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A B S T R A C T

Negative campaigning has become a prevalent campaign strategy not just in the U.S., but also in other estab
lished democracies. While negative campaigning has been a prominent focus of the academic literature, the state 
of knowledge is still mostly based on observational data, often artifacts of campaigning such as content analysis 
of press releases, campaign ads, or social media posts. Based on a pre-registered conjoint experiment embedded 
in surveys of more than 800 candidates running in German state elections, the paper aims to explain under what 
conditions candidates attack their opponents. Rational-choice considerations matter, as candidates are more 
likely to attack when they see a net gain in the strategy. However, the characteristics and behavior of the 
opponent also play an important role. Negative campaigning is more likely if the opponent is male, ideologically 
distant, and has attacked before. In contrast, the closeness of the race and the likelihood of retaliation have no 
influence on attack behavior. Furthermore, the decision to attack their opponent is largely independent of 
candidates’ own incumbency status, gender, or personality. By integrating relevant factors that were identified in 
the literature in one research design, the paper sheds light on the drivers of campaign negativity and points 
towards the role of further situational factors that are shaping candidates’ behavior on the campaign trail. 
Beyond negative campaigning, this study demonstrates the value of embedding experimental designs in samples 
of political elites.

1. Introduction

Over the last two decades, election campaigns have been run in an 
increasingly harsh and aggressive manner (Klinger et al., 2023) ––a 
strategy referred to as negative campaigning. Negative campaigning 
(NC) can be defined as “any criticism leveled by one candidate against 
another during a campaign” (Geer, 2006, p. 23). Negative campaigning 
has been associated with profound consequences for democracies, even 
though the literature reveals ambiguous effects on outcomes such as 
trust and participation, depending on the timing and political context of 
attacks (e.g., Ansolabehere et al., 1994; Ansolabehere and Iyengar, 
1995; Krupnikov, 2011). More recently, rising affective polarization, i. 

e., strong negative feelings towards members of an opposing party has 
been associated with negative campaigning (Banks et al., 2021; Martin 
and Nai, 2024; Sood and Iyengar, 2016). Coinciding with not just the 
rise of affective polarization, but also the establishment of populist 
parties and the contestation of cultural issues by political issue entre
preneurs (Hobolt and De Vries, 2015), NC can generate negative feed
back loops, potentially exacerbating the dysfunctionality of political 
systems. Against the backdrop of these recent transformations of party 
systems, NC has thus become a major strand of research (Haselmayer, 
2019) as scholars worldwide make an effort to understand the de
terminants of candidates’ decisions to go negative in the first place.

Most of this research seeks to explain attack behavior through social 
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and political characteristics of the sender, i.e., the political role (e.g., 
incumbent vs. challenger), the party, (extreme) political ideology, or the 
gender of a politician. However, besides some noteworthy exceptions 
(Ridout and Holland, 2010; Song et al., 2019; Taylor, 2023), the char
acteristics of the potential target of attacks are most often ignored. 
Moreover, the identified characteristics driving the use of negative 
campaigning are usually studied in isolation without taking their joint 
occurrence into consideration. Furthermore, we know that contextual 
factors substantially affect the tone of campaigning. For example, cam
paigns become especially negative, nasty even, when the race is highly 
contested and both candidates have a realistic chance of winning 
(Damore, 2002; Elmelund-Præstekær, 2008; Fowler et al., 2016; Lau and 
Pomper, 2004). So far, we know very little about how the sponsors and 
targets as well as the political and social profile interact in a dynamic 
campaign environment. Therefore, this study aims to answer the 
research question: How do characteristics of the sender and the target of 
negative campaigning drive politicians’ attack behavior in a dynamic 
campaign context?

To answer this research question, we ran a conjoint experiment 
embedded in an original candidate survey. We put more than 800 can
didates in seven German state elections into a hypothetical situation 
where the personal profile of the target of the attack (ideological prox
imity, gender), the attack behavior of the target, and the competitiveness of 
the race vary. By testing pre-registered hypotheses on each of these di
mensions, we thereby study the drivers of the use of NC not in isolation 
but in a multidimensional scenario. Besides the relevance of rational 
choice considerations – candidates are more likely to attack when they 
see a net gain in this behavior – we find that candidates tend to attack 
when the opponent is male, ideologically more distant, and has attacked 
before. In contrast, the closeness of the race and the likelihood of 
retaliation have no influence on candidates’ attack behavior.

