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Abstract: Negative advertising is frequent in electoral campaigns, despite its ambiguous effectiveness: Negativity may re-
duce voters’ evaluation of the targeted politician but may have a backlash effect for the attacker. We study the effect of
negative advertising in electoral races with more than two candidates with a large-scale field experiment during an elec-
toral campaign for mayor in Italy and a survey experiment in a fictitious mayoral campaign. In our field experiment,
we find a strong, positive spillover effect on the third main candidate (neither the target nor the attacker). This effect is
confirmed in our survey experiment, which creates a controlled environment with no ideological components or strategic
voting. The negative ad has no impact on the targeted incumbent, has a sizable backlash effect on the attacker, and largely
benefits the idle candidate. The attacker is perceived as less cooperative, less likely to lead a successful government, and more
ideologically extreme.

Verification Materials: The data and materials required to verify the computational reproducibility of the results, proce-
dures and analyses in this article are available on the American Journal of Political Science Dataverse within the Harvard
Dataverse Network, at: https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/BN1GVD.

Negative advertising in electoral campaigns is on
the rise and social media have provided new
ways of going negative. During the 2016 U.S.

Presidential campaign, more than 55% of all televised ads
released by the Clinton and Trump campaigns were neg-
ative. Even more negative were the campaigns by the re-
spective Super Political Action Committees (PACs). Since
the Democratic National Convention, Priorities USA Ac-
tion released 14 (out of 15) ads attacking Trump. Anal-
ogously, of the 13 ads released by Rebuilding America
Now, 11 attacked Clinton.

Apparently, political strategists have been convinc-
ing in advising candidates to vilify their opponents. Yet,
the academic debate on the effectiveness of negative ads
in persuading voters is still open. Indeed, despite its
popularity among practitioners, the empirical evidence
on whether negative ads are more or less effective than
positive ones is ambiguous (Lau, Sigelman, and Rovner
2007). Early studies (Ansolabehere et al. 1994) suggest
that negativity demobilizes voters, whereas other contri-

butions find instead a mobilizer (Freedman and Gold-
stein 2002) or no effect at all (Finkel and Geer 1998).
These conflicting findings may depend on how (and
when) negativity evokes emotional responses on voters.
Aggressive negative messages (mudslinging) and attacks
done late in the electoral campaign, when individuals
have locked in their voting choices, tend to depress
turnout (Kahn and Kenney 2004; Krupnikov 2011). Neg-
ativity is also effective in reducing the voters’ evaluation
of the targeted politician (Kahn and Kenney 2004). How-
ever, because political choices tend to be persistent, even
if their appraisal of the candidate decreases, voters may
still continue to vote for the target of the negative ads
(Lau, Sigelman, and Rovner 2007). Moreover, negativity
tends to have a backlash effect, which—by worsening
the evaluation of the attacker (Carraro and Castelli 2010;
Lau and Rovner 2009)—may reduce her support (Kahn
and Kenney 2004; Lau and Rovner 2009). This backlash
effect is more likely to occur if the attack is deemed
inappropriate, for example, on the opponent’s family or
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religious views (Mattes and Redlawsk 2014), or if a can-
didate launches the initial negative campaign rather than
responds to a previous attack (Peterson and Djupe 2005).
Individual characteristics also matter: Female candidates
are more likely to experience a backlash for going nega-
tive (Herrnson, Lay, and Stokes 2003) and female voters
to dislike negative campaigning (Galasso and Nannicini
2016). Going negative is thus a strategic choice that a
candidate makes, by weighting the benefit from driving
down the positives of the opponents (i.e., the target
effect) against the risk of being perceived negatively (i.e.,
the backlash effect). The literature (Dowling and Krup-
nikov 2016; Mattes and Redlawsk 2014) suggests that a
candidate is more likely to go negative if she trails behind
in the polls, has less campaign funding than the rival(s),
is facing an incumbent, or is running in a close race.

We study another important, yet largely unexplored,
feature of the electoral campaign that may affect the
candidate choice of going negative: the existence of more
than two candidates in the race. With two candidates
running for office, voters’ attention is split between the
two of them (or abstaining). The decision to run negative
ads is thus primarily about reducing the rival’s evalua-
tion among the voters, while trying to avoid a backlash
effect. With more challengers in the race, going negative
may help a candidate to differentiate herself from the
others (Peterson and Djupe 2005). In fact, there seems to
be greater recall for negative ads (Geer and Geer 2003).
However, in a race with multiple candidates, a negative
effect on the target of the attack, coupled with a backlash
effect on the attacker, may benefit the other candidates,
who refrained from going negative. We call this effect
on the idle candidate(s) a positive externality (for the
idle candidates) from negative campaigning. This effect
should reduce the incentives for any candidate to go
negative in races with multiple candidates (Gandhi,
Iorio, and Urban 2015). Clearly, this effect is more likely
to emerge in multiparty systems (Elmelund-Præstekær
2008; Hansen and Pedersen 2008).

To analyze the effect of negative campaigning in elec-
toral races with multiple candidates, we present results
from two experiments with positive and negative cam-
paigning in elections with two or three candidates. Our
experiments are designed to test for the existence of a
positive effect from negative campaigning in favor of an
idle candidate (i.e., the spillover effect), and to evaluate
the magnitude of the effect of going negative on the tar-
get (i.e., the target effect) and on the attacker (i.e., the
backlash effect). A field experiment, run during a mul-
ticandidate electoral race, provides the perfect real test-
ing ground for our hypotheses. The causal results from
a real-life campaign show the existence of a positive

spillover effect on the idle candidate from negative cam-
paigning. In a set of survey experiments, we construct
a controlled environment to isolate the mechanisms be-
hind this spillover effect. In particular, we create a con-
trolled setting with no ideological components and no
concerns for strategic voting, in which the effect of neg-
ative campaigning on voters’ decisions can be evaluated
in isolation.

We implemented a large-scale field experiment dur-
ing an electoral campaign for mayor in Italy and a survey
experiment in a fictitious electoral campaign for mayor.
First, we ran the field experiment during the 2015 elec-
toral race for mayor in Cava de’ Tirreni (a midsize town
in the South of Italy), which featured the incumbent fac-
ing two main challengers. In this experiment, our treat-
ments consisted of canvassing done by volunteers of one
of the challengers either with a positive message or with
a negative message against the incumbent. Our random-
ization took place at the precinct level: A third of the 55
precincts were canvassed by the volunteers with a posi-
tive message, a third with a negative message, and the re-
maining third received no informational treatment. We
study the effect of these treatments on the actual elec-
toral outcome: that is, the vote shares obtained by the
three candidates at the precinct level in the first round
of the election.

Second, we staged a fictitious election in which either
three or two candidates were running for mayor. Voters
in this election were the respondents of an online survey,
in which they were told to consider that they just moved
to a town with an upcoming mayoral election. In the ex-
periment with three candidates, the respondents were in-
troduced to the incumbent and two opponents. To isolate
the effect of negativity from ideological or strategic as-
pects, the candidates were designed to have similar indi-
vidual characteristics and no ideological difference. Par-
ticipants to this survey experiment were shown a video ad
from each of the candidates. For the incumbent and one
of the opponents, the video contained a positive message,
whereas the campaign of the other opponent was ran-
domized. The treatment group was shown a video with
a negative message against the incumbent, whereas the
control group watched a video with a positive message.
In the experiment with two candidates, survey respon-
dents were presented with the incumbent and one op-
ponent, again with similar individual characteristics and
no ideological difference. For the incumbent, we showed
the video with a positive message. For the opponent, we
randomized: The treatment group was shown the video
with a negative message against the incumbent, and the
control group the one with a positive message. In both
experiments (with two or three candidates), we asked the
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Negative Campaigning Spillovers 7

respondents to indicate whom they would vote for, and
this is our outcome of interest.

