National Institute for Civil Discourse Research Brief No. 7: Negative
Campaigning1
Key issues
What is negative campaign advertising and how does it relate to incivility in political discourse?
Who will be most likely to engage in negative campaigning and when will they be most likely to do so?
How does negative campaigning affect voter turnout, voters’ sense of political efficacy, and their trust in
political leaders and government?
Is negative campaigning effective?

Overview
Americans typically think that negative campaigning is widespread and corrosive in American politics.
John Geer argued provocatively that negative campaigning is healthy and that it is vital to information
flows in U.S. representative democracy.2 But other scholars and commentators worry that negative
campaign advertising may reduce voter turnout, decrease trust in government, and increase both political
disillusionment and political demobilization.3 Still others worry that negative campaigning enhances
“trivialization and avoidance of serious issues,”4 and that it manipulates voters, lessening their capacity to
engage in rational decision-making in politics.5 One prominent research team suggested that “U.S.
campaigns at the dawn of the 21st century are largely characterized by negativity. The likelihood of
people’s exposure to negative messages, either intentional or incidental, has never been higher.”6
Candidates use negative campaigning because they and their advisors think that it works.7 To best assess
the impact of negative campaigning, research suggests that we examine separately the multiple
“dimensions of negative messages.”8 These include attacks focused on issues, attacks focused on persons
and their traits, relevant versus irrelevant attacks, and civil versus uncivil negative appeals.9 Likewise, we
should distinguish between pure attack advertisements and contrast advertisements, and between the total
volume of negative appeals in a given campaign, and the relative percentage of total negative appeals
accounted for by each candidate.10 Current exemplary research also tries to assess whether researchers’
definitions and measures of different types of negative messages match the perceptions of those who have
been exposed to these messages.11
Much research suggests that candidates trailing in the polls are more likely to use negative advertising.12
When political competition narrows between two candidates, negative campaigning also is used by
frontrunners to maintain difference as the candidates close in on one another.13 The gender of the focal
candidate and the opponent, as well as the party affiliation of the candidate, and disparities in campaign
funding between the candidate and the opponent, also influence who uses negative advertising and when
they do so.14
Research examining the relationship between negative campaign advertising and voter turnout provides
little cause for alarm because, although many scholars and commentators feared that negative advertising
would diminish turnout, most research does not confirm their fears. Indeed, some types of negative
campaign advertising increase turnout.15 With respect to U.S. citizens’ trust in government and their sense
of their own political efficacy, the results likewise are mixed. But even if negative campaigning
diminishes trust or efficacy, its impact is very small.16
For political candidates and their campaign managers and consultants, the most important question is
whether negative campaign advertising works for the purposes for which it is intended. Some studies find
that negative messages lessen voter evaluations of targeted candidates,17 but other researchers caution that
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there is much evidence that negative campaigning often is ineffective, and that sometimes—and
especially for incumbents—it is counter-productive.18 A major reason for inconsistent findings may be
that, until recently, researchers failed to distinguish among different types of negative campaigning.
Recent research distinguishing between negative advertisements focused on persons and their traits and
those focused on issues found that attacks on persons/traits had no impact on respondents’ evaluations of
either incumbents or challengers. But challengers and incumbents who focused their negative messaging
exclusively on their opponents’ policy views did lower evaluations of their opponents. Pure “attack
advertising” was more effective than “contrast advertising.” While challengers experienced no backlash
from issue-focused negative campaigning, incumbents did suffer backlash effects, though these were not
quite as large as the impact that their issue-focused negative campaigning had on their opponents.19
More recent studies by the same research team yield findings that can only partly reassure those who
would like to see negative campaigning diminish. Like many other researchers, this team finds that
negative campaigning often is ineffective, has backlash effects against incumbents who engage in it, and
that political candidates and their consultants have strong incentives to avoid irrelevant negative
messaging.20 But there is no such incentive for candidates and their campaign managers to avoid
incivility, as long as the incivility is coupled with relevant messaging. While Americans dislike uncivil
negative campaign advertisements – even when they find that these are relevant – they nonetheless attend
to uncivil but relevant advertisements in ways that lower their evaluations of the targeted candidate.21
Because researchers are now cognizant of, and trying to avoid, the serious methodological limitations of
much earlier work assessing the impacts of negative campaigning, we can have more confidence in the
results of their studies and the inferences that we draw from these studies in order to affect current
practice.22

Arguments and Findings
Negative campaigning is commonly perceived to have grown in recent years and to pervade most
media outlets.23 Replacing the prior, more exclusive focus on reaching a diverse mass audience watching
network television, targeted messages now reach specific niche audiences through cable television,