Our study makes three main contributions to research on negative 
campaigning. First, the usual methodological toolbox to study the de
terminants of NC includes content analysis of political messages (e.g., 
Auter and Fine, 2016; Benoit, 2004; Duggan and Milazzo, 2023; Elme
lund-Præstekær, 2010; Song et al., 2019) and surveys of candidates and 
experts (Maier et al., 2022, 2023; Nai, 2020). To the best of our 
knowledge, our conjoint experiment is the first study to investigate the 
causal mechanisms behind attack behavior of election candidates. Sec
ond, politicians are rarely surveyed as scholars lack access to political 
elites. Our conjoint analysis is embedded in a demographically and 
ideologically diverse sample of real election candidates that varies on 
theoretically relevant dimensions. Our findings thus offer rare insights 
into candidate’s strategic reasoning with high ecological validity. 
Finally, most research on negative campaigning has been conducted in 
the US two-party system. However, the influence of the most influential 
determinants of negative campaigning might substantially diverge in a 
multidimensional political landscape (Debus and Tuttnauer, 2024). We 
add to the empirical evidence on European multi-party systems and 
provide insights into the context-dependent nature of NC in such a 
polity. Taken together, our approach and findings create avenues for 
further research on candidates’ campaign behavior and beyond.

2. Attacking in a complex campaign environment

The decision to go negative in a campaign depends on multiple 
factors. Research indicates that the candidate’s attack behavior is pre
dominantly depending on rational considerations (e.g., Benoit, 2022; 
Maier et al., 2023; Oschatz et al., 2024), a candidate’s own social and 
political profile (e.g., Dolezal et al., 2015), the setting and the dynamics 
of the race (e.g., Fowler et al., 2016; Lau and Pomper, 2004), and op
ponents’ characteristics and behavior (Lau and Pomper, 2004; Song 
et al., 2019). Previous studies usually did not cover all these factors; in 
fact, they often ignored candidates’ considerations regarding their op
ponents. As political actors take decisions under the condition of “nested 
games (games in multiple arenas and institutional design)” (Tsebelis, 

1990, p. 8), our study aims to explicitly conceptualize the multidimen
sionality of political campaigns and to assess the relative influence of 
different factors. In the following, we discuss prominent explanations of 
negative campaigning and introduce our pre-registered hypotheses.

2.1. Rational-choice considerations

Most researchers agree that candidates base their decision whether 
to attack an opponent on rational considerations (for a critical assess
ment of this assumption: Maier et al., 2023). Candidates weigh the po
tential benefits and the likely costs of an attack against each other 
(Benoit, 2022; Garramone, 1984; Lau and Rovner, 2009). On the one 
hand, an attack is considered as beneficial if candidates can either 
directly increase their political support by mobilizing their own voters 
(Jackson and Carsey, 2007) or convincing undecided voters (Nai, 2020). 
On the other hand, candidates might indirectly gain from NC, e.g., by 
attracting the media’s attention (Haselmayer, 2019). By blaming the 
opponent, e.g., for failure in handling domestic and foreign policy is
sues, or by showcasing the opponent as incompetent and of unsuitable 
character for office, successful attacks increase a candidate’s “net 
favorability” (Benoit, 2022, p. 39) at the expense of the political oppo
nent. But negative campaigning is not without risks. Most importantly, a 
candidate might suffer from backlash effects when voters withdraw their 
support (Garramone, 1984; Roese and Sande, 1993). The decision to go 
negative depends on the perceived ratio of the costs of losing votes and 
benefits of winning votes, which varies depending on the social and 
political profile of a candidate. Ultimately, each candidate weighs the 
relevant factors differently to arrive at their individual benefit-cost ratio, 
but the overall direct net effect should still be observable. Hence, we 
derive our first hypothesis: 

H1. The likelihood of attacking the opponent is higher when the likely 
consequence is to win votes instead of losing votes, and lower in the 
opposite scenario.

