morning paper. Additionally, 
although it is possible to use the Smartvote site in a rela-
tively passive manner, the questionnaire feature invites us-
ers to reflect on certain current political issues and interact 
with the site.

Turning away from more theoretical explanations of the 
role of media in political opinion formation, empirical 
observation of Internet usage with respect to political in-
formation may provide some insight into the Internet’s 

current role. Extensive data with respect to Internet-usage 
in Switzerland specifically concerning the consumption 
of political information is not currently available. The re-
search institute, gfs.bern, however, has published survey 
results pertaining to media usage in connection with ref-
erenda and initiatives in Switzerland as part of its “VOX” 
series of political research. These results indicate that use 
of the Internet for political information has generally been 
growing: only 5% of respondents said they had referred 
to Internet communications for pro and contra opinions 
concerning upcoming referenda or initiatives in March of 
2000, whereas in June of 2008, this number had grown to 
15%.77 These figures, however, still lag significantly behind 
those for use of traditional media: for the June 2008 deci-
sion, 85% of respondents indicated that they referred to 
articles in print media, 74% relied on television, and 58% 
relied on radio broadcasts.78 

In the United States, data from the Pew Internet & 
American Life Project were culled between 1992 and 2006 
with respect to what individuals thought were their prima-
ry sources of obtaining election news. Beginning in 1996, 
3% of respondents indicated that the Internet was one of 
two main sources of election news.79 In 2006, this figure 
stood at 15%.80 These percentages, however, were higher 
during presidential election years, standing at 11% in 2000 
and reaching a high of 18% in 2004.81 More generally, 
these studies indicated that 25% of respondents referred to 
the Internet for political information during election time 
in 2006,82 whereas usage registered slightly higher in the 
2004 surveys at 29%.83 

Perhaps one of the most significant conclusions drawn 
by the Pew research team was that Internet use exposed 
individuals  to diverse views pertaining to political issues. 
In a 2004 report, the Pew project found that Internet us-
ers were generally exposed to more arguments concerning 
both presidential candidates with respect to the 2004 elec-
tion. This was found to be the case even after researchers 
had controlled for greater interest in the campaign.84 The 
report’s authors thus opined that the evidence refuted com-
mon fears that Internet users would avoid viewpoints op-
posed to their own.85 The Pew studies also determined that 
about 7% of the U.S. population (11% of all U.S. Internet 
users) had gotten actively involved in the creation or dis-
tribution of political information by posting their own 
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commentary on a Web site, posting or forwarding someone 
else’s political commentary, creating political audio or 
video or recordings, or forwarding or posting someone 
else’s political audio or video recording.86 

On the one hand, as reported in these studies, the usage 
rates in the United States are higher overall than those in 
Switzerland, as we might expect. On the other hand, usage 
patterns in Switzerland may be significantly different with 
respect to “candidatorial” elections as opposed to initiatives 
and referenda. Using Smartvote’s usage figures, however, we 
may obtain some sense of what percentage of eligible voters 
are referring to Smartvote, specifically. Smartvote estimates 
that approximately 321,000 users utilized the recommen-
dation feature for the 2007 elections.87 According to the 
Swiss Federal Statistics Office, there were 4,915,563 eligi-
ble Swiss voters that year.88 Thus, the estimated number of 
users of the Smartvote recommendation system represents 
about 6.5% of all eligible voters. Of course, not all users 
of the system may have been eligible to vote in Swiss elec-
tions, so the actual percentage of eligible voters who used 
the system is probably slightly smaller.

The conclusions that may be drawn are that reliance on 
the Internet as medium with respect to political informa-
tion is still much smaller than traditional media in both 
the United States and Switzerland. Figures from the United 
States suggest that the relative weight which individuals 
place on the Internet as a source of political information 
may be increasing, but it is unclear whether the number 
of individuals who refer to the Internet at all for political 
information continues to grow significantly.

Information and Participation
A second question is whether Smartvote might also address 
the turnout problem. In other words, one might conjecture 
that by easing the burden of information-gathering and 
the decision-making process generally, more voters would 
be willing to participate in elections. Palfrey and Poole, 
for instance, have argued that even voters with relatively 
strong positions on political issues will suffer from indif-
ference if they lack information about the candidates up 
for election.89 Yet, these authors also found a strong cor-
relation between polarized political views and the level of 
“informedness” of voters. This correlation may suggest that 
those voters with the most strongly held political views are 
more likely to inform themselves on the issues and candi-

dates for any one election.90  On the other hand, it could 
suggest that the process of information-gathering may lead 
to the formation of stronger opinions with respect to those 
issues and candidates. The direction of causation would 
prove quite significant: according to figures from a Swiss 
study cited by Georg Lutz, only 14% of eligible voters who 
do not turn out do so because they lack “competence.”91 
The largest group of non-voters identified in that study, 
one third of all non-participants, did not participate simply 
due to lack of interest.93 Thus, as a political information 
source, Smartvote might hold the promise of reducing the 
14% who do not vote due to the fact that they feel unable 
to make a decision.  If information-gathering also serves to 
dispel indifference, however, a site such as Smartvote might 
also hold the promise of prompting additional participa-
tion from the 33% who generally do not vote due to lack 
of interest. Yet, the question would remain as to how such 
individuals would be motivated to refer to Smartvote to 
begin with.