political blogs, digital campaign websites and other new media platforms.24 Political campaigns have
adjusted to the new reality by finding clever ways to capture these audiences and to “stand out” in the sea
of campaign messaging. For instance, attack advertising (defined below) is used to gain and keep
audience attention.25
Press coverage of electoral politics tends to rely on battle and war metaphors regardless of
candidate intentions.26 News stories about political campaigns typically focus on divisions between
candidates, rather than on their capacity for compromise and negotiation, and news commentators often
exploit political gaffes or blunders to increase readership and viewership or to make their own particular
political points.27 When media competition for audience foregoes the subtleties of problem and policy
information and analysis in favor of the “who is up, who is down” imagery of the horse race, the stage is
already set for negative campaign advertising by politicians themselves. It should not surprise us, then,
that negative campaigning is a standard part of American politics.28
Contentious by its nature, the political campaign’s main purpose is to enhance the number of
votes for a given candidate, while depressing votes for that candidate’s opponent(s).29 Candidates make
various kinds of appeals, including positive claims about self and negative claims about the opponent, to
distinguish themselves from opponents, and bolster their own images while tarnishing those of their
opponents. By highlighting differences and generating an emotional response, negative campaigning is a
strategy for coalition building against the opposition and for constructing moral boundaries between
“good guys” and “bad guys,” “us” and “them.”30
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What is Negative Campaigning?
But what is negative campaigning? Without a clear definition and measures that capture the
concept for use in empirical research, we cannot assess the pervasiveness of negative campaigning,
whether and under what conditions it may be effective, or its consequences for American democracy.
Steven Finkel and John Geer contrasted positive and negative campaign appeals, stating that “positive
appeals are ones that candidates offer to promote themselves on some issue or trait. Negative appeals are
attacks [or criticism] leveled at the opposition.”31 Within the universe of negative appeals there are other
distinctions that are important for evaluating the consequences of negative campaigning, including
especially whether the negative appeal focuses on the issue or the person/trait. As Deborah Brooks and
John Geer explain, “‘Trait-based’ attacks focus on personal characteristics…while ‘issue-based’ attacks…
focus on policy matters.”32 Kathleen Hall Jamieson suggested that attack advertisements, focusing solely
on the failures of an opponent, be distinguished from contrast advertisements that offer “explicit
comparisons between the candidates’ qualities, records or proposals.”33 Other distinctions among types
and usages of negative appeals include contrasting the total volume of negative appeals with measures of
their relative frequency between the candidates, the civility or incivility, and relevance or irrelevance of a
negative appeal, and more fine-tuned variations in the emotional tone of the appeal.34
Because measuring emotional tone is prone to subjectivity, researchers have sought to specify
coding schemes that can “score” campaigns and campaigners as objectively as possible. For example:
• Some research measures negative vs. positive messages by coding all sponsor-focused
messages as “positive” and all opponent-focused messages as “negative.”35
• Similarly, some researchers classify as “attack ads” all candidate-campaign advertisements
that are “exclusively about an opponent.”36
• A study differentiating between civil negative and uncivil negative messages defined
incivility as “attacks that go beyond facts and differences, and move instead towards namecalling, contempt, and derision of the opposition.”37 Creating an uncivil version of a
previously civil message through experimental design involved creating “claims that are
inflammatory and superfluous.” This in turn meant “adding two strong pointed words
(‘dishonest,’ ‘unprincipled’ ‘heartless,’ ‘cowardly,’ etc.) to an otherwise civil negative
message.” The researchers defined all positive messages as civil.38
Because campaign messages perceived as civil or uncivil are likely to have real consequences,
some researchers also have purposely harnessed the insight that negativity and incivility are in the eye
of the beholder. For example:
• In addition to using a researcher-devised content coding scheme to differentiate between
negative candidate advertisements about issues and negative candidate advertisements about
traits, and to distinguish between attack advertisements exclusively about an opponent and
contrast advertisements comparing the focal candidate to the opponent, one study also used a
survey of campaign managers to assess whether political campaigns had been characterized
by “mudslinging.” When, in response to an open-ended question about the themes of their
opponents’ campaign, managers reported that their opponents engaged in “smear tactics,
relentless attacks, deceptive messages [or] unwarranted or unconscionable criticisms,” this
was coded as mudslinging.39
• The same study then combined campaign managers’ assessments to rank campaigns on their
degree of mudslinging. If both candidates’ campaign managers viewed their opponents as
having run a mudslinging campaign, the race ranked highest on mudslinging. If neither of the
candidates’ campaign managers viewed the opponent’s campaign as mudslinging, the race
3

ranked lowest, and if just one of the campaign managers perceived the opponent’s campaign
to be mudslinging, the race ranked in between.40
Current exemplary research tries to assess “fit” between researchers’ definitions of different
types of negativity and the perceptions of those who have been exposed to campaign or mock campaign
messages. For example:
• One study that embedded an experiment within a representative public opinion survey of U.S.