2.2. Competitiveness of the race

Candidates do not campaign in a vacuum but consider the con
straints of the electoral race and react to its dynamics. For instance, 
previous studies have shown that campaigns become especially nega
tive, nasty even, when the race is highly contested and both candidates 
have a realistic chance of winning (Damore, 2002; Elmelund-Præstekær, 
2008; Fowler et al., 2016; Lau and Pomper, 2004). In particular, can
didates who are trailing are more likely to resort to negative cam
paigning. Building on prospect theory, it can be assumed such gains and 
losses are valued asymmetrically (Kahneman and Tversky, 1979). An 
individual’s fear of losses is greater than the joy of a potential gain. 
Therefore, when faced with a certain loss, individuals become 
risk-seeking to avoid the pain of losing. In the context of negative 
campaigning, this means that a candidate who falls behind in the polls is 
more likely to go negative to preserve a chance of winning. Negative 
campaigning as a risky strategy becomes an appropriate measure as they 
have nothing left to lose. The costs of potential backlash effects thus 
weigh less in the cost-benefit-calculation. We therefore posit: 

H2. The likelihood of attacking the opponent is higher when candi
dates are trailing or on par with the opponent, and lower when they are 
ahead of the opponent.

2.3. Profile of the opponent

From a game-theoretical perspective (Tsebelis, 1990), political ac
tors need to adjust their cost-benefit-ratio depending on the profile of 
the political opponent (Dolezal et al., 2015), concretely, factors like 
gender or ideology. Although the role of gender in politics has changed 
considerably over the last decades, many behaviors of politicians are 
still associated with gender stereotypes. For example, female MPs were 
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less present in parliamentary debates in seven European countries when 
it came to topics that are typically associated with masculinity (Bäck and 
Debus, 2019). Research on the role of gender in negative campaigning 
usually focuses on the gender of the attacker (e.g., Evans and Clark, 
2016), while substantially less empirical work is done on the role of the 
gender of the target of attacks (e.g., Benze and Declercq, 1985; Fridkin 
et al., 2009; Kenney and Kahn, 2004). The existing studies tend to show 
that male candidates are more likely to attack male opponents than fe
male opponents. According to role congruity theory, female politicians 
are ascribed qualities such as being honest, friendly, and caring and 
male politicians as aggressive, assertive and dominant (e.g., Fridkin and 
Kenney, 2009; Turska-Kawa and Olszanecka-Marmola, 2018). Attacking 
the “weaker sex” is thus associated with greater backlash effects (Fridkin 
et al., 2009).

In the public perception, attacking a potentially aggressive male 
candidate may be seen as legitimate, while attacking a female candidate 
may be seen as inappropriate (Fridkin et al., 2009; Kenney and Kahn, 
2004). A softer campaign style towards women is also advisable due to 
the socially accepted rules of politeness, as aggressive behavior is seen as 
a violation of these norms (Maier and Renner, 2018). Because an attack 
on a male politician is differently perceived than an attack on a female 
politician, we hypothesize that: 

H3. The likelihood of attacking the opponent is higher when the 
opponent is a man, and lower when the opponent is a woman.

More recently, empirical studies started shedding light on attack 
behavior in multi-party systems (De Nooy and Kleinnijenhuis, 2013; 
Song et al., 2019; Walter, 2014b). Negative campaigning in such con
texts is more complex than in the US, as winning and losing voters is not 
a zero-sum game (Walter, 2014a) and political power relations after an 
election, particularly with respect to coalition building, should affect 
political strategy. For the latter, ideological closeness matters. In line 
with this, Song et al. (2019, p. 286) found that candidates are more 
likely to attack when the target is an “enemy’s friend” or a “friend’s 
enemy”. Although some studies show that ideological closeness in
creases the likelihood of being criticized (Walter, 2014a) or failed to 
show an impact of ideological proximity (Haynes and Rhine, 1998), we 
follow other studies showing that ideologically distant parties are more 
likely to become targets of attacks than ideologically close parties (Nai, 
2020; Ridout and Holland, 2010). On the one hand, their party programs 
have less commonalities with a candidate’s own party or even hold 
opposing positions. Therefore, they present more obvious points of 
attack than candidates who have a similar view of politics (Walter, 
2014a). The role of ideological distance in negative campaigning might 
get further exacerbated by partisan animosities towards other political 
out-groups (Martin and Nai, 2024). Moreover, ideologically distant 
parties are unlikely to become coalition partners after election day. 
Attacking them does therefore not harm future parliamentary work. In 
contrast, leaving scorched earth behind by attacking a top candidate of 
an ideologically close party is not conducive to future cooperation after 
the election is decided (Haselmayer and Jenny, 2018). We therefore 
hypothesize that:

H4. The likelihood of attacking the opponent is higher when the 
opponent is ideologically distant, and lower when the opponent is 
ideologically close.