Transparency-Related Effects
Through its utilization of candidate profiles, Smartvote 
renders candidates more transparent with respect to their 
positions on various issues. For this reason, Jeitziner specu-
lated that some or many candidates would not want to 
establish Smartvote profiles in order to avoid the risk of ex-
posing conflicts of interest with particular voter segments, 
avoid binding themselves during their term in office to 
campaign statements, or because they do not have clear po-
litical positions on all the issues.94 Nonetheless, the expo-
sure which Smartvote affords might represent an advantage 
that only certain types of candidates—such as long-term 
incumbents—could ignore.95 

As Jeitziner also points out, Smartvote could offer the pos-
sibility to monitor candidates’ behavior against the state-
ments and indications of interest that they had registered 
with Smartvote. This enhanced monitoring would not 
only benefit voters but could also be used by other politi-
cal candidates as a means of discrediting opponents.96 This 
increased ease of evaluating officials against their campaign 
behavior could have the effect of producing more consis-
tency between positions established at campaign time and 
subsequent behavior while in office. In order to ensure re-
election, politicians might be prompted to ensure that their 
actions as elected officials are always in keeping with their 
campaign profiles. One potential negative consequence 
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might stem from the overly simple formulations of ques-
tionnaire questions. For instance, the complexity of 
legislative proposals might prompt a legislator to reject a 
particular proposal which overall represents a stance with 
which that candidate agrees. Thus, an initial glance would 
suggest that the legislator’s rejection of the proposal contra-
dicts his or her earlier position. The desire to avoid the ap-
pearance of such disingenuousness could therefore interfere 
with the legislator’s desired voting practices. However, cur-
rently the promise of carrying out such monitoring is not 
fully realized since Smartvote does not preserve candidate 
profiles for the public after the advent of a new election.

We can also imagine some of the possible consequences on 
voter behavior which this greater transparency will have. 
The focus on issue positions of candidates, for instance, 
may shift greater focus to primary political issues as op-
posed to valence issues, such as candidate trustworthiness 
or competence. Without a detailed understanding of issue 
positions, voters most likely were left to rely on personal 
characteristics, media presence, reputational factors, and 
party affiliation. The Smartvote portal, however, largely de-
emphasizes these considerations, and some are not present 
in any form whatsoever.

Another issue is whether use of Smartvote will enhance 
voting quality—in other words, help to ensure that more 
voters vote “correctly” (to borrow an expression from Lau 
and Redlawsk). Above, we briefly discussed the role of 
information acquisition and gathering in the voter deci-
sion-making process. Perhaps the best way to measure 
whether Smartvote improves voting quality is to determine 
whether there are Smartvote users who voted differently as 
a result of using Smartvote than they would have without 
using Smartvote. Although the question is highly subjec-
tive and hypothetical, some empirical data is available to 
suggest some answers. Additionally, we must also assume 
that no voters were falsely led astray by Smartvote. NCCR 
Democracy conducted a survey among 661 voters who 
participated in the 2006 elections for the Bernese Grand 
Council—the legislative body for the Canton of Berne. 
There, over 15% of respondents indicated that their use of 
Smartvote caused them to question their own position.97 
Over 33% of respondents indicated that they had cast 
votes for parties for which they normally do not vote.98 
Additionally, slightly over 9% indicated that they did 
not vote for their usual party.99 These figures suggest that 

Smartvote prompted at least some voters to reconsider 
whether their usual mode of party voting best matched 
their positions on various issues. 

