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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Negative campaigning and electoral mobilization: empirical 
evidence from German state elections
Jürgen Maier a, Sebastian Stierb,c and Mona Dianb,c

aRPTU Kaiserslautern-Landau, Department of Political Science, Landau, Germany; bGESIS - Leibnitz Institute 
for the Social Sciences, Cologne, Germany; cSchool of Social Sciences, University of Mannheim, Mannheim, 
Germany

ABSTRACT  
Recent research has been inconclusive about the systemic effects of 
negative campaigning. The available studies, most of which focus 
on the United States, either conclude that attack behavior 
decreases turnout, increases turnout, or has no effect on turnout. 
This study analyzes the relation between negative campaigning 
and turnout at the constituency level in 13 German state 
elections in 2021 and 2024. Based on a triangulation of data from 
the state returning officers and candidate surveys we show that 
an overall negative tone of the campaign stimulates voter 
participation; the predicted difference in turnout between a 
constituency reporting a low and a constituency reporting a high 
level of negativity is 2.5 percentage points for the overall 
campaign and 3.3 percentage points for the candidates’ attack 
behavior at the constituency level. We conclude that the specific 
effect of negative campaigning on turnout depends on the level 
of communication.

KEYWORDS  
Negative campaigning; 
turnout; candidate survey; 
Germany

Introduction

Citizens are the sovereign in representative democracies, delegating their power for a 
certain period of time to representatives who are supposed to solve societies’ most press
ing issues on their behalf. This transfer of power takes place in elections. To set this mech
anism in motion, it is essential that citizens participate in such elections. However, it is 
disputed how comprehensive electoral participation needs to be (for a summary see 
Steinbrecher, Huber, and Rattinger 2007, 12–14). The minimalist view is that the level 
of voter turnout is irrelevant for the core functioning of elections – to select those who 
can make decisions that are binding for all. Participatory democracy, on the other 
hand, claims that the more citizens participate in elections, the higher the legitimacy of 
those who are to make such binding decisions, and the greater the acceptance of the 
decisions they make. Therefore, especially from the perspective of the latter position, it 
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is of crucial importance whether the campaign strategies applied by parties and candi
dates encourage or discourage citizens to vote.

Starting with the work of Ansolabehere and colleagues (Ansolabehere et al. 1994; 
Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1995), there is a debate about whether negative campaigning 
– i.e. ‘any criticism levelled by one candidate against another during a campaign’ (Geer 
2006, 23) – is one such campaign element that influences citizens’ decisions whether 
or not to participate in elections. However, it is still unclear whether the mutual attacks 
by parties and candidates in election campaigns have an impact on voter turnout. 
While some studies concluded that high levels of negativity demobilize voters – and 
are thus dysfunctional for the political system from a participatory democracy perspective 
– other studies provided empirical evidence that negative campaign communication has 
a mobilizing effect on voters and thus – at least formally – increases the legitimacy of 
representatives. Still, other studies found no relationship between negative campaigning 
and turnout. While the reasons for these mixed findings are unclear, one assumption is 
that different research designs lead to heterogeneous results (Lau and Rovner 2009).

Research on the effects of negative campaign communication on turnout has several 
limitations. First, the available studies on the potentially (de)mobilizing effect of negative 
campaigning refer almost exclusively to the United States; research for non-U.S. countries 
is virtually nonexistent. Because politics, political culture, and the media – and thus elec
tion campaigns – in the United States differ greatly from the situation in other countries, 
the U.S. findings can only be generalized to a limited extent. Second, most studies on the 
effects of negative campaigning on turnout investigate televised campaign ads. This is 
understandable given the outsized role of American politics in this research strand, as 
campaign spots play a prominent role in U.S. election campaigns. However, this is not 
necessarily the case in other countries (e.g. Holtz-Bacha 2017). Moreover, limiting the 
measurements to a specific communication channel hinders the formulation of general 
statements about the relationship between negative campaigning and turnout. Given 
this consideration, the use of more holistic measures of campaign tone might be beneficial 
(for a similar argument, see Nai 2020). Third, existing research did not yet take into account 
that citizens receive campaign messages at different levels. For example, the way candidates 
campaign at the constituency level may be very different from the messages sent by the 
general campaign, which is usually dominated by party organizations at the state or 
federal level (at least in Western European parliamentary systems). With regard to negative 
campaigns, however, it is unclear which level of communication, i.e. the local or the general 
campaign, is most important for (de)mobilizing voters.