In the field experiment, we find a strong, positive
spillover effect of negative campaigning on the idle can-
didate, whose vote share increases by 3.7 percentage
points when the incumbent is attacked with a negative
ad by the other challenger (a gain of about 13% with re-
spect to the idle candidate’s average vote share). To un-
derstand the mechanisms behind this effect, we need to
move to the controlled environment of the survey exper-
iments, where we neutralize the ideological components
and strategic voting aspects that are relevant in actual
electoral races. The empirical evidence from our survey
experiments confirms the existence of a strong, positive
spillover effect in favor of the idle candidate (17.1 per-
centage points for a gain of about 48% with respect to
the average). We also find a sizable backlash effect, which
is partially attenuated in two-candidate races. Moreover,
the candidate running the negative ad was perceived as
less cooperative, less likely to lead a successful govern-
ment, and more extreme on the political scale. The attack
had little effect on the incumbent and largely benefited
the idle candidate.

We contribute to a large literature on the effects of
negative campaigning on electoral outcomes.1 In their
seminal experimental paper, Ansolabehere et al. (1994)
use responses from a posttest questionnaire, adminis-
tered after subjects had seen the advertisements, to show
that negative ads reduce average voting intentions by
5%. This early result is encouraging, because in a two-
party system, abstaining from voting should be consid-
ered a third vote options, just as voting for a third, idle
candidate in a three-candidate election. Arceneaux and
Nickerson (2010) implemented a field experiment, in
which volunteers personally delivered a political mes-
sage to their treatment groups to find that, although
canvassing is effective in influencing voters, there is lit-
tle evidence of a differential effect between negative and
positive campaigning.2 Studies on negative campaign-
ing, which use aggregate and survey data and classify

1More generally, the effectiveness of electoral campaigns in ma-
ture democracies has been studied, among others, by Ansolabehere
and Iyengar (1995), Gerber and Green (2000), Gerber and Green
(2004), Gerber, Green, and Shachar (2003), Nickerson (2008), and
Dewan, Humphreys, and Rubenson (2014). Typically, these stud-
ies rely on either small-scale experiments for partisan ads, or on
large-scale nonpartisan campaigns for turnout. For (randomized)
partisan campaigns, see Gerber et al. (2011), Kendall, Nannicini,
and Trebbi (2015), Pons (2018), and Braconnier, Dormagen, and
Pons (2017).

2Barton, Castillo, and Petrie (2014) provide evidence from a U.S.
local election that canvassing by the candidate is effective in in-
creasing her vote share. Bhatti et al. (2019) question the effec-
tiveness of canvassing outside the United States. However, Pons

the negativity of actual campaign advertisements, find ei-
ther no impact of negative campaigning (Wattenberg and
Brians 1999) or even supporting evidence for a “stim-
ulation” effect on electoral turnout (Brooks and Geer
2007; Clinton and Lapinski 2004; Finkel and Geer 1998;
Freedman and Goldstein 1999, 2002; Kahn and Kenney
1999). A meta-analytic assessment of this literature by
Lau, Sigelman, and Rovner (2007) reports inconclusive
results: Negative campaigns are neither effective to win
votes, although they may be more memorable, nor seem
to depress turnout. Recent contributions (Dowling and
Krupnikov 2016; Mattes and Redlawsk 2014) suggest that
specific features may explain the different effectiveness
of going negative: trailing behind in the polls, having
less campaign funding than the opponent(s), facing an
incumbent.

Our contribution to this literature is to study the
effects of going negative in multicandidate elections to
measure possible spillover effects. In a rent-seeking con-
test, Konrad (2000) provides a theoretical framework to
show how effort for negative activities (sabotage), as op-
posed to positive ones (self-promotion), is decreasing in
the number of contenders. In multiparty systems that
feature many candidates running for election, the de-
gree of negativity is typically lower (Hansen and Pedersen
2008). However, as in the U.S. politics, trailing behind
in the polls and fierce competition lead to more nega-
tivity (Elmelund-Præstekær 2008). Empirical evidence in
Gandhi, Iorio, and Urban (2015) shows that, in U.S. non-
presidential primary contests, electoral races with more
challengers are characterized by less airing of negative ads
than two-candidate races. Our article provides a (causal)
measure of this spillover effect and of the backlash ef-
fect in a controlled environment. In a sense, we also con-
tribute to a recent literature that studies the increasing
trend of negative advertising by independent groups in
the United States (Brooks and Murov 2012; Dowling and
Wichowsky 2015). Since the “Citizens United v. Federal
Election Commission” U.S. Supreme Court decision in
2010, which abolished restrictions on campaign adver-
tising by outside groups, negative ads run by indepen-
dent groups have been shown to produce less backlash
effects.

The article is organized as follows. The next section
introduces a simple conceptual framework that char-
acterizes the electoral outcomes associated with differ-
ent combinations of target and backlash effects induced
by negative campaigning. Section “Field Experiment in
Cava de’ Tirreni” presents the field experiment in Cava

and Liegey (2018) find evidence of an increase in turnout among
French immigrants due to visits from political activists.
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8 GALASSO ET AL.

de’ Tirreni, whereas the section “Survey Experiment”
presents the survey experiments. The section “Conclu-
sion” concludes. Descriptions and English translations of
the (randomized) campaign tools for all experiments are
on pp. 1–7 and 18–20 in the Online Appendix.

Conceptual Framework

We introduce a simple conceptual framework to char-
acterize the individual voting decisions. The aim of this
theoretical framework is to analyze the mechanisms that
may induce voters to react to negative campaigning, in a
setting in which there is no strategic voting or ideology.
This theoretical framework will help us to design a survey
experiment in which we can isolate the effect of negative
campaigning from other electoral features.

We consider three parties (A, B,C), which do not
differ in their ideology or in their policy. Each voter
is assumed to have a preference for one party, solely
based on individual sympathy. A voter i of type j, with
j = A, B,C, is characterized by a sympathy si

j ∈ (0, S)
for party j and no sympathy for the other two parties,
si
− j = 0. Parties’ valence also matter for the voters. We in-

dicate this valence factor with δ j = ̂δ j + e j > 0, where e j

depends on the electoral campaign of party j and ̂δ j de-
pends on a shock realized before the election. These two
components—and, thus, the valence factor—are com-
mon to all voters.

Voters’ electoral decisions depend only on their indi-
vidual sympathy for a party and on the common valence
factor. Hence, a voter i of type A votes for

party A if si
A + δA ≥ Max{δB, δC}

party B if δB > Max{si
A + δA, δC}

party C if δC > Max{si
A + δA, δB},

and analogously for voters of types B and C.
To evaluate the effects of the electoral campaign on

the voting decision, without loss of generality, we assume
that, if all parties run positive campaigns, the electoral
campaign component of the valance factor is the same for
all parties and is normalized to zero: eA = eB = eC = 0.
Consider a negative campaign run by party B against
party A. This negative campaign can give raise to an ef-
fect for the target, a change in eA, and/or an effect for
the attacker, a change in eB. The existing literature (see
Lau et al. 2007 for a review) suggests that both effects
are negative, eA < 0 and eB < 0. However, we do not rule
out that they could be null or even positive, and ob-
tain 10 possible cases. For each case, we determine, ce-
teris paribus—that is, for given realizations of the shocks

(̂δA,̂δB,̂δC ) and given distributions of the voters’ types—
how the votes for the three parties change with respect to
our baseline case, constituted by the positive campaign-
ing (eA = eB = eC = 0).