Yet another issue is whether Smartvote will lead to signifi-
cant changes in voting habits overall. Due to the focus on 
candidates which smartvote brings, some have speculated 
that the tool might lead to less party loyalty and increased 
ticket-splitting.100 The data from the Bernese Grand 
Council elections provide some support for these hy-
potheses. As stated above, more than a third of the survey 
respondents indicated that they had voted for parties for 
which they had never voted before, and close to 10% did 
not vote for their usual party. In addition, over 30% indi-
cated that they had split more of their votes among differ-
ent parties.101 Thus, these figures provide some suggestion 
that new trends in voting practices will emerge through 
the influence of Smartvote; however, more extensive data is 
needed in order to confirm and ascertain the extent of such 
effects, particularly with reference to the entire voting pub-
lic as opposed to among Smartvote users alone.102 

Smartvote could have various consequences for political 
parties in Switzerland. The greater focus on individual can-
didates may mean that parties lose importance in the eyes 
of the average voter. Thus, parties may lose the ability to 
set the agenda of election campaigns.103 The parties’ loss of 
significance may also raise legal issues as Bernhard Rütsche 
points out. Article 137 of the Swiss Constitution guaran-
tees that political parties may contribute to the shaping of 
public opinion and policy agendas. A number of cantonal 
constitutions also contain similar provisions.104 In light of 
the proportional representative form of government and 
the formation of coalitions which the constitution foresees, 
the legislative function within Switzerland is designed to be 
shaped by parties.105 

Jeitziner speculates that Smartvote could lead to the forma-
tion of more parties and thus greater segmentation of the 
voting public.106 Greater diversity within the Parliament 
would mean that the ability to form coalitions would be 
negatively affected, Jeitziner argues. This, in turn, would 
impair the legislative process and entail that the passage of 
new laws and legislative reform would become more dif-
ficult.107 The greater transparency that Smartvote affords 
might give rise to the formation of ad hoc political par-
ties.108 For instance, the use of Smartvote profiles could 
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reveal the public resonance surrounding a single issue, 
permitting parties to form around that one issue. Such an 
issue-centric political environment would undermine the 
role of parties in integrating and aggregating diverse inter-
ests. Thus, these functions, Jeitziner postulates, would then 
have to take place within the parliamentary setting rather 
than within the parties.109 Another possible development 
is that Smartvote would permit more individuals to run 
without party affiliation, leading to greater diversity in the 
candidate pool.110 

Jeitziner also speculates that sites such as Smartvote could 
potentially result in changes to the political system in gen-
eral in Switzerland. For instance, the achievement of great-
er efficiency on the part of the political process might make 
governmental options more attractive vis-à-vis market 
alternatives. Such a situation could lead to a shift towards 
more government activity overall.111 On the other hand, 
greater efficiencies could lead to a reduction of the appara-
tus of the state.112 Jeitziner also contends that services such 
as Smartvote could call into question the continued need 
for the division of the country into relatively small voting 
districts. According to Jeitziner, the principle argument in 
favor of the current system—the voter’s limited capacity 
for information processing—might be eliminated by the 
availability of services such as Smartvote.113 Thus, Jeitziner 
envisions that the process may even be reduced to a single 
election district for the national council elections.114 
Informational issues have also justified the rejection of the 
popular election of the Federal Council. Thus, Jeitziner 
also contends that by eliminating this argument, Smartvote 
might help to introduce popular election of these officials 
rather than relying on appointment by the parliament.115

Impact on Voter Participation
Whether Smartvote has had an impact on voter turnout 
is difficult to assess.  According to Swiss federal govern-
ment statistics, the number of votes cast in the 2003 and 
2007 National Council elections progressively increased in 
relation to the number of votes cast in the 1999 national 
council elections—the elections immediately preceding 
the debut of Smartvote.116 More importantly, these figures 
also represent a progressive increase in the participation of 
the percentage of eligible voters. This growth trend, how-
ever, may be observed since the 1995 elections.117 On the 
cantonal level, it may be worth noting differences in the 
rate of increase in turnout among different cantons. The 

cantons of St. Gallen and Thurgau, for instance, were the 
first cantons for which the Smartvote platform became 
available for local elections. In both instances, Smartvote 
was available for the respective 2004 elections in each can-
ton. One might therefore speculate that voter exposure to 
the Smartvote platform was greater in those cantons than 
in the Canton of Lucerne, for instance, where Smartvote 
first became available for local elections in 2006. Although 
all three cantons show an increase in the percentage of eli-
gible voters who cast ballots between the 2003 and 2007 
national council elections, both St. Gallen and Thurgau 
show a greater increase in voter turnout than the Canton 
of Lucerne.118 Nonetheless, it is impossible to determine 
to what if any extent Smartvote played a role in this differ-
ence. It is worth noting, however, that the National Centre 
of Competence in Research is currently carrying out ad-
ditional research which may shed additional light on this 
question.119 

Parts of the data and findings that will go into this study 
are currently available in a conference paper from Jan 
Fivaz. Fivaz notes that current Smartvote user demograph-
ics are almost diametrically opposed to the typical demo-
graphics of Swiss non-voters: Smartvote users tend to be 
relatively young, male, well-educated and earn  higher than 
average levels of income. Typical non-voters in Switzerland, 
however, tend to also be young but female, and have 
low to average  levels of education and income.120 Thus, 
Fivaz acknowledges that Smartvote does not seem likely 
to boost voter turnout significantly since it appeals to the 
wrong target group.121 On the other hand, survey results 
of Smartvote users revealed that 39% of users felt that us-
ing Smartvote had some positive effect on their motivation 
to vote.122 Fivaz finds it particularly encouraging that the 
percentage of users who indicated this positive effect was 
particularly high among women and younger voters.123 
Nonetheless, more comprehensive data spanning a longer 
period of time will be needed in order to draw a reliable 
conclusion as to Smartvote’s impact on voter turnout.