This article innovates by extending knowledge of the relationship between negative 
campaign communication and turnout to i. a non-U.S. country, i.e. Germany, and ii. 
different levels of communication (general campaign, campaign at the constituency 
level). We triangulate constituency-level turnout data for eight German state elections 
in 2021 and 2022 with the reported overall levels of campaign negativity at the state 
and the constituency captured in candidate surveys. Our results show that i. negative 
campaign communication is related to voter turnout and ii. the direction and magnitude 
of its impact depend on the level of communication. More specifically, we find that both 
the general tone of the campaign and candidates’ attack behavior at the constituency 
level mobilizes voters. However, the impact of the constituency level on turnout tends 
to be stronger.
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The impact of negative campaigning on turnout

Negative campaigning is one of the most distinctive features of contemporary electoral 
competition. Particularly in the U.S., election campaigns have increasingly been character
ized as ‘nasty, negative and uncivil’ (Shea and Fiorina 2013, 7). Already two decades ago, 
Fridkin and Kenney (2004, 571) pointed out that ‘U.S. campaigns at the dawn of the 
twenty-first century are largely characterized by negativity’. They claim that ‘the likelihood 
of people’s exposure to negative messages […] has never been higher’ (Fridkin and 
Kenney 2004, 571). Indeed, several studies show that the use of attacks has become the 
dominant strategy of U.S. campaign communication (e.g. Fowler, Franz, and Ridout 
2016, 53; Geer 2012; West 2018, 105). However, the picture is less clear for Europe (for 
an overview see Walter and Nai 2015); whereas attack behavior also has become more 
popular, e.g. in the Netherlands (Walter and van der Brug 2013), this trend has not 
been reported for other countries (e.g. Elmelund-Præstekær and Mølgaard-Svensson 
2014; Venema and Steffan 2020; Walter 2014).

Numerous studies have examined the effects of negative campaigns. In addition to 
focusing, in particular, on whether attacks ‘work’ in favour of the sender (for an overview 
see, e.g. Nai and Walter 2015), some studies have looked at the systemic effects of nega
tive campaigns. Besides research on the impact of negativity on, e.g. political polarization 
(e.g. Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1995), affective polarization (e.g. Nai and Maier 2023), or 
political cynicism (e.g. Thorson et al. 2000), there is a lively debate on the impact of attack 
behavior on voter turnout. Unfortunately, the results of this strand of research are incon
clusive. On the one hand, some scholars find that negative campaigning has a demobiliz
ing effect on the electorate (e.g. Ansolabehere et al. 1994, 1999; Ansolabehere and Iyengar 
1995; Crigler, Just, and Belt 2006; Fridkin and Kenney 2019). The reason given for this 
effect is that the average citizen does not like confrontations between politicians 
(Lipsitz et al. 2005); when campaigns get tough, citizens therefore turn away from politics. 
This can happen through several processes (see, e.g. Lau and Rovner 2009). First, attacks, 
as intended, can successfully decrease the likelihood of voting for the target of an attack, 
but in turn fail to increase the likelihood of voting for the sender (or, in the case of a so- 
called backlash effect, actually decrease it). As a result, the incentive for citizens to vote for 
any of the competitors decreases. Second, negative campaigning can reduce trust and 
political efficacy, or increase cynicism – factors that have been shown to correlate with 
turnout.

On the other hand, numerous studies have found that campaign negativity mobilizes 
the electorate (e.g. Freedman and Goldstein 1999; Geer and Lau 2006; Goldstein and 
Freedman 2002; Jackson and Carsey 2006; Romero and Romero 2021). The stimulation 
effect of attacks is explained as follows (see, e.g. Finkel and Geer 1998; Freedman and 
Goldstein 1999). First, negative messages carry more information than positive messages 
and thus educate voters; knowledge is positively correlated with electoral participation. 
Second, since negative information carries information about potential (personally rel
evant) hazards, it is more likely to be considered in judgment formation; hazard avoidance 
is an important driver for individuals and should increase the likelihood of electoral par
ticipation. Third, negativity produces physiological arousal, which is the basis for 
emotional and affective responses. Some emotions (e.g. fear) stimulate information- 
seeking and learning. Fourth, when politicians attack each other, they violate the social 
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norm of being polite to each other. Violating this norm could signal to voters that some
thing is at stake in an election and that they have an important decision to make.

Moreover, much of the research finds no effect of attacks on turnout (e.g. Arceneaux 
and Nickerson 2010; Brader 2005; Brooks 2006; Garramone et al. 1990; Krasno and 
Green 2008) – a result also supported by two meta-analyses (Lau et al. 1999, 2007). 
According to these studies, negative campaigning and voter turnout are not directly 
linked, but a relationship may exist for certain voter segments or under certain conditions 
(e.g. Jackson and Sides 2006; Krupnikov 2011, 2014).