It is convenient to assume, without loss of general-
ity, that the shocks have the same realization for all par-
ties, ̂δA = ̂δB = ̂δC = ̂δ. Hence, with all parties running
positive campaigns, every type j voter (s j > 0) votes for
party j. Consider the case in which the negative cam-
paign creates only a negative effect for the target, that is,
eA < 0 and eB = eC = 0. Clearly, this reduces the votes
for party A among type A voters. In fact, only voters with
a sympathy greater than s′

A ≥ −eA > 0 vote for party A.
The other type A voters, with si

A < s′
A, will not vote for

party A and will be indifferent between voting for party
B or C. If instead a negative effect emerges for the at-
tacker only, that is, eB < 0 and eA = eC = 0, the negative
campaign reduces the votes for B among type B voters.
Only voters with a sympathy greater than s′

B ≥ −eB > 0
vote for party B. The other type B voters, with si

B < s′
B,

will be indifferent between voting for party A or C. If
instead negative campaigning produces negative effects
for both the target and the attacker, both parties A and
B will lose some votes among their supporters. In addi-
tion, these votes will all go to party C. This effect is what
we call the positive externality (for party C) from nega-
tive campaigning (by party B). Finally, let us consider the
perhaps unlikely case in which negative campaigning in-
duces positive effects for both the target and the attacker,
that is, eA > 0, eB > 0 and eC = 0. With respect to our
baseline situation of positive campaigning, in which ev-
ery voter voted for her party type, in this case some type
C voters will switch party. Which party they will turn
to depends on the relative size of the effects. Suppose
that this is greater for the attacker, that is, eB > eA > 0.
Then, type C voters with a sympathy lower than sC <
̂δB + eB −̂δC = eB > 0 will vote for B. Moreover, some
type A voters will also switch to party B if their sympa-
thy is lower than sA < ̂δB + eB −̂δA − eA = eB − eA > 0.
All these results can be summarized in a three-by-three
matrix, which considers all the combinations of the posi-
tive, null, and negative effects for attacker and target (see
Table 1). According to the existing literature, the most
relevant case, which we take as our testable hypothesis, is
that both the effect on the target and on the attacker are
negative, which corresponds to the bottom-right corner
of Table 1.

We now consider an environment with only two par-
ties, A and B, and a negative campaign run by party B
against party A. As before, this negative campaign can
give raise to an effect for the target, a change in eA, and/or
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Negative Campaigning Spillovers 9

TABLE 1 Predictions for Three-Candidate Elections

Attacker (B)

Positive Zero Negative

Target (A) Positive Case I: �B > �A
A votes ↓ A votes ↑ A votes ↑
B votes ↑ B votes ↓ B votes ↓
C votes ↓ C votes ↓ C votes ↓

Case II: �B < �A
A votes ↑
B votes ↓
C votes ↓

Zero A votes ↓ No effect A votes ↓
B votes ↑ B votes ↑
C votes ↓ C votes ↑

Negative A votes ↓ A votes ↓ A votes ↓
B votes ↑ B votes ↑ B votes ↓
C votes ↓ C votes ↑ C votes ↑

Note: Theoretical predictions for a three-candidate election on the vote shares of the three candidates (A = Target; B = Attacker; C =
Other Candidate) depending on the signs and magnitudes of the Target and of the Attacker (Backlash) effects.

an effect for the attacker, a change in eB. We also keep
the same working assumptions regarding the realization
of the shocks (̂δA = ̂δB = ̂δ) and the baseline positive
campaigning (eA = eB = 0). In this environment, 11
cases may arise depending on the (three by three) com-
binations on the effects for the target and the attacker, as
well as—if they go in the same direction—on which of
the two effects is larger. It is easy to see that if the neg-
ative campaign creates only a negative effect for the tar-
get (eA < 0 and eB = 0), some of the type A voters (with
sA < −eA) will switch from party A to party B. On the
contrary, if a negative effect emerges only for the attacker
(eA = 0 and eB < 0), some of the type B voters (with
sB < −eB) will switch from party B to party A. But if neg-
ative campaigning produces only negative effects (eA < 0
and eB < 0), the relative magnitude of the effects will
matter. For a larger target effect (eA < eB < 0), some of
the type A voters (with sA < −eA + eB > 0) will switch
from party A to party B. Vice versa, if the effect is larger
for the attacker (eB < eA < 0), some of the type B vot-
ers (with sB < −eB + eA > 0) will switch from party B to
party A. Also these results can be summarized in a three-
by-three matrix, which shows all the combinations of the
positive, null, and negative effects for attacker and target
(see Table 2). It is worth noticing that, in a two-candidate
race, if both the effect on the target and on the attacker is
negative, which corresponds to the bottom-right corner
of Table 2, we still have two possible electoral outcomes,
depending on the relative magnitudes of the effects.

To summarize, this conceptual framework provides a
full account of the possible electoral outcomes depending
on the sign (and magnitude) of the attacker and target
effects. However, in our field and survey experiments, we
test specifically the following two hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: In a three-candidate race, negative
campaigning by a challenger has a
negative effect on the incumbent vote
share (the target effect), a negative
effect on the same challenger (the
backlash effect), and a positive effect
on the other challenger (the spillover
effect).

Hypothesis 2: In a two-candidate race, negative
campaigning by a challenger has a
negative effect on the challenger (the
backlash effect).

Field Experiment in Cava de’ Tirreni
Experimental Design

Our field experiment examines the effects of negative ver-
sus positive electoral campaigning in an election with
three main candidates, an incumbent and two chal-
lengers. The experiment took place during the 2015
municipal election in Cava de’ Tirreni, a midsize town
(around 55,000 inhabitants) in the South of Italy. The

 15405907, 2023, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ajps.12610 by C

ochraneItalia, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [05/04/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



10 GALASSO ET AL.

TABLE 2 Predictions for Two-Candidate Elections

Attacker (B)

Positive Zero Negative

Target (A) Positive Case I: �A > �B
A votes ↑ A votes ↑ A votes ↑
B votes ↓ B votes ↓ B votes ↓

Case II: �A < �B
A votes ↓
B votes ↑

Zero A votes ↓ No effect A votes ↑
B votes ↑ B votes ↓

Negative A votes ↓ A votes ↓ Case I: |�A| < |�B|
B votes ↑ B votes ↑ A votes ↑

B votes ↓
Case II: |�A| > |�B|

A votes ↓
B votes ↑

Note: Theoretical predictions for a two-candidate election on the vote shares of the two candidates (A = Target; B = Attacker) depending
on the signs and magnitudes of the Target and of the Attacker (Backlash) effects.

incumbent major, Marco Galdi, was supported by a
center-right coalition, whereas the two main challengers
were supported, respectively, by a center-left coalition
and by three (centrist) civic lists (i.e., party lists that
have no official connection with a national political party
and campaign on local issues). Our treatment consisted
of positive and negative messages administered on be-
half of Armando Lamberti, the candidate supported by
the civic lists, through door-to-door canvassing and the
delivery of electoral materials to mailboxes. During the
3 weeks prior to the election, a campaign team of 20
young volunteers (Figure OA.1, p. 8, in the Online Ap-
pendix shows their group picture), wearing blue t-shirts
with the symbols of the three civic lists and the slogan
“Lamberti for Mayor,” knocked on doors of private res-
idences and buzzed private residences’ intercoms, to en-
gage in personal interaction with eligible voters. Volun-
teers presented Mr. Lamberti’s ideas and handed electoral
materials. Alternatively, electoral materials were just left
in the mailboxes of the eligible voters who could not be
engaged in personal interactions. Although being largely
exploited in the United States, as part of “get out the
vote” strategies, canvassing represented a novelty for Ital-
ian politics.3 We approached Mr. Lamberti and proposed