In the United States, the impact of voter information 
guides was examined in the context of judicial elections 
in the State of North Carolina. In 2004, North Carolina 
began the distribution of written materials which con-
tained brief biographies of judicial candidates in addition 
to the candidates’ own personal statement.124 The North 
Carolina Center for Voter Education conducted a series of 
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exit polls for the 2004 elections in the Research Triangle 
area in which, among other issues, the question of whether 
the guides might boost voter participation played a central 
role. Three sets of surveys were conducted at six differ-
ent polling locations. Within each set, voter guides were 
distributed to incoming voters at one site, whereas at the 
other site, no guides were distributed. Since the guides 
had been distributed to the public in the mail prior to the 
elections, those voters who appeared at the sites where no 
guides were distributed may still have referred to the guides 
before polling. Nonetheless, the results of the exit polls 
showed remarkable divergences between the group of vot-
ers who received the guide going in to the polls and those 
who did not.125 

When asked what the primary source of information for 
judicial elections was, the largest plurality among individu-
als who received the guide responded that the voter guide 
was the primary source (38%). In contrast, among 
respondents who did not receive the guide, newspapers 
(27%) and television news (23%) were referred to as pri-
mary sources; only 11% of these individuals indicated that 
the voter guide was their primary source of information.126 
As for voter participation, the pollsters found some evi-
dence that the provision of the guides helped to increase 
participation in the judicial elections. A slightly higher 
percentage of individuals who cast votes in the judicial 
election and had received the voter guide (22%) indicated 
that they generally do not register votes in judicial elec-
tions. Among African-Americans within this group, the 
percentage was even higher at 32%. In contrast, within the 
group that had not received the guide, the percentage of 
voters who indicated that they normally do not cast ballots 
for judicial elections was only 11%.127 Based on these find-
ings, Scott Crosson speculates that a certain percentage of 
voters who normally vote will often skip over the section 
of the ballot concerning the election of judges due to a 
lack of information on the candidates. The provision of the 
voter guide may prompt these voters to also cast their votes 
for judicial offices since they would have information on 
which to base their decision.128 

The presentation of too much information, however, may 
harm voter participation. A study conducted by Sheena 
Iyengar and Wei Jiang, for instance, revealed that participa-
tion in private retirement savings programs among employ-
ees would drop 2% for every 10 options that the employer 

made available to the plan.129 Even those employees who 
recognized that failure to participate would not be in their 
best interest tended to make poor decisions with respect to 
plan options as the number of options increased.130 These 
findings suggest that information overload can result both 
in lower voter turnout and impaired decision-making—or 
“incorrect” voting—among those who do turn out.

With the harmful effects of information overload in mind, 
we may ask whether Smartvote may also cause or contrib-
ute to information overload at election time. Considering 
that the Smartvote database for any one election may con-
tain well over a hundred candidate profiles, including as 
many as 70 questionnaire responses for each candidate, the 
prospect of gathering and processing all of this informa-
tion manually on the part of an individual voter presents 
a daunting task. Yet, the fact that all of this information is 
aggregated in one place means that the site provides a dis-
tinct advantage over information gathering and processing 
in reliance on traditional media alone.131 Lau and Redlawsk 
have characterized the U.S. election campaign environ-
ment as an information overload scenario. Thus, in their 
experiments, they have aimed to recreate the campaign en-
vironment by bombarding subjects with political advertise-
ments within a short period of time in addition to subject-
ing them to occasional interruptions to tax their attention 
spans and information processing capabilities.132 Although 
elections in Switzerland probably feature a significantly 
smaller media blitz than in the United States, the number 
of candidates and parties involved adds a different element 
of complexity to the vote decision-making process. The 
Smartvote site is primarily designed to provide a tool for 
combating information overload and we believe its prom-
ise in this regard will generally eclipse any potential for 
information overload. The voting recommendation feature 
of the site initially focuses users’ attention on the issues 
rather than candidates and then essentially presents them 
with a limited number of candidates for whom the user 
should have the most interest based on his or her stance 
on the issues. Thus, there is more danger that Smartvote 
will oversimplify the decision-making process—essentially 
creating a short circuit between issue evaluation and candi-
date selection—rather than encumber the decision-making 
process with information overload.133 

