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Introduction

In recent years, election campaigns in Western Europe have changed rapidly (e.g. Farrell 
2005; Schmitt-Beck and Farrell 2002; Mancini and Swanson 1996). Due to decreasing 
party loyalty among voters, the once stable electorate has become increasingly volatile 
(Drummond 2006). Where in the past political parties were able to win the elections by 
mobilizing their cleavage-based constituents, they are now confronted with undecided 
voters who make up their minds at a late stage of the campaign. As political parties grip 
on the electoral market has loosened, not only has the importance of election cam-
paigns grown, but election campaigns have changed in character. According to many 
scholars campaigns have become more offensive, aiming not only to mobilize adherents, 
but also to convert undecided or even hostile voters (West 1995; Andeweg and Irwin 
2009; Mair et al. 2004). As a consequence, election campaigns in Western Europe are 
undergoing a process of professionalization, by some referred to as ‘Americanization’ 
(Plasser and Plasser 2002; Scammell 1998). Political parties in Western Europe have 
turned to the United States context in search of new campaign techniques, strategies 
and tactics (Butler and Ranney 1992; Farrell 2005). One of these practices is negative 
campaigning. 
 The alleged rise in negative campaigning is a recurring theme in the media 
coverage and political commentary of recent election campaigns in Western Europe. 
Whenever a party or politician attacks his opponent, journalists and scholars specu-
late about an increase in negative campaigning and its consequences for democracy. 
This was for instance the case in the 2006 Dutch parliamentary election campaign, in 
which the Christian Democratic Party (CDA) waged a negative campaign against the 
Social Democratic (PvdA) party leader Wouter Bos, with quotes such as ‘You are a flip 
flopper and dishonest.’1 Another example is the discussion in the media about the tone 
of the 2010 British parliamentary election campaign. Both the Conservative Party and 
the Labour Party attacked each other heavily during the campaign. As a case in point, 
Labour aired a harsh election broadcast warning voters that the budget cuts proposed 
by the Conservatives would hit families and cancer patients: ‘The Conservatives would 
end your right to see a cancer specialist within two weeks of referral by your GP. The Tories 
don’t want you to know what they would cut if they win on May 6th. There is only one way 
to protect your tax credit, your child trust fund and your right to see a cancer specialist 
within two weeks.’ A similarly harsh attack was waged by the Conservative Party, which 
used billboards with a photo of the Labour party leader Gordon Brown with subscripts 

1 See newspaper articles such as Raoul du Pré and Philippe Remarque ‘Rijmen met rechts’, de  

Volkskrant, 2 September 2006; Philippe Remarque, ‘Balkenende zoekt confrontatie met Bos’,  

de Volkskrant 30 October 2006; Mark Kranenburg ‘Balkenende bellen voor het slapen gaan’,  

NRC Handelsblad, 8 December 2007.
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such as ‘I took billions from pensions, vote for me’ and ‘I doubled the national debt,  
vote for me’.2 
 This raises the question of whether we are experiencing a growth in ‘American 
practices’ in Western Europe and whether this is an undesirable development. The latter 
question is understandable as numerous U.S. studies point out the possible corrosive 
effects of negative campaigning for democracy. Negative campaigning is said to lower 
turnout, decrease political efficacy, depress the public ‘mood’ and increase political 
cynicism (Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1995).3 My thesis does not deal with questions 
about the consequences of negative campaigning, nor does it address normative issues 
or aim to pass moral judgment on politicians who wage a negative campaign. Rather it 
focuses on descriptions and explanations of the phenomenon in three Western European 
democracies: The Netherlands, Germany and the UK. 
 Despite the reoccurring focus on the perceived increase in negative campaigning 
in Western Europe, research in the field of negative campaigning focuses primarily on 
the case of the United States and research that goes beyond this scope consists mostly 
of single country studies that cover one or two elections (e.g. Holtz-Bacha 2001; van 
Heerde-Hudson 2011; Elmelund -Præstekær 2008, 2009, 2010; Hansen and Pedersen 
2008; Schweitzer 2010; Walter and Vliegenthart 2010).4 This makes a comparative study 
of negative campaigning in Western Europe highly relevant for scholars, both in terms  
of scientific and social value. 
 This thesis provides one of the first comparative studies and the most extensive 
study conducted so far on negative campaigning in Western Europe. It contributes to the 
existing field of negative campaigning in several ways. First of all, it addresses the need 
for comparative work on negative campaigning. The current emphasis on the United 
States has led to a one-sided development of the theory on negative campaigning, 
namely the use of negative campaigning in a presidential two-party system. Comparative 
work will provide scholars with an enhanced understanding of the conditions that foster 
and shape negative campaigning. This study seeks to contribute by examining whether 
negative campaigning is a typical ‘American’ phenomenon or is also common practice in 
Western Europe. Furthermore, it adds to the field by investigating whether or not there 
are systematic differences across countries; indicating that characteristics of the political 
system and in particular the party system affect the level and nature of negative cam-

2 See newspaper articles such as ‘Tories’Poster War on Brown’, 29 March 2010; ‘Negative Campaigning 

in Spotlight’, 30 April 2010. 

3 See Lau et al. 2007 for an overview of the work on the effects of negative campaigning.

4 Notable exceptions are two papers that have not yet been published. The first is a working paper 

of Desposato (2008) that develops a game theory model on the basis of several Latin American 

countries. The second is a conference paper by Salmond (2011) that examines among other charac-

teristics the tone of YouTube ads in the twelve most recent elections in twelve different countries. 
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paigning. Finally, this study contributes to the discussion among politicians, journalists 
and scholars on the ‘increasing’ use of negative campaigning in Western Europe and its 
possible detrimental effects on democracy, by examining the empirical evidence to see if 
such a rise exists.
 This research examines the use of negative campaigning by 31 political parties in 
23 parliamentary election campaigns in the United Kingdom, Germany and the Nether-
lands between 1980 and 2006.5 The practice of this campaign strategy is not only studied 
across several countries, but also over an extensive time period. One of the strengths of 
this study is that it makes use of data collected for this specific study instead of com-
bining several existing data sources (see for instance Carlson 2001), thereby increasing 
the validity of the study. An extensive process of data collection and systematic content 
analysis of all party electionbroadcasts of all national political parties represented in 
the Lower House of Parliament and the main televised election debates in these election 
campaigns forms the basis of this study, Furthermore, as the method of content analysis 
is based on Geer (2006) an indirect comparison with the United States is possible.
 Before further outlining the full content of this thesis, this introductory chapter will 
introduce the central concept of this study, namely negative campaigning. It will discuss 
the theoretical reasons to expect a rise in the use of this campaign strategy in Western 
Europe and it introduces the main debates in the field. Furthermore, it will present a 
descriptive study on negative campaigning in Western Europe that serves as basis for 
the questions asked and examined in the following empirical chapters. The descriptive 
analyses in this introductory chapter set out to answer three research questions: is there 
a rise in negative campaigning in Western Europe? Do the levels and characteristics of 
negative campaigning in Western Europe differ from those in the United States? Are there 
systematic differences between countries and how can these possibly be explained?
 The structure of this introductory chapter is as follows: first of all the concept of 
‘negative campaigning’ is clarified and the context that is said to have generated an 
increase in negative campaigning in Western Europe is described, followed by a theoreti-
cal explanation of why systematic differences in level and characteristics of negative 
campaigning between countries can be expected. Second, the case selection and data 
collection will be explained before presenting the empirical results. Finally, we will dis-
cuss the implications of the findings, the questions that arise and the avenues of further 
research pursued in this thesis.

5 Chapter two and three that examine negative campaigning in the Dutch multiparty system contain 

models that also include data for the most recent 2010 Dutch election. These data are not used 

in the current chapter as we do not have data for the most recent British and German elections. 

Including these data in cross country comparative analyses would lead to incomparability of the 

results. 
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Defining Negative Campaigning

Defining negative campaigning is a difficult exercise as different definitions are used 
among different groups of people and also within the academic community (Swint, 1998: 
49; Johnson-Cartee and Copeland 1991: 9). As a result, journalists, politicians, political 
consultants, voters and scholars often fail to understand each other when discussing nega-
tive campaigning. According to Surlin and Gordon (1977) the majority of voters see negative 
campaigning as any attack towards the opponent. This is one of the definitions of negative 
campaigning, namely any criticism directed at one’s opponent is an attack (e.g. Surlin and 
Gordon 1977; Lau and Pomper 2004; Geer 2006). The opposite of negative campaigning is 
positive campaigning, which is constituted by self-praise and promotion. This directional 
definition of negative campaigning is different from the way the term ‘negative campaign-
ing’ is often used in public debate, namely when criticism or attacks on the opponent are 
considered to be ‘unfair’ (Kahn and Kenney 1999). Such a definition however, immediately 
raises the tricky question of what makes an attack ‘unfair’? Voters are inclined to see 
attacks on a candidate’s personal characteristics as less legitimate than an attack on his 
policies (Johnson-Cartee and Copeland 1989; Shapiro and Rieger 1992). However, research 
also shows that even after a campaign has finished, voters do not agree on whether or not 
it was a negative campaign (Sigelman and Kugler 2003). Their assessment of negativity is 
biased by (among other factors) their support for their own candidate (Brooks 1997).
 According to Swint (1998), consultants, politicians and campaign workers have a 
different perspective on what constitutes negative campaigning than most voters. The 
majority of them considers a campaign message to be negative only if it contains infor-
mation that is untruthful, deceptive or irrelevant to the campaign, regardless of whether 
these are issue or trait attacks (Swint 1998). As Swint (1998: 50) argues, political consul-
tants recoil in horror at the suggestion that voters consider any criticism of the opponent 
a form of ‘negative campaigning’. Consultants and candidates usually argue that criti-
cizing the opponent is a justifiable and legitimate campaign practice and they do not 
want this to be labelled as ‘negative’. Some scholars in the field of negative campaigning 
agree with the definition of the concept employed by the practitioners in the field.  
This evaluative definition does not consider all criticism directed at an opponent as 
being negative, but only those critiques that can be considered unfair, illegitimate and 
dishonest and deal with trivial issues (e.g. Jamieson 1992; Mayer 1996).
 In this thesis I follow Surlin and Gordon’s definition (1977), which describes 
negative campaigning as consisting of any criticism directed at one’s opponent. This 
directional definition is employed by most scholars conducting quantitative studies of 
negative campaigning. This definition has a number of benefits. Firstly, it avoids sub-
jective judgments, such as to whether a campaign is misleading, manipulative or  
illegitimate. The evaluative definition leaves the assessment of what is negative in the 
eye of the beholder, and this in turn is dependent on current political norms (Mark 2006). 
Consequently, such a definition jeopardizes validity and reliability when measuring 
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negative campaigning. Secondly, the directional definition does not blur the distinction 
between negative and positive campaigning, as the evaluative definition does. Dishon-
esty and triviality are not exclusive to negative campaigning, as one can easily imagine 
positive campaign strategies that stretch the ‘truth’ (e.g. Geer 2006; Jamieson 1992). In 
this dissertation negative campaigning is regarded as all criticism towards the opponent, 
as this comparative study is in need of a concept of negative campaigning that is inde-
pendent of place and time. Furthermore, as we do not enter into the ethical discussion 
of whether or not attack behaviour is legitimate, the directional definition of negative 
campaigning is sufficient for our purposes. We distinguish between two types of negative 
campaigning, namely trait and issue attacks. Issue attacks refer to criticizing the plans or 
policies of an opposing party or candidate. Trait attacks refer to criticizing the traits of an 
opposing party or candidate, i.e. his integrity or competence.
 Even though consultants, campaign managers and scholars do not always agree 
about the definition of negative campaigning, they do agree that it can be understood 
as a strategy to win voters (Kavanagh 1995; Mancini and Swanson 1996). Negative 
campaigning is aimed at diminishing the positive feelings voters might have for an 
opponent, thereby winning the undecided or even hostile voter, in contrast to positive 
campaigning that is thought only to strengthen the loyalty of a party’s supporters  
(Skaperdas and Grofman 1995; Doron and On, 1983).  
 Positive and negative campaigning can be connected to two theoretical approaches 
in the party competition literature: The saliency and valence approach (Budge and 
Farlie 1983b) and the confrontational approach (Laver and Hunt 1992). According to 
the saliency and valence approach parties emphasize issues on which they have an 
issue advantage and their opponents are less well regarded. This selective emphasis of 
issues leads to issue ownership. The alternative to this approach is the confrontational 
approach to policy and involves parties declaring competing positions on the same 
issue. In the way in which we define negative and positive campaigning, positive cam-
paigning consists of the types of appeals parties make to their voters, which are implied 
by the saliency and valence approach. Negative campaigning in this conceptualization 
links up more clearly with a confrontational approach (See Damore 2002; Elmelund-
Præstæker 2010). Which of these two strategies prevails, is an empirical question.