3To our knowledge, Cantoni and Pons (2020) present the only
other canvassing experiment run in Italy. They compare the ef-
fect on turnout of canvassing done by paid volunteers versus can-
vassing done by local candidates to the city council. Their testing
ground is a 2014 municipal election in a midsize town in Northern
Italy (38 precincts).

him to run an experiment using canvassing as an elec-
toral campaign tool. He accepted and decided to launch
a campaign called “Around the city listening to citizens.”
The volunteers were provided by the candidate and un-
derwent a 1-day training stage with one of the authors
and with our field manager.

We randomized our negative versus positive treat-
ments using canvassing and electoral materials (flyers
and hangers) left in the mailboxes. Positive canvassing
emphasized Mr. Lamberti’s ideas, whereas the negative
one concentrated on the incumbent wrong-doing in of-
fice. The positive and negative versions of the electoral
material look identical: light blue, portraying the candi-
date, the symbols of the three civic lists, and a city mon-
ument (see Figures OA.2 and OA.3, p. 9, in the Online
Appendix). The slogans clearly differ, but the topic and
even their length (in Italian) are the same. The positive
message reads “Let’s Put Ourselves on the Line. In the
next 5 years, with Lamberti: more dialogue with the cit-
izens; more competence and transparency; more health
and local services,” whereas the negative reads “Together
to Take the City Back. In the past 5 years, with Galdi: too
much old politics; too much waste of resources and too
high taxes; too much debt on the citizens.”4 And simi-
larly for the hangers, which only report the first part of

4Being a real-world campaign, in which all messages had to be ap-
proved by the candidate, the texts cannot be as sharp as in a lab
or survey experiment. This can be seen as a particular case of the
usual trade-off between internal and external validity when do-
ing (field) experiments with politicians. However, to validate our
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Negative Campaigning Spillovers 11

the slogan (see Figures OA.4 and OA.5, p. 9, in the On-
line Appendix). When canvassing, the script provided to
the volunteers to approach the voters was the same in
the positive and negative versions. But the discussion that
followed once (and if) the volunteers gained personal ac-
cess to the voters differed depending on the treatment.

All these tools were designed by professionals for the
Lamberti’s campaign. Clearly, the informational treat-
ments coexisted with the real overall campaign, and
therefore their effects (if any) operated at the mar-
gin. However, our canvassing was the only door-to-door
campaigning implemented in Cava by any candidate.5

Our randomization was done at electoral precinct
level. The 55 electoral precincts were randomly assigned
to three groups: positive treatment (18 precincts with
15,925 eligible voters), negative treatment (18 precincts
with 15,424 eligible voters), and control group (19
precincts with 15,174 eligible voters), which did not re-
ceive any treatment. Table OA.1 (Panel A), p. 11, in the
Online Appendix reports the ex ante balance tests of pre-
determined variables at the precinct level. The available
variables refer to the previous election for mayor in Cava
de’ Tirreni in 2010. They include the number of eligi-
ble voters (absolute and by gender), and the vote share
of the winner and of the main challenger. For all of these
predetermined variables, our precinct-level randomiza-
tion is perfectly balanced. Moreover, as shown in Table
OA.2, p. 12, in the Online Appendix, all of these prede-

operationalization of the two informational treatments (negative
vs. positive), we ran both ex ante and ex post validity tests. Ex
ante, we randomly assigned the two messages on the flyers to 50
university students, who did not know anything about politics in
Cava de’ Tirreni. We then asked them to give their subjective as-
sessment of the candidate’s attitude in the campaign message: that
is, whether he was mainly campaigning against other candidates
or emphasizing his own proposals for the city. For the 25 students
who received the positive flyer, the average evaluation of the candi-
date’s message as negative was 0.24 (s.d. 0.47). For the 25 students
who received the negative flyer, the same evaluation was 0.44 (s.d.
0.51). Ex post, we ran a post-electoral survey of 857 voters in Cava
de’ Tirreni, belonging to the different treatment groups of the can-
vassing campaign, and asked them the same question on whether
they perceived our candidate’s campaign as negative or not. In the
positive treatment group, the average evaluation of the candidate’s
message as negative was 0.23 (s.d. 0.42). In the negative treatment
group, the same evaluation was 0.35 (s.d. 0.48). Despite the small
sample sizes, all of these group means are statistically different be-
tween each other at the 10% significance level.

5As discussed above, Mr. Lamberti approved all the campaign mes-
sages, paid for the electoral materials, and provided us with the
volunteers. However, to avoid contamination in the experimental
design, our field manager directed the volunteers without inform-
ing the candidate about the randomization outcome, so that he
could not infer which precincts were receiving a certain treatment
as opposed to the other.

termined variables are perfectly balanced also when com-
paring each treatment group to the control group.6

In their canvassing diary, the volunteers reported on
a daily basis which streets were covered and how, that is,
whether by canvassing or by leaving electoral materials in
the mailbox. We can then construct a variable capturing
the intensity of our treatment. We define as intensively
treated those precincts in which at least 50% of the streets
were reached by the volunteers. This occurred in 30 of
the 36 treated precincts. Results reported in Table OA.1
(Panel B), p. 11, in the Online Appendix show that the in-
tensity of our treatment was balanced between the nega-
tive and positive treatments. This allows us to perform an
additional analysis that directly compares precincts that
received the more intense treatment in the negative treat-
ment group to precincts that received the more intense
treatment in the positive treatment group.

Experimental Results

Table 3 presents estimates for the effect of negative ver-
sus positive campaigning on actual voting outcomes (see
also Figure OA.6, p. 10, in the Online Appendix). The
unit of observation is a precinct. We consider four elec-
toral outcomes: turnout and the incumbent (i.e., the tar-
get) vote share in Panel A; the treated challenger (i.e.,
the attacker) and the main untreated challenger (i.e., the
idle candidate) vote shares in Panel B. For each outcome
variable, expressed in percentage points, we provide esti-
mates for the effect of negative (vs. positive) campaigning
without (column 1) and with controls (column 2), and of
intense negative campaigning (vs. positive) without con-
trols (column 3).

A clear spillover effect emerges from our empirical
analysis (see Panel B): The vote share of the main un-
treated challenger increases by more than 3 percentage
points in those precincts where the other challenger run a
negative campaign. This result is robust—and the statis-
tical significance increases—if controls are included (col-
umn 2) or if the intense measure of our treatment is used
(column 3).7

6Besides the t-tests reported in the two tables, we also ran F-tests on
the joint significance of the predetermined variables with respect
to the probability of belonging to the different treatment groups.
The p-values corroborate the validity of the randomization and are
as follows: 0.92 (negative group as opposed to positive group), 0.76
(negative group as opposed to control group), 0.86 (positive group
as opposed to control group).

7Because there is balance between positive and negative treatment
in the compliance rates (see Table OA.1, Panel B), we drop the low
compliance precincts (i.e., with less than 50% of the streets being
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12 GALASSO ET AL.