Lastly, we turn to the implication of user demographics 
for voter participation. Smartvote’s own survey findings 
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indicate that the majority of users are male (66.5%) and 
under the age of 40 (62.2%).134 And the largest percent-
age of users (39.4%) is between 18-29.135 Thus, the typi-
cal Smartvote user represents a different demographic 
group than the average voter from the general Swiss voting 
population who would tend to be female (52.9% of the 
eligible voting population) and between the ages of 50-65 
(25.5% of the eligible voting population).136 The effects of 
Smartvote may therefore have an inordinate impact on a 
relatively marginal portion of the voting population. To the 
extent that Smartvote could enhance voter participation, it 
would likely have a greater effect among young male vot-
ers—at least in the short term.137

Accountability-Related Effects
The greater transparency afforded by Smartvote can in turn 
lead to greater accountability for political officials, as we 
discussed above in Section 2.2. Another issue concerns the 
so-called “free mandate” which Swiss politicians are said 
to enjoy. This principle is derived from Article 161 of the 
Swiss Constitution which provides that members of the 
federal parliament shall be free from the receipt of direc-
tions on how to cast their votes and must disclose their 
ties to private interests. The first of these provisions, also 
known as the “Prohibition against Instructions”138 has tra-
ditionally been interpreted as providing parliamentarians 
with the freedom to cast their own votes as they best see fit 
regardless of the interest of their own party or supporters. 
As mentioned above, Smartvote may focus more atten-
tion on politicians’ previously expressed stances on certain 
issues and allow the public to compare those expressions 
with actual legislative voting behavior. The increased ability 
to hold politicians accountable for their positions on issues 
as expressed during election campaigns could bring an end 
to the concept of the absolute free mandate. The constitu-
tion would continue to ensure that members of parliament 
would not be subject to legal sanctions for failing to tow 
the party line;139 however, they might be exposed to in-
creased pressure from the voting public to ensure that their 
voting record conforms with their stances as recorded in 
Smartvote questionnaires.

Design-related Questions
Here, we discuss planned and possible future developments 
for the Smartvote platform as well as a design-related cri-
tique.

Future Developments
Developments that are currently underway include the 
development of a site based on Smartvote for the European 
Union. Smartvote is providing technology and know-how  
as a consultant to the project. Additionally, the team is 
developing a site called “Smartmonitor” which will provide 
analysis of the voting practices of members of the Swiss 
Parliament. Lastly, Smartvote also plans to test out the 
provision of a weblog in combination with the Smartvote 
platform for a local election. Jan Fivaz and Daniel Schwarz 
explain that the team is often trying to think of ways of 
making the site more interactive and this initiative rep-
resents one trial towards the achievement of this goal. 
Fivaz and Schwarz, however, are cognizant of the potential 
problems associated with administering a blog, such as 
monitoring costs and the risk that the—on the one hand 
desirable—level of openness could undermine the informa-
tional purposes of the site.140

Fivaz and Schwarz indicate that several ideas for future 
changes and enhancements of Smartvote are currently be-
ing considered by the project team. One such idea is the 
implementation of certain filters which users could apply 
to voting recommendations in order to remove certain 
candidates on the basis of a certain criterion. For instance, 
some voters might insist on only voting for women can-
didates; thus the idea is that these voters would be able to 
filter out all the male candidates from their voting recom-
mendations so that they would be left with a recommenda-
tion that they could then transfer to their ballot.141 

In order to make the transfer of the recommendation to 
the ballot as simple as possible, Smartvote is also con-
sidering providing a virtual ballot which would import 
candidates from the user’s final recommendation. The user 
would then only need to print out the ballot, sign it, and 
drop it in the mail. Fivaz and Schwarz see this potential de-
velopment as a less controversial intermediate step toward 
linking Smartvote with an e-voting system.142 

Additionally, the Smartvote team is considering making 
changes to the Smartspider in order to keep the graphic 
interesting for continuing users over time. Smartvote is also 
interested in expanding the project to include as many lo-
cal elections as possible.

Another idea under consideration is the development of a 
site aimed at assisting voters for referenda. Such a site may 
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bear the title “Smartinfo.” Currently, Schwarz and Fivaz 
envision that the site would likely have a kind of aggrega-
tor role by providing one space where voters could see 
diverse opinions and information relating to the pros and 
cons of a particular referendum question. The site might 
provide links that reveal how individual parliamentarians 
voted on the initial legislative bill. In this way, voters could 
see whether like-minded legislators were for or against the 
measure. Another possibility is that the site would allow 
users to rate the various arguments presented by political 
parties and interest groups.