2.4. Attack behavior of the opponent

Extent literature identified retaliation as a driver of negative cam
paigning (Damore, 2002; Druckman et al., 2010; Lau and Pomper, 2004; 
Song et al., 2019). The logic of retaliation is based on the assumption of 
reciprocity between the candidates – a candidate who goes negative 
triggers being counterattacked (De Nooy and Kleinnijenhuis, 2013). A 
rational candidate might consider fighting fire with fire to not appear 
weak to uncommitted voters or to mitigate the attack by damaging the 
reputation of the attacker in return (Damore, 2002; Dolezal et al., 2016). 

Retaliation might even mitigate the risk of backlash effects as voters 
expect a counterattack in response to aggressive behavior (Nai, 2020) 
and it is hard to predict for candidates at which point of an electoral 
cycle an attack might mobilize for their cause or actually help the 
opponent (Krupnikov, 2011). The legitimacy of a counterattack is hence 
assumed to be higher than that of an initial attack (Dolezal et al., 2016). 
We therefore assume that: 

H5. The likelihood of attacking the opponent is higher when the 
opponent previously attacked the candidate (often), and lower when the 
opponent did not previously attack.

However, the logic of retaliation also applies to the target of negative 
campaigning; if the political opponent is attacked, they also have strong 
incentives to respond with a counterattack. If the target’s counterattack 
is successful, it has negative consequences for the candidate who started 
the dispute, resulting in a lower net favorability. Due to this dynamic, 
candidates will carefully consider the likely reactions to their attacks. If 
the risk of a counterattack is low because the opponent is facing some 
constraints, for instance, in a scenario where a female candidate faces an 
older male opponent, negative campaigning becomes an even more 
attractive strategy. If there is a high risk of counterattacks, candidates 
might be more restrained in their own attacks.

H6. The likelihood of attacking the opponent is higher when the 
likelihood of a counterattack is low, and lower when the likelihood of a 
counterattack is high.

2.5. Moderators of candidates’ attack behavior

There is no question that the decision to go negative in a campaign is 
influenced by multiple factors. For instance, a candidate may be in a 
close race in his district against an opponent who is from an ideologi
cally distant party but could still decide against attacking this opponent 
because it might cost him votes if he attacks a female opponent. The 
relevance of individual factors can therefore vary from candidate to 
candidate. Yet so far only few studies of NC took into account the social 
characteristics of election candidates, their political profile and the 
campaign context in which they are embedded. As specified in our 
preregistration,1 we are following an open research question on the 
moderation effect of two candidate characteristics, namely gender and 
incumbency, assessing whether the main effects are uniform across 
different groups of candidates.

Gender. When it comes to political competition, women are often
times perceived as being more willing to compromise and seek 
consensus than male politicians (Fridkin et al., 2009). Therefore, 
attacking opponents does not correspond with the socially acceptable 
traditional female role. In contrast, for men – whose political role is 
often regarded as assertive, strong, competent, and aggressive – going 
negative vis-a-vis their political opponent is an accepted part of the 
political game (Fridkin et al., 2009; Turska-Kawa and 
Olszanecka-Marmola, 2018). Due to the enduring persistence of gender 
stereotypes the campaign environment and profile of the political 
opponent might affect female and male candidates differently. Gender 
could therefore moderate the direct effects posited in H1-H6. For 
instance, the gender of a candidate resulted in different perceptions with 
respect to the risks and benefits of going negative or the influence of the 
competitiveness of an electoral race. This is to be expected in particular 
because women are considered to be more risk-averse, whereas men 
exhibit riskier behavior (Byrnes et al., 1999). Therefore, women might 
generally be more cautious in attacking their opponent than men, even 
if, for example, they expect similar level of benefits from negative 
campaigning.

Incumbency. The decision to attack opponents also depends on 

1 RQ1 in the preregistration reads: “Are there heterogeneous effects by 
gender or incumbency?”
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whether a candidate is already in office. It has been observed that 
challengers often adopt a more negative approach in their campaigns 
compared to incumbents (e.g., Benoit, 2022). Incumbents have the 
advantage and feel the necessity of defending their own political ac
complishments while challengers, lacking such a record, find negative 
campaigning to be their most effective strategy (Polborn and Yi, 2006). 
For challengers, no current position is at stake, potentially making them 
more inclined to embrace the risks associated with negative campaign
ing. Therefore, the costs of losing campaigns (i.e., loss of election and 
office) are higher for incumbents than for challengers, which may affect 
cost-benefit calculations (Benoit, 2022, p. 132) and moderate the direct 
effects postulated in H1-H6.