TABLE 3 Field Experiment, the Effect of Negative Campaigning on Actual Vote Shares

Panel A

Turnout Incumbent vote share

(1) (2) (3) (1) (2) (3)

Negative campaign −0.72 −0.11 −0.36 −0.08
(2.09) (1.09) (1.42) (1.17)

Int. negative campaign −1.79 −1.01
(2.39) (1.67)

Constant 69.98∗∗ −13.74 70.61∗∗ 24.68∗∗ 83.97 25.08∗∗

(1.16) (53.69) (1.41) (1.19) (86.61) (1.44)
Baseline treatment Positive Positive Int. Positive Positive Positive Int. Positive
Controls � �
Observations 36 36 30 36 36 30
R-squared 0.00 0.79 0.02 0.00 0.32 0.01
Random inference p-value 0.39 0.47 0.26 0.42 0.47 0.26

Panel B

Treated challenger vote share Main untreated challenger vote share

(1) (2) (3) (1) (2) (3)

Negative campaign −0.84 −0.63 3.67† 2.73∗

(1.29) (1.11) (1.83) (1.14)
Int. negative campaign −0.80 4.49∗

(1.55) (2.17)
Constant 15.15∗∗ 75.87† 15.09∗∗ 27.59∗∗ −151.09∗ 27.256∗∗

(0.88) (39.48) (1.14) (1.40) (60.49) (1.77)
Baseline treatment Positive Positive Int. Positive Positive Positive Int. Positive
Controls � �
Observations 36 36 30 36 36 30
R-squared 0.01 0.40 0.01 0.11 0.68 0.14
Random inference p-value 0.26 0.30 0.31 0.03 0.03 0.02

Note: LPM (Linear Probability Model) estimates. SEs in parentheses. Controls in column (2) include winner’s and main challenger’s
voter shares, turnout rate, percentage of female voters, and total voters in the 2010 election. p-Values of one-sided tests from running
1,000 placebo estimates with permutation methods and evaluating where the baseline estimate falls in the empirical distribution of these
simulated (placebo) estimates.
† p < 0.10, ∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p < 0.01.

Considered that in the 36 precincts receiving either
negative or positive canvassing, the incumbent vote share
is 24.5, the attacker 14.7, and the idle candidate 29.4,
the spillover effect on the latter amounts to an impact
of about 11–15% depending on the specification. Going
negative has instead no statistically significant effect on
the incumbent (the target) or on the treated challenger
(the attacker), although both signs are negative and these

reached) in the analysis that compares the two treatments (column
3 in Table 3).

zero results might also depend on the small sample size.8

Because of the small sample size, we provide a further

8To accommodate for the fact that the outcome variables depend
on each other and the error terms in the different regressions might
be correlated, we also ran Seemingly Unrelated Regression (SUR)
models. As the set of control variables is the same in all regressions,
coefficients are unaffected and the ordinary least squares (OLS) es-
timators are both consistent and efficient, but SUR allows us to
perform additional tests. The first result is that error terms are in-
deed correlated as the Breusch–Pagan test of independence has a
p-value of 0.001. The second result is that the effect of negative
versus positive campaigning is jointly different from zero (p-value
= 0.07) for the incumbent’s, opponent’s, and idle candidate’s vote
shares, pointing to the joint presence of not only a spillover effect,
but also a target and a backlash effect. The third result is that the
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Negative Campaigning Spillovers 13

robustness check by using randomization inference to
provide evidence that our estimated treatment effects
are indeed causal and do not arise from chance. For each
baseline estimate, we run 1,000 placebo estimates with
permutation methods and evaluate where the baseline
estimate falls in the empirical distribution of these sim-
ulated (placebo) estimates, reporting the corresponding
p-values of one-sided tests. The p-values are reported
in Table 3 and in Table OA.4, p. 13, in the Online Ap-
pendix. They strongly support our evidence: All p-values
are high for the coefficients that were not statistically
different from zero with standard inference techniques,
whereas they are always below 5% for the coefficients
that were statistically different from zero (namely, the
treatment effect on the vote share of the untreated
challenger).9

To disentangle whether the spillover effect is due to
the negative or the positive campaign, we estimate sep-
arately the effect of each campaign against the control
group. The results, presented in Table OA.4, p. 13, in the
Online Appendix, show that the spillover effect is entirely
driven by the negative campaign. In all specifications—
with or without controls or using the intense measure
of our treatment—the idle candidate gains more than 3
percentage points if the treated challenger goes negative
with respect to the control group.10 Instead, the positive
campaign by the treated challenger has no significant ef-
fect on the idle candidate. Our field experiment thus pro-
vides strong causal evidence of a positive spillover from
negative campaigning in favor of a third, idle candidate.
However, it does not allow to identify the drivers of this
positive spillover. Does the third candidate gain votes be-
cause of a contemporaneous reduction in the voters’ val-
uation for both the target and the attacker, as our theory
suggests? Or do voters, who are convinced by the negative
campaign not to vote for the incumbent, strategically de-
cide to vote for the third candidate, who may have more
chances of winning the election? The latter explanation
cannot be ruled out because, in our municipal elections,

spillover effect is still more robust than the others, as pairwise joint
tests are statistically significant at a 5% level only when the idle
candidate’s vote share is one of the included outcomes (available
upon request).

9To implement the randomization inference permutations reduc-
ing any coding discretionary choice, we used the Stata routine
“ritest”—see Hes (2017).

10For the results with the intense measure of our treatment, as the
sample now includes the control group receiving no treatment, we
calculated the complier average causal effect (CACE), by running
a two-stage least squares (2SLS) regression in which treatment as-
signment is the instrumental variable predicting treatment inten-
sity (Gerber and Green 2012, section 5.8). See Table OA.3, p. 12, in
the Online Appendix.

the treated challenger (the attacker) ended up being a
distant third in vote shares and did not manage to en-
ter the runoff. Hence, strategic voting considerations may
be a potential channel driving our results. Finally, voters
reached by the different treatment may be moved in their
response by ideological considerations.

Survey Experiment
Experimental Design

As we discuss in this section, we followed the conceptual
framework developed in the “Conceptual Framework”
section and designed a survey experiment to test the
existence of a spillover effect on a third candidate from
negative (vs. positive) campaigning in a controlled envi-
ronment. The survey experiment complements the field
experiment discussed in the previous section, because
it allows us to control and manipulate the number and
the personal characteristics of the candidates, to measure
the relative size of the target effects, of the backlash
effect, and of the spillover effect, and to eliminate the
possibility of strategic voting motives from individual
electoral choices. As argued with our conceptual frame-
work, to gauge the relative size of the target and of the
backlash effect, we need to run an election with two
candidates. On the other hand, measuring the spillover
effect requires an electoral race with (at least) three
candidates. We, thus, run two versions of a fictitious
electoral race for mayor: one with three and one with two
candidates.

We recruited 2,971 subjects through the database of
volunteers maintained by an established Italian polling
firm, Ce&Co. Respondents to our survey were presented
with a fictitious scenario. They were asked to imagine
they just moved to a town in the Center of Italy—to
which we gave the imaginary name of Castelgufo—where
elections for mayor were about to be held. We provided
some background information on this town, which was
portrayed as small and touristic, with local firms in food
and textile industries. Moreover, we added that the po-
litical debate had been composed and that the most dis-
cussed issues had been local transportation—especially
between the center of the town and the suburbs—
tourism, and closing the city center to traffic.