Almost all research on the (de)mobilizing impact of negative campaigning on electoral 
participation is focusing on the United States; thus, generalizations beyond the US case 
should be taken with caution. Studies about the situation outside of the U.S. are 
limited and reported mixed findings: de Vreese and Tobiasen (2007) find a mobilizing 
effect, Nai (2013) by and large shows that attacks demobilize the electorate, and Hernán
dez-Huerta (2017) reports null effects. Since previous findings are inconclusive, it is not 
possible to derive a hypothesis on how negative campaigning and turnout are related. 
Therefore, we formulate the following research question: 

RQ1: What is the relationship between negative campaigning and turnout?

Negative campaigning and turnout: level-specific influences

Voters experience negative campaigning at different levels. This is especially true in 
mixed-member electoral systems, where more general party campaigns that specifically 
promote the party as a whole and its top candidates are accompanied by more individual 
campaigns run by constituency candidates. Because of personalization, parties and cam
paign strategies tend to be decoupled (Brettschneider 2008). Therefore, the use of nega
tivity is not necessarily the same at different levels. Depending on the level at which they 
come into contact with the campaign, voters may therefore have very different 
impressions of the degree of negativity.

Indeed, empirical evidence suggests that attacks are more common in party messages 
or among candidates who are primarily promoting their party (rather than themselves) 
(see Maier and Nai 2023; Nai and Sciarini 2018). Moreover, in addition to the differences 
between the degree of negativity of the parties and the attack behavior of the candidates, 
there are also major differences between candidates within the same party. These differ
ences arise because, e.g. the social and political profile, but also the personality vary from 
candidate to candidate, which influences the decision to go negative. In addition, 
different campaign dynamics and campaign resources shape attack behavior (for an over
view see, e.g. Maier and Nai 2023; Walter and Nai 2015). Moreover, however, the general 
election campaign of parties and their top candidates can also leave a very different 
impression at the local level. This is because campaign coverage in local media, which 
after all only appear in a given area, can vary widely.

Nevertheless, we should not overstate the freedom of candidates. Especially in parlia
mentary systems, parties set a general framework for the entire election campaign, includ
ing the issues to be addressed and the way they should be addressed. Parties are able to 
significantly influence the behavior of candidates by controlling their nomination and the 
resources deployed in the local election campaign.
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Unfortunately, to the best of our knowledge, there is no comparative research on the 
effect of negative campaigning at different levels on voter mobilization, i.e. which level 
has the strongest influence. Predictions on the impact of attack behavior at different 
levels are particularly difficult because the direction and the strength of effects are not 
necessarily the same at every level. Therefore, we formulate the following research 
question: 

RQ2: Are there differences in the relationship between negative campaigning and turnout 
across different levels of communication?

Research design

The following analyses are based on the triangulation of i. constituency-level turnout data 
for 13 German state elections between 2021 and 2024, and ii. candidates’ self-reported 
level of overall campaign negativity and their own overall attack behavior captured in 
candidate surveys (aggregated at the constituency level).1 Our research design is thus 
very similar to that of U.S. studies that use aggregated data to examine the relationship 
between negative campaign communication and turnout in defined territorial units. 
However, our article is innovative in that it measures negativity simultaneously at 
different levels.

The German electoral system in brief

As we analyze data from German candidates, we have to take into account the features of 
the country’s electoral system. Most of the German states’ systems combine majority 
voting with proportional representation (for details on the electoral system in the 
German states see Steinbrecher, Huber, and Rattinger 2007, 319–326). The result of this 
combination is that on the one hand, as a rule, about half of the seats in parliament 
are allocated by constituencies, in which the candidate who receives the relative majority 
of votes is elected. For this purpose, voters have a special vote at their disposal (the so- 
called first vote). On the other hand, the remaining parliamentary seats are allocated 
via party lists. Voters determine the strength of the parties in parliament via the so- 
called second vote. The parties receive as many mandates as they are entitled to accord
ing to the number of valid second votes cast. The prerequisite is that they receive at least 
five percent of the valid second votes.

Thus, although the German electoral system generally follows the principle of pro
portional representation, the rules for constituencies are very similar to those in the 
U.S.: Candidates who win their constituency get a seat in parliament – regardless of 
how their party performs. Therefore, the primary interest of candidates running in consti
tuencies is to win their electoral district; the secondary goal is that their party performs 
well. Hence, constituency candidates have the incentive to run their own campaign, 
which includes deciding whether or not to ‘go negative’ – and which may differ signifi
cantly from what their party does. In contrast, candidates running on party lists have 
quite different incentive structures, since their interest lies in their party getting as 
many votes as possible. The better the performance of their party, the higher the likeli
hood that they will get a seat in parliament. Therefore, they will most likely run a 
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similar campaign to their party. In order to link candidate attack behavior as closely as 
possible to turnout, but also to best separate the use of negative campaigning by candi
dates and parties, the following analyses are limited to constituency candidates.