As we have mentioned above, Smartvote has assisted in 
the development of voting assistance sites in other coun-
tries. Fivaz and Schwarz indicate that Smartvote is open 
to providing assistance for other countries. However, the 
task requires the presence of a local partner to host the 
site and do much of the implementation work; Smartvote 
merely provides the know-how. Thus, although Smartvote 
constantly receives requests to set up similar sites in other 
countries, interest in such a project generally seems to 
evaporate quickly. Fivaz and Schwarz suspect that many 
who are interested underestimate the amount of work 
involved. Additionally, past international projects do not 
appear to have taken root for the long term—a site set up 
for elections in Scotland was discontinued after its initial 
implementation, and another site in Bulgaria is also likely 
to fold.

As for potential developments, one issue is whether 
Smartvote might move away from its currently candidate-
focused format. Above, we referenced a potential legal issue 
concerning the Swiss constitutional guarantee in favor of 
political party participation. Despite this issue, Bernhard 
Rütsche is of the opinion that governmental interven-
tion—either on the part of the federal government or can-
tonal governments—against Smartvote would not be per-
mitted under Swiss law on these grounds.143 Additionally, 
there seems little incentive for Smartvote to choose such 
an option, since its candidate focus is one of the distinctive 
features of the service when compared with similar sites 
both abroad (e.g. stemwijzer.nl, wahl-o-mat.de, wahlk-
abine.at) and in Switzerland (politarena.ch).144 

One of the most frequently cited proposals for the future 
expansion of Smartvote is the coupling of the service with 
e-voting.145 One might conjecture that the combination 

of the two would be particularly effective in raising voter 
turnout since the site would lower the transaction costs 
involved in both the candidate evaluation process as well 
as the actual act of casting votes. Rütsche, however, sees 
the combination of the two services as problematic since it 
would involve government endorsement of a voting assis-
tance tool. Rütsche suggests that this action would go too 
far toward disturbing the constitutional guarantee afforded 
the political parties.146 Additionally this prospect could 
raise concerns regarding the division between the private 
and public sphere: Should any and all present and future 
voting assistance sites be equally linked to the e-voting 
system? If Smartvote becomes the only site to be coupled 
with the voting system, would not governmental oversight 
of Smartvote be appropriate? Does the prospect of public 
oversight of Smartvote not raise conflict of interest issues 
concerning the involvement of incumbents in the voting 
process?

In this regard, it is particularly interesting to note the find-
ings from the survey concerning the 2004 North Carolina 
judicial elections. Of those individuals who received the 
North Carolina voter guide upon entering the polls, a 
significantly larger percentage stated that the guide was 
their primary source of information. This fact suggests 
that information provided directly at the time of voting 
tends to take on inordinate importance in comparison with 
previously acquired information. Thus, one might expect 
that Smartvote recommendations would exert significant 
influence among e-voters who were also presented with the 
Smartvote Web site upon entering the e-voting site. Unlike 
the North Carolina voter guide, however, Smartvote is not 
published by the government.

The coupling of Smartvote with an e-voting system was 
also tested out in student elections at the University 
of Berne in 2005. The system that was set up for these 
elections allowed the Smartvote recommendation to be 
imported into the official ballot within the University’s e-
voting site.147 Even after importing the recommendation, 
the voter still had the possibility to edit and change the 
imported selections on the ballot before actually casting 
it.148 The official voting site of the university also contained 
reference to the assistance that Smartvote offered.149

Soon after the results of the elections had been published, 
three students lodged a complaint with the grievance 
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committee of the student body. According to Bernhard 
Rütsche, the complaint consisted of the following claims: 
The implementation of Smartvote together with the e-vot-
ing system 1) was unauthorized due to the lack of a legal 
basis for the action; 2) violated the constitutional right of 
individuals to free political decision-making; 3) violated 
the candidates’ right to equal opportunity since not all 
candidates had equal access to the submission of profile in-
formation to Smartvote; and 4) infringed the realization of 
representative elections as contemplated in applicable rules 
and regulations.150 

Both the complaint lodged with the grievance committee 
as well as a subsequent appeal to the Board of Education 
of the Canton of Berne were unsuccessful. Rütsche, how-
ever, argues that neither proceeding adequately addressed 
all of the issues at stake. For instance, with respect to the 
first claim concerning the lack of legal authority for the 
combination of Smartvote with the official e-voting system, 
Rütsche contends that the grievance committee merely 
concerned itself with the internal voting regulations of the 
student body and whether the university voting office or 
student council had to approve the procedure. The com-
mittee did not address the issue of whether the procedure 
was more generally authorized by law.151 The Board of 
Education, on the other hand, came to the conclusion that 
no legal authorization was required for the coupling of the 
voting system with a voting assistance tool.152 Additionally, 
with respect to the claim concerning voting freedom, nei-
ther appeals body examined whether Smartvote distorted 
or skewed the opinion formation process of voters or oth-
erwise promoted a particular political disposition, accord-
ing to Rütsche.153 Notably, the complaints did not come 
before a court of law, and therefore there is no precedent 
to indicate how the Swiss judicial system would handle 
similar complaints pertaining to the coupling of Smartvote 
with municipal, cantonal, or federal voting systems.