In the three-candidate race, all candidates for mayor
(listed in a random order) belonged to civic lists, so that
no ideological component could be attached to them.
They were described as married males in their forties
with children. Their last names were chosen to be sim-
ilar: Baldi, Landi, and Vanni. Baldi was told to be the
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14 GALASSO ET AL.

incumbent major. Participants were reminded that the
electoral system was first-past-the-post, Castegufo being
an Italian city with less than 15,000 inhabitants. More-
over, they were told that, according to polls, all candidates
had similar winning probability. This last information
was provided to solicit sincere voting and to avoid the
strategic voting behavior that might have been present in
our field experiment.

For each candidate, the respondents were shown a
video, in which the candidate presented his electoral pro-
gram. These candidates being fictitious, we used profes-
sional actors to record the videos. Three different actors
interpreted the characters of the three candidates in ad-
dressing the voters with their electoral programs, accord-
ing to scripts that we designed and that are available, in
their English translation, on pp. 18–19 in the Online Ap-
pendix. For the incumbent (Baldi) and one of the op-
ponents (Vanni), we shot only one video with a positive
message, which was shown to all the respondents. For
the other opponent (Landi), we instead produced three
videos: one video with a positive message and two videos
with a negative message against the incumbent.11 The
two videos with the negative message differed only in the
voice tone and body language used by the actor to deliver
the same message: In one version, the video was delivered
with a neutral tone and body language, whereas in the
other version, the video was delivered with an aggressive
tone and body language (e.g., shouting and pounding the
fists on the table). We then randomized the three videos
across our respondents. Those in the “negative” treat-
ment group (506 subjects) were shown the video with
the negative message and a neutral tone; those in the “ag-
gressive” treatment group (510 subjects) were shown the
video with the negative message and an aggressive tone;
whereas those in the control group (504 subjects) were
shown the video with the positive message. All respon-
dents were provided with the same initial information re-
garding the city and the election. Respondents in the con-
trol group watched three videos (one for each candidate
in a random order), all with positive messages; whereas
respondents in the two treatment groups watched, again
in a random order, two videos with a positive message

11The positive video started with the line “with my City Council,
Castelgufo will be a city for all citizens” and then continued with
the candidate’s policy proposal to boost tourism and economic ac-
tivity. The negative video started with the line “it is the fault of the
incumbent mayor Alessandro Baldi if we now have two types of
citizens in Castelgufo: the lucky ones (...) and the forgotten ones”
and then continued with the policy errors of the incumbent with
respect to the same issues tackled in the positive video. See the On-
line Appendix, pp. 18–19, for the full script texts.

(from Baldi and Vanni) and one with a negative message
(from Landi).12

An almost identical setup was used for the two-
candidate race. In this case, we dropped the third can-
didate, Vanni, who was idle—that is, neither attacking
the incumbent nor being attacked. Respondents were
thus left with only two electoral choices: the incumbent
(Baldi) and the opponent (Landi). Respondents in the
control groups (468 subjects) were shown videos with
positive messages from both, whereas those in the treat-
ment groups were exposed to the positive ad by the
incumbent and to either the negative/neutral ad (478
subjects) or the negative/aggressive ad (505 subjects) by
the opponent.

After being shown the videos, participants were
asked what candidate they preferred as mayor for Castel-
gufo as well as a series of questions to measure their per-
ception of the treated challenger (Landi). In particular,
we asked about the perceived political ideology of the
candidate, about the perceived success of a potential gov-
ernment led by the candidate, whether they expected the
candidate to cooperate or compete with other munici-
palities from the same county to access funds from the
central government, and, as validation of our experimen-
tal manipulation, whether they believed the candidate
had run a positive campaign, centered around the town’s
problems, or a negative campaign, aimed at diminish-
ing the opponent(s).13 Finally, we used a set of state-of-
the-art qualitative questions and games from laboratory
experiments to elicit participants’ economic and social
preferences: political ideology (with self-placement on a
conservative-liberal scale), trust (with a qualitative ques-
tion on who can be trusted), competitiveness (with a real
effort task subjects can decide to be paid for either with
an individual piece-wise rate or with a tournament, as
in Niederle and Vesterlund (2007)), risk aversion (with
the choice among six lotteries, as in Eckel and Grossman
(2002)), and propensity to cooperate with others (with a
qualitative question on what matters most to be success-
ful in life and with contribution to a linear public good

12All the videos are available at https://tinyurl.com/castelgufo, with
English subtitles.

13In the survey with two candidates, the percentage of respondents
who think Landi has run a negative campaign is 8% in the positive
treatment, 49% in the negative and neutral treatment, and 61%
in the negative and aggressive treatment. In the survey with three
candidates, the same percentages are, respectively, 11%, 57%, and
64%. In both cases, the difference between the positive and the
negative treatments is statistically significant at the 1% level ac-
cording to a test of proportions.
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Negative Campaigning Spillovers 15

TABLE 4 Survey Experiment, 2 Candidates, the Effect of Negative Campaigning on Vote Intentions

Incumbent’s vote share

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Negative campaign 0.08∗ 0.08∗ 0.08∗

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Aggressive campaign 0.14∗∗ 0.14∗∗ 0.13∗∗

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Constant 0.46∗∗ 0.41∗∗ 0.29∗∗ 0.54∗∗ 0.55∗∗ 0.40∗∗

(0.02) (0.08) (0.10) (0.02) (0.08) (0.10)
Baseline treatment Positive Positive Positive Negative Negative Negative
Demographics � � � �
Preferences � �
Observations 946 946 946 983 983 983
R-squared 0.01 0.01 0.03 0.02 0.02 0.05

Note: LPM (Linear Probability Model) estimates. SEs in parentheses. Demographic controls include male, age, high school diploma, south
& islands, large municipality (100k+), and preference controls include risk aversion, cooperative, competitive, overconfidence, public
good contribution, trusting, liberal.
† p < 0.10, ∗p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01.

game in groups of four members, as in Isaac and Walker
(1988)).14

The two-candidate survey lasted on average 17 min-
utes, whereas participants took on average 21 minutes to
complete the three-candidate survey. For their participa-
tion, subjects received a flat fee of 1.20 euros, plus a com-
ponent related to performance in the experimental tasks
and games used to elicit economic and social preferences
(the average additional payment being 1.90 euros). Tables
OA.5 and OA.6, pp. 15 and 16, in the Online Appendix
report summary statistics and balance tests for the per-
sonal characteristics of the survey participants across the
six experimental treatments. This demographic and pref-
erence information was collected after the treatment. All
predetermined variables are perfectly balanced.15 Table
OA.7, p. 17, in the Online Appendix provides descrip-
tive statistics for all outcome and control variables used
in our survey experiment.

Experimental Results

Tables 4 and 5 present estimates for the effect of different
campaign modes on vote intentions (see also Figure

14Full instructions are available on pp. 19–28 in the Online Ap-
pendix.

15Besides the t-tests reported in the two tables, we also ran F-tests
on the joint significance of the predetermined variables with re-
spect to the probability of belonging to the different treatment
groups. The p-values corroborate the validity of the randomiza-
tion and are as follows. for two candidates (corresponding to Ta-
ble OA.5): 0.30 (negative group as opposed to aggressive group),

OA.7, p. 14, in the Online Appendix). Tables 6 and 7
show results for the effect of different campaign modes
on voters’ perception of the candidate whose campaign
we manipulate. Tables 4 and 6 focus on elections where
the incumbent is challenged by a single candidate,
whereas Tables 5 and 7 focus on elections with three
candidates. The unit of observation is a participant and
each participant answers each question only once

In all elections, we ask participants to express a pref-
erence for one of the available candidates. No abstention
or indifference is allowed. Consider elections with two
candidates. In the control treatment where both candi-
dates campaign positively, the challenger receives 54% of
the stated preferences.16 In elections where the challenger
adopts a negative message but maintains a neutral tone,
this share drops to 46%. The support for the challenger
decreases even further, to 32.5%, when he delivers the
negative message with an aggressive tone. These average
treatment effects are statistically different from zero, even
when controlling for demographic characteristics as well
as for economic and social preferences elicited with ex-
perimental games.