respondents randomly assigned respondents to hear one of multiple different versions of a
campaign advertisement. Experimental conditions varied issue versus trait-focused negative
messages, as well as the civility and relevance of the messages. Advertisements used in the
experiment were based on real commercials from 2004 election races, with the name and
state of the targeted candidate changed “to ensure that respondents did not have pre-existing
attitudes about the candidates.”41 Where the irrelevant message focused on the candidate’s
divorce, incivility was created by adding pointed insults to an otherwise civil negative
message.42 No matter what message they heard, respondents also were asked a series of
questions allowing researchers to create indexes summarizing respondent perceptions of the
relevance and civility of the message.43
• In this study, the researchers’ experimental manipulations worked, because, on average, the
advertisements that researchers created to be “relevant” were seen by respondents as about
twice as relevant as those that the researchers created to be “irrelevant.” Similarly, on
average, the advertisements researchers created to be “civil” were seen by respondents as
about 1.5 times as civil as those the researchers created to be “uncivil.” However, although
the association between respondents’ perception of the civility and relevance of the campaign
messages and the researchers’ experimental categorization “was strong and statistically
significant,” it was less than perfect.44
In short, researchers continue to refine their concepts and improve their coding schemes so that
findings about negative campaigning will become more compelling. But, although recent research
suggests that there is substantial overlap between what researchers assume will “count” as negative
or uncivil and what ordinary citizens perceive, individual diversity of vantage point and perception
means that there will never be a perfect match between the two. As well, differences in content coding
and in experimental manipulations by diverse researchers are one reason that findings about the impact
of negative campaign advertising are mixed.
Is Negative Campaign Advertising On the Rise?
Research suggests that negative campaigning is increasing in Presidential elections.
• Defining negative campaigning as “any criticism leveled by one candidate against another
during a campaign," one research study found continual growth between 1960 and 2004 in
the proportion of television advertisements for Presidential candidates that contained negative
content. But the study was unable to measure the frequency or total number of times each
negative advertisement aired.45
• Content analyses of the tone of all campaign advertisements 60 seconds in length or shorter in
Presidential elections between 1960 and 200446 coded as positive all advertisements
promoting the candidate’s record, and negative all advertisements pointing to problems in the
opponent’s record. These were considered issue-focused appeals. The researchers also coded
as positive or negative all trait-focused appeals, including those that highlighted candidate
personality and candidate political tactics. Creating a score for the overall tone of each
Presidential campaign by combining all positive and negative trait- and issue-focused
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advertisements, the researchers found that negative campaigning in Presidential elections
increased over time.47
In contrast, the tone of newspaper reporting on campaigns may be more stable, as may be
advertisements that appear in particular, prestigious newspapers.
• A study examining data from 190 Senate elections between 1988 and 1998 found that the
proportion of negative statements reported in newspapers from major party senatorial
candidates did not increase over time. Negative statements were those that talked about the
“deficient nature of his or her [opponent’s] programs, accomplishments, qualifications,
associates, and so on.”48 However, the researchers cautioned that their findings might well tell
us more about how the campaign was reported than how it was conducted.49
• A study that examined negative content in New York Times advertising statements for
Presidential candidates between 1960 and 2004 found no increase in negative content.50
Who Engages in Negative Campaigning, and Why?