Another possible avenue for expansion of Smartvote would 
be to apply its technology to referendum campaigns. For 
instance, the questionnaire method could be designed to 
assess the voter’s position concerning the issues at stake in 
a given referendum. The evaluation of the user’s answers 
would provide a basis for generating a recommendation 
for whether the user should accept or reject the proposal. 
Additional possibilities include the development of tools 

for generating online referenda including the gathering of 
signatures for such referenda.

Criticism and Critique of Smartvote
Criticism concerning Smartvote has often focused on the 
questionnaire. In the past, several politicians and politi-
cal parties have criticized Smartvote for lack of neutrality. 
For example, the PdA party has suggested that Smartvote 
sometimes presents voters with suggestive questions which 
ultimately falsely aligns voters with neoliberal political par-
ties.154

Politician Felix Gutzwiller has also expressed dissatisfaction 
with the Smartvote analysis. With regard to his own pro-
file, he felt misrepresented and argued that some important 
issues, such as stem cell research, have been left out of the 
questionnaire.155 Additionally, the Zurich-based women’s 
interest organization, the Zürcher Frauenzentrale, also ap-
proached the Smartvote administrators to ensure that issues 
related to equality of the sexes were included in Smartvote 
questionnaires.156 Thus, there was at least initially a sense 
that these issues were not adequately or appropriately re-
flected in the questionnaires. As a result of such omissions, 
one might argue, Smartvote would not render an accurate 
analysis of politicians.

According to Daniel Schwarz, the Politools President, the 
questionnaire is drawn up largely through an internal pro-
cess. Sometime before each election—about 5-6 months in 
the case of national elections, a group of economists and 
political scientists from the Politools membership holds a 
brainstorming session to flush out the most salient issues 
for the election in question.157 The participants strive to 
make the questionnaire balanced and reflective of a wide 
range of issues.158 In the case of cantonal elections, the 
questionnaire is generally also shared with the local media 
partner in order to elicit feedback; however, Schwarz main-
tains that Politools remains independent and is not com-
pelled to incorporate the suggestions of media partners.159 

Despite the criticism, Politools’ own survey of 650 can-
didates conducted after the April 2006 elections for the 
Bernese Grand Council indicated that a majority of 
around 542-548 respondents had a positive assessment of 
Smartvote.160 For instance, 63.8% of these respondents 
rated Smartvote’s ability to render a correct reflection of 
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political positions between 8-10 on a scale of 1-10.161 Out 
of 584 respondents, 71.3% rated the quality of the ques-
tionnaire between 8-10.162 

Nonetheless, one may question whether this rather closed 
process for the generation of the questionnaires might 
inevitably lead to the presence of certain biases. Certain 
issues might be left out which are of central importance 
for certain candidates as the examples involving the 
Frauenzentrale and Felix Gutzwiller suggest. Questions 
that are included might fail to distinguish between all 
the subtleties of a particular issue. For instance, when a 
question concerning whether same-sex couples should be 
allowed to adopt children was included in the question-
naire, candidates who were against such adoptions but who 
favored legitimizing same-sex partnerships received the 
same rating for the question with respect to the category 
“social liberalization” as those individuals who were against 
both adoptions and same-sex partnerships.163 Additionally, 
the questions that are included in the questionnaire may 
be formulated in a leading or pointed manner. In the fu-
ture, a possible solution might involve closer cooperation 
with politicians and voters in order to better integrate their 
opinions without sacrificing Smartvote’s neutrality. On the 
other hand, we may question the extent to which minor-
ity issues should be reflected in the questionnaire. In other 
words, should the questionnaire also include, for example, 
questions that address concerns among groups at the ex-
treme ends of the political spectrum? The inclusion of such 
questions might overemphasize the importance of such is-
sues within the relevant political landscape and could nega-
tively affect the perception of Smartvote’s neutrality among 
both candidates and voters. Yet, it would also provide more 
revealing information concerning the candidates so that 
candidates who hold extreme positions would be more eas-
ily identified. 