3. Methods

To investigate the impact of the perceived benefits and costs of an 
attack, the competitive situation, and the characteristics and behavior of 
the potential attack target on candidates’ use of negative campaigning, 
we implemented a conjoint experimental design in a candidate survey. 
In our conjoint experiment (Hainmueller et al., 2014), election candi
dates were asked to select, out of two hypothetical opponents in their 
constituency, the one they would be more likely to attack. The attributes 
of each hypothetical opponent were randomized which allowed us to 
establish a causal effect of every attribute of an opponent’s profile. 
Unlike traditional candidate surveys, conjoint experiments allow to 
analyze decision-making in a multidimensional environment when 
multiple factors are offered at the same time and a respondent must 
choose the most preferred option.

The study design and research hypotheses were preregistered on 
OSF: https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/A4RPZ. The data collection 
received approval from the GESIS Ethics Committee (Decision, 2020-6), 
and the specific conjoint experiment was approved by the Ethics Com
mittee of the Department of Psychology at the University of Koblenz and 
Landau (Decision LEK-345).

3.1. Sample

We test our propositions using a post-election survey among candi
dates running for seven state parliaments in Germany (Saxony-Anhalt, 
2021, Berlin, 2021, Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania, 2021, Schleswig- 
Holstein, 2022, North Rhine-Westphalia, 2022, Lower Saxony, 2022; 
Saarland, 2022; for more information see Table C.1 in the Supplemen
tary Materials [SM]). The study sample was drawn by inviting the full 
population of all candidates to participate (including smaller parties’ 
candidates in the 2021 elections, but only candidates of the six major 
parties in the 2022 elections). Data were collected using a mixed-mode 
design, starting on the day after the election and ending two months 
later.

A total of N = 3978 candidates ran for office in the analyzed state 
elections. All candidates who provided an email address in their pro
fessional online contact details were invited via email to participate in 
our online survey. All candidates without online contact details were 
invited by mail including a paper-and-pencil questionnaire and a return 
envelope. Candidates invited by mail were also provided with a 
personalized link if they preferred to answer the survey online. N = 3876 
candidates could be contacted successfully and were invited to partici
pate in the survey. 39.2 percent (N = 1520) of candidates gave their 
informed consent and answered the questionnaire. 1200 candidates took 
part in the survey online, where the conjoint experiment was embedded; 
candidates who answered the paper-and-pencil questionnaire had no 
opportunity to participate in the conjoint study. The achieved response 
rates are considerably higher than the around 8% reported in studies 
with U.S. legislators (Druckman et al., 2023; Teele et al., 2018). Par
ticipants were instructed to fill out the questionnaires personally. In 
total, two reminders were sent to increase response rates.

Of the online respondents, N = 853 candidates participated in the 

conjoint task. 35.4% of the participating candidates were female. Par
ticipants were between 18 and 87 years old (M = 45.0) and 10.2% of 
them were incumbents. In Table D.1 in the SM, we compare our sample 
to the population of candidates, which is strikingly similar in terms of 
gender (population 35.7% female), age (population M = 45.4), and in
cumbency status (population 8.8% incumbents). Meanwhile, our sample 
slightly over-represents candidates from the Left, the Social Democrats, 
the Liberal Democrats and the Greens, while slightly under-representing 
candidates from the Christian Democrats, the Alternative for Germany 
and from other smaller parties. Also, candidates from Berlin and 
Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania were significantly less likely, and 
candidates from the other states more likely to participate.

3.2. Experimental design

We embedded a choice-based conjoint experiment in the online 
questionnaire, in which respondents were confronted with two profiles 
of an opposing candidate (up to three times). In each choice task, re
spondents were invited to imagine a hypothetical scenario in which they 
would run for office with only few days left until the election, and were 
asked: “In which of the following two situations would you be more 
likely to attack the opponent?” The situations manipulated the following 
variables (see all the conjoint attributes and their levels in Table 1): the 
likelihood of winning or losing votes by attacking the political opponent 
(H1), the competitiveness of the race (H2), whether the opponent is a 
man or a woman (H3), whether (s)he is ideologically close or distant to 
the candidate (H4), the campaign behavior of a hypothetical opponent 
(H5), i.e., whether (s)he has attacked the candidate before, and (H6) if 
the likelihood of retaliation is high or low.

