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Abstract
The Eurovision Song Contest is not only the largest song contest worldwide but also probably 
the world’s largest election for a non-political office. In this article, we are interested in the voting 
behaviour of Eurovision viewers. Do they vote sincerely, strategically according to rational choice 
assumptions (i.e. for the song they believe will be the likely winner) or for another song? Using 
data from a large-scale survey carried out in Europe, we find interesting voting patterns with 
regard to these questions. Roughly one-fourth of the survey participants would vote for either 
their preferred song or for the song they think will win. However, the percentage of strategic 
voters is lower (11%). In contrast, many individuals (i.e. 36% of participants) would vote for 
another song, one that is neither their preferred song, the likely winner, nor a rational choice. 
The reasoning behind these remaining votes may include neighbourhood voting, ethnic voting, and 
voting for one’s favourite European country.
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Today [the Eurovision Song Contest] is a magical place where (mostly) European countries 
come together to battle one another using insanely elaborate costumes (and nudity), glitter, 

and fireworks instead of bombs and guns.
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Founded in 1956 as an attempt by the European Broadcasting Union (EBU) to bring 
Europeans together after the trauma of World War II, the Eurovision Song Contest (ESC) 
is much more than the largest song contest in Europe; it is one of the most widely watched 
non-sporting events in the world. The 2017 edition of the ESC attracted 200 million view-
ers worldwide across television and Internet streaming media. Aside from the fact that the 
contest has become a European institution whose winners can go on to become national 
heroes of sorts, it also is a competition with strong political repercussions on at least four 
dimensions. First, like most major sporting events, the ESC provides economic, market-
ing, and other opportunities to not only host cities and participating countries but also to 
performers, producers, and broadcasters (Akin, 2013; Andersson and Niedomysl, 2010; 
Bolin, 2006; Kressley, 1978). Notably, Southern and Eastern European countries select 
the ESC’s venue and performers carefully to construct an image that is hardly authentic, 
but nonetheless attractive to tourists (Amegger and Herz, 2016; Baker, 2008).

Second, the ESC raises an opportunity to engage in reflection and public discussion of 
identities at the national level (Christensen and Christensen, 2008). The ESC contributes 
to nation-building and the formation of national identities, particularly in countries at 
Europe’s peripheral sphere, which were formerly part of the Soviet bloc and have (re)
gained independent statehood relatively recently (Iglesias, 2015; Johnson, 2014; 
Miazhevich, 2012; Mitrović, 2010).1 Third, despite the fact that political songs are offi-
cially not allowed, some countries such as Russia and Ukraine have been remarkably 
ingenious in promoting their political agenda through their choice of representatives 
(Cassiday, 2014; Johnson, 2014; Miazhevich, 2010).2 Finally, the contest has been instru-
mental in promoting the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) community and 
LGBT politics more generally (Baker, 2016; Cassiday, 2014; Lemish, 2004).3

In addition to the aforementioned reasons, the ESC has also been important for schol-
ars of voting behaviour. While we assume that many ESC viewers will indeed vote for the 
song they like the most, we are also interested in whether some fans may be driven by 
other considerations. In this article, we are interested in whether those who vote in the 
ESC do so according to which considerations. Do Eurovision watchers cast a sincere bal-
lot? If they do not vote sincerely, do they follow the logic of rational choice by voting for 
the most likely winner among their preferred songs? Or do ESC televoters jump on the 
bandwagon by jettisoning their personal preferences and supporting the country whose 
song they think is most likely to win? Or rather, do voters cast their ballot according to 
other considerations? The existing literature on Eurovision voting patterns, which has 
looked at phenomena as geographical biases in voting, patriotic voting, and voting based 
on the song’s language, or order in the competition, suggests that ESC viewers’ voting 
behaviour is not as simple as it may seem at first glance (Blangiardo and Baio, 2014; 
Gatherer, 2004, 2007). In this article, we aim to determine the degree to which there are 
discernible voting patterns in ESC voting.

For this study, we developed an original questionnaire and fielded it online during the 
week of the 2016 ESC (see Supplementary Appendix). Our individual-level analyses of 
more than 500 study subjects reveal four key findings with regards to the voting behav-
iour in the ESC. First, most respondents do not vote for their preferred song; sincere vot-
ing occurs only in 26% of the cases in our sample. Second, another 26% of respondents 
vote according to the logic of bandwagoning, choosing to vote for the song they think has 
the highest chance of winning (despite the fact that this was not their preferred song). 
Third, strategic voting is relatively infrequent; only 11% of the vote choices follow 
rational choice assumptions of choosing the most likely winner among one’s preferred 
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songs. Finally, most individuals in our survey vote for a song other than their preferred 
song, the likely winner, or the strategic choice.