These results show that voters evaluate negatively a
politician who attacks another candidate—that is, that

0.97 (positive group as opposed to aggressive group), 0.83 (pos-
itive group as opposed to negative group); for three candidates
(corresponding to Table OA.6): 0.80 (negative group as opposed
to aggressive group), 0.90 (positive group as opposed to aggressive
group), 0.90 (positive group as opposed to negative group).

16This corresponds to the complement to one of the coefficient of
the constant in column 1 in Table 4.
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16 GALASSO ET AL.

TABLE 5 Survey Experiment, Three Candidates, the Effect of Negative Campaigning on Vote
Intentions

Panel A: Incumbent’s vote share

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Negative campaign −0.05 −0.05 −0.05
(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

Aggressive campaign 0.01 0.01 0.01
(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

Constant 0.35∗∗ 0.25∗∗ 0.22∗ 0.30∗∗ 0.23∗∗ 0.21∗

(0.02) (0.08) (0.10) (0.02) (0.07) (0.09)
Baseline treatment Positive Positive Positive Negative Negative Negative
Demographics � � � �
Preferences � �
Observations 1,010 1,010 1,010 1,016 1,016 1,016
R-squared 0.00 0.02 0.03 0.00 0.01 0.01

Panel B: Treated challenger vote share

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Negative campaign −0.12∗∗ −0.12∗∗ −0.13∗∗

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Aggressive campaign −0.02 −0.02 −0.02

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Constant 0.29∗∗ 0.35∗∗ 0.46∗∗ 0.17∗∗ 0.18∗∗ 0.27∗∗

(0.02) (0.07) (0.09) (0.02) (0.06) (0.07)
Baseline treatment Positive Positive Positive Negative Negative Negative
Demographics � � � �
Preferences � �
Observations 1,010 1,010 1,010 1,016 1,016 1,016
R-squared 0.02 0.03 0.05 0.00 0.01 0.02

Panel C: Untreated challenger vote share

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Negative campaign 0.17∗∗ 0.17∗∗ 0.17∗∗

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Aggressive campaign 0.01 0.01 0.01

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Constant 0.36∗∗ 0.41∗∗ 0.33∗∗ 0.53∗∗ 0.59∗∗ 0.53∗∗

(0.02) (0.08) (0.10) (0.02) (0.08) (0.10)
Baseline Treatment Positive Positive Positive Negative Negative Negative
Demographics � � � �
Preferences � �
Observations 1,010 1,010 1,010 1,016 1,016 1,016
R-squared 0.03 0.03 0.04 0.00 0.00 0.01

Note: LPM (Linear Probability Model) estimates. SEs in parentheses Demographic controls include male, age, high school diploma, south
& islands, large municipality (100k+) and preference controls include risk aversion, cooperative, competitive, overconfidence, public good
contribution, trusting, liberal.
† p < 0.10, ∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p < 0.01.
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Negative Campaigning Spillovers 17

TABLE 6 Survey Experiment, Two Candidates, the Effect of Negative Campaigning on Voters’
Perception of Treated Challenger

Panel A: Treated challenger cooperative

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Negative campaign −0.00 −0.00 −0.01
(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

Aggressive campaign −0.11∗∗ −0.10∗∗ −0.09∗∗

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Constant 0.59∗∗ 0.72∗∗ 0.79∗∗ 0.59∗∗ 0.66∗∗ 0.72∗∗

(0.02) (0.08) (0.10) (0.02) (0.08) (0.10)
Baseline treatment Positive Positive Positive Negative Negative Negative
Demographics � � � �
Preferences � �
Observations 944 944 944 983 983 983
R-squared 0.00 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.04

Panel B: Treated challenger good mayor

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Negative campaign −0.14∗∗ −0.13∗∗ −0.13∗∗

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Aggressive campaign −0.05† −0.05† −0.05†

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Constant 0.40∗∗ 0.49∗∗ 0.64∗∗ 0.26∗∗ 0.23∗∗ 0.26∗∗

(0.02) (0.08) (0.09) (0.02) (0.07) (0.09)
Baseline treatment Positive Positive Positive Negative Negative Negative
Demographics � � � �
Preferences � �
Observations 946 946 946 983 983 983
R-squared 0.02 0.04 0.05 0.00 0.01 0.02

Panel C: Treated challenger extreme

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Negative campaign 0.09∗∗ 0.09∗∗ 0.09∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Aggressive campaign 0.06∗ 0.06∗ 0.06∗

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Constant 0.11∗∗ 0.10† 0.18∗ 0.20∗∗ 0.20∗∗ 0.18∗

(0.02) (0.06) (0.07) (0.02) (0.07) (0.09)
Baseline treatment Positive Positive Positive Negative Negative Negative
Demographics � � � �
Preferences � �
Observations 946 946 946 983 983 983
R-squared 0.01 0.02 0.03 0.01 0.01 0.01

Note: LPM (Linear Probability Model) estimates. SEs in parentheses Demographic controls include male, age, high school diploma, south
& islands, large municipality (100k+) and Preference controls include risk aversion, cooperative, competitive, overconfidence, public good
contribution, trusting, liberal.
† p < 0.10, ∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p < 0.01.
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18 GALASSO ET AL.

TABLE 7 Survey Experiment, Three Candidates, the Effect of Negative Campaigning on Voters’
Perception of Treated Challenger

Panel A: Treated challenger cooperative

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Negative campaign −0.09∗∗ −0.09∗∗ −0.09∗∗

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Aggressive campaign −0.03 −0.03 −0.03

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Constant 0.56∗∗ 0.53∗∗ 0.57∗∗ 0.47∗∗ 0.54∗∗ 0.63∗∗

(0.02) (0.08) (0.10) (0.02) (0.08) (0.10)
Baseline treatment Positive Positive Positive Negative Negative Negative
Demographics � � � �
Preferences � �
Observations 1,010 1,010 1,010 1,016 1,016 1,016
R-squared 0.01 0.01 0.02 0.00 0.01 0.02

Panel B: Treated challenger good mayor

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Negative campaign −0.15∗∗ −0.15∗∗ −0.15∗∗

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Aggressive campaign 0.01 0.01 0.01

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Constant 0.34∗∗ 0.31∗∗ 0.46∗∗ 0.19∗∗ 0.23∗∗ 0.35∗∗

(0.02) (0.07) (0.09) (0.02) (0.06) (0.08)
Baseline treatment Positive Positive Positive Negative Negative Negative
Demographics � � � �
Preferences � �
Observations 1,010 1,010 1,010 1,016 1,016 1,016
R-squared 0.03 0.04 0.05 0.00 0.00 0.02

Panel C: Treated challenger extreme

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Negative campaign 0.11∗∗ 0.11∗∗ 0.12∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Aggressive campaign 0.05† 0.05† 0.05†

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Constant 0.09∗∗ 0.22∗∗ 0.19∗ 0.21∗∗ 0.22∗∗ 0.19∗