Data collection

We investigate the link between negative campaigning and turnout using a comprehen
sive dataset compiled for eight German state elections (2021: Baden-Wuerttemberg, 
Berlin, Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania, Rhineland-Palatinate, Saxony-Anhalt; 2022: 
Lower Saxony, North Rhine-Westphalia, Schleswig-Holstein; 2023: Bavaria, Hesse; 2024: 
Brandenburg, Saxony, Thuringia; for more information see Table A1 in Appendix A). We 
collected exhaustive information from the state returning officers (‘Landeswahlleiter’) 
and ran candidate surveys. The target population for the 2021 surveys included also can
didates of smaller parties, while the 2022 surveys covered only candidates running for the 
most important parties (i.e. CDU, SPD, FDP, Bündnis 90/Die Grünen, Die Linke, AfD; excep
tions are Schleswig-Holstein, where we also invited candidates from the Südschles
wigsche Wählerverband to participate in the survey, Bavaria and Brandenburg, where 
we also invited candidates from the Freie Wähler, and Brandenburg, Saxony and Thurin
gia, where we also invited candidates from Bündnis Sahra Wagenknecht (BSW)).

We took publicly available information from the states’ returning officers to identify the 
full population of candidates in each election. To maximize participation, the candidate 
surveys were fielded using a mixed-mode design. Data collection began the day after 
the election and ended two months later. Candidates who provided an email address 
in their professional contact details online were invited to participate via an online link 
to our survey (Baden-Wuerttemberg: 81.4%, Bavaria: 79.2%, Berlin: 56.6%, Brandenburg: 
72.8%, Hesse: 74.7%, Lower Saxony: 89.9%, Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania: 65.2%, 
North Rhine-Westphalia: 97.8%, Rhineland-Palatinate: 66.8%, Saxony: 68.6%, Saxony- 
Anhalt: 58.4%, Schleswig-Holstein: 81.7%, Thuringia: 57.6%). All candidates without a pub
licly available email address were invited by regular mail, including a paper-and-pencil 
questionnaire and a return envelope. Candidates were also provided with a personalized 
link in case they preferred to answer the survey online. Since many candidates in state 
elections can rely on campaign or office staff if they are already members of parliament, 
we explicitly asked candidates in the invitation letter to complete the questionnaire them
selves. From the initial 8,101 candidates contacted (Baden-Wuerttemberg: 824; Bavaria: 
1,118; Berlin: 1,116; Brandenburg: 408; Hesse: 506; Lower Saxony: 546, Mecklenburg- 
Western Pomerania: 434; North Rhine-Westphalia: 789; Rhineland-Palatinate: 788; 
Saxony: 484; Saxony-Anhalt: 423; Schleswig-Holstein: 311; Thuringia: 354), 41.9% partici
pated in the study (minimum 30.8%, maximum 59.5%). Compared with the usual stan
dards in elite surveys, the response rates were comparatively high (Vis and Stolwijk 
2021; Walgrave and Joly 2018). The high response rates might also be a result of the 
mixed-mode design that has increased response rates in other surveys of political elites 
(Vis and Stolwijk 2021).

Because we are interested in the relationship between negative campaigning and 
turnout at the constituency level, we exclude candidates who ran exclusively on a 
party list but not in a constituency (N = 788). Furthermore, we excluded 16 candidates 
who rushed through the (online) survey by employing the procedure to filter out 
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speeders as described by Leiner (2019). This resulted in N = 2,587 valid cases (Baden- 
Wuerttemberg: 486; Bavaria: 273; Berlin: 302; Brandenburg: 112; Hesse: 149; Lower 
Saxony: 196, Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania: 116; North Rhine-Westphalia: 319; Rhine
land-Palatinate: 204; Saxony: 140; Saxony-Anhalt: 123; Schleswig-Holstein: 98; Thuringia: 
69).

About one third (32.7%) of participants in the final sample were female. The average 
age was 46.0 years (SD = 13.4 years). Data for gender and age is based on the information 
of the state returning officer. The ideology of the sample was slightly skewed to the left 
(M: 4.78/1–11, SD: 2.34); 11.1% of the candidates who participated in our surveys ran for 
the Christian Democrats (CDU), 12.9% for the Social Democrats (SPD), 16.8% for the Green 
Party (Bündnis 90/Die Grünen), 14.9% for the Left Party (Die Linke), 13.9% for the Liberal 
Party (FDP), 9.5% for the Alternative for Germany (AfD), and 21.0% for smaller parties 
usually not (yet) represented in the parliament. On average, participants took 19 min 
and 54 s (SD = 386 s) to complete the questionnaire (information only available for the 
online questionnaires).