This article proceeds as follows. After providing some background information about 
Eurovision, we go on to succinctly summarize the current state of the Eurovision voting 
literature. In the following section, we present some theories of voting behaviour and 
derive some expectations about the results of our survey data. Afterwards, we introduce 
our survey and discuss our sampling procedure before presenting our analysis and dis-
cussing the results. Finally, we summarize the main findings of this study and situate 
them in a broader perspective.

Background information on the ESC

Created in 1956 to generate some pan-European content for the nascent EBU (Merziger 
and Nathaus, 2009), the ESC has long entertained viewers tuning in from all corners of 
Europe and the world. While all songs entering the competition must have a vocal com-
ponent, there is no restriction on the type of music. Thus, songs performed have ranged 
from romantic ballads to hard-rock anthems. The most recent winners have included 
Salvador Sobral in 2017 with a smooth Portuguese-language ballad, Susana Jamaladinova 
in 2016 with a haunting and mournful ode, and Måns Zelmerlöw in 2015 with a catchy 
pop anthem. Over the course of the competition’s history, performers such as ABBA and 
Céline Dion have taken to the stage to launch very successful international careers after 
Eurovision.

In addition to being a musical spectacle, many academics have commented on the ESC 
as a site of European nation formation, identity building, and culture formation (Bohlman, 
2004; Sassatelli, 2002; Tragaki, 2013). While only seven countries took part in the first 
edition of the competition, the number of entries has steadily increased, with the 2017 
edition counting 42 entries. The fall of the USSR and the dissolution of Yugoslavia pre-
cipitated a rise in the number of independent countries on the European periphery, thereby 
significantly increasing the number of participating countries since the 1990s. This east-
ward expansion has not been without consequence. Lee and Bideleux (2009) point to the 
ESC as a way of changing mental maps of Europe, as the competition contributes to the 
debate over what constitutes ‘Europe’. This question arises time and time again as coun-
tries that may not be traditionally seen as ‘European’ have also been participants, such as 
Israel, Morocco, Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Australia.

The general format of the ESC follows that of Italy’s Sanremo Music Festival (Fricker 
and Gluhovic, 2013). In short, the competition is held annually, with each participating 
country being invited to submit one original song to be performed on the night of the 
competition. After all the songs have been performed, each country then casts votes for 
other countries’ songs (but they are not allowed to vote for their own song). The song that 
receives the most points is the winner. More relevant for scholars of electoral behaviour, 
the voting system used in the ESC is unique, with each participating country awarding a 
set number of points to 10 countries. A song seen as a particular country’s ‘favourite’ will 
be awarded 12 points, with the second-favourite song given 10 points. From there, 8 
points through 1 point are given to the remaining ‘favourites’. Those not in the Top 10 get 
0 points from that country.

The voting system has been modified several times since the contest’s inception.4 
Early days of the competition used national juries to award points. Televoting was intro-
duced in 1997 as a test in five countries and then encouraged in all participating countries 
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the following year. From 2009, the competition has moved to a mandatory hybrid voting 
system, combining elements from both a popular vote and a jury vote to calculate the final 
score. Until 2015, the jury and the televote counted equally in determining a country’s 
attribution of points. The voting rules slightly changed again starting with the 2016 com-
petition, with the jury and televotes being tabulated separately. This slight modification 
effectively doubles the total number of points that can be awarded to countries. 
Nonetheless, we believe that studying televoting patterns in the ESC offers an interesting 
insight into ordinary citizens’ voting behaviour in a setting where the outcome is (largely) 
non-political in nature.5

The Eurovision voting literature

On a certain level, the distribution of who chooses to vote in the ESC resembles that of 
who chooses to vote in elections for political office. There seem to be three types of indi-
viduals. First, there is a majority of uninterested citizens not interested in Eurovision; they 
do not watch the contest and will most likely not vote. Second, there are rather passive 
viewers. These individuals watch the ESC from the ‘safe distance of ironic whimsy’ 
(Coleman, 2008: 132). This second group may or may not vote in the contest. The third 
group consists of avid fans. These enthusiasts connect in fan clubs or broader communi-
ties, with social media facilitating these connections (Highfield et al., 2013). This third 
group is almost guaranteed to vote.