For example, one of the candidate profiles read (translated from 
German, the varying attributes underlined): “Polls show that your 
strongest opponent - a woman - is slightly behind you. Ideologically, she 
is close to you. She sometimes attacked you during the election 
campaign. The likelihood of a counterattack is high if you attack now. 
Forecasts show that you are likely to lose more votes than you gain by 
attacking.”. In SM F, we report frequencies of the different conjoint at
tributes (Figure F.1) and show that covariates are balanced across 
feature levels (Figures F.2 through F.4).

After the first task, respondents were asked whether they would like 
to respond to a second scenario, and after that, to a third scenario (see, e. 
g., Teele et al., 2018 who also implemented three distinct pairwise 
comparisons). Hence, each candidate was exposed to a maximum of six 
observations (three tasks * two situations). 453 respondents chose to 
respond to three tasks; 110 respondents to two tasks; 290 respondents to 
one task. Our overall number of observations is thus 3738. Our depen
dent variable for each observation is whether the respondent selected 
that scenario.

Table 1 
Overview of conjoint attributes.

Attributes Levels

Net effect of attack (H1) Losing more votes than winning 
Winning more votes than losing

Competitiveness of the race (H2) Opponent behind  
Opponent on par 
Opponent ahead

Gender of opponent (H3) Female 
Male

Ideology of opponent (H4) Close 
Far

Previous attacks of opponent (H5) Never 
Sometimes 
Often

Likelihood of counterattack (H6) Low 
High
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3.3. Moderators

Our open research question RQ1 asks whether any of the attributes’ 
effects are heterogenous across different groups of election candidates. 
Our data contains measures of the respondent’s gender (male vs. female) 
and of incumbency (non-incumbent vs. incumbent). These measures, as 
well as measures of party affiliation and age, which we use for summary 
statistics, were provided by the respective electoral state officers. In the 
pre-registration, we further created hypotheses for moderating effects of 
dark personality traits, conflict approach, values, attitudes on negative 
campaigning and ideological extremism. The results of these additional 
analyses will be reported in the SM. We furthermore test the robustness 
of the results by analyzing whether there are differences between the 
different states. Our minor deviations from the pre-analysis plan are 
presented in SM Section B, while all moderator variables including the 
original German wording and Cronbach’s alpha reliability statistics are 
described in SM Table G.1.

3.4. Analysis

Our primary presentation of results is based on marginal means (as 
pre-registered). As pointed out by Leeper et al. (2020), marginal means 
allow for an easier comparison of the effect sizes of attributes with each 
other and facilitate clearer subgroup analyses (RQ1, additional robust
ness tests in the SM). A marginal mean describes the favorability to
wards situations with a certain attribute level, ignoring all other 
attributes. To exemplify with our data, a marginal mean of 0.60 for the 
level “male” on the attribute “gender” would mean that situations in 
which the opponent is male are selected with a probability of 60 percent 
as a target for an attack. However, to also test the effects of attributes 
statistically, we also run the more common AMCE models, and include 
these in the Supplementary Material. To test subgroup differences 
formally, we apply an F-test as proposed by Leeper et al. (2020). All 
analyses were run in R, Version 4.3.1. For the conjoint analysis we used 
the R Package cregg (Leeper, 2020).

4. Results

4.1. Main results

Fig. 1 displays marginal means for the complete sample of re
spondents while SM Figure E.1 shows the AMCEs. The ratio between 
expected benefits and costs of an attack (H1) has the hypothesized effect: 
Respondents were more likely to attack an opponent when the likely 
consequence is to win votes instead of losing votes than in the opposite 
scenario. The marginal mean for the scenario in which a candidate 
would gain from an attack is 0.56 (SE = 0.008), in contrast to a marginal 
mean of 0.42 (SE = 0.008) for the opposite scenario (with a highly 
significant AMCE, pAMCE < 0.001). H2 predicted that attacking the 
opponent is more likely when the candidate is behind or on par with the 
opponent, and lower when ahead. We do not find strong support for this 
idea, with marginal means of 0.48 (SE = 0.012) for a situation in which 
the candidate is behind the opponent, 0.51 (SE = 0.011) for an on-par 
race, and 0.50 (SE = 0.012) for a race in which the opponent is lead
ing. The attribute’s effect is not statistically significant.