Dependent variable

Our dependent variable is turnout, measured at the constituency level. Turnout is the 
number of votes casted divided by the number of citizens eligible to vote. Data is avail
able on the homepages of the state returning officers (see also Appendix A).

Independent variables

Our independent variable captures the use of negative campaigning at different levels 
and in different channels. The overall tone of the campaign is based on candidates’ 
responses to the following statement: ‘The election campaign was characterized to a 
large extent by mutual attacks.’ Answers were measured on a 5-point scale from 1 (‘do 
not agree at all’) to 5 (‘fully agree’). We use the average level of reported overall negativity 
across all candidates in a constituency. Negative campaigning at the constituency level is on 
the one hand based on candidates’ self-reports of their own attack behavior: ‘How often 
did you attack the political opponent, that is, criticize other parties or candidates?’. Can
didates answered on a 5-point scale from 1 (‘never’) to 5 (‘very often’). On the other hand, 
candidates also report on the attack behavior of their competitors answering the follow
ing question: ‘How often have you been attacked by your political opponents?’. Answers 
were measured on a 5-point scale from 1 (‘never’) to 5 (‘very often’). For each candidate, 
we calculated the average across both measures; the correlation between the two 
measures is r = .27, p < 0.001. To finally measure the level of negativity in an electoral dis
trict, we calculated the mean across all candidates in a constituency. The correlation 
between the two measures is now slightly higher (r = .31, p < .001; see also Figure B1, 
Appendix).

Self-reports about the use of negative campaigning might suffer from validity issues. 
For instance, candidates might rationalize or downplay their past behavior ex post. The 
same may apply to their political opponents; however, the attack behavior here should 
tend to be overestimated. Yet there are good reasons to believe that in the context of 
our study, this issue is less severe. More than other professions, political candidates – 
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especially when they are running for office – have strong incentives to be sincere; 
honesty, sincerity, and integrity are perhaps the most important image traits that 
voters look for in competing candidates (Holian and Prysby 2014). Furthermore, it is 
not clear per se what qualities and behaviors politicians themselves find desirable; for 
instance, candidates may consider high self-esteem, tactical skill, and a certain ruthless
ness to be prerequisites for being truly successful in the political arena (for this argument 
see Schumacher and Zettler 2019). Consequently, there are few reasons to assume that 
candidates systematically downplay their attack behavior. Methodologically, by averaging 
across both, self-reports of one’s own and opponents’ attack behavior, we aim to correct 
for some of the potentially existing reporting biases. If candidates indeed misreport attack 
behavior, this tendency will vary across candidates but should similarly apply to both used 
measures within individual candidates. Because this same bias should clearly point into 
two different directions for own attacks versus opponents’ attacks, averaging the reported 
negativity at the candidate level and aggregating across candidates in a constituency 
should compensate for reporting biases. To be on the safe side, we additionally follow 
the suggestions of Walter and van der Eijk (2019) to exclude bias from reports of nega
tivity. To do so we regress reported (overall or constituency-level) negativity on the can
didates’ party affiliation and their political role.2 We then use the regression residuals as 
adjusted measure of negative campaigning that is completely independent of those 
factors. However, the original and the unbiased measure of negative campaigning are 
strongly correlated (overall tone of the campaign: r = 0.97, p < .001, at the candidate 
level and r = 0.98, p < .001, at the constituency level; negative campaigning at the consti
tuency level: r = 0.92, p < .001, for both the candidate level and the aggregated data).

As another step to probe the validity of the used measures, we compared the original 
self-reported attack behavior with external measures. First, we compared the self- 
reported level of candidates’ attacks, aggregated by party, with the use of negative cam
paigning of those same parties as assessed by an expert survey (for this approach, see 
Maier and Nai 2023).3 Second, we collected social media posts of candidates on social 
media and a sample of more than 13,000 of their social media posts coded by a team 
of five trained student assistants for the presence of acclaims or attacks for five 2021 elec
tions (see for more details Appendix C). We then correlated presence of negative cam
paigning in social media posts with the selfreports of candidates. The correlations with 
both types of external measures were high (r > 0.62) (see Appendix Figures C1 and C2), 
indicating the validity of our independent variable.