John Geer attributes the increase that he documents in negative campaigning in
Presidential elections to increased political party polarization in the United States.51 “Attacks reflect
real disagreements, [and] we simply have more political disagreements between the two major parties
now than we did…years ago”52 Negative campaigning has increased because elections now are likely to
have large policy consequences. As well, party leaders and activists generally are less likely to be
pragmatists and more likely to be ideological purists than they were 50 years ago.53
The simplest explanation for why negative advertising is used is that candidates and their
campaign managers and consultants believe that negative advertising works.54 “Going negative”
represents the strategic assumption that the attacker’s image will improve, or that if the attacker and
opponent are both damaged, the opponent will be substantially more damaged than the attacker.55
• Substantial research suggests that positive or self-promoting advertisements are often used by
frontrunners to help solidify their standing and appeal to an audience, while candidates
trailing in the polls are more likely to use negative advertising.56
• However, if and when political competition narrows between two candidates, negative
campaigning may be used by frontrunners to maintain difference as candidates close in
on one another.57
• Attack ads are rarely used against a trailing third-party candidate unless polls indicate that
these candidates threaten to shift the outcome of the de facto two-party system.58
• One study found that, before the 1990s, men used attack ads on women less frequently than
they used such ads on men.59
• Another study found that men now use negative attacks against both men and women more
often than do women.60 Indeed, women are much less likely to use negative attacks
regardless of the competing candidate’s gender or the competitiveness of the race.61
• Researchers who examined data from 90 Senate elections from 1988-1998 found evidence
that, other things being equal, candidates who have less money than do their opponents,
candidates who already have been attacked by their opponent, and Republican Party (relative
to Democratic Party) candidates are more likely to engage in negative campaigning.62
In short, the gender of the focal candidate and his/her opponent, as well as the candidate’s
party affiliation, and disparities in campaign funding between the candidates seem to influence who
uses negative advertising and when they do so.63
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Potential Effects on Voters
Much of the concern about negative campaigning is driven by fear that negative campaigning will
adversely affect citizens’ sense of political efficacy, their trust in political leaders and government, and
the likelihood that they will participate in electoral politics.64 More research is devoted to assessing the
relationship between negative campaigning and voter turnout than has been devoted to assessing negative
campaigning’s potentially “corrosive effects on mass attitudes.”65
Overall the evidence suggests that negative campaigning is not so detrimental to American
democracy as many scholars and commentators have feared. For example, research examining the
relationship between negative campaign advertising and voter turnout provides little cause for
alarm.
• In a 1994 experiment, researchers randomly assigned participants to watch one of two
campaign advertisements with identical visuals. The positive advertisement spoke highly of
the focal candidate, while the negative advertisement spoke poorly of the opponent.
Participants who watched the negative advertisement did report less likelihood of voting than
participants who watched the positive advertisement.66
• In contrast, a 1998 study predicting turnout in Presidential elections between 1960 and 1992
as a function of variability in campaign tone and diverse demographic and political factors
known to affect turnout found no support for the hypothesis that negative campaigning
diminishes turnout.67
• A follow-up 2006 study that tried to overcome a methodological limitation of the 1998 study
also found that negative campaigning did not decrease turnout. In fact, the researchers
concluded that negative campaigns have a small positive impact on voter turnout as long as
they resonate with their target audience.68
The mixed results from these particular studies mirror the profile of results in the totality of studies
examining this issue.69 One of the most thorough studies suggests that, once again, mixed results may
derive from failure to distinguish among types of negative advertising, as well as from more general
diversity in the research designs, factors examined, and analytic techniques that are used to address
the topic. This 1999 study combined data from the 1990 Senate Election Study (containing 30 contested
Senate seats) with content coding of an independent database of televised advertisements in these
campaigns. The researchers also conducted interviews of campaign managers, who were asked to
characterize their opponent’s campaign and media coverage of both campaigns.70
• This study constructed a measure of “negativity” to distinguish among campaigns with no
negative messaging, a minor amount of negative messaging, and a major emphasis on
negativity.71
• The researchers also constructed a 0-4 scale of “mudslinging” based on campaign managers’
responses to questions asking them about the themes of their opponent’s campaign and the
themes of media coverage of both campaigns in the Senate race.72
• The study predicted whether or not individuals voted across these 30 races based on: the tone
of campaign messaging, the tone of the coverage in the state’s largest newspaper, and a large
number of other factors presumed to affect turnout, including the closeness of the election,
the presence and closeness of a gubernatorial election, the competitiveness of house races, the
respondent’s partisan attachment, political interest and knowledge, exposure to and
familiarity with the candidate, and the respondent’s age, education, employment, income,
home ownership and length of residence.