The ‘rise’ of negative campaigning

In this introductory chapter, I will present in a rather descriptive manner some first 
empirical results, which mainly pertain to the question of whether there is a rise in nega-
tive campaigning. What might be expected on the basis of the relevant literature? Several 
scholars (e.g. Benoit 1999; Geer 2006; Abbe et al. 2001) argue that with the alteration of 
the electoral market and professionalization of election campaigns, the level of negative 
campaigning in U.S. presidential and congressional election campaigns, has risen 
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considerably over time. 6 The growth of negative campaigning in the United States is 
strengthened by the common belief among practitioners and even the harshest critics 
of negative campaigning, that it is a campaign practice that works. Despite the fact that 
substantive evidence is lacking, negative campaigning is regarded as key to electoral 
success and a candidate that wants to win the elections cannot refrain from attacking its 
opponent (Lau and Pomper 2004: 2; Lau and Sigelman, 2000: 13). Furthermore, as most 
political consultants agree that the best way to respond to an attack is to counterattack, 
the practice of negative campaigning seems to be self-perpetuating (Swint 1998; Iyengar 
and McGrady 2007). Similar to U.S. candidates political parties in Western Europe are 
dealing with increased electoral volatility. Among other reactions, political parties in 
Western Europe can respond to the unstable electoral market by redefining their rela-
tionships with their competitors. As a result, parties may decide to run a more offensive 
campaign and concentrate on targeting their opponents (Mair et al. 2004). We formulate 
the following hypothesis:

Negativity Hypothesis (H1): The level of negative campaigning has increased in Western 
Europe between 1980 and 2006.

The on-going debate on attack behaviour and its desirability for democracy not only 
focuses on the overall tone of the campaign but also on its content. Perhaps the single 
biggest concern about negative campaigning is the use of trait or character attacks (Swint 
1998; Geer 2006). Trait attacks are more often considered illegitimate than issue attacks 
(Swint 1998; Lau and Pomper 2004; Benoit et al. 2003; Geer 2006). Critics are concerned 
that the focus on politicians’ traits comes at the cost of discussing the issues at stake in 
the particular election. Rational voting behaviour is regarded as crucial for democracy, 
yet in order to vote rationally voters must first be provided with information about  
different parties’ stands on the campaign issues (Johnston and Kaid 2002; Geer 2006).  
U.S. politics is candidate centred and this becomes especially apparent in election 
campaigns in which they focus more on the candidate himself, than the candidate as a 
representative of the political party (Newman 1994; Dalton et al. 2000). As a result,  
U.S. campaigns are associated with trait attacks. As attack behaviour is perceived to be  
on the rise, so are trait attacks. Especially since the decline of party identification led  
to an even greater focus on politicians in the U.S. (Dalton et al. 2000; Newman 1994).  
However, strong evidence for a rise in trait attacks in American election campaigns is 
lacking. Geer (2006: 145) concludes that the personalization of politics has not worked  

6 Notable exceptions are Buell and Sigelman (2009) and Lau and Pomper (2004). Buell and Sigelman 

(2009) claim that U.S. presidential election campaigns have not become more negative since 1960. 

In addition, Lau and Pomper (2004) do not see a systematic trend in negative campaigning in U.S. 

Senate election campaigns since 1992-2000.
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its way into presidential advertising. Benoit (1999) and West (2005) even state that there 
has been a persistent trend towards more reliance on policy attacks than character 
attacks in campaign ads.
 Parliamentary democracies in Western Europe are currently witnessing a process 
of increased presidentialization or personalization (Holtz-Bacha and Kaid 2006; Mughan 
2000; Farrell 2005; Poguntke and Webb 2005). This increased focus on party leaders in 
parliamentary systems, is the result of decreasing party loyalty and the changing role 
of the media (McAllistar 1996; McAllistar 2007; Banducci and Karp 2000; Dalton et al. 
2000). The modernization of political communication seems to have contributed to 
increasing personalization and parties themselves increasingly choose to tailor their 
campaigns to the media’s demands and project themselves through the personalities of 
their leaders (Dalton et al. 2000; Mughan 2000). These current developments make it 
likely that Western Europe will not only witness an increase in negative campaigning, 
but also a specific increase in attacks on the opponent’s traits. We would like to intro-
duce a theoretical distinction between trait attacks in general and trait attacks targeted 
at a politician. Where in the U.S. trait attacks are almost automatically linked to targeting 
a candidate, this is not the case in Western Europe. Next to individual politicians, parties 
are also attacked on their traits. To illustrate, voters displayed in a Liberal Democrat ad 
of the 2005 election campaign said: ‘I feel Labour has lied, and they’ve gone against their 
promises’ (..) ‘I don’t think Tony Blair or Michael Howard can be trusted’. The first quote 
is constituted of two trait attacks on the trustworthiness of the Labour Party and the 
second quote contains two trait attacks on the trustworthiness of Labour party leader 
Tony Blair and Conservative party leader Michael Howard. Consequently, trait attacks 
can be defined in several ways. First of all, one can take all trait attacks together regard-
less of whether they are aimed at parties or individual politicians. Second, one can 
consider trait attacks as solely attacks on traits of individual politicians. We expect an 
increase in both types of trait attacks, we formulate the following hypothesis: 

Personalization Hypothesis (H2): The level of trait attacks has increased in Western 
Europe between 1980 and 2006.

Though we strive to measure the rise of negative campaigning in Western Europe, it must 
be mentioned that one should not regard negative campaigning as a new phenomenon. 
The tactic of attacking the opponent is as old as politics itself. As Schattschneider (1960: 
2) states ’At the root of all politics is the universal language of conflict’. Conflict is thus 
inherent to the nature of politics. After all, how can voters vote if they are unaware of 
what parties and/or candidates stand for? It is necessary for the differences between par-
ties to be explained, and therefore a certain level of negative campaigning will always be 
present in election campaigns. However it might be that recent developments have made 
parties’ need to distinguish themselves from their opponents increasingly more neces-
sary. As a result, the use of negative campaigning might have risen to unknown heights 
and/or altered the nature of these attacks. 
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Party System and Negative Campaigning

Under the influence of the professionalization of election campaigns, negative campaign-
ing is thought to have become a common practice in Western Europe. However, we do not 
expect that the level and characteristics of negative campaigning will be similar across 
Western European countries or similar to the United States. From the campaign literature 
we know that four general characteristics of the political system affect the characteristics 
of election campaigns; the institutional structure, the electoral system, the party system 
and the media system (Bowler and Farrell 1992; Schmitt-Beck and Farrell 2002; Farrell 
2005). Various political system characteristics can therefore affect the practice of negative 
campaigning. The limited number of countries in our study prevents a statistical analysis 
of the influence of these characteristics on negative campaigning. However, we have a 
strong theoretical basis for expecting the type of party system to affect the likelihood of 
negative campaigning, which is why we elaborate on this aspect here. At the same time, 
we do not claim that other characteristics are of no or lesser importance for understand-
ing the phenomenon of negative campaigning across countries.  
 Most studies examining the use of negative campaigning assume that candidates or 
parties are rational actors that engage in a cost benefit analysis before deciding whether 
to make use of negative campaigning (e.g. Lau and Pomper 2004; Riker 1996). When 
the expected benefits outweigh the (potential) costs, parties will decide to make use of 
negative campaigning in an election campaign. However, these decisions are not made 
in a political vacuum, the cost benefit analysis that parties make is not only affected by 
the features of the particular election they compete in (such as closeness of the race, 
type of election) but also the characteristics of the political system. This latter aspect has 
been neglected due to the absence of comparative work. Several non-U.S. single country 
studies on negative campaigning (e.g. Hansen and Pedersen 2008; Elmelund-Præstekær 
2008, 2010) suggest that practicing negative campaigning in a multiparty system is differ-
ent than in a two-party system, thereby indicating the importance of this political system 
characteristic for the study of negative campaigning across countries.7 The party system is 
especially important if one aims to understand negative campaigning in Western Europe 
as most continental European countries have a party system characterized by multiple 

7 Salmond (2011) suggests that it is the electoral system and not the party system that causes these 

differences in the level of negative campaigning across countries. We acknowledge that these two 

system characteristics are related, however the causal order between the electoral system and 

the party system is debatable (e.g. Benoit 2007). In addition, there are exceptions on Duverger’s 

law, such as one of the countries studied, i.e. the Netherlands. The Netherlands has always been a 

multiparty system regardless of its electoral system (Andeweg and Irwin 2009). However, we argue 

that although the party system might be caused by the electoral system, it is in practice the number 

of parties and the need of coalition government that matters for the level of negative campaigning. 