Does the gender of the opponent matter (H3)? The data supports this 
hypothesis and shows a marginal mean for a male opponent of 0.54 (SE 
= 0.008) and of 0.46 (SE = 0.008) for a female opponent, which rep
resents a statistically significant effect (pAMCE < 0.001). Likewise, we 
find support for our hypothesis about ideological distance (H4). The 
participating candidates were more likely to state that they would attack 
an ideologically distant opponent (marginal mean of 0.54, SE = 0.008) 
than an ideologically close one (marginal mean of 0.46, SE = 0.008), a 
statistically significant effect (pAMCE < 0.001).

H5 predicted that candidates would be more likely to attack when 
the opponent was described as previously having attacked the candidate 

sometimes or often rather than never. Again, the results support this 
assumption, with marginals means of 0.44 (SE = 0.011) for a scenario of 
no past attacks, of 0.50 (SE = 0.012; pAMCE < 0.001 with baseline 
“never”) for some past attacks, and of 0.56 (SE = 0.011, pAMCE < 0.001 
with baseline “never”) for attacks having happened often.

Last, does the likelihood of retaliation matter (H6)? Not for the 
candidates in our sample, who are not significantly more likely to say 
they would attack an opponent who is highly likely to retaliate (mar
ginal mean of 0.50, SE = 0.008) than someone with a low probability to 
strike back (marginal mean of 0.50, SE = 0.008). This represents an 
insignificant effect (pAMCE = 0.54).

4.2. Subgroup analyses

We next investigate whether these effects vary by respondent gender 
and incumbency (RQ1), two individual-level factors for which evidence 
exists that they make a difference in the likelihood to attack. Fig. 2
presents marginal means split by gender.

Not much heterogeneity is discernible, except for the attribute of 
retaliation likelihood: Male candidates were more likely to still attack 
the opponent even when retaliation is likely compared with female 
candidates. Following Leeper et al. (2020), we test the significance of 
this heterogeneity with a nested model comparison, that is, we test 
whether the fit of a model that allows for an interaction between 
retaliation attribute and gender is better than a model that does not 
model that interaction. We can reject the null hypothesis that the fit 
between these two models is equal (SM Table G.7; F = 3.30, p < 0.05). 
The finding correspondents with literature showing that women are 
more risk-averse than men (Byrnes et al., 1999). For all other attributes, 
this test does not provide any further signs of a heterogeneity by gender 
(SM Section G).

Fig. 3 presents marginal means by incumbency status. Although we 
see some suggestive patterns – e.g., it seems to matter more for in
cumbents whether they will win or lose votes – none of these differences 
reach levels of statistical significance (SM Section G).

4.3. Robustness checks

We conducted further robustness tests. First, as we conducted our 
experiments in seven different states at seven different points in time 
where campaigning cultures and contextual factors such as party system 
polarization vary (and may also change over the time of two years), we 
ran a subgroup analysis by state. SM Figure G.1 shows that by and large, 
results are robust across states. Second, as recent research indicates that 
there is a relationship between the personality of politicians and their 
campaign style (Nai and Maier, 2020), we consider the possibility that 
attribute effects vary across personality types. In our pre-registration, we 
hypothesized that the cost-benefit attribute should vary between those 
with low and high scores on dark-personality traits, conflict-approach 
traits, endorsement of power and of achievement values, attitude on 
negative campaigning, and between those that are ideologically mod
erate or extreme. SM Figures G.2 through G.7 show that no such het
erogeneity is present. In other words, attribute effects have robust 
effects, irrespective of a range of personality traits – though the design 
may have been underpowered to detect small differences.