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The authors of the 1999 study found that “people are more likely to vote as the proportion
of negative information in the candidates’ ads increases and as the proportion of media
criticism of the candidates escalates…even when controlling for a host of individual and
contextual factors, negative information significantly enhances turnout.”73
However, as campaign managers’ perceptions of campaign mudslinging increased,
turnout diminished.74

The difference between the impact of “negativity,” and that of “mudslinging” are reassuring,
given that “negativity” included substantial issue-focused criticism, whereas mudslinging captured
manager reports that, for example, their opponents engaged in such activities as “smear tactics” and
“deceptive messages.”75 As the researchers point out:
These results suggest that people distinguish between legitimate and tempered criticisms, on
the one hand, and acrimonious and unjust criticisms on the other. Voters seem to find
substantive and reasoned criticism useful, and apparently these provide them with reasons to go
to the polls. In contrast, excessive mudslinging by the candidates that is covered extensively in
the news media alienates voters. People become disenchanted with the candidates and the media
coverage and abstain from the electoral process.76
What about the potentially corrosive effects of negative campaigning on citizens’ political trust
and perceived self efficacy? The former typically is measured by assessing levels of agreement and
disagreement with items such as, “I don’t think most officials can be trusted.” The latter typically is
measured by assessing levels of agreement and disagreement with items such as, “People like me don’t
have a say about what the government does,” and “I don’t think public officials care much what people
like me think.”77 Here too the results are mixed, but even if negative campaigning diminishes trust
or efficacy, its impact is very small.
• A 2001 study of negative campaigning by U.S. Senate candidates found that negative
campaigning reduced the sense of political efficacy experienced by political independents.78
• A 2007 “meta-analysis” cumulating all the prior relevant research concluded that, in totality,
the research suggests that negative campaigning slightly depresses citizens’ trust in
government and their perceptions of political efficacy.79
However, a more recent study that improves on many prior studies by examining not just the
content and tone of campaign messaging but also variable exposure to negative messages, suggests that
exposure to negative messaging has no impact on political efficacy, or on support for, or cynicism about,
Congress.
• This 2009 study combined individual-level survey data with information on political
advertisements aired in the 100 largest media markets in the 2002 election season. The study
examined how variation in exposure to diverse types of negative advertising, including pure
attack ads and various types of contrast ads, shaped attitudes toward Congress and two
measures of political efficacy. None of the measures of negative advertising, including a
measure that combined exposure to all forms of negative advertising, decreased respondents’
approval of Congress, their sense that they could understand and participate in politics, or
their sense that they could influence government, controlling for many other factors known or
thought to influence political attitudes.80
• Similarly, the researchers found no measure of exposure to negative advertising associated
with increased cynicism toward Congressional performance.81
It is possible that variation in the civility of negative advertising may matter to how that
advertising influences voter trust or efficacy, but here too the relevant research findings are mixed.
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A 2005 experiment showed some participants a mock candidate debate that was civil and
others the same substantive debate presented in uncivil fashion. The experimenters created an
uncivil debate by having the debaters sigh, roll their eyes and interrupt each other.
Participants who viewed the civil debate exhibited increased trust in government and
Congress, whereas those who viewed the uncivil debate exhibited decreased trust.82

In contrast:
• A 2007 experiment found that, while incivility directed at personal traits offended people,
such incivility in negative messaging did not lower trust or efficacy. Similarly, incivility
directed at political positions failed to lower trust or efficacy.83
• In this 2007 study, the researchers created uncivil negative messages, defined as “attacks that
go beyond facts and differences, and move instead towards name-calling, contempt, and
derision of the opposition,” by “adding two strong pointed words (dishonest, unprincipled,
heartless, cowardly, etc.) to an otherwise civil negative message,” to create an “inflammatory
and superfluous” claim.84
Does Negative Campaigning Work?
In short, the evidence suggests that negative campaigning is not so detrimental to American
democracy as many scholars and commentators have feared. But for those who nonetheless dislike some
forms of negative campaigning, and for candidates and their campaign managers and consultants, the
most important question in this area is whether or not negative campaign advertising works for the
purposes for which it is intended. As Laura Mansnerus noted in the New York Times in 2005, “The people
who produce these ads and the consultants who hire them know that negative campaigning works. These
people are paid way too much to be mistaken about whether poison is effective.”85 Meanwhile, some
scholars have presumed that negative campaigning builds electoral support for the candidate mounting the
negative campaign,86 while others have argued that negative campaigning will backfire against those who
engage in it.87
The research findings about the effectiveness of negative campaign advertising are mixed. Some
studies find that negative messages lessen voter evaluations of targeted candidates,88 but other
researchers caution that the bulk of the evidence suggests that negative campaigning often may be
ineffective and sometimes counterproductive.89 A major reason for inconsistent findings may be that,
until recently, researchers failed to distinguish among different types of negative campaigning.90 Indeed,
Kim Fridkin and Paul Kenney suggested that the key to reaching a meeting of the minds between the
findings of research studies and the intuitions of practitioners lies in distinguishing between, and
measuring adequately, the different types of negative messaging.91
Americans generally do not like “mean-spirited” campaigns 92 One recent representative
survey found that 82 percent of U.S. respondents strongly or somewhat agreed that campaign advertising
was “…so nasty that I stop paying attention.”93 Seventy-two percent of respondents in the same survey
strongly or somewhat disagreed that “mean spirited commercials attacking the opponent are appropriate
during election campaigns.”94 Eighty-two percent of respondents strongly or somewhat agreed that it was
inappropriate to attack the personal life of a candidate, and eighty-two percent likewise strongly or
somewhat disagreed that “attacking the candidate’s personal life as a young person [was] interesting.”95
Social-psychological research provides ideas and findings to help explain why people can dislike
negative campaign advertising, and yet nonetheless find themselves influenced by it.