20   Chapter 1 - Negative Campaigning in Western Europe: Similar or Different?

parties and coalition governments (Hobolt and Karp 2010). The party system in which  
parties operate affects the cost benefit structure of making use of negative campaigning. 
In a two party system attacking parties solely fear so-called backlash or boomerang 
effects. Negative campaigning can cause negative feelings towards the attacker instead 
of the targeted party or candidate (Johnson-Cartee et al. 1991; Garamone 1984). Besides 
the potential risk of losing voters negative campaigning can certainly help a party to win 
a race. In a two party system negative campaigning is beneficial when voters turn away 
from the opponent, thereby making the attacking party the largest player in the field. 
Although desirable it is not a necessity to win those voters to gain the upper hand in an 
election, a party already wins if the opponent’s voters decide not to go to the ballot box.
 In a multiparty system parties face a different cost-benefit structure when deciding 
whether to go negative, this is the result of two main differences between a two party 
system and a multiparty system. First of all, multiparty competition provides a party 
with many more potential opponents. This larger number of competitors affects the 
expected benefits of negative campaigning. It increases the uncertainty of acquiring the 
benefits of attack behaviour as voters have a much broader range of parties to choose 
from. Voters that turn away from their party as a result of negative campaigning are not 
necessarily won by the attacking party as they might decide to vote for another party 
(Elmelund-Præstekær 2008). As a result, an unintended consequence of negative cam-
paigning might be that it contributes to the success of another party than one’s own.
 The second difference is the need to form a coalition government after the elections 
and this affects the costs of negative campaigning. Parties that make use of negative 
campaigning not only face electoral backlash effects, but also potential coalition bar-
gaining costs in a multiparty system (e.g. Brants et al. 1982; Hansen and Pedersen 2008; 
Elmelund-Præstekær 2010). A campaign which is too aggressive, rough and negative, 
may damage the opportunity to govern together (e.g. Brants et al. 1982; Sjöblom 1968; 
Holtz-Bacha and Kaid, 2006: 6). Therefore, negative campaigning within multiparty 
competition brings out a trade-off between the different goals that parties pursue. Within 
a two party system parties can concentrate on vote-seeking behaviour as a majority of 
votes enables them to achieve office and implement policy. In contrast, parties operating 
within a multiparty system have to carefully balance their vote-, office- and policy-
seeking objectives as obtaining the most parliamentary seats does not automatically 
translate into government office or policy influence (Strøm and Müller 1999). Conse-
quently, due to the absence of a clear connection between winning votes and obtaining 
office in a multiparty system attack behaviour might not always be beneficial.
 Overall, parties in a multiparty system thus face a different cost-benefit structure 
than parties in a two party system. As a result of the different cost-benefit structure we 
expect that parties in a two party system will be more inclined to make use of negative 
campaigning than parties in a multiparty system. 

Party System Hypothesis (H3): The level of negative campaigning is higher in a two-
party system than in a multiparty system
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Case Selection, Data and Coding Procedure

For this study we measured negative campaigning on the basis of content analysis of 
campaign material of political parties in 23 British, Dutch and German parliamentary 
election campaigns between 1980 and 2006. This time period is selected as negative cam-
paigning is considered to be a recent development in Western Europe and it is around 
this time that parties started to invest in the professionalization of election campaigns 
(Farrell and Webb 2000; Mair et al. 2004). Furthermore, we have chosen to study multiple 
elections in three countries instead of single elections in a larger number of countries. 
The multiple time periods are needed to be able to speak of a change in the use of nega-
tive campaigning.8 The Western European countries that we compare with each other 
and with the United States are the United Kingdom, Germany and the Netherlands. 
These Western European countries are all established parliamentary democracies with 
election campaigns that have become more candidate-focused, but in their fundamen-
tals remain party coated. In addition, their election campaigns are increasingly led 
by campaign professionals (Farrell 2005). Among these countries we find substantial 
variation between the party systems, and we expect this to be among the main factors 
affecting the use and characteristics of negative campaigning. The Netherlands and 
German have a multiparty system and Great Britain a two party system. We examine 
the parliamentary elections, which are the first-order elections for these West European 
countries. First order elections are elections in the main political arena of the country 
(Reif 1985). In the U.S. the presidential elections are the first order elections and it is 
especially these election campaigns that serve as a source of inspiration for political par-
ties in Western Europe (more so than the congressional election campaigns). We restrict 
the data collection to campaign material from national political parties represented in 
the Lower House of Parliament in each of these countries within this time period. As a 
result, regional political parties, such as the Scottish National Party (SNP), Plaid Cymru 
and Sinn Féin, are not included.
 Western European parliamentary election campaigns are relatively short in com-
parison to U.S. presidential campaigns and last approximately four weeks (Crewe and 
Gosschalk 1995; Brants, et al. 1982). We determine the degree of negative campaigning 
on the basis of party election broadcasts and televised election debates. Party election 
broadcasts are completely controlled and officially approved by the party leadership and 
therefore provide a reliable source to measure party or candidate behaviour. In addition, 
U.S. research on negative campaigning is primarily based on television ads and we wish 
to make a valid comparison with Geer’s data (Geer 2006). We acknowledge that negative 
campaigning is not restricted to television ads and that ads may not have such a promi-

8 A longer period would preferably have been studied, however, pre-1980 campaign material is not 

available for all three countries in a systematic way.
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nent role in all Western European election campaigns as in the United States, as political 
parties in Western Europe often deal with more restrictive rules when it comes to pur-
chasing advertising time and have fewer funds to buy them (Holtz-Bacha and Kaid 2006; 
Van Praag, 2005). Therefore we complement the party election broadcasts with televised 
election debates. In countries in which party election broadcasts play a minor role, elec-
tion debates have a more prominent place in the election campaigns. Although election 
debates are a semi controlled source, as the moderator steers the discussion with his 
questions, the party leader is still present and in control of what he says and therefore they 
serve as a good indicator of party and/or candidate behaviour. Nevertheless, as politicians 
are directly confronted with their opponent the overall level of negative campaigning can 
be expected to be higher in election debates than party election broadcast ads.
 In order to ensure comparability between the West European countries, we include 
only party election broadcasts that are aired during allocated free broadcasting time. In 
the United Kingdom, the purchase of commercial airtime is prohibited, while in Germany 
and the Netherlands airtime is available and can be bought. In Germany, it has been pos-
sible to purchase airtime on commercial television since 1989 and in the Netherlands on 
both commercial as well as public television since 1998 (Holtz-Bacha 2000; Holtz-Bacha 
and Kaid 2006). While purchasing air time is allowed in the Netherlands, it is still not a 
widespread practice (Van Praag 2007). This being said, in all three countries free broad-
casting time is granted on public television channels and in the United Kingdom also on 
the commercial channels (Holtz-Bacha and Kaid, 2006: 10). In these three countries there 
are no legal restrictions on the content of the political advertisement, the only require-
ment is that they fit the provided broadcast time. As the main bulk of the party election 
broadcasts are taped before the election campaign, the data source reflects in general the 
party strategy at the beginning of the campaign. In total 377 party election broadcasts 
were collected on tape or as transcripts from various public and private archives (see 
Table A.1., A.2. and A.3.).
 Televised election debates are traditionally part of the German and Dutch campaign 
culture, but not of the British. Until the recent 2010 British elections, no televised election 
debate was ever held, as parties were always unable to agree on the terms under which it 
would be conducted (Mitchell 2000; Tait 1998). In Germany, there were televised election 
debates in which the main representatives from all parties represented in the Bundestag 
participated, between 1969 and 1987. These debates are known as the Elephant rounds 
and were held three days before the elections (Maurer and Reinemann 2003). For some 
time after 1987 these election debates took place after the elections and therefore they are 
not included in our study. Since 2002, debates between the two main political party lead-
ers have also been held. In the Netherlands, televised election debates have been aired 
on the public broadcast channels since 1963 and on the commercial broadcast channels 
since 1994. Although various election debates always take place, two main debates occur 
during every election campaign; the public election debate between the main party lead-
ers on the evening before Election Day and the election debate between the main party 
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leaders on the commercial channel. In total 19 televised election debates were collected 
on tape or as transcripts from various public and private archives (see Table A.4. and A.5.). 
Negative campaigning in the debates is measured by looking at:
•	 The number of negative (any criticism against the opposition) appeals made in com-

parison to the total number of appeals. The latter is the sum of positive and negative 
appeals, where positive appeals consist of any self-praise of the party or politician

•	 The content of positive and negative appeals (are they issue or trait attacks)
•	 The target of the appeals (positive appeals are always directed at the politician or its 

party, negative appeals can be directed at the status quo, the government, the oppo-
sition, a specific opposing political party, a specific opposing politician, a cluster of 
opposing political parties or politicians)

The coding scheme will be illustrated by a quote from Hans Janmaat party leader of the 
Dutch right-wing extremist party Centre Democrats in his party election broadcast of 
1989. ‘The Christian Democrats are only interested in money and power. For that Lubbers 
(CDA party leader- author) will sell his own mother to the devil. He will start by privatizing 
state companies and immerse the Netherlands in an uncertain Europe’ (…) ‘We fight for 
our own society. We want to rescue the Netherlands. We want to point out to our youth the 
dangers of mixed racial marriages.’ The first three sentences of this quote are coded as 
negative campaigning, in which the party CDA is attacked twice on its integrity, the party 
leader Lubbers is attacked on his integrity and then the party leader is attacked twice on 
his proposed policies with respect to the economy and the European Union (five negative 
appeals). The three following sentences are coded as positive campaigning; they would 
be coded as three appeals of self-praise of the Centre Democrats on immigration policy.
 The transcripts of campaign broadcasts serve as the basis for analysis.9 The unit of 
analysis is a natural speaking unit, i.e. the appeal, which is any mention of self-praise or 
criticism of the opponent. The complete ad is not the unit of analysis as ads often contain 
both positive as well as negative campaign messages (Benoit et al. 2003; Geer, 2006). 
The same applies to sentences, which often contain more than one appeal. The coding 
method is based on the procedure developed by Geer (2006). Negative campaigning 
is measured by looking at only explicit and visible manifestations, i.e. manifestations 
the voter can see are taken into account. One of the main advantages of Geer’s method 
(2006) is that it is applicable beyond ads and can also be used to examine negative 
campaigning in election debates. In addition, using Geer’s method enables us to make 
comparisons with his data on the United States.
 The content analysis is executed by a group of native speaking (post) graduate 
students. Geer’s coding method (2006) proved to be reliable both within and across 