Actual turnout figures in the ESC are hard to determine. For one, the EBU has not 
made turnout figures and actual vote numbers public. Equally important is the fact that 
during the 20-minute voting window following all performances in the final, individuals 
can vote as many times as they like. Hence, it is difficult to determine how many indi-
viduals participate exactly. For sure, turnout for the ESC is lower than turnout in national 
or subnational elections. However, some research indicates that it can reach up to 10% of 
the population, which rivals turnout in European Parliament elections in some constituen-
cies in the United Kingdom (Tormey, 2015). Despite our lack of knowledge about the 
actual percentage of voters, we deem it safe to assume that several million people vote 
across all participating countries. Yet, in this study, we are less interested in who votes in 
the ESC, and more interested in how they vote.

A relatively large literature, which uses aggregate voting results by country, has 
tried to tackle this question, coming up with several explanations for how individuals 
vote. These studies suggest that some individuals might not necessarily vote for the 
song they like the most or the song they think is most likely to win. Rather, they might 
vote following other strategic criteria that may reflect geographic, cultural, linguistic, 
historical, and political proximities (Clerides and Stengos, 2012; Gatherer, 2004, 
2006; Ginsburgh and Noury, 2008; Saavedra et al., 2007; Spierdijk and Vellekoop, 
2009; Yair, 1995).

Several studies identify so-called ‘voting blocs’ in the ESC. For example, Dekker 
(2007: 55) uses data from the 2005 edition of the competition to identify five voting 
blocs: Eastern, Nordic, Balkan, Eastern Mediterranean, and Western. He observes that 
scoring within friendship blocs is higher than between blocs. In the same vein, but using 
more politicized names, Gatherer (2004, 2007) speaks of the ‘Viking Empire’ and the 
‘Warsaw Pact’ as two strong voting blocs. Recent research illustrates that two blocs have 
been particularly strong in the 2010s: the former Soviet and former Yugoslav states 
(Blangiardo and Baio, 2014; Clerides and Stengos, 2012).
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Similar to bloc voting, Eurovision voters seem to have a strong tendency to vote for 
neighbouring countries (Dekker, 2007; Orgaz et al., 2011; Spierdijk and Vellekoop, 
2009). For example, Fenn et al. (2006) find that Cyprus and Greece have almost always 
exchanged votes; that is, they have reciprocally given each other the most votes. Voting 
blocs and the tendency of individuals to vote for neighbouring countries could be due 
to the fact that adjacent countries share a common language, religious background, or 
similar cultural traits. Because voters know neighbouring countries, they might also 
have some familiarity or positive affect towards them. More subtly, it might also be that 
they have comparable tastes, including similar musical tastes. Yet, Charron (2013) 
points out that the extent of bloc voting and neighbouring voting differs from one coun-
try to another. He demonstrates that countries with less impartial political institutions, 
characterized by norms of patronage and favouritism, vote more for their allies regard-
less of their performance than countries with more impartial institutions, reflecting 
strong norms of meritocracy.

Another cultural effect is diaspora voting. Using the example of Turkish emigrants, 
Orgaz et al. (2011) highlight that Turkey receives disproportionally strong support from 
countries with large Turkish populations such as Germany. Dekker (2007) calls this phe-
nomenon ‘vote donation’. Finally, the language of the country’s song performance also 
influences voting behaviour. For example, Spierdijk and Vellekoop (2009: 423–424) find 
that language plays a role in explaining voting behaviour; songs sung in English represent 
almost half of all winning songs. Blangiardo and Baio (2014) confirm this finding in their 
2014 study.6

In addition to cultural patterns in ESC voting, other scholars have identified general 
behavioural patterns. Bruine de Bruin (2005) and Haan et al. (2005) find not only that 
host countries systematically receive a larger number of votes but also that the perfor-
mance order is positively correlated with vote shares; the later countries perform on the 
night of the competition, the more points they receive. These behavioural or mechanical 
effects have become stronger since the introduction of televoting in the late 1990s 
(Clerides and Stengos, 2012). In the post-1998 era, exposure matters too; in ESC finals, 
TV viewers are more generous with contestants they have already seen in the semi-finals 
(Verrier, 2012).