• Researchers have found that negative information is attended to more so than is positive
information, and that negative information likewise tends to be more influential.96
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There is some evidence for a “perceptual hypothesis,” that negative information contrasts
strongly with positive information and thus “stands out,” so that people tend to remember it.97
There likewise is some evidence for a “motivational hypothesis,” that people are more
interested in avoiding costs than in seeking gain. Because negative information represents
potential risk, people are more influenced by it.98

Evaluating more directly whether, and under what conditions, negative campaigning works is no
easy task. Some researchers use laboratory experiments with random assignment or field experiments
with random assignment embedded in representative surveys to investigate how particular messages
shape evaluations of mock candidates. Others use pre- and post-campaign surveys to examine how
evaluations of candidates or intended or actual vote choice change as a result of the campaign, taking
account of such other factors as voter political partisanship and ideology that strongly influence
evaluations of candidates and election outcomes.99 Neither type of study is problem free.
With laboratory experiments, we must be concerned about “external validity,” that is, whether
the results would hold for individuals’ reactions to real candidates in real election campaigns. But studies
based on surveys undertaken pre-and post-campaign often are marred by failure to use analytic strategies
that explicitly recognize and take into account that both election outcomes and/or post-campaign
attitudes toward candidates and candidate decisions about if and when to “go negative,” are influenced
by some of the same factors. These include, for example, surveys undertaken by the campaign,
candidates’ relative poll positions and numbers, and candidates’ financial resources.100 Such
complexities and failure to take proper account of them encourage great caution in evaluating the
research findings and inferences based on them.
Similarly, we know that visuals, music and emotionally resonant “voice-overs” are used to elicit
emotional responses, such as fear, and animosity, that shape voter attitudes and behavior.101 But research
on negative campaigning typically has not considered the impact of these pervasive and potentially
persuasive characteristics of advertising.102 As well, whereas experimental research can be certain that
respondents are exposed to different types of messages at strictly calibrated levels, survey research on
the impact of negative messaging measures message content, but only rarely measures the differences
among individuals in their amount of exposure to that content.103 Likewise, much scholarship fails to
consider how similar or different a researcher’s evaluation of message content and tone may be from the
way the message is perceived by study respondents.104 As if all this weren’t enough, different persons
perceive the same message differently depending on various factors, some of which—like political
partisanship, ideology or positions on specific issues—may be obvious and readily incorporated into the
study, but some of which may be unknown or left out of consideration.105
Pitfalls notwithstanding, a substantial body of research addresses whether, and under what
conditions, negative advertising may be effective. In their recent review of this literature in the Annual
Review of Political Science, Richard Lau and Ivy Brown Rovner explain how we can most usefully
evaluate the claims against the empirical evidence:
[I]f attacking one’s opponents is an effective campaign strategy, it must result in the attacker
receiving more votes than he or she would have if some other (less negative) campaign strategy
had been adopted. Assuming the vote choice is little more than selecting the more highly
evaluated candidate, attacks that lower mean evaluations of the target of those attacks would
constitute additional evidence for the effectiveness of negative campaigns. However…
[c]andidates who attack their opponents might be perceived as mean spirited or nasty, particularly
by voters who were taught ‘if you can’t say anything nice, don’t say anything at all.’ But even if
backlash effects against sponsors of campaign attacks are frequent occurrences, attacking one’s
opponent would still be an effective strategy if valuations of the target of the attacks went down
9

more than evaluations of the sponsor, such that the net differential evaluation of the two
competing candidates worked to the advantage of the attacker.”106
Applying these criteria to relevant research studies, Lau and Rover reach a provocative
conclusion: “Looking at all of these studies together, no one could conclude that negative
campaigning is a particularly effective campaign strategy.”107 The key evidence for this assertion
comes from a 2007 “meta-analytic” review of the prior universe of relevant published and unpublished
studies conducted by the same scholars, along with their colleague Lee Sigelman.108