9 From all the televised party election broadcasts and debates transcripts were made if they did not 

yet exist.
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countries. The most difficult coding category was to determine the unit of analysis, i.e. 
what does or does not constitute an appeal and whether a text segment consists of one or 
multiple appeals. The inter-coder reliability (Krippendorf’s Alpha) was 0.66 for selecting 
the unit of analysis. For the tone (negative versus positive), kind of appeal (issue or trait) 
and its target (status quo, government, party, cluster of parties, politician, cluster of poli-
ticians) Krippendorf’s Alpha was 0.97, 0.69 and 0.82 respectively.10 In total 15988 appeals 
were generated, 8931 appeals from the party election broadcasts and 7057 appeals from 
election debates. Geer’s data (2006) from his book ‘In Defense of Negativity’ will be used 
to compare our data with the United States. He coded a total of 795 ads for the period 
1960-2000 which resulted in 5414 appeals; we only make use of the data from the period 
1980-2000 which is based on 514 spots.
 As we lack complete records on how many times each party election broadcast 
was aired, where exactly and what the audience size of all election debates and party 
election broadcasts was, we are unable to perform frequency-weighted or rate weighted 
analysis (Prior 2001). However, we do know that all these party election broadcasts and 
election debates were aired. Instead the data is weighted in two separate steps. First 
of all, as the number of appeals varies greatly across parties in an election campaign 
(partly due to the different number of ads produced by the parties) and we want to 
prevent a party with more appeals influencing the overall campaign image more than 
a party with less appeals, we weigh the party election combinations equally. Second, 
we acknowledge that not all parties affect the overall campaign image equally, namely 
large parties are more important for the overall image than small parties. As a result, 
we have weighted the data in the second step on the basis of party size measured on 
the basis of the election results.11 To estimate whether there are country differences in 
the level of negative campaigning and whether there is an increasing trend over time, 
we run several logistic regression models with heteroskedastic errors. As the appeals 
are not independent from the party and the election, we cluster on the party election 
combinations. Three dichotomous dependent variables are estimated in the models. 

10 The intercoderreliability (Krippendorf’s Alpha) inside the three countries for the unit of analysis, 

tone, kind of appeal and target was respectively, 0.77, 0.92, 0.83 and 0.92 for the Netherlands.  

For Germany the intercoderreliability was for the same categories in the same order 0.71, 0.97, 0.81 

and 0.94. For Britain the intercoderreliability was 0.68, 0.94, 0.68 and 0.76. 

11 We have not weighted the data on the basis of party size in a linear manner, but have taken the 

square root of the party size. This ensures that larger parties weight more heavily on the results 

than smaller ones, but that the results are not fully dominated by the larger parties. There is also 

an argument from inferential statistics to weight parties in this manner. Smaller parties have fewer 

members of parliament (MP’s). Since the standard error of estimates is a function of the square 

root of the sample size, we also weigh the parties by the square root of the proportion of number  

of MP’s, so that our sample follows the sampling distribution when we interpret the sample to 

reflect the composition of the parliament. 
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First of all Tone (0=Positive; 1=Negative), Trait Attack (0=No; 1=Yes) and Trait Attacks 
Targeted At Politicians (0=No; 1=Yes). The independent variables incorporated are first 
of all country dummies. For these country dummies the Netherlands is the reference 
category. In addition, we incorporate interactions between the country dummies and 
the time variable. 

Results

We turn to the empirical results to answer our research questions stepwise. First of 
all, are we witnessing a rise in negative campaigning in Western Europe? Based on the 
party election broadcasts (see Figure 1.1) there is no reason to believe that negative 
campaigning is on the rise for any of the three Western European countries. This find-
ing is supported by the measurements of Germany and the Netherlands on the basis of 
televised election debates (see Figure 1.2). The overall level of negative campaigning in 
election debates is higher than in party election broadcasts, which is not surprising as 
conflict is more likely when political opponents are directly confronted with one another 
(Walter and Vliegenthart 2010). However, the overall volatility in negative campaigning 
in election debates, is considerably lower than in party election broadcasts. The results 
of logit models 1 and 2 presented in Table 1.1 support this finding. They show that there 
are no significant positive trends, only a significant negative trend for the United King-
dom. On the basis of party election broadcasts, the overall level of negative campaigning 
for the UK seems to have decreased over our research period. Thus, on the basis of this 
study of the parliamentary elections in the period 1980-2006, the perception that the use 
of negative campaigning is increasing in Western Europe, cannot be upheld. Similar to 
West (2005: 68) we argue that there are natural variations in the cycle of negativity, but 
that there are no grounds for speaking about an upward trend. The Negativity Hypothesis 
(H1) is rejected. The findings are in accordance with findings of several single European 
country studies that all argue there is evidence of volatility in negativity, but no absolute 
increase in the number of negative appeals (Holtz-Bacha 2001; Van Heerde-Hudson 2011; 
Elmelund-Præstekær 2009; Esaiasson and Hkansson 2002). If there is a rise in negative 
campaigning at all (e.g. Buell and Sigelman 2009; Lau and Pomper 2004) then this seems 
to be a peculiar American phenomenon. 
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Figure 1.1: Amount of Negative Campaigning in Parliamentary Election Campaigns 1980-2006 (Party Election 
Broadcasts)

Note: Appeals are weighted on the basis of party size. N=8931 (NL=3504, UK=3102, GE=2325). See for the 
United States Geer (2006).

Figure 1.2: Amount of Negative Campaigning in Parliamentary Election Campaigns 1980-2006  
(Election Debates)

Note: Appeals are weighted on the basis of party size. N= 7057 (NL=4401, GE=2656)
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Table 1.1: Country Differences and Trends over Time in Negative Campaigning 1980-2006

Model 1 
Negative 
Appeals

(PEB)

Model 2
Negative 
Appeals

(Debates) 

Model 3 
Trait Attacks

(PEB)

Model 4
Trait Attacks 

(Debates)

Model 5
Trait Attacks 

Aimed At 
Politicians
(Debates)

Germany -.352°
(.337)

28.128
(46.206)

-.324
(.502)

50.808
(40.059)

84.801
(41.36)

United Kingdom 1.193**
(.277)

- .196
(.428)

- -

Germany*Time -.035
.019)

-.058
(.018)

-.075°
(.045)

-.032
(0.017

-.032°
(.018)

United Kingdom*Time -.034*
(.014)

- -.005
(.026)

- -

The Netherlands*Time .003
(.016)

.008
(.141)

-.021
(.019)

-.007
(.107)

.010
(.011)

Constant -1.059
(.234)**

-17.142
(28.181)

-2.850
(.310)

10.964
(21.273)

-21.924
(21.602)

Wald X² 92.11** .49 6.48 17.60 22.66**

McFadden’s R² .054 .001 0.011 0.033 .0379

Correctly Classified 70.96% 62.62% 94.89% 88.10% 90.46%

N 8931 7054 8931 7057 7057

Note: PEB = Party Election Broadcasts. Table entries are logistic regression coefficients with White hetero-
skedastic standard errors in parentheses. For models 1 and 3 standard errors are adjusted for 141 clusters.  
For models 2, 4 and 5 standard errors are adjusted for 61 clusters. For the country dummies the Netherlands  
is the reference category. ** significant at p <.01; * significant at p <.05 ° significant at p <.10 (two-tailed).

Recent electoral developments in Western Europe not only made us expect a rise in nega-
tive campaigning, but also a rise in trait attacks in particular. Figure 1.3 and 1.4 show the 
percentage of negative trait appeals towards parties and politicians measured in West 
European Parliamentary Election campaigns. Both figures not only show that negative trait 
appeals are only a negligible part of all the appeals made, but a clear increasing trend is 
not identifiable. Model 3 and 4 in Table 1.1 show that there are no significant linear trends 
to be found, both in the party election broadcasts as well as televised election debates. 
The only finding bordering on significance that can be discovered is for Germany in party 
election broadcasts and this is a negative effect. In addition, no signs of a linear trend are 
found when one looks solely at trait attacks towards individual politicians. These find-
ings are not displayed graphically as these attacks are rare in general and particularly in 
party election broadcasts. In British election campaigns the percentage of trait attacks on 
politicians varies between 1 and 3 per cent of the total number of appeals, in German elec-
tion campaigns it varies between 1 and 4 per cent of the appeals and in the Netherlands 
between 1 and 3 per cent of the appeals. Model 5 again only shows a borderline significant 
negative effect for Germany. Regardless of the increased focus on the party leader during 
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current parliamentary election campaigns, no evidence for a rise in trait attacks during the 
period 1980-2006 can be found. Thus, the Personalization Hypothesis (H2) is rejected. 

Figure 1.3: Amount of Trait Attacks in Parliamentary Election Campaigns 1980-2006 (Party Election Broadcasts)

Note: Appeals are weighted on the basis of party size. N=8931 (NL=3504, UK=3102, GE=2325). See for the 
United States Geer (2006).

Figure 1.4: Amount of Trait Attacks in Parliamentary Election Campaigns 1980-2006 (Election Debates) 

Note: Appeals are weighted on the basis of party size. N= 7057 (NL=4401, GE=2656)
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Although we did not find evidence for an increasing trend over time, we have already 
seen that there are indeed country differences. Model 1 in Table 1.1 shows that for party 
election broadcasts there is a significant positive difference between the Netherlands 
and United Kingdom and a negative border significant difference with Germany. For 
party election broadcasts the average level of negative campaigning is 43 per cent for 
British election campaigns, 29 for Dutch election campaigns and 18 for German election 
campaigns. According to Geer (2006) the average level of negative campaigning in U.S. 
presidential campaigns is 36 per cent. The British parliamentary election campaigns 
resemble the U.S. presidential election campaigns the most when it comes to the overall 
level of negativity. The mean level of negative campaigning only differs three per cent 
when one compares German and Dutch election debates, respectively 38 and 41 per 
cent. For trait attacks Table 1.1 does not show any country differences. The party election 
broadcasts show that the overall level of trait attacks is rather low; with 4 per cent, the 
Netherlands and Germany have the lowest level, followed by the United Kingdom with 
7 per cent. The level of British election campaigns is again most similar to the United 
States that according to Geer (2006) has an average level of 10 per cent of trait attacks in 
the election campaigns. When looking at the level of trait attacks in German and Dutch 
election debates one sees a 9 per cent significant difference, respectively 17 versus 8 per 
cent. Similar results are found when trait attacks are interpreted as solely character 
attacks on politicians. To what extent did we find some exemplary evidence for the 
hypothesis about the influence of the party system on negative campaigning? We have 
seen that the highest levels of negative campaigning can be found in two party systems, 
the level of negative campaigning is considerably higher in the United States and United 
Kingdom than the Netherlands and Germany. The mean level of negative campaigning 
for the multiparty systems is 19 per cent in contrast to 40 per cent for the two party 
systems in party election broadcasts. Thus, we do indeed find some support for the Party 
System Hypothesis (H3).