This short literature review illustrates that voting behaviour in the ESC is multifaceted, 
at least partially driven by cultural and linguistic components (e.g. cultural voting blocs 
and neighbourhood voting), but also by some discernible behavioural patterns. In this 
article, we want to determine if and to what degree ESC voting follows the three regular 
voting mechanisms: sincere voting, strategic voting, and bandwagoning. We also juxta-
pose these voting patterns to what we label ‘other voting’, which is voting behaviour that 
does not follow any of the three aforementioned patterns. In the next section, we apply 
sincere voting, strategic voting, bandwagoning, and other voting to the ESC and discuss 
how any of these patterns could manifest themselves.

Voting patterns and Eurovision

The first type of vote that we examine is sincere voting. Sincere voting means that a per-
son votes for their preferred choice regardless of whether or not that option has a chance 
of winning. Applied to the ESC, sincere voting simply means voting for one’s preferred 
song. We expect sincere voting to be widespread. Under the current voting system intro-
duced in 2016, there is a district magnitude of 10 for each country (i.e. 10 songs get points 
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from each country). This implies that by voting sincerely, individuals are unlikely to 
waste their votes; nearly half of the participating songs get points from each country. We 
further assume that the rate of sincere voting should be quite high because a song is a 
cultural representation of a country. ESC viewers’ vote choice might be impacted by the 
song’s language, content, and style, which, in turn, might precondition individuals to like 
certain songs and dislike others. In addition, music is about emotion. If an individual likes 
a song, she likely feels strongly drawn towards that song, which, in turn, might make her 
likely to vote for it as her favourite. This applies even more so, considering that the stakes 
of these elections are relatively low.

The second type of voting is strategic voting. Following Duverger (1951), the theory 
and empirics of strategic voting were first developed in the case of single-member district 
plurality elections with more than two candidates (McKelvey and Ordeshook, 1972). In 
such a first-past-the-post setting, some people may decide not to vote for their preferred 
candidate because they believe that they have no chance of winning, and instead support 
their second-preferred candidate. This is what is called a ‘strategic vote’: a vote for a 
candidate that is not the preferred one, based on expectations about the possible outcomes 
of the election with the aim to making one’s vote count (Blais et al., 2001, 2009).7 From 
this perspective, one simple way to determine whether a given voter votes strategically is 
to show that (1) she does not vote for her preferred option, (2) she does so because she 
perceives her preferred option to have little or no chance of winning and (3) she votes for 
her preferred option among those she perceives to be viable. (see Blais et al., 2009).8

What would strategic voting entail in the case of the Eurovision Song Contest? Very 
simply, it would mean that individuals would vote for a song that is not their most pre-
ferred song because that song is perceived to be an unlikely winner. Rather, the strategic 
Eurovision voter would vote for her favourite among the subset of songs deemed most 
likely to win. This means that she votes partly on the basis of personal preference and 
partly on the basis of expectations about various songs’ chances of winning. One obvious 
implication is that the strategic voter must establish which songs are viable and then sup-
ports the song that she prefers among the group of viable songs. This raises the question 
of what constitutes a ‘viable’ song. The (simple) answer is that it is any song that the 
person believes has some chance of winning or gaining points. This perception may be 
completely wrong, but what matters is whether she makes her vote choice on the basis of 
that perception.

But what does winning mean exactly in the case of Eurovision? First and foremost, it 
means obtaining the highest number of points overall across all participating countries. A 
song is viable if and only if it has some chance of winning the most points overall. But we 
must also keep in mind that each person’s vote is first counted in her own country and so 
the ESC voter should consider also whether a given song is viable in her own country, that 
is, whether it has some chance of being awarded at least 1 point by her own country’s jury. 
This, in turn, requires that a given song must be among the 10 most popular songs in that 
country. In short, a viable song is one that is among the most popular in a given country 
and across all participating countries. The strategic voter should consider only viable 
songs and vote for her preferred option within that subset.

There is a peculiarity of Eurovision that gives rise to another potential strategic con-
sideration: an individual cannot vote for her own country’s song. This means that some 
people cannot vote for her preferred option. If an individual living in France has the 
French song as her favourite, she is unable to vote for her first preference. Theoretically, 
this means that that individual should vote for her second-preferred option, which, in turn, 
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is the first preference among those she can choose from. However,  in case that an indi-
vidual’s second preference is the German song and that she also believes that there is a 
close race overall between the French and the German songs, then a vote for the German 
song may contribute to the defeat of the French song, which is her favourite. In such cases 
where an individual does not have the possibility of voting for her first preference, she 
may strategically decide to support a song that is viable in their own country, but not 
overall, in order to increase her preferred song’s chances of winning the contest overall. 
A strategic voter, then, is someone who votes non-sincerely, that is, supports an option 
that is not her most preferred, in order to increase the possibility that her vote will make 
a difference. When making her vote choices, she takes into account how other voters are 
likely to vote.