5. Discussion and conclusion

This article unpacks the drivers of negative campaigning through a 
pre-registered conjoint experiment embedded in surveys of more than 
800 candidates in German state elections. Combining several theoretical 
and methodological innovations, our approach advances research on 
negative campaigning in several respects. First, we more holistically 
conceptualized the conditions under which candidates decide to attack 
an opponent or not, incorporating several factors depicting the 
campaign environment and the specific constellations vis-à-vis two 
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Fig. 1. Marginal means of attribute levels.
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Fig. 2. Marginal means of attribute levels, by candidates’ gender.
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Fig. 3. Marginal means of attribute levels, for incumbents vs. challengers.
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hypothetical opponents. Second, we varied characteristics of the po
tential target of an attack, which was often not possible or ignored in the 
most frequently used research designs. Third, by putting real election 
candidates into scenarios they may face during campaigns, we were able 
to estimate the relative causal effect of various factors shaping the 
propensity to use negative campaigning.

The results show that candidates’ decision to attack is shaped by 
rational-choice considerations but that the profile and the campaign 
behavior of the political opponent also matter a great deal. Female op
ponents were less likely to be chosen as the target of attacks, while 
ideologically distant candidates who themselves go negative were more 
likely to be attacked. The previous attack behavior of an opponent even 
was almost of equal importance as the expected net effect of an attack, 
suggesting that being attacked triggers either affective reactions or that 
candidates at least see a necessity to jump into the fray to defend 
themselves. These findings were made possible by adopting a new 
perspective, in contrast to most existing literature. Methodologically, we 
shift from aggregated artifacts of campaign communication like press 
releases to the central individual actors, the candidates, and track their 
decisions across realistic campaign scenarios. Instead of exclusively 
concentrating on the characteristics of the sender of attacks, our conjoint 
experiment simultaneously took the campaign context and characteris
tics of potential targets of attacks into account. Such a multidimensional 
perspective is particularly necessary when studying European multi
party systems where conflict lines are not structured in a bipolar manner 
like in the US. The added value of a perspective including the potential 
opponents of attacks also becomes apparent in the context of our sub
group analyses. In contrast to other studies, candidates’ decisions to go 
negative are largely independent from moderator variables such as 
candidates’ gender, incumbency, or candidates’ personality. Taken 
together, our study demonstrates that election candidates consider the 
characteristics and attack behavior of their opponents when selecting 
targets for negative campaigning.

Beyond its findings on the drivers of negative campaigning, the study 
contributes to the strand of research using experiments with samples of 
political elites (Druckman et al., 2023; Kertzer and Renshon, 2022). 
Paired-conjoint experimental designs (Hainmueller et al., 2014) are 
widely used in population samples (especially on voting behavior, e.g., 
Nyholt, 2024; Neuner and Wratil, 2022), but have rarely been applied to 
causally study elites’ political behavior (see for an exception Teele et al., 
2018). In particular, we are not aware of studies using a conjoint design 
to explain the use of negative campaigning.

We also acknowledge several limitations. By design, forced-choice 
conjoint experiments limit the range of choices to a narrow set of op
tions. To reduce complexity and the burden of the task for candidates, 
we had to zoom in on six theoretically important factors. Additional 
relevant factors that could matter such as media coverage, the campaign 
venue (e.g., social media, local debates between candidates) or the party 
of an opponent could not be considered. In addition, only a moderate 
number of levels could be shown for each candidate attribute to achieve 
sufficient statistical power. Therefore, we had to resort to binary cate
gories such as low/high ideological distance, sacrificing the granularity 
of more fine-grained ideological distance measures (e.g., from 1 to 11 as 
asked in surveys). Because the conjoint experiment could only be tech
nically implemented in an online survey, the part of the candidate 
sample responding to the survey offline could not be included in this 
experiment. Finally, our study focused on candidates from the second, 
state-level tier of the German multilevel polity, raising the question of 
how well the findings generalize to national-level candidates and 
countries with different political and party systems.

An extension of the study could widen the range of options beyond 
attacks, making available choices like ignoring opponents or instead 
appraising own positions. Other experimental designs such as vignette 
experiments allow for further creating different campaign scenarios to 
elucidate the behavioral reactions by candidates. In such experimental 
designs, more dynamic characteristics of the campaign environment like 

the salience and tone of media coverage could be manipulated. By 
shifting the focus from the sender of negative campaigning to the 
characteristics and behavior of potential targets, our approach and 
findings should open avenues for further research. Finally, the results of 
our study, and elite surveys in general, could be linked to further public 
information. For example, data on parliamentary speeches could unveil 
whether candidates who use negative campaigning also behave more 
aggressively in parliament or have a peculiar voting behavior. Eventu
ally, elite surveys can advance the understanding of the correlates and 
consequences of negative campaigning.
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