Some First Conclusions

This introductory chapter examining negative campaigning outside the U.S. cover-
ing 31 political parties in 23 election campaigns in three countries over a period of 
approximately 25 years has presented us with some important first insights. Thereby 
contributing to more knowledge on the level and characteristics of negative campaigning 
in Western Europe. 
 First of all, we do not find empirical evidence for a rise in negative campaigning in 
Western Europe, thereby validating several other single European country studies that sug-
gest that there is little empirical foundation for this belief. This suggests that to the extent 
that negative campaigning is on the rise in the U.S., this is solely an American phenome-
non. U.S. scholars should therefore look for specific country characteristics that fuel this 
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development in the U.S. Whilst the results do show us variation across time, there is no 
increasing trend in negative campaigning.
 Secondly, no evidence has been found for a rise in trait attacks. Although the 
general campaign literature argues that election campaigns are becoming more per-
sonalized, in Western Europe we do not see this development reflected in an increase in 
negative campaigning. Thereby, this study contributes to the discussion on the person-
alization of election campaigns. Our findings show that there is no reason to believe 
that election campaigns are becoming less substantial, issues remain the main focus of 
attack behaviour in parliamentary campaigns in Western Europe.
 Thirdly, we found that the volatility of negative campaigning in televised election 
debates is considerably lower than in party election broadcasts. In addition, the level of 
negative campaigning is considerably higher in televised election debates than in party 
election broadcasts, which we attribute to the direct confrontation with the opponent. 
As a result, in line with other studies (such as Walter and Vliegenthart 2010) we conclude 
that it matters which (media) messages are studied when it comes to negative campaign-
ing. We think that the party election broadcasts are probably more suitable for the study 
of negative campaigning as they are often produced before the campaign and thus reflect 
the overall campaign strategy. Election debates are more likely to reflect the internal 
campaign dynamics of that specific moment and how parties have adjusted their cam-
paign strategy. Furthermore, it is also not unlikely that in election debates the overall 
level of negative campaigning is simply higher because the moderator stimulates direct 
confrontation as it is considered good for market shares (Kleinnijenhuis et al. 2003).
 Finally, our study has not only shown that there is considerable variation between 
elections, but that its overall level also varies across countries. Furthermore, we found 
exemplary evidence for the notion that the party system constrains the use of negative 
campaigning. We found lower levels of negative campaigning in multiparty systems in 
comparison to a two party system, thereby confirming a notion mentioned in the cam-
paign literature (e.g. Farrell 2005). An overall higher level of negative campaigning might 
just be a by-product of the adversarial politics that comes with a two party system.

Outline of the Thesis

The findings of this introductory chapter are interesting in their own right, but also raise 
new questions. Although we did not find a rise in negativity, we did find variation across 
elections and across countries in the level of negative campaigning. What accounts for 
this variation? Which characteristics of elections, parties or party leaders explain the 
use of negative campaigning? Furthermore, we found support for the notion that the 
party system affects the use of negative campaigning. What are the differences between 
negative campaigning in a multiparty system and a two party system? Are the charac-
teristics explaining negative campaigning the same in different party systems? These 
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are questions arising from this mainly descriptive introductory chapter on negative 
campaigning in Western Europe, and which will be answered in the following chapters 
of this dissertation. However, this introductory chapter not only outlines avenues for 
further research, it also closes some doors. This study has shown that trait attacks only 
constitute a very small part of the sum of attack behaviour and therefore, we will focus 
on explaining negative campaigning in the broadest sense (all criticism directed at the 
opponent) in the subsequent chapters rather than only on trait attacks. Furthermore, we 
will focus on party election broadcasts as we find them more suitable for our study on 
negative campaigning than election debates. Not only as election debates tend to high-
light more the internal dynamics, also because the UK did not have election debates till 
the 2010 campaign. Furthermore, party election debates have remained consistent across 
time and therefore are better comparable than televised election debates. The election 
debates have undergone multiple changes, such as in the debate format, the presence of 
an audience and the role of the moderator.
 In addition to this introductory chapter, this dissertation consists of four empirical 
chapters. This dissertation is a collection of several articles that can be read independently 
and therefore the content of parts of the chapters may overlap to some degree. However, 
each chapter presents different empirical results and focuses on different research 
questions. In Chapter 2 we examine inter-party variation in negative campaigning in the 
Netherlands in the period 1981-2010. Which party characteristics contribute to the use of 
negative campaigning in this multiparty system? We extend the theoretical argument on 
why negative campaigning in a multiparty system is different than in a two party system 
and test these theoretical hypotheses by means of analyses on the Dutch case, the mul-
tiparty system par excellence. Chapter 3 asks which opposing parties are the most likely 
targets of negative campaigning in a multiparty system. This chapter 
again adds to our knowledge on negative campaigning in a multiparty context, by 
examining an even more underdeveloped part of this campaign strategy, i.e. the choice 
of target. The multitude of competing parties in a multiparty system makes this a highly 
relevant question that has not been studied before. At the same time as developing new 
theory on the choice of target in a multiplayer context, we test these expectations on the 
basis of the Dutch case. This is done by employing a dyadic logistic regression model. 
Chapter 4 moves away from these single country studies and examines the level of nega-
tive campaigning comparatively. It examines the conditions under which different kinds 
of parties resort to negative campaigning in three Western European countries, thereby 
testing both the effect of party characteristics as well as election characteristics. Both 
the comparative aspect and the focus on election characteristics in this study, are new 
developments in the field. We employ a linear multilevel model to statistically test the 
explanatory power of our posited theory. Chapter 5 is our last empirical and comparative 
chapter. It focuses on the effect of party leader characteristics on negative campaigning; 
specifically the effect of gender. Does gender condition the use of negative campaigning 
in Western Europe? Due to the personalization of election campaigns party leader effects 
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on campaign strategy have become more likely and the candidate characteristic that 
strongly affects negative campaigning in the U.S. is gender. We have therefore taken 
gender as a key characteristic of party leaders, in order to examine whether party leader 
characteristics also play a role in the decision to go negative in these three Western Euro-
pean parliamentary democracies, in which parties are still the main actor. Finally, we 
summarize the key findings of this dissertation, discuss their implications and reflect on 
certain shortcomings of the study and potential avenues for further research. 
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When the Gloves Come Off: 
Inter-Party Variation in 
Negative Campaigning in 
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This chapter is largely based on a manuscript of a journal article, which is currently 
under review.

Co-authored by Wouter van der Brug

Abstract
This study examines changes in negative campaigning in the Netherlands between 1981 
and 2010. In addition, we examine which factors determine whether political parties are 
likely to make use of this campaign strategy in the Dutch multiparty system. We advance 
existing research on negative campaigning in two ways. First of all, this is the most 
extensive study of negative campaigning in the Netherlands conducted so far and as 
far as we know also the most extensive conducted in any multi-party system. Secondly, 
our study contributes to the theoretical understanding of the determinants of negative 
campaigning in a multiparty context by differentiating between parties’ vote-seeking 
and office seeking incentives and stating the implications of office-seeking for the use of 
negative campaigning. 

Keywords: Negative Campaigning, Multiparty System, Party Competition, Election  
Campaigns, the Netherlands, Political Parties
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Introduction

With the decreasing loyalty of Western European voters to parties, the importance of 
election campaigns has grown. In an attempt to gain a greater grip on the unstable 
electoral market, parties are professionalizing or ‘Americanizing’ their election cam-
paigns (Plasser and Plasser 2002; Scammell 1998). Political parties in Western Europe 
are increasingly taking their lead from the United States context when looking to employ 
new campaign techniques (Butler and Ranney 1992; Farrell 2005), one of which is a prac-
tice known as ‘negative campaigning’. Studies on negative campaigning stem primarily 
from the US two party system and not much attention has been paid to continental 
European multiparty systems (the exception being recent studies on Danish campaigns, 
see Elmelund- Præstekær 2008; 2010 and Hansen and Pedersen 2008). As a result, our 
understanding of the use of negative campaigning in multiparty competition remains 
incomplete. Most European party systems are characterized by multiple parties and by 
coalition governments and we will argue below that these factors affect patterns of party 
competition, including the likelihood of parties’ using a negative campaigning strategy. 
 In this paper we examine negative campaigning in the Dutch parliamentary elec-
tion campaigns between 1980 and 2010 and provide answers to a descriptive and an 
explanatory question. First of all, to what extent is negative campaigning on the rise 
in the Dutch multiparty system and second, how can we explain the use of negative 
campaigning in a multiparty system? The Dutch system is an ideal case to examine, as it 
has become one of the most electorally unpredictable and volatile countries in Western 
Europe (Mair 2008). In addition, the Dutch electoral system is one of the most propor-
tionally representative systems in the world, and has a large number of political parties, 
with coalition government as the rule rather than the exception (Andeweg and Irwin 
2009). Furthermore, it is a multiparty system free of bipolar competition and therefore it 
also functions in practice as a multiparty system (Mair 1996).
 This study builds upon the US literature (e.g. Geer 2006, Lau and Pomper 2004) and 
the recent European literature (e.g. Elmelund- Præstekær 2008; 2010 and Hansen and 
Pedersen 2008) and contributes to present research in two ways. First, it advances the 
theoretical understanding of the determinants of negative campaigning in a multiparty 
context by differentiating between parties’ vote-seeking and office seeking incentives 
and stating the implications of office-seeking for the use of negative campaigning, as so 
far models in both the US and European literature are predominantly guided by vote-
seeking incentives. Second, it empirically tests these new hypotheses by employing 
content analysis data from ten Dutch election campaigns between 1981 and 2010.
 The remainder of this article is structured as follows. In the next section, we intro-
duce the concept of negative campaigning employed in this study. Subsequently, we 
present our theoretical expectations regarding the relationship between party charac-
teristics and negative campaigning based on parties’ vote and office seeking objectives. 
This is followed by a discussion of the Dutch case. After outlining our data collection, 
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operationalization and method of analysis, we present the empirical results. In a con-
cluding section we discuss the theoretical and political implications of our study. 