The third type of voting is bandwagoning. A bandwagon occurs when someone votes 
for the candidate she expects to win, irrespective of her preferences (see McAllister and 
Studlar, 1991; Singh et al. 2016). While the sincere voter votes only on the basis of her  
preferences, the strategic voter takes into account both her own preferences and expecta-
tions about the outcome of the election (voting for the candidate she prefers among those 
that she perceives to be viable). A bandwagoner’s motivation is to be on the winning side 
and is thus completely focused on supporting the candidate with the best chance of win-
ning (see Aldrich et al., 2016).

The fourth type of voter is one we label as ‘other’. Such a voter is a person who does 
not vote according to any of the above criteria. That is, she votes for neither her preferred 
option, the candidate who she thinks has the best chance of winning, nor her preferred 
option among the pool of candidates that are most likely to win. Rather, a voter who is in 
the ‘other’ category may use criteria such as language affinity, ethnic voting, or neigh-
bourhood voting to determine her vote choice. Despite the fact that these criteria should 
already matter when individuals pick their preferred song, we nevertheless hypothesize 
that, contrary to voting in an election for elected office, the group of ‘other’ voters should 
be relatively large in ESC voting.

To sum up, we have four types of voters: (1) a sincere voter who votes solely based on 
preferences; (2) a strategic voter who decides based on a combination of preferences and 
expectations over outcomes; (3) a bandwagoner, who makes decisions solely on expecta-
tions, that is, the voter votes for the expected winner, irrespective of her own preferences; 
and (4) an ‘other’ voter for whom neither expectations nor preferences matter.

Research design

Questionnaire design

To ascertain the degree of sincere voting, strategic voting, bandwagoning, and ‘other’ 
voting, we devised a short questionnaire consisting of 10 questions asking participants 
about their preferences in the 2016 ESC (see Supplementary Appendix). To determine 
whether individuals vote according to any of the three previously mentioned concepts in 
the voting literature, we need to know individuals’ preferences, their evaluation of the 
likely winner(s), and their vote choice. The first and second question asks individuals 
about their three most preferred songs, and who they perceive to be the three most likely 
winners, respectively. After presenting some betting odds as an ‘unbiased’ assessment of 
the songs’ chances of winning, we then ask individuals for which song they would vote 
for under the current voting system (i.e. the 10 songs with the most votes from a country, 
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get 12, 10, 8, 7, 6, 5, 4, 3, 2, and 1 point, respectively, from that country). Because we 
initially thought the type of electoral system might moderate an individual’s vote choice 
(particularly if voters vote strategically), the next question asks if individuals would vote 
for another song if the existing (rather proportional) system was replaced by a winner-
takes-all formula, whereby the song that receives the most votes in a particular country 
receives all of that country’s 58 votes. The remaining questions are contextual; they ask 
survey subjects about their preferred electoral system, their interest in the ESC, their 
knowledge about Eurovision, and some demographic information.

Sampling procedures

Because of the format of the ESC with semi-finals before the final competition, we only 
had a short period in which to field our survey. In the interest of putting together a survey 
that is as realistic as possible to actual ESC voting in the final, our survey went online on 
12 May 2016 just after the results of the second semi-final were announced. We left it in 
the field until televoting for the final ended on 14 May 2016 at approximately 23:30 
Central European Time (CET).9 In total, we had four surveys in the field: one survey for 
Germany, France, the United Kingdom, and Europe at large. We translated the survey for 
Germany and France in the country’s native language, while the survey targeting the 
United Kingdom and Europe at large went to the field in its original English version. We 
recruited participants using a snowball sampling technique; we sent the survey link to all 
people we knew in the three respective countries and in Europe at large, asked them to 
participate, and to further distribute the survey. We also used Facebook to distribute our 
survey via various Eurovision clubs and fan pages, even purchasing targeted ads on 
Facebook. Furthermore, we created a specific Twitter account to publicize our survey. To 
encourage participation, we offered a monetary prize to one randomly chosen participant.