• Of the “43 studies examining the effects of negative campaigning (or exposure to particular
negative advertisements) on the actual or intended vote choice of those exposed to the
campaigns/advertisements,” only four showed a statistically significant positive effect of
negative campaigning (the negative candidate got more votes), while six showed a
statistically significant negative effect (meaning that negative campaigning was
counterproductive).109
• Of 31 studies examining whether those targeted by negative campaign advertising
experienced lesser evaluations, 12 studies found statistically significant findings that “both
incumbents and challengers were liked significantly less when they were attacked by their
opponent than when their opponent stayed positive.” Two studies found a statistically
significant opposite effect: “evaluations of the target actually increased after the attack—
which might plausibly occur if many people perceived an attack to be exaggerated, false or
otherwise out of bounds, and responded in part by sympathetically increasing their
evaluations of the target of the unjustified attacks.”110
But while attacking an opponent may well lead to lower evaluations of the opponent, “evaluations
of the attacker may also decrease if voters are convinced the attacks are unjustified or mean-spirited.”111
• Of the 40 relevant studies, 19 had statistically significant findings that negative advertising
lowered evaluations of the candidate who attacked, and only two had statistically significant
findings that “evaluations of the attacker” rose as a function of the attacks.112
In sum, Lau and Rovner are extremely skeptical that negative campaigning works. But
researchers examining different types of negative campaign advertising suggest that different kinds
of negative advertising may have different effects.
Kim Fridkin and Paul Kenney have been especially tenacious in trying to tease out such differing
effects. In a 2004 study, these researchers combined survey data from the 1988-1992 National Election
Studies/Senate Election Studies with content coding of an independent data base of political
advertisements in 97 contested Senate races. They examined the impact of various types of campaign
messaging on citizens’ evaluation of candidates, measured by the National Election Study/Senate Election
Study “feeling thermometer.” The thermometer goes from 0-100, with 50 representing neutrality. “The
higher the number, the warmer or more favorable” a respondent is toward a candidate, and “the lower the
number the colder or less favorable.”113 The study distinguished negative advertisements about issues
from those about persons/traits, and also distinguished contrast advertisements from pure attack
advertisements. As well, the study measured campaign managers’ perceptions of whether the campaign
involved “mudslinging.” 114
• Negative advertisements focused on persons/traits had no impact on respondents’ evaluations
of either incumbents or challengers.
• Challengers and incumbents who focused their negative messaging exclusively on their
opponents’ policy views did lower evaluations of their opponents.
• Pure attack advertising worked better than contrast advertising.
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Among those who were ill-informed about politics, mudslinging campaigns adversely
affected the evaluation of both incumbents and challengers. The politically knowledgeable
remained unaffected by campaign mudslinging.
While challengers experienced no backlash from issue-focused negative campaigning,
incumbents did suffer backlash effects, though these were not quite as large as the impact that
their issue-focused negative campaigning had on their opponents.

It is reassuring that, at least in this study, voters’ evaluations of candidates were responsive
to issue-focused negative messages but not to trait-focused negative messages. This is because issuefocused negative messages are useful for informing voters.115 While some person/trait focused
negative messages (“my opponent lacks experience holding elected office”) are relevant to vote choice,
many person/trait messages are not. That backlash effects of negative campaigning differed to the
disadvantage of otherwise advantaged incumbents also might be viewed as reassuring.
More recent studies by the same research team contain findings that are only partly reassuring to
those who would like to see negative campaigning diminish. In a 2008 study, Fridkin and Kenney
embedded experimental manipulations of civil and uncivil, relevant and irrelevant negative messaging in
a representative public opinion survey.116
• Irrelevant negative messages were “the least effective, leading to the most positive
impressions of the targeted candidate.117 This is a finding that those hoping to diminish
negative campaigning will find comforting.
• But relevant and uncivil messages were “the most effective message at bringing about
the desired outcome of lowering citizens’ impressions of the targeted candidate.”118 This
finding will not comfort those who would hope to eliminate all campaign incivility.