The maintenance of neutrality should be one of the main 
goals of Smartvote. In order to avoid the risks of manipu-
lating opinion formation, Smartvote should be transpar-
ent regarding their sponsors, financing and methodology. 
Smartvote does apparently strive to be forthcoming with 
respect to financial contributions. Anonymous contribu-
tions are limited to a maximum value of 50 Swiss Francs, 
and Smartvote claims to disclose the source of all other 
contributions in its annual report.164 Individual private 

contributors who reveal their identities are also disclosed 
on the Smartvote Web site.165 In addition, Smartvote 
provides descriptions of their methodology in matching 
candidates to voters and in generating the Smartvote and 
Smartspider.166 Thus, these aspects of the service should 
theoretically be more or less verifiable even on the part of 
average users. Irrespective of the technical verification of 
Smartvote’s methodology, since the candidates’ responses 
are stored in the Smartvote database, users can also com-
pare their own questionnaire answers with those of the 
candidate to whom they have been matched in order to 
corroborate the extent to which the two correspond with 
one another. Nonetheless, as we have noted above, there re-
mains an issue of neutrality with respect to the process for 
composing the questionnaire.

conclusion
We note with Lau and Redlawsk that “[v]oting is about 
information….”167 Smartvote is designed to serve as an 
information tool to aid voters in deciding whom to vote 
for. By gathering candidate information in a database, 
the site can ease the information gathering process for the 
voting public. A central feature of the site is the candidate-
matching system which relies on input from question-
naires. Particularly unique are the graphical features, the 
Smartspider and Smartmap, which Smartvote provides to 
render visual representations of political leanings. 

An interesting feature of Smartvote is that the information 
the site contains is provided by and large by the candidates 
themselves. Nonetheless, by designing the questionnaire 
on which many of the functions of the site are based, 
Smartvote plays an important framing role in which both 
biases and oversimplification of issues will come into play. 
In this regard, Smartvote is surrounded by some of the 
same problems classically associated with intermediaries. 
Smartvote, for its part, attempts to address some of these 
problems by disclosing both methodology and financing. 
We note, however, that the project might benefit from 
a more open process with respect to the composition of 
the questionnaire. Other issues for Smartvote are the gen-
eral lack of competing and alternative Web sites within 
Switzerland and Smartvote’s potential to short circuit ratio-
nal deliberation on the part of voters. With regard to the 
first of these issues, Smartvote’s partnership with local and 
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national media outlets may give the project a particularly 
prominent status. Both issues point toward the overall issue 
of Smartvote’s ability to influence the political process.

We have also discussed how Smartvote places more empha-
sis on individual candidates as opposed to parties. Party 
affiliation has traditionally been one of the primary cues 
which voters rely on when making voting decisions. By 
generating individual candidate profiles and matching us-
ers with individual candidates rather than parties, the 
significance of the party signal moves to the background 
and may even completely lose significance altogether. We 
have noted how this aspect of the service may result in 
marked changes in election outcomes and the political 
landscape in Switzerland generally. 

As for the future of Smartvote, the coupling of the service 
with e-voting, although apparently quite popular, we find 
problematic due to the fact that it would involve bringing 
a private influence into the machinery of a public service. 
Additionally, as at least one commentator has discussed, 
the combination of the two may even violate the Swiss 
constitution. Whether Smartvote or a Smartvote-type 
service (e.g. Smartinfo) may also come to play a role in 
referenda remains to be seen. Despite the lack of multiple 
candidates and parties to choose from and the perhaps 
more limited set of issues at stake, referenda represent a 
much more complicated kind of decision as opposed to 
candidate selection. How Smartvote might alter its archi-
tecture to provide a referenda assistance tool is not entirely 
obvious, and reliance on a questionnaire type model might 
prove particularly contentious. As Jan Fivaz also points out, 
the questionnaire model would in many instances not be 
practicable since there would be too few issues at stake.168 
An aggregation model, on the other hand, although similar 
to traditional handling of referenda issues, might also fail 
to deliver the short-cut advantage that the Smartvote can-
didate selection tool offers.

We regard the Smartmonitor project positively since it 
could permit users to determine whether candidates ac-
tually support the positions they have declared in the 
Smartvote questionnaire after being elected to office. Such 
a monitoring system would make strategic answering more 
hazardous and increase accountability and the responsive-
ness of the candidates.169 The design of the Smartmonitor 
site, however, would need to make both recent and past 

Smartvote questionnaires available. Ideally, the site might 
even identify which questionnaire questions and responses 
are of relevance for any one legislative vote.

 For the present, despite potential problems, Smartvote has 
the promise to increase transparency with regard to candi-
date issue stances. The realization of this promise in turn 
could lead to greater accountability for those candidates 
who are later elected into office.  By easing voters’ decision-
making process and rendering the candidates’ positions 
more visible, Smartvote may also improve voter turnout. In 
the short term, however, this effect may be limited primar-
ily to young male voters. Lastly, Smartvote may also in-
crease the diversity of the political landscape in Switzerland 
by giving more issues greater prominence and visibility. 
The focus on individual candidates and issues could even 
promote the creation of ad hoc single issue parties.
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