We are well aware that this sampling procedure does not provide a random or repre-
sentative sample of Eurovision viewers or voters. Rather, what we have is a convenience 
sample. However, this is not detrimental for the purpose of our study. It is not our goal to 
predict the outcome of Eurovision correctly (despite the fact that our results are not that 
far away from the actual results, see Table 2). Rather, we aim to figure out what criteria 
individuals use when they vote in Eurovision. Despite our convenience sampling tech-
nique, we were able to collect data from a diverse sample of individuals. In general, par-
ticipants were rather young (i.e. the average participant age was 31 years),10 highly 
educated (80% of participants had some kind of university-level education), as well as 
interested in and knowledgeable about the ESC.11 In terms of gender, women were slightly 
overrepresented. Our survey sample consists of 684 participants, out of which 464 indi-
viduals answered all questions. Out of the 601 participants that revealed their residency, 
211 are from Germany, 139 are from the United Kingdom, 79 are from France, and 161 
are from other countries. Altogether, we believe that this diverse sample allows us to 
adequately address our research question.

Data analysis and results

Is there sincere voting, strategic voting, bandwagoning, or ‘other’ voting in the ESC? We 
should point out at the outset that to fully address this question, we would need to have 
full information about participants’ preference rankings and the perceived chances of 
winning for all the entries. The information we have is about the three songs that each 
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person likes the most and the three that they thought had the best chances of winning. 
That information is obviously incomplete,12 and so all we can do is investigate patterns 
that are consistent with sincere voting, bandwagoning, strategic voting, and voting that 
does not fit any of the three aforementioned categories.

Table 1. Sincere voting, strategic voting, bandwagoning, and other voting.

Sincere voting Strategic voting Bandwagoning Other voting

Percent 26% 11% 26% 37%

Table 1 summarizes the frequencies of the four types of voting. Sincere voting, which 
simply entails voting for one’s preferred option, is lower than expected. Under the exist-
ing voting system, 26% would vote for their preferred song. This may seem surprising, 
given the reduced risk of wasting one’s vote (and thus increased incentives to vote sin-
cerely) under the new voting rules for the 2016 competition.

What about strategic voting? The clearest scenario of a strategic vote is a non-sincere vote 
for the second- or third-preferred option that is perceived to have better chances of winning 
than the most preferred candidate. Rather few votes satisfy these conditions. First, relatively 
few individuals vote for their second or third choice (57 and 52 individuals, respectively). 
Second, these votes could be deemed to be strategic only if their second or third choice is 
viable, according to their own assessment. However, only a minority of 51 individuals report 
that they would vote for a second or third choice that they perceive to be the likely winner. 
This implies that overall roughly 1 out of 10 (11%) participants voted strategically.

What about bandwagoning? Bandwagoning implies voting for the most likely winner 
regardless of one’s preference, so we take a non-sincere vote for the candidate with the best 
chance of winning to be consistent with bandwagoning. Looking at the survey data, there 
is strong prime facie evidence of bandwagoning. In total, 264 (57%) of our respondents 
indicate that they would vote for the candidate that they perceive to have the best chances 
of winning. However, this convergence between individuals’ vote choice and their assess-
ment of the likely winner is only consistent with bandwagoning, if individuals either do 
not report an intention to vote for their preferred song or for any song that they rank as their 
second or third preference. Considering the first scenario, we have some sincere voting. 
For 35% of all individuals who voted for the likely winner, the likely winner is indeed their 
preferred candidate. These voters are sincere voters. For another 19% within this group, 
the likely winner is either their second or third favourite. These voters are strategic voters. 
Yet, 46% of them (26% of the total sample) would vote for a song that is not one of their 
three preferred songs. These cases are clear instances of bandwagoning.

Two additional pieces of evidence further point to bandwagoning rather than strategic 
voting. First, what matters for the bandwagon voter is which candidate is most likely to 
win, while the strategic voter cares more about which candidates are viable. It is telling 
that while 57% of the participants would vote for the song they think has the best chance 
of winning, only 10.9% would vote for the candidate that they believe has the second-
highest chances of winning and 3.4% would vote for the entry they consider to be the 
third-strongest candidate. The fact that it is only the top candidate that people rally to is 
more consistent with bandwagoning than with strategic voting.13 Second, individuals 
could strategically vote for a song with low chances of winning to boost the chances of 
their preferred song. Yet, Table 2, which gives aggregate figures of vote choice across all 
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four surveys, does not provide evidence for this proposition either. Under the second type 
of strategic voting, many votes, in particular in countries with a chance of winning, such 
as France, should have gone to countries with very little chances of winning, such as 
Armenia. However, this is not the case. Individuals tended to vote for the song that they 
believe will win, rather than voting for a weak song to increase the chances of their pre-
ferred song winning.