The Concept of Negative Campaigning

Before we outline the factors that account for inter-party variation in negative cam-
paigning, it is important to develop a precise definition of the concept. Whilst there is 
an extensive literature on negative campaigning, it fails to yield a consensus regard-
ing a clear-cut definition of the term (Lau et al. 1999; Lau et al. 2007). Despite the lack 
of definitional consensus, two types of definitions can be distinguished – evaluative 
and directional. The first type employs a largely evaluative approach to the concept 
(e.g. Jamieson 1992; Mayer 1996). From this perspective, not all criticism directed at an 
opponent can be classified as negative campaigning; rather only those critiques that 
are unfair, illegitimate, dishonest and deal with trivial issues. From this angle, nega-
tive campaigning essentially equates to lying about the undesirable characteristics of 
rivals (Davis and Ferrantino 1996). Most recent work has moved away from this evalua-
tive understanding of negative campaigning and towards a definition that stresses the 
directional meaning of the concept. Here negative campaigning is defined as a strategy 
by which political parties distinguish themselves from other political parties, by attack-
ing or criticizing their opponents (e.g. Lau et al. 2007; Geer 2006). The opposite strategy 
would be one of positive campaigning, where parties engage in acclamation or self-praise 
(Budge and Farlie 1983a; Benoit et al. 2003). Both definitions view negative campaigning 
as a campaign strategy that parties can use in their attempt to become voters’ preferred 
party, by diminishing positive feelings and emotions directed towards opposing candi-
dates or parties (Budesheim, Houston and De Paola 1996; Lau et al. 2007). 
 In this study we employ the directional definition for three reasons. First of all, a 
discussion regarding the ethics of negative campaigning is not our objective; our study 
provides an empirical examination of inter-party variation in negative campaigning in a 
multiparty system and sets out to explain under which circumstances different parties are 
more or less likely to attack. The debate regarding dirty politics and the implications for 
democracy is in itself an interesting topic, but links up to a very different scientific discus-
sion than the one to which we intend to contribute. We wish to refrain from a normative 
judgment regarding the use or content of negative campaigning. Second, in contrast to 
the directional definition, the evaluative definition blurs the distinction between positive 
and negative campaigning. The evaluative definition ascribes dishonesty and triviality 
exclusively to negative campaigning, but one can easily imagine positive campaigning 
strategies that stretch the ‘truth’ (e.g. Geer 2006). Finally, the evaluative definition of  
negative campaigning introduces measurement error. For instance, what constitutes an 
unfair or dishonest critique? And which issues are trivial? These judgments ultimately 
lie in the eyes of the beholder and thus cannot provide a solid basis for reliable and valid 



measurement (Mark 2006). By defining negative campaigning on the basis of its directional 
nature rather than its evaluative meaning, we avoid problems relating to theoretical clarity 
and empirical measurement. Consequently, we understand negative campaigning as a 
critique directed at an opposing party, regardless of the kind or accuracy of the criticism. 

Inter-Party Variation in Negative Campaigning

A central topic for scholars in the field of negative campaigning is the decision making 
process by which candidates or parties choose to make use of negative campaigning  
(e.g. Theilmann and Wilhite 1998; Hale, Fox and Farmer 1996; Sigelman and Buell 
2003; Skaperdas and Grofman 1995). The literature on negative campaigning generally 
employs a rational choice perspective, in which candidates and political parties tend 
to engage in a cost benefit analysis before deciding to make use of the strategy (Lau and 
Pomper 2004). It is posited that only once the expected benefits outweigh the costs, will 
negative campaigning be used in an electoral campaign. The literature on this topic 
originates from the US context and starts from the assumption that the behaviour of 
candidates and parties is guided primarily by their main goal, which is to win elections. 
Negative campaigning is a campaign strategy that might increase a party’s vote share, 
but which is not without risks: so-called boomerang or backlash effects (Lau and Pomper 
2004). Negative campaigning can cause negative feelings to be directed towards the 
attacker, instead of the targeted party or candidate (Johnson-Cartee et al. 1991). Beyond 
this potential risk of losing voters instead of gaining them, negative campaigning can 
help a party to win a race. In a two party system negative campaigning is beneficial when 
voters turn away from the opponent, thereby making the attacking party the dominant 
player. Although desirable, it is not necessary for an attacking party to win over voters in 
order to gain the upper hand; if the opponent’s voters decide not to go to the ballot box, 
this in itself may be enough to secure a victory. 
 When seeking to explain parties’ decisions to go negative, two factors stand out in 
the U.S. literature, namely incumbency status and a candidate’s competitive standing in 
the polls.12 First of all, challengers, i.e. parties or candidates currently not in office are 
expected to be more willing than incumbents to take the risks of negative campaigning. 
This is mainly because challengers have to overcome the natural advantages of incum-
bency that their rival already possesses (Lau and Pomper 2004; Druckman, Kifer and 

12 Within the US literature, scholars also highlight electoral context factors that might affect a 

candidate’s or party’s decision to make use of negative campaigning (See for instance Haynes and 

Rhine 1998; Damore 2002; Kahn and Kenney 2004). In this article we focus on variation in negative 

campaigning across parties, these election context factors are less relevant as they should predict 

the same level of negativity for all parties. In addition, we study too few elections to have enough 

variance on election characteristics to estimate these effects.
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Parkin 2009). Incumbents can promote themselves, their work and their accomplishments 
on the basis of their official position and duties. In addition, incumbents are likely to be 
more visible in the media and can therefore benefit from name recognition and an estab-
lished reputation (Kaid and Holtz-Bacha 2006). Finally, incumbents have a policy record 
that can serve as a strong basis for positive campaigning (Benoit 1999). In contrast, chal-
lengers have the onus on them to provide reasons that voters should support them rather 
than the incumbents (Kahn and Kenney 2004; Hale, Fox and Farmer 1996). 
 Second, US studies highlight the importance of the competitive standing of parties 
or candidates for the decision to go negative (e.g. Kahn and Kenney 2004; Skaperdas and 
Grofman 1995; Hale, Fox and Farmer 1996). Parties that are trailing behind in the polls 
are more inclined to go negative than frontrunners (Benoit 1999; Damore 2002; Sigelman 
and Buell 2003). Parties that are losing are more willing to bear the risks of a backlash 
effect when they ‘go negative’, because they are losing anyway. Drawing on the current 
US literature, we now formulate two hypotheses:

Challenger Party Hypothesis (H1): Challenger parties are more likely to engage in nega-
tive campaigning than incumbent parties

Losing Party Hypothesis (H2): Parties that are losing in the polls are more likely to 
engage in negative campaigning than challenger parties that are gaining in the polls

Due to the multitude of parties and the practice of coalition bargaining, parties in a multi-
party system face a different cost benefit analysis. First of all, the rewards of negative 
campaigning in a multiparty system are divided as they can go to many different parties, 
not only the attacker, while the costs of the backlash effect are limited to the attacking 
party (Hansen and Pedersen 2008; Elmelund-Præstekær 2008).13 Even though we expect 
to see lower levels of negative campaigning, as a result of the lower level of rewards in a 
multiparty system, we would still expect the same factors (incumbency status, competi-
tive standing in the polls) to be important on the basis of vote seeking behaviour.
The hypotheses derived from the US literature all relate to parties’ vote seeking behaviour, 
which though important, is probably not sufficient when exploring inter-party variation 
in negative campaigning within multiparty competition. There is no question that 
obtaining votes is the chief objective for all parties, regardless of the institutional setting, 

13 In this respect, we should not exaggerate the differences between two party systems and multi-

party systems. Even though a party might not directly benefit when attacking the opponent  

(it might even lose votes instead of gaining them and unintentionally benefit another party) 

negative campaigning is still indirectly advantageous for the attacking party when it weakens its 

most important competitor and thereby strengthens its own position relative to the other parties 

competing in the election campaign.
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but other goals also influence parties’ campaign strategies, especially in a multiparty 
context. Building on the seminal work of Strøm and Müller (1999), we assume parties 
to be rational actors whose behaviour is guided by three overarching political objec-
tives: office, policy and votes. Within a two-party system, especially one with majority 
electoral districts, parties can concentrate on vote-seeking goals as a majority of votes 
enables them to achieve office and to implement policy as a result. In contrast, parties 
operating within a multiparty system have to carefully balance their vote-, office- and 
policy- seeking objectives. In these systems, obtaining the most parliamentary seats does 
not automatically translate into government office or influence over policy. Winning an 
election does not directly translate into office in multiparty competition, rather it makes 
a party a key player in the post-election bargaining process. 
 As a result, the costs of negative campaigning are higher in a multiparty system 
than in a two party system, as parties not only need to worry about possible backlash 
effects, but also about potential post-election bargaining costs (Brants et al. 1982; Hansen 
and Pedersen 2008; Elmelund-Præstekær 2010). Given that elections within multiparty 
systems are fought in the wake of coalition negotiations, negative campaigning may 
endanger a party’s goal of obtaining office. A campaign which is fought too aggressively 
and too negatively, may damage parties’ ability to govern together (e.g., Brants et al. 
1982; Sjöblom 1968; Holtz-Bacha and Kaid 2006. For instance, in the Dutch election 
campaign of 1972 the Liberal Party (VVD) attacked ‘the Catholic People’s Party (KVP) and 
Anti-Revolutionary Party (ARP). Although the VVD in fact wished to build a four party 
coalition with these two parties, the tone and content of its campaign did not help its 
relationship with the KVP and ARP. VVD’s campaign behaviour was used within these 
circles as an argument to block a possible coalition. Vote-seeking preferences prevailed 
for the VVD, which was one of the winning parties that election, but at the cost of becom-
ing a coalition partner (Van Praag, 1991: 129). Due to the absence of a clear correlation 
between winning votes and obtaining office in a multiparty system, attack behaviour 
might not always prove beneficial. Thus, negative campaigning within multiparty 
competition involves a trade-off between the various goals that parties pursue. Again 
we expect the overall level of negative campaigning to be lower in a multiparty system. 
Thus, parties in a multiparty system face a different cost-benefit structure and as a result 
have a more difficult task calculating the likelihood of success when going negative, than 
parties operating in a two party system.
  So, which parties are expected to engage in negative campaigning in a multiparty 
system? We argue that next to vote-seeking incentives this depends on the coalition 
potential of a party, i.e. a party’s office-seeking behaviour. Parties with low coalition 
potential have less to lose from negative campaigning as their chances of being part of the 
government are slim to none from the beginning. Parties with high coalition potential, by 
contrast, may be less inclined to make use of negative campaigning. In line with Sartori 
(2005/1976) and Lijphart (1999), we understand a party’s coalition potential by the degree 
to which a party is viewed as a viable coalition partner. However, there are obviously 
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no straightforward indicators of the extent to which parties perceive other parties as 
viable coalition partners. Therefore, we will focus on four factors which are proposed in 
the literature on coalition formation that contribute to the coalition potential of parties, 
namely; party size, distance to the median party, new party and government experience. 
 First, the size of the party, defined as the proportion of parliamentary seats it 
controls, influences negative campaigning negatively, as large parties are more likely to 
take part in government coalitions. This is because size reflects electoral popularity and 
government participation signals responsiveness to voters (Warwick 1996). Moreover, 
parties want to maximize their power and thus want to form coalitions in which they 
have to share ministerial posts with as few other political parties as possible.
 The second factor affecting a party’s coalition potential is the distance to the 
median party. Parties that control the median position are most likely to be part of a 
government coalition (Warwick 1996). In a one-dimensional space, the median party 
occupies the dominant bargaining position and is thus most likely to be part of a govern-
ment coalition. Although political space may be multidimensional, most scholars agree 
that the left/right ideological dimension is the key conflict dimension in party systems 
in most advanced industrial democracies (e.g. Pierce 1999; Gabel and Huber 2000). 
Consequently, the median position on the left right/dimension constitutes the dominant 
bargaining position and a party’s coalition potential decreases as it moves further away 
from this dominant position (Bartolini 1998; Laver and Schofield 1998). We thus expect 
the likelihood of negative campaigning to increase as the distance between a party and 
the median party increases. 
 The third factor is new party status. New parties are those that have not been repre-
sented in parliament yet. Their coalition potential is expected to be low and negative 
campaigning may be less risky as a result. Additionally, these parties have no reputation 
to lose and are free to challenge the establishment in every way. Compared to parties 
with existing linkages to voters in the party system, new parties may face less harmful 
side effects of negative campaigning (Elmelund- Præstekær 2010).
 The final factor is government experience, i.e. the extent to which parties have 
already participated in previous government coalitions (Lijphart 1999; Sartori 2005/1976; 
Warwick 1996). Previous government experience matters for coalition potential because 
it demonstrates that parties are able to govern, these parties have built a reputation for 
being good coalition partners known for abiding by coalition accords and for working 
effectively with other parties (Warwick 1996). The costs of attempting to form a coalition 
with these parties are perceived to be lower compared to parties with no government 
experience. Consequently, parties with frequent government experience have a high 
degree of coalition potential which in turn increases the possible coalition bargaining 
costs of negative campaigning. We formulate four hypotheses:

Party Size Hypothesis (H3): Parties with a large number of parliamentary seats are less 
likely to engage in negative campaigning than those with fewer parliamentary seats.
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Median Party Hypothesis (H4): Parties that are closely positioned to the median party 
position within the system are less likely to go negative than parties that are positioned 
far away from the median party.

New Party Hypothesis (H5): New parties are more likely to engage in negative campaigning 
than established parties.

Government Experience Hypothesis (H6): Parties that have more government experience 
are less likely to go negative than parties that have less or no government experience.
 

The Dutch Case

The Dutch case provides an ideal testing ground to statistically assess our expectations 
regarding inter-party variation in negative campaigning in a multiparty system, as it 
is the primary example of a multiparty system. Due to the fact that the Dutch electoral 
system is one of the most proportionally representative systems in the world it has a 
large number of political parties and coalition government is the rule (Andeweg and 
Irwin 2009). In addition, the Dutch party system is known for its relatively open structure 
when it comes to party competition. The post-war Dutch system comes close to what Mair 
(1996) describes as a system with different patterns of partial alternation, frequent shifts 
in the make-up of the governing alternatives and with new parties gaining relatively 
easy access into office. Furthermore, it is rather exceptional for Dutch political parties 
to express their coalition preferences before the elections, because when pre-electoral 
alliances do not win a majority, it considerably complicates the building of a new govern-
ing coalition (Andeweg and Irwin 2009). Consequently, the Dutch multiparty system is 
free of bipolar competition as is not the case for instance in Germany and also in practice 
functions as a multiparty system.
 In addition, the Netherlands is a multiparty system in which winning votes and 
winning office are not connected. The Dutch Lower House consists of 150 seats that can 
be won in Parliamentary Elections. For instance, in 2006 the Socialist Party (SP) was the 
largest winner, as it received 16 seats more than in 2003. However, the SP was not taken 
seriously by the other parties as a potential coalition partner and therefore remained 
in opposition. On the other hand, in 2010 the Christian Democrats (CDA) lost half of its 
seats, but with the remaining 21 seats it was still able to enter the coalition government. 
Thus, it is clearly a case in which vote or office seeking considerations may both affect 
parties’ campaign strategies. Furthermore, as a result of the relative openness of the 
Dutch multiparty system the Netherlands has become one of the most electorally unpre-
dictable and volatile countries in Western Europe (Mair 2008).
 Before turning to the data and operationalization we will briefly describe the 
nature of Dutch election campaigns. Dutch election campaigns are relatively short in 
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comparison to US presidential races. For most parties the official campaign starts about 
four weeks prior to election day (Brants, Kok and Van Praag 1982). In addition, Dutch 
election campaigns are relatively inexpensive by international standards, and are still 
considered to be undergoing the process of professionalization (Andeweg and Irwin 
2009; Van Praag 2005). These campaign characteristics affect the role that political 
advertising plays in Dutch election campaigns. Both parties that are represented in the 
Dutch parliament and unrepresented parties are granted free air time on the national 
public television stations by the Dutch government (Mediawet 2008). This type of politi-
cal advertising, referred to as party election broadcasts (Zendtijd Politieke Partijen) has 
existed since 1962 (Brants 2006). Parties are allowed to air about twenty party election 
broadcasts annually plus another six in the last two weeks of the election campaign. 
These broadcasts last approximately three minutes each and resemble political adver-
tisements. Until 1998 the Dutch public and commercial channels refused to sell political 
parties air time. The purchase of television air time is still not a widespread practice, 
mainly due to restricted party campaign budgets (Brants 2006; Van Praag 2007).  
Consequently, party election broadcasts are the most important form of televised  
political advertising (Andeweg and Irwin 2009). 

Data and Method

This article examines negative campaigning in the ten parliamentary election campaigns 
in the Netherlands between 1980 and 2010. We measure the degree of negative campaign-
ing on the basis of a systematic content analysis of party election broadcasts (Zendtijd 
Politieke Partijen). Party election broadcasts are completely controlled and officially 
approved by the party leadership and therefore provide a reliable source to measure 
party behaviour. We study the broadcasts that were aired in the four weeks prior to Elec-
tion Day for each campaign and restrict our analysis to political parties that have gained 
parliamentary representation. In total, we collected 146 party election broadcasts, see 
Table A.3.14 Each of the broadcasts that we retrieved were shown several times on national 
television. Since no records were kept of how many times each broadcast was aired and 
where it was aired, we are unable to conduct frequency-weighted or rate weighted analysis 
(Prior 2001). We do not consider this to be a problem because the purpose of our study is 
not to estimate the effects of these party election broadcasts on voters.
 The content analysis was conducted by a procedure developed by Geer (2006). 
The unit of analysis is a natural speaking unit, the appeal, which is any mention of 

14 The retrieved party election broadcasts from election campaigns before 1980 are too scattered to 

serve as basis for a systematic examination of the use of negative campaigning in Dutch election 

campaigns.
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self-praise or criticism of the opponent. The complete ad is in the coding scheme not the 
unit of analysis as ads often contain both positive as well as negative appeals (Benoit et 
al. 2003; Geer 2006). The same applies to sentences, which can contain more than one 
appeal. Negative campaigning is measured by looking at the number of negative appeals 
(any criticism against the opponent) versus the number of positive appeals (any self-
praise of the party or politician) in each of the party election broadcasts. In the content 
analysis negative campaigning is a dichotomous variable (0=Positive; 1=Negative).  
We coded only the spoken and written text of the party election broadcasts.
 The content analysis was executed by a group of native Dutch speaking (post) grad-
uate students and was proved to be reliable. The inter-coder reliability was measured 
based on the coding of a random sample of appeals. The most difficult coding category 
was to determine the unit of analysis, i.e. to determine which part of the text constitutes 
an appeal and whether it consists of one or multiple appeals. The Krippendorf’s Alpha 
was 0.77 for the unit of analysis, which means that the codings were sufficiently reliable. 
For the tone of the appeal the Krippendorf’s Alpha was 0.92. In total, 3702 appeals were 
coded of which about one quarter consisted of negative appeals.
 As we lack hypotheses on the appeal level and the measured appeals are not 
independent observations, we aggregate our dataset to the party election broadcast 
level. As a result, our dichotomous dependent variable changes in a continuous variable, 
measuring the percentage of negative campaigning per spot. The 146 election broadcasts 
are again nested in the 21 producing parties and these are nested in the ten election 
campaigns in which they compete. Therefore, given the nested data structure and our 
dichotomous dependent variable, this study would ideally employ a hierarchical regres-
sion model. However, our highest level of analysis (elections) consists of only 10 cases, 
which is too small a sample size for accurate estimation (Maas and Hox 2005).15 As we 
are unable to make use of hierarchical modelling, but have to take the dependence of the 
observations into account, we estimate a linear regression model with White’s hetero-
skedastic standard errors. In addition, we corrected for the clustering of spots in parties. 
In order to account for the grouping of the data in election years we include election year 
dummies in the model. Given the hierarchical data structure and our limited sample size 
at the highest level of analysis, the chosen method of analysis is appropriate. Nevertheless, 
using this method comes at the cost of decreasing our number of observations from 3702 
appeals to 146 party election broadcasts, therefore decreasing the power of our tests and 
increasing the likelihood of type two errors. 

15 Maas and Hox (2005) show that a small sample size of ten at the second level leads to biased  

estimates of the second level standard error. The estimates can be biased up to 25%. 
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Operationalization of Independent Variables

This section provides an overview of the operationalization of the independent vari-
ables. The variable Opposition Party is a dummy variable indicating whether a party is 
in opposition at the time of the election campaign or is part of the governing coalition 
(1=Opposition; 0=Government). The variable Loss in Polls measures the difference  
(i.e. loss or gain) between the vote share a party would receive according to polls prior to 
the election campaign and the vote share a party obtained during the previous elections 
in percentages. For the concept of losing in the polls different points of reference can 
be selected, namely; the position in the previous polls, the previous election results or 
the position of a competing party (Kleinnijenhuis and Takens 2011). For this study, we 
take the previous election results as our point of reference. Firstly, as we think that the 
results of previous elections are what is at stake in the elections and therefore serve as 
an important point of reference for the campaign managers. Secondly, as we do not have 
information about when exactly each particular ad was aired. Moreover, as the main 
bulk of ads were produced prior to the campaign and therefore reflect the party strategy 
in general at the beginning of the campaign, we are unable to model the dynamics of 
the campaign. As the changes in voting percentages, i.e. the losses or gains between the 
concurrent polls and the previous elections, will be larger in magnitude for larger parties, 
we have divided the changes by the sizes of the party in the previous election. For new 
parties we took a one per cent vote share as the reference point. As the resulting variable 
is heavily positively skewed we transform the variable by taking the log. However, before 
we are able to do this we make the variable positive by adding the maximum percentage 
of vote share lost to all values. The poll data used originates from TNS NIPO, the Dutch 
Institute for Public Opinion and Market Research. The concept of coalition potential is 
measured as a party characteristic with the help of four variables, namely; Party Size, 
Median Party Distance, Government Experience and New Party.16 The variable Party Size 
is operationalized as the percentage of seats a party would receive according to the polls 
four weeks prior to the election. The variable Median Party Distance is operationalized 
as the absolute distance between a party’s left/right placement and the left/right place-
ment of the median party within the system. These party placements are based on voter’s 
mean placements of parties on an 11-point left/right scale using Dutch Parliamentary 

16 We refrain from constructing a scale or an additive index to measure coalition potential. First of 

all, we wish to preserve the possibility of seeing the separate relationships between the different 

aspects of coalition potential (government experience, party size, distance to the median party 

and new party status) and the likelihood of going negative in an election campaign. Second,  

these separate aspects of coalition potential are not necessarily related as these characteristics  

all increase a party’s coalition potential, but do not necessarily coincide with each other.
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Election Surveys (DPES) from 1981 to 2010.17 The variable Government Experience captures 
the number of years a party was part of a government coalition since 1945, divided by the 
total number of years since 1945. For parties established after 1945 government experi-
ence is measured by the number of years a party was part of government coalition. The 
source of this variable was Woldendorp et al. (2000) and Andeweg and Irwin (2009). New 
Party is a dummy variable indicating whether a party has already acquired representa-
tion in parliament prior to this particular election, when this is not the case the party is 
considered a new party (1=New; 0=Established). Parties that are mergers of several exis-
ting parties, such as the Christian Democrats (CDA) and Green Left (GL) are not counted 
as new parties the first time they compete in an election campaign. Finally, election year 
dummy variables are included in the model to correct for data clustering in the elections. 