Control variables

The decision of citizens to participate in elections as well as the likelihood to attack 
opponents depend on numerous factors. Hence, if we want to explain voter turnout 
through negative campaigning, we must be careful not to overestimate the effect of 
attacks. Meta-analyses show that variation in turnout at the aggregate level correlated 
with several socio-economic, political, and institutional variables (Cancela and Geys 
2016; Geys 2006). Unfortunately, due to state differences in the provision of constitu
ency-level contextual data, we are unable to control for specific socio-economic factors 
such as the unemployment rate. However, we control for turnout in the previous election 
which has been shown to be a strong predictor of current turnout in elections (Geys 2006; 
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Steinbrecher, Huber, and Rattinger 2007, 181–182). The lagged dependent variable cap
tures (unobserved) cultural and socioeconomic conditions in a territorial unit (see, e.g. 
Persson, Sundell, and Öhrvall 2014, for this approach).

Regarding political factors, first, we control for the fragmentation of the party system, 
measured by the effective number of parties (ENP; see Laakso and Taagepera 1979). 
Higher ENP indicates more competition and increases the likelihood that citizens will find 
a party that matches their preferences. In contrast, more parties could also lower voter 
turnout as information costs increase (Geys 2006). However, meta-analyses show that the 
impact of ENP on turnout is inconclusive (Cancela and Geys 2016; Geys 2006). Second, we 
control for closeness of the race, measured as the difference in vote shares between the 
winner of a constituency and the candidate ranked second place. Meta-analyses show that 
close contests increase turnout (Cancela and Geys 2016; Geys 2006). This effect is explained 
by the increase in the expected benefits of voting, but also by higher efforts of political actors 
to mobilize voters (Geys 2006). Third, we control for the share of AfD votes. Although the evi
dence on the effect of right-wing populist parties on turnout is mixed (e.g. Althoff 2022; Lei
ninger and Meijers 2021), the results for Germany tend to show that higher AfD vote shares 
are associated with higher turnout at the constituency level (e.g. Martin 2019).

Institutional factors are by and large fixed. However, we control for three factors. First, 
we control for election year since the 2021 samples include also smaller parties. Second, 
we control for region (binary variable: 0 = Western Germany, 1 = Eastern Germany). 
Turnout rates are usually lower in Eastern Germany (Steinbrecher, Huber, and Rattinger 
2007, 63), although the difference has recently become quite small (Jesse 2022). Third, 
we control whether or not a state election was held together with the 2021 federal election 
(binary variable: 0 = no, 1 = yes), as holding first – and second-order elections at the same 
time systematically increases turnout for the latter election (Cancela and Geys 2016; Stein
brecher, Huber, and Rattinger 2007, 181–182).

Analysis strategy

The 13 states examined are divided into a total of 821 constituencies.4 The analysis is limited 
to constituencies in which we identified i. assessments of the overall tone of the campaign 
from at least one candidate, and ii. self-reports from at least one candidate on his or her own 
attack behavior. This reduces the number of cases to N = 768 constituencies. For all 
regression models, we use the unbiased measures of reported negative campaigning, fol
lowing the protocol proposed by Walter and van der Eijk (2019) (see Section 3.4).

Results

Table A2 in Appendix A provides descriptive information on turnout, campaigning, and 
political competition in the constituencies. Voter turnout varied strongly across constitu
encies. On average, turnout was M = 66.1 percent (SD = 8.3); the lowest turnout in a con
stituency was 38.1 percent, and the highest turnout was 86.3 percent. The overall tone of 
the campaign was below the mid-point of the scale (M = 2.85, SD = 0.93), as was the can
didates’ reported attack behavior at the constituency level (M = 2.86, SD = 0.62).5 This 
finding is consistent with comparative studies showing that the level of negative cam
paigning in Germany is moderate (e.g. Walter 2014). However, the reported extent of 
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negative campaigning also suggests that German campaigns are definitely not conflict- 
free, mirroring the results from other candidate surveys (Maier and Nai 2023; Nai, 
Tresch, and Maier 2022). Attacks are thus an undeniable part of candidates’ campaign 
strategies in Germany.

Does the extent of negative campaigning affect turnout? Table 1 estimates the 
effects of attacks on turnout at different levels and through different channels for 

Table 1. Effect of negative campaigning on turnout
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

b (S.E.) b (S.E.) b (S.E.)

Adjusted R2 0.87 0.87 0.87
Overall tone of the campaign 0.49*** (0.14) 0.42** (0.14)
Negative campaigning, constituency 

level
0.67** (0.20) 0.55** (0.20)

% turnout, last election 0.99*** (0.02) 1.00*** (0.02) 0.99*** (0.02)
Effective number of parties 1.21* (0.20) 1.28*** (0.20) 1.17*** (0.20)
Closeness 0.04* (0.01) 0.04** (0.01) 0.04* (0.01)
% AfD 0.17*** (0.02) 0.18*** (0.02) 0.17*** (0.02)
East Germany 3.19*** (0.41) 3.16*** (0.41) 3.25*** (0.41)
Federal election 13.81*** (0.39) 13.99*** (0.39) 13.83*** (0.39)
Year 3.04*** (0.16) 3.10*** (0.16) 2.98*** (0.16)
Constant −6166.33*** (931.32) −6270.21* (322.31) −6045.75*** (329.04)
N 766 766 766

Displayed are unstandardized coefficients of OLS regressions (in parenthesis: standard errors). Significance levels: * p <  
0.05, ** p < 0,01, *** p < 0.001.