Table 2. Vote percentage according to the existing voting system.a

Performing country Received shares of votes in

All countries Germany France United Kingdom Rest of Europe

Armenia 2.26 3.11 1.39 1.72 2.44
Australia 9.96 11.18 9.72 13.79 6.71
Austria 5.08 5.59 5.56 3.45 5.49
Azerbaijan 0.75 0.62 1.39 0.86 0.61
Belgium 9.77 8.70 4.17 6.90 13.41
Bulgaria 2.82 1.86 2.78 5.17 1.22
Croatia 1.50 2.48 1.39 0 1.83
Czech Republic 1.32 0 4.17 0.86 1.22
Cyprus 0.56 0 1.39 0.86 0.61
France 11.65 10.56 (8.33) 12.07 14.63
Georgia 1.69 3.11 0 0.86 1.83
Germany 1.88 0 6.94 0.86 2.44
Hungary 1.32 1.24 0 2.59 1.22
Israel 2.44 3.73 1.39 1.72 2.44
Italy 2.82 1.86 2.79 1.72 4.88
Latvia 1.50 0 0 3.45 1.22
Lithuania 1.32 1.24 0 2.59 1.22
Malta 2.26 3.11 1.39 3.45 1.22
Poland 2.07 1.24 4.17 2.59 1.22
Russia 6.77 2.48 6.94 11.21 7.32
Serbia 0.56 0.62 0 1.72 0
Spain 3.20 1.86 5.56 5.17 2.44
Sweden 6.58 8.70 6.94 4.31 6.71
The Netherlands 3.95 3.11 0 4.31 6.10
Ukraine 5.64 6.21 6.94 5.17 5.49
The United Kingdom 2.26 4.35 2.78 (1.72) 0.61
Don’t know 8.08 13.04 13.89 0.86 5.49
Total 100 100 100 100 100

The figures indicate shares of votes attributed by respondents.
a The votes for France from France and for the United Kingdom from the United Kingdom are in parenthe-
ses because these votes should not count as participants in Eurovision are not allowed to vote for their 
country of residence. In the specific surveys in France and the United Kingdom, participants could not vote 
for their home country. However, in the survey featuring Europe at large, participants could technically 
vote for their home country. The votes for the United Kingdom from the United Kingdom and for France 
from France come from this survey.

Finally, slightly more than one-third of the respondents vote for a song which, accord-
ing to our classification, falls in the ‘other’ category. These individuals expressed a vote 
choice for none of their favourite songs and for none of the likely winners. Although this 
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finding may sound counterintuitive, it does not come as a surprise in light of the existing 
studies on aggregated voting behaviour in the ESC. Similar to our research, recent studies 
find little evidence of strategic voting at the aggregate level (Clerides and Stengos, 2012). 
Other works also suggest that some of the voting patterns consist of ‘unexplainable noise’ 
(Spierdijk and Vellekoop, 2009: 405). In our study, this ‘other’ category is likely to be 
made up of individuals whose vote choice is driven by other factors identified in earlier 
research: geography, culture, language, history, or politics (e.g. Gatherer, 2004, 2006; 
Ginsburgh and Noury, 2008; Saavedra et al., 2007; Yair, 1995).14

Conclusion

Examining the extent of sincere voting, strategic voting, bandwagoning, and ‘other’ vot-
ing in the ESC, this article contributes to the narrow literature on voting in this particular 
contest. We have shown that there is little strategic voting, some sincere voting (26% of 
our survey participants expressed their intention to vote for their preferred song), and 
some bandwagoning behaviour (26% of individuals would vote for the song they think 
has the highest chance of winning). Unfortunately, we cannot answer the underlying 
question of what makes individuals believe that a song can win. Finally, we find that the 
largest category of voters is in the category ‘others’. What makes individuals vote for 
other than their preferred song or any likely winner? Is it affinity towards a certain coun-
try? Is it intuition or impressions gleaned from friends? Placing the results of this article 
in context with the broader Eurovision literature, it might be that an individual’s tendency 
to vote for songs other than their favourites or the likely winners may be influenced by 
considerations such as bloc voting, neighbourhood voting, or positive affect towards a 
certain country. Future research should continue to look into these possibilities.

This article also contributes to the larger literature on voting. Survey respondents 
were presented with Eurovision betting odds to help them make an informed vote 
choice; however, our analysis shows that this publicly available data may not influence 
individuals’ assessment of who is most likely to win, or even their vote choice. As with 
Eurovision, it is possible that in elections for political office, many individuals vote for 
the candidate or party who they think has a high chance of winning, even if these per-
ceptions might not correspond to reality. This study also suggests that the role of the 
electoral system in individuals’ decision to vote strategically might not be as strong as 
theory predicts. In our study, 84% of the individuals would not change their vote under 
a new system.