• Negative messages that were both relevant and civil yielded results in the middle, “leading
people to develop somewhat negative views of the targeted candidate.”119
Tellingly, results were the same when the researchers analyzed the impact of their experimental
manipulation of relevance and civility and when they analyzed the impact of respondents’ own
perceptions of the relevance and civility of the messages.120
Fridkin and Kenney’s most recent study examined how civil and uncivil, relevant and irrelevant
negative messages may produce different effects depending on variations in individual voters’ tolerance
of civility. This 2011 study combined a representative 2006 survey of over 1,000 respondents in 21 of 29
Senate races that had majority party incumbents and minority party challengers, with data on the political
advertisements aired during the campaigns, and with news coverage of campaigns in state newspapers.121
The study’s coders considered only 12 percent of the negative advertisements to be irrelevant, but they
considered 47 percent of the negative advertisements to be uncivil.122 The researchers created a measure
reflecting a combination of message relevance/irrelevance and civility/incivility along a three-point scale.
Candidates got a score of three if coders rated their commercials high on relevance but low on civility, a
two if coders rated their commercials low on relevance but high on civility, and a one if the coders rated
the commercials low on relevance, whether or not the commercials were civil.123
Consistent with these researchers’ 2008 study, Fridkin and Kenney’s 2011 study provides some
good news and some not-so-good news for those who would like to see negative campaigning diminish.
Incumbents suffer backlash effects from negative campaigning and irrelevant negative campaign
messaging is again ineffective. In addition, uncivil negative messaging may well not be effective in
lowering voter evaluations of targeted candidates so long as these voters have a high tolerance for
incivility or the uncivil message is also irrelevant. In contrast, uncivil negative messaging may well
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lower voter evaluations of targeted candidates as long as message incivility is combined with message
relevance and voters are not highly tolerant of incivility.124 More specifically:
• While respondents generally disliked both irrelevant and uncivil messages,125 some
respondents were more tolerant of uncivil or irrelevant messages than were others: “People
who are more strongly attached to the political parties are more tolerant of uncivil and
irrelevant messages, as are people who are more interested in political campaigns. Ideology is
related to people’s tolerance of negativity, with conservatives being more tolerant of uncivil
and irrelevant messages compared with more liberal respondents….[M]en are more tolerant
of uncivil and irrelevant negative messages when compared with women…[O]lder people are
less tolerant of uncivil and irrelevant messages. And politically sophisticated citizens, who
are most skilled at sorting through relevant and irrelevant discourse, appear to be less tolerant
of irrelevant messages.”126
• Controlling for many other factors that help shape respondent evaluations of candidates,
including the competitiveness of the campaign, criticisms in the news media, respondent’s
ideology and respondent’s party preference, the researchers found that, as the “relevance and
incivility of the advertisements increase[d], people’s evaluations of the targeted candidates
declin[ed]. This finding [was] consistent regardless of whether respondents [were] evaluating
the candidate in terms of 1) personality traits, 2) affective impressions, 3) issue competence,
or 4) overall impressions.”127
• For respondents who were highly tolerant of irrelevance and incivility, the variable relevance
and incivility of messages did not matter, but for those with low tolerance for irrelevance and
incivility, advertisements’ variability in relevance and incivility did matter.128
• Consistent with much other research on this issue, negative campaigning produced backlash
against incumbents, but not against challengers.129

In Sum
Clearly, there is more work to be done on the relative effectiveness of different kinds of negative
campaigning. But the evidence we have to date suggests that, at least so long as negative campaigning
is issue-based or focused on relevant characteristics or traits of candidates and so long as it remains
civil, negative campaigning is not harmful and may well be productive for American democracy.
After reviewing 40 years of content of Presidential campaign ads aired on television, John Geer found
that most negative advertisements were not distracting, but instead reflected issues of concern to voters.130
To be most informative however, such issue-focused negative advertisements should avoid
arguments that make their conclusions without providing empirical evidence or the steps in a reasoning
process by which the putative negative effects of particular issue positions will occur.131 At the same time,
while the research suggests that negative campaigning often is ineffective and sometimes can be
counter-productive, especially for incumbents, and that campaigners and their consultants have
strong incentives to avoid irrelevant negative messaging, they have no such “natural” incentives to
avoid incivility, as long as it is coupled with relevant messaging. Americans dislike uncivil negative
campaign advertisements, even when they find these to be relevant. But they nonetheless attend to
relevant but uncivil negative messages in ways that may lower voter evaluations of the target of those
messages. By contributing to partisan news pages, blogs and other negative online messaging, the
American public also contributes to the current climate of negative campaigning, including
misinformation.132
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