Figure 1. Predicted margins of the negativity of the overall campaign on turnout with 95% confidence 
intervals based on Table 1, Model 3
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constituencies, controlling for important variables such as turnout in the last election, 
political competition, the relevance of the right-wing populist AfD, region, and a simul
taneous first-order election.6 Our results suggest that both the overall tone of the cam
paign and attacks at the constituency level had a mobilizing effect: the higher the level of 
negativity, the higher the turnout. The predicted difference in turnout between a con
stituency that reported a very low level of negative campaigning and a constituency in 
which the level of negative campaigning was classified as very high is rather moderate: 
The difference is 2.5 percentage points for the general campaign (see Figure 1) and 3.3 
percentage points for the attack behavior of the candidates running in a constituency 
(see Figure 2).

However, when we set the number of candidates who gave us information on the 
overall negativity of the campaign and on their campaign behavior to at least two 
per constituency, the marginal effect of the overall tone becomes stronger (predicted 
difference in turnout between a constituency that reported a very low level of negative 
campaigning and a constituency in which the level of negative campaigning was 
classified as very high is 4.1) whereas the correlation between attack behavior at the 
constituency level and turnout is insignificant (see Table B2 in Appendix B). The 
reported mobilization effects of campaign negativity can be confirmed if we exclude 
the data on candidates running for smaller parties, making the different samples directly 
comparable (p < 0,001 for overall tone and p = 0.08 for negativity at the constituency 
level; see Table B3 in Appendix B).

Figure 2. Predicted margins of the negativity at the constituency level on turnout with 95% confi
dence intervals based on Table 1, Model 3
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Conclusion

What are the consequences of negative campaigning on the political system? One aspect 
that has been extensively discussed in the literature is the impact of political actors’ attack 
behavior on turnout – but so far with inconsistent results. Whereas some studies reported 
that aggressive campaigns boost turnout, other studies showed the opposite effect, i.e. 
that negativity demobilizes the electorate. Furthermore, a non-negligible proportion of 
studies concluded that negative campaigning has no consequences for electoral partici
pation. Examining the relationship between negative campaign rhetoric and voter 
turnout is by no means only of academic interest. Since participation in elections in repre
sentative democracies is the means by which voters lend power to political representa
tives for a limited period of time, the results are of political and, from the perspective 
of campaigners, practical importance.

Yet, most of the extant research focused on the United States. Because politics, political 
culture, and the media – and therefore election campaigns – in the United States differ 
greatly from contemporary politics in other countries, US findings can only be generalized 
to a limited extent. This article contributes to our understanding of the effects of negative 
campaigning on turnout with original data collected for eight recent German state elec
tions that represent a great diversity of different party constellations, government-oppo
sition dynamics, and campaign issues. By triangulating data on turnout in 13 German 
state elections with self-reports on negativity at the state and the constituency levels 
from candidate surveys, we differentiate the effects of attacks on participation at 
different levels of communication.

Our findings show that the effect of negative campaigning on turnout depends on the 
level at which negativity occurs: while both overall campaign negativity and candidates’ 
attack behavior at the constituency level mobilize the electorate, the impact of the latter is 
slightly higher than that of the former (however, the picture is reverse in robustness 
checks). However, the stimulation of turnout by reported attack behavior is not excessive; 
the predicted difference in turnout between a constituency that reported a very low level 
of negative campaigning for the general campaign and a constituency in which the level 
of negative campaigning of the general campaign was classified as very high is 2.5 per
centage points. The marginal effect for the attack behavior of the candidates running 
in a constituency is 3.3 percentage points.