While pushing forward our understanding of the Eurovision voter, this article also asks 
for renewed research into voting patterns in the ESC. Future studies should include a 
fuller set of questions about which songs they prefer and which songs have the best 
chances of winning. The data that we have provided here strongly suggest the presence of 
a variety of voting patterns: sincere, strategic, bandwagon, and ‘other’ voting. Further 
research is required to determine what kinds of individuals are more prone to engage in 
these types of voting (and what contexts can mediate this relationship). These future stud-
ies should also include motivational questions such as where the voter has family ties or 
a country where he/she regularly goes on vacation to further unravel this puzzle of ‘other’ 
voting in the ESC.
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Notes
 1. In contrast, researchers generally concur that the ESC’s role in Europeanization of values and building a 

common European identity remains limited (Allatson, 2007; Jones and Subotic, 2011; Sandvoss, 2008; 
Štětka, 2007).

 2. For example, the winning song in 2016 by Ukraine’s Susana Jamaladinova laments Stalin’s deportation of 
ethnic Tatars from Ukraine’s Crimea region during the Second World War. Georgia’s 2009 entry entitled 
‘We Don’t Wanna Put In’ was a not-so veiled reference to Vladimir Putin, performed during a time when 
the conflict between Russia and Georgia had flared up the year before. Ukraine’s 2005 entry ‘Razom nas 
Bahato’ was also an unofficial song of the country’s Orange Revolution in 2004.

 3. In 1997, Páll Óskar from Iceland was the first openly gay contestant. In 1998, a transgender woman named 
Dana International won the competition with her performance of ‘Diva’. She was later followed by win-
ners such as Marija Šerifović in 2007 and Conchita Wurst in 2014.

 4. For a discussion of the changes to the voting system, see Barclay (2016).
 5. In the literal sense, voting in Eurovision is not ‘political’ in that the election does not select a political 

leader; nevertheless, voting might have political repercussions in that voters might make voting decisions 
that could be politically motivated.

 6. Note that this finding is contested. For example, Clerides and Stengos (2012) claim that performances in 
the English language no longer benefit from voters’ preferential treatment in contrast to the pre-1998 ESC 
(before 1998 performers had to sing in a national language of their country).

 7. The theory of strategic voting was further elaborated by Cox (1997) in his seminal work Making Votes 
Count. Following Gibbard (1973) and Satterthwaite (1975), Cox establishes that strategic voting may occur 
in any type of voting system, the strategically oriented voter has to establish which candidates or parties are 
and are not viable, and will rationally decide to vote for the preferred option among those that are viable. 
Subsequent research has demonstrated that indeed strategic desertion of non-viable parties or candidates 
does take place in all kinds of electoral systems (see, especially, Abramson et al., 2010).

 8. This definition is very close to that proposed by Fisher (2004: 157), according to whom a strategic (tacti-
cal) voter ‘is someone who votes for a party she believes is more likely to win than her preferred party, to 
best influence who wins in the constituency’.

 9. Had we opened the survey before the results of the second semi-final were announced, we would risk 
that some respondents would end up expressing preferences for songs that would not go on to the final 
competition, thereby biasing our goal of studying ESC voter behaviour in the final competition.

10. However, we also had some older participants, as the oldest participant reported an age of 83 years.
11. Overall, 77% of the respondents indicated that they are rather interested or very interested in the context; 

nearly 80% know the 2014 and 2015 winners.
12. However, from a logistical point of view, it would not have made sense for us to ask about each of the 26 

entries.
13. The electoral system plays little to no role in an individual’s propensity to vote either sincerely, strategi-

cally, or to cast a bandwagoning vote. Most importantly, 84% of the respondents indicate that they would 
not change their vote under a first-past-the-post system. Of those 78 individuals or 16% who did change 
their vote, we find further convergence in peoples’ vote choice towards their perceived winner. And, 56% 
of vote switchers vote for their designated likely winner under the new voting rule. In most cases, this 
designated winner does not correspond to one of their preferred songs. This again suggests little strategic 
voting.

14. While these factors presumably contribute to one’s musical taste, they may also affect vote choices more 
directly in the competition. In other words, although some voters may aesthetically prefer different songs, 
when it comes to voting, they may opt for songs from those countries they support for other reasons.
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