(0.02) (0.06) (0.07) (0.02) (0.07) (0.08)
Baseline treatment Positive Positive Positive Negative Negative Negative
Demographics � � � �
Preferences � �
Observations 1,010 1,010 1,010 1,016 1,016 1,016
R-squared 0.03 0.04 0.04 0.00 0.01 0.01

Note: LPM (Linear Probability Model) estimates. SEs in parentheses. Demographic controls include male, age, high school diploma, south
& islands, large municipality (100k+) and Preference controls include risk aversion, cooperative, competitive, overconfidence, public good
contribution, trusting, liberal.
† p < 0.10, ∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p < 0.01.
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Negative Campaigning Spillovers 19

there is a backlash effect—and that this effect trumps any
possible negative target effect, due to the negative infor-
mation the message conveys. In elections with two candi-
dates, a voter who is negatively impressed by the attacker
has no choice but to express a preference for the target,
even if she has learnt something new and unfavorable
about the latter. To assess the existence of spillover effects
on other candidates, we studied elections with three can-
didates. In the control treatment, in which all three can-
didates campaign positively, the vote share of the treated
challenger is 29.4%. This drops to 17% when this chal-
lenger attacks the incumbent with a neutral tone and to
14.9% when he uses an aggressive tone. The main benefi-
ciary of the change in preferences is the idle challenger,
who is neither attacking nor receiving the attack. This
candidate sees his vote share grow from 35.9% with pos-
itive campaign to 53% with negative and neutral cam-
paign to 54.4% with negative and aggressive campaign.
For both the treated challenger and the untreated chal-
lenger, the difference between the positive campaign and
any type of negative campaign is statistically significant,
whereas the difference between the two types of nega-
tive campaigns is not. The incumbent vote share, on the
other hand, is statistically indistinguishable across the
three treatments.

To summarize, negative (as opposed to positive)
campaigning produces a backlash effect, as it reduces the
attacker’s vote share. With two candidates, it increases the
target’s vote share. With three candidates, a spillover ef-
fect emerges, as the idle candidate vote share increases.17

Our survey experiment is designed to investigate the
mechanism behind this sizable treatment effects. In each
treatment, we ask participants three sets of questions to
solicit their perception of the treated challenger. We ask
them whether they believe the candidate would be more
likely to cooperate or compete with neighboring munici-
palities to win access to funds from the central govern-
ment, what they believe his ideological position to be
on a scale between “left” and “right,” and whether they
think a city government led by him would be success-

17As we have done in the field experiment, to accommodate for the
fact that the outcome variables depend on each other and the error
terms in the different regressions might be correlated, we also ran
SUR models. As the set of control variables is the same in all regres-
sions, coefficients are unaffected and the OLS estimators are both
consistent and efficient, but SUR allows us to perform additional
tests. Error terms are indeed correlated as the Breusch–Pagan test
of independence has a p-value of 0.001. However, confirming the
results from Table 5, the effect of negative versus positive cam-
paigning is jointly different from (the p-values for the three speci-
fications in columns 1, 2, and 3 are 0.001), whereas the effect of
negative versus aggressive campaign is not (the p-values for the
three specifications in columns 4, 5, and 6 are, respectively, 0.66,
0.68, and 0.67).

ful or not. In the two-candidate election, when the chal-
lenger adopts a negative message (pooling together neu-
tral and aggressive tones), the belief that he is a coop-
erative type decreases by 5.4 percentage points, the be-
lief that he will make a good mayor drops by around
16.2 percentage points, and the belief that he is ideologi-
cally extreme grows by 11.6 percentage points. As shown
in Table 6, the differences between each pair of treat-
ments are statistically significant, with the exception of
the difference between positive and negative with neu-
tral tone for the belief on the propensity to cooperate.
In the election with three candidates, the treatment ef-
fects of going negative have similar magnitudes (see Ta-
ble 7). However, in this case, it suffices to adopt a neg-
ative message with a neutral tone to be considered less
cooperative. Delivering the negative message with an ag-
gressive tone, as opposed to a neutral tone, does not
depress further the belief that the attacker would be a
good mayor.

To summarize these additional findings, negative (as
opposed to positive) campaigning increases voters’ be-
liefs that the attacker is competitive, rather than coop-
erative, that he would not be a good mayor, and that he
is ideologically extreme. With two candidates, all treat-
ment effects are stronger when the message is deliv-
ered with an aggressive tone. With three candidates, only
the effect on the treated challenger’s perceived ideol-
ogy is stronger when the message is delivered with an
aggressive tone.

Conclusion

The use of negative advertising in electoral campaigns is
puzzling. Some people have a visceral reaction to ads at-
tacking political opponents. Many argue that negativity is
bad for democracy, because it pushes people away from
the voting booths. Even political scientists provide little
empirical evidence to endorse its effectiveness, because,
besides harming the targeted politician, negative ads may
have a backlash effect on the attacker. And yet, going neg-
ative remains popular among political strategists. The use
of negative ads in U.S. elections has however changed
since the “Citizens United v. Federal Election Commis-
sion” Supreme Court decision in 2010, which abolished
restrictions on campaign advertising by outside groups.
Candidates are leaving to independent groups the task
of attacking their opponents. Two possible justifications
have been put forward for this novel strategy: Attacks by
independents are more credible to voters or they produce
less backlash effects for the candidate.
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20 GALASSO ET AL.

Our article studies the effect of using negative
(vs. positive) campaigning in elections with more than
two candidates. In an electoral race with multiple candi-
dates, attacking an opponent may create a backlash effect
on the attacker and a positive spillover for other candi-
dates, who refrained from going negative. To test this hy-
pothesis, we ran a large-scale field experiment during an
electoral campaign for mayor in Italy and a survey exper-
iment in a fictitious electoral campaign for mayor. In our
field experiment, we randomized negative versus posi-
tive canvassing at the precinct level and found a strong,
positive spillover effect on the idle candidate. In the sur-
vey experiment, we created a controlled environment,
with no ideological components and no incentives for
strategic voting. Results from this experiment confirm
the existence of a strong, positive spillover effect and
of a sizable backlash effect, which goes against the at-
tacker. Our empirical evidence is robust across different
environment (midsize Italian city and fictitious town),
methodology (field and survey), and campaigning in-
struments (canvassing and video ads). With more than
two candidates, negative campaigning of one candidate
against another creates a positive spillover effect in favor
of the idle candidate (i.e., neither the target nor the at-
tacker).

Our findings also imply that in multicandidate cam-
paigns there is room for collusion among politicians, as
one of them may negatively target a rival by favoring an-
other (idle) candidate, who may then reward the attacker
with some side payment (e.g., offering him the vice pres-
idency in a presidential election) after winning the race.
This collusive strategy, however, is hard to enforce and
faces serious commitment problems. On the contrary,
the strategy of having independent groups running the
negative ads is less costly, as long as those groups are not
fully identified with the true attacker, re-creating a back-
lash effect. From this perspective, our experimental evi-
dence helps to explain why the strategy of having Super
PACs attack rivals has gained momentum in recent U.S.
electoral campaigns.

Our results have important implications also for
multiparty systems. Indeed, our field experiment was
run in a multiparty environment, in which each of the
three main candidates belonged to a different party.
Our findings suggest that in multiparty systems nega-
tive campaigning should be less popular, because ev-
ery party (or candidate) has an incentive to refrain
from attacking other candidates (most likely the incum-
bent) and to free-ride on negative campaigning done by
other parties.
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