Our findings suggest that voters indeed receive signals of parties and candidates from 
different levels of communication. For the general election, the contact is with campaign 
posters, the parties’ campaign ads on television and radio, campaign advertisement on 
the Internet and social media platforms, and the top candidates debate each other in tele
vised debates. Communication via these channels is intended for the entire country; 
regional differences at this level of communication are most likely only due to differences 
in campaign coverage by the local print media, which are still very strong in Germany (e.g. 
there were 309 local and regional newspapers in 2023; see BDZV 2024; the daily circula
tion of the local press was 10 million copies in 2021; see DIW ECON 2022, 10). Exposure to 
attack behavior leaves recipients with the impression that there is something at stake and 
that it makes an actual difference who the next government will be. Therefore, voters 
should be motivated to cast their ballots.
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Candidates running in electoral districts are also advertised on election posters, but 
mainly discuss issues with voters in marketplaces, distribute flyers in mailboxes, post 
personal statements on social media, or ring doorbells. In addition, the local press 
covers the campaign of the competitors for the constituency. Since interpersonal com
munication is considered more effective than mass communication with respect to 
turnout (see, e.g. a meta-analysis on GOTV messages; Bhatti et al. 2019; Green, 
McGrath, and Aronow 2013), the observed difference in mobilization through the 
general election campaign and the election campaign in the constituency (see Table 
1) seems plausible, as the likelihood of having conversations is much higher at the 
latter level. However, it is unclear why we cannot replicate this pattern when it 
comes to the robustness checks.

Our study comes with some limitations. First, our findings are based on a single 
country – Germany. There is, of course, nothing wrong with country-specific case 
studies; many studies on the relationship between attack behavior and turnout focus 
on a single country (usually the United States). The question arises, however, as to 
what extent our results can be generalized beyond the German case. Second, our 
results are based on aggregated data that relate the two macro phenomena of negative 
campaigning and turnout at the constituency level. Although aggregated data do not 
allow for drawing conclusions about how specific voters react when parties and candi
dates go negative (‘ecological fallacy’; see, e.g. King 1997), it is a standard analysis to 
obtain information about the macro-level constraints of the behavior of groups orga
nized in geographical areas. Thus, aggregated data enrich research with the geographic 
context in which people are embedded. Moreover, it is particularly useful when, as in 
our case, the phenomenon under study is difficult to measure in a valid way at the indi
vidual level (overreporting of turnout; see, e.g. Karp and Brockington 2005; Traugott and 
Katosh 1979), let alone with an ethically feasible experimental design. Third, using self- 
reports of candidates to measure negative campaigning raises the problem that candi
date responses can be tainted by social desirability or processes of rationalization. 
However, the correlation of the level of negativity reported for the general election cam
paign by the participants of our surveys with expert data are high, suggesting that this 
problem is less severe. To minimize these effects, we, in addition, used measures that are 
completely independent of the influence of partisan bias and the political role of the 
candidate. Finally, we know from the literature that incumbents and challengers 
differ not only in their use of negative campaigning (e.g. Benoit 2022) but also in 
their media coverage (e.g. Hopmann, de Vreese, and Albæk 2011). Therefore, the 
attacks of the different candidates could have different effects on voters depending 
on their political role. However, we are unable to address this properly issue because 
we do not have precise information about the effectiveness of attacks, particularly in 
terms of turnout.

Despite these limitations, our findings fit in with the majority of (U.S.) research in the 
field that assumes candidates’ attack behavior has consequences for the political 
system. However, our results also indicate that the specific direction and strength of 
the measured effects depend not only on the research design (Lau and Rovner 2009) 
but also on the level of aggregation. Future research should further investigate this 
finding.
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Notes

1. Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was obtained prior to data collection, which 
included data linkage (GESIS Ethics Committee, reference number 2020–6).

2. To assess a candidate’s political role, we use two indicators: First, whether a candidate is an 
incumbent or a challenger (i.e., a member of the parliament or not). Second, whether or not a 
candidate is running for a party that is represented in the state government. Both factors have 
been shown to influence a candidates’ use of attacks (e.g., Benoit 2022, 132; Maier and Nai 2023).

3. The surveys were conducted with Alessandro Nai (University of Amsterdam). We used the 
concept he developed for expert surveys on negative campaigning. See https://www. 
alessandro-nai.com/negative-campaigning-comparative-data; Nai (2020). A comparison of 
candidate and expert data was possible for 10 state elections; for Brandenburg, Hesse, Saar
land and Schleswig-Holstein the number of experts who accepted our invitation to partici
pate in the survey was too small.

4. 46 of these constituencies were newly formed or cut differently, i.e., they did not exist (in this 
form) in the previous state election. For most of these constituencies, the state returning 
officers provide conversions of the previous election’s turnout, so that we can also include 
these constituencies in the analysis.

5. The numbers for the unbiased (but less easy to interpret) measures that we use in the 
regression analyses are M = 0.07 (SD = 0.91) for the overall tone of the campaign and M =  
0.03 (SD = 0.56) candidates’ reported attack behavior at the constituency level.

6. Multicollinearity was not a problem in the regression models, as indicated by low VIF values 
(see Table B1 in Appendix B).
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