Results 

To what extent is negative campaigning present in the Dutch multiparty system and 
has negative campaigning increased over the last 30 years? Figure 2.1 shows the use of 
negative campaigning in the Dutch parliamentary campaigns since 1981. In this figure 
the data is weighted in two separate steps. First of all, the number of appeals per party 
differs (partly due to the variety in the different number of ads produced) and we want 
to prevent parties with more appeals influencing the overall campaign image more than 
parties with fewer appeals. Therefore, we have weighted each party election combina-
tion equally. Second, we acknowledge that not all parties affect the overall campaign 
image equally, namely large parties are more important for the overall image than 
small parties. As a result, we have weighted the data in the second step on the basis of 
party size measured on the basis of the election results.18 Figure 1 shows that the use of 
negative campaigning in the Netherlands varies between election campaigns, respec-

17 To ensure the validity of these measurements, we cross-validated the voters’ left/right placements 

from recent elections with data from the Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES) from 2002 and 2006. 

The mean voter scores from 2002 and 2006 are correlated highly, respectively the Pearson’s R  

coefficients between both measures amount to 0.93 and to 0.90 (both significant at p ≤ .001 level).

18 We have not weighted the data on the basis of party size in a linear manner, but have taken the 

square root of the party size. This ensures that larger parties weight more heavily on the results 

than smaller ones, but that the results are not fully dominated by the larger parties. There is also 

an argument from inferential statistics to weight parties in this manner. Smaller parties have fewer 

members of parliament (MP’s). Since the standard error of estimates is a function of the square 

root of the sample size, we also weight the parties by the square root of the proportion of number 

of MP’s, so that our sample follows the sampling distribution when we interpret the sample to 

reflect the composition of the parliament. 
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tively between 21.2% and 41%. The mean percentage of negative campaigning in Dutch 
parliamentary election campaigns is 27.8%.19 The most negative election campaign in 
our research period is the 1994 campaign, followed by the 1982 and the 2006 campaigns. 
The finding that the 1994 campaign is the most negative on the basis of party election 
broadcasts is not surprising given the fact that the VVD had an unusually negative ad in 
this campaign and the fact that this was the first campaign in which three parties entered 
parliament for the first time with a platform that was very critical of governing parties: 
the Socialist Party (SP), General Association of Senior Citizens (AOV) and Union 55+.  
The 1982 election was organized one and a half years after the previous one, when the 
coalition cabinet between Christian Democrats (CDA), Liberals (D66) and Social Demo-
crats (PvdA) broke up less than a year after it was formed. The elections of 2006 marked 
the breakthrough of the Freedom Party (PVV), and it was an election in which three  
other right-wing populist parties unsuccessfully attempted to claim the legacy of Pim 
Fortuyn. With these factors in mind, the relatively high level of negativity in the elections 
of 1982 and 2006 is not surprising. The least negative campaign was found to be 1989, 
with a level of only 21.2%. 
 Figure 2.1 shows that there is natural variation in the degree of negativity, but in 
contrast to the US (e.g., Geer 2006; Benoit 1999) we find no evidence for an upward trend 
in negativity. In view of the fact that the Netherlands have seen a surge in right wing 
populist parties since 2002, this might come as a surprise to some observers. Apparently, 
the rise of these parties has not contributed to an increase in the overall levels of nega-
tive campaigning. 
 As negative campaigning is indeed part of parliamentary election campaigns in the 
Dutch multiparty system, we can continue our study on the use of negative campaigning 
across parties. Table 2.1 provides an overview of the effects of party characteristics speci-
fied in hypotheses H1 through H6. We present results for five different models. Model 1, 
which we have named the Vote-Seeking Model, is based on the current US literature and 
estimates the impact of vote-seeking incentives on the extent of negative campaigning, 
namely opposition party and loss in the polls (see H1 and H2). The second model, 
labelled the Office-Seeking Model introduces the predictors derived from the coalition 

19 The overall level of negativity in the Netherlands is not exceptional, but is somewhat lower in 

comparison with the UK and two party systems like the US. On the basis of ads in the presidential 

election campaigns in the period 1960-2000, Geer (2006) finds an overall level of 32%. On the basis 

of British party election broadcasts in the period 1964-2005, Van Heerde-Hudson (2011) finds an 

overall level of approximately 40%. Elmelund- Præstekær (2010) reports an overall level of 39 per 

cent for Danish elections in the period 1994-2007. However, he measures negative campaigning 

on the basis of other campaign means, a different coding and calculation method. Van Heerde-

Hudson makes use of Geer’s coding method.
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formation literature which are expected to be especially important within multiparty 
competition (see H3 through H6). Model 3 shows the results of the Combined Model 
accounting for the variation in negative campaigning across parties using both the vote-
seeking and the office-seeking explanations. Finally, models 4 and 5 include party size 
as a predictor in the office-seeking model rather than government experience. Due to 
high correlations between party size and government experience, we cannot enter these 
variables simultaneously. The high correlations between both predictors are not surpris-
ing in the Dutch context which is characterized by coalitions in which large parties are 
very frequently part of the government coalition (Andeweg and Irwin 2009). 

Figure 2.1: Level of Negative Campaigning in Dutch Parliamentary Election Campaigns 1981-2010  
(Party Election Broadcasts)

Note: The data is weighted on the basis of party size. N=146 PEBS, 3702 appeals

In both the Vote-Seeking Model (model 1) and the Combined Model (model 3 and 5) we 
find a significant positive effect for opposition parties. This is in line with the Challenger 
Party Hypothesis (H1) meaning that parties in opposition are more likely to engage in 
negative campaigning. In addition, we find a positive effect in all three models for loss 
in the polls, demonstrating that parties losing in the polls are indeed more likely to go 
negative. Thus we also find evidence for the Losing Party Hypothesis (H2). In line with the 
work of Elmelund- Præstekær (2008) and Hansen and Pedersen (2008) we find that the 
Vote-Seeking Model also holds in continental European multiparty systems. 
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Table 2.1: The Effects of Party Characteristics on Negative Campaigning

Model 1  
Vote-Seeking

Model 2
Office-Seeking

(Experience)

Model 3  
Combined

(Experience)

Model 4
Office-Seeking 

(Party Size)

Model 5
Combined  
(Party Size)

Opposition 
Party

0.256*
(0.048)

0.146**
(0.025)

0.197**
(0.029)

Loss in Polls 0.214*
(0.087)

0.202*
(0.100)

0.203*
(0.109)

New Party 0.253*
(0.148)

0.176
(0.150)

0.326**
(0.145)

0.194
(0.149)

Distance 
Median Party

0.046*
(0.027)

0.068*
(0.030)

0.078**
(0.310)

0.075*
(0.031)

Government 
Experience

-0.327*
(0.142)

-0.113
(0.119)

Party Size -0.004
(0.004)

-0.000
(0.002)

Constant -0.359*
(0.189)

0.172
(0.106)

-0.405*
(0.187)

0.057
(0.089)

-0.491*
(0.216)

R² 0.333 0.303 0.393 0.243 0.389

Adjusted R² 0.278 0.240 0.329 0.174 0.324

N 146 146 146 146 146

Notes: Table entries are OLS regression coefficients with robust White’s heteroskedastic standard errors in 
parentheses. For all models standard errors are adjusted for 22 clusters. All models also include election 
year dummies which were suppressed in the table due to space limitations (these results are available upon 
request). **significant at p ≤ 0.01; *significant at p ≤ 0.05 (one-tailed). 

 
Model 2 and 4 present the results for the Office-Seeking Model. These models provide 
evidence for the Median Party (H4), Government Experience (H5) and New Party Hypoth-
esis (H6). The results indicate that the likelihood of negative campaigning decreases 
for parties close to the median party in terms of left/right positioning, parties that have 
been part of government coalitions and established parties. The effect of party size is not 
statistically significant, indicating that larger parties are just as likely to go negative as 
smaller ones. Although the literature on coalitions (e.g. Warwick 1996) describes party 
size as an indicator of coalition potential, it is perhaps unsurprising that this indicator 
is not significant in the Dutch multiparty system, in which small parties also have a 
considerable chance of governing.20 This means that our findings provide no support for 
the Party Size Hypothesis (H3).

20 For instance in our research period after the elections of 1982 and 2003 the party Democrats’ 66 

(D66) became part of the government coalition with only 6 seats and after the 2006 elections the 

Christian Union (CU) did the same.
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When the Vote-Seeking and Office-Seeking Model are combined (see Model 3) we still 
find a positive effect for New Party and a negative effect for Government Experience as 
hypothesized, however, these effects are no longer statistically significant. We conclude 
that we find mixed evidence for the New Party (H6) and Government Experience Hypoth-
esis (H5). The positive relationship found for Median Party remains and thus we do find 
support for the Median Party Hypothesis (H4). Overall, the results indicate that both 
vote-seeking and office-seeking explanations matter for understanding inter-party varia-
tion in negative campaigning. 
 We corroborated these findings by conducting several checks for robustness. First, 
we checked whether our results were driven by certain parties or certain campaigns by 
performing our analyses while dropping one party or one electoral campaign at a time. 
This provided substantively identical results to those reported in Table 2.1. Hence, we 
are reasonably confident about the robustness of the results we present in Table 2.1. 
In order to gain a sense of the contribution of the different party characteristics to the 
overall fit of the combined model (3), we compare the adjusted R squares of the sepa-
rate models. The adjusted R square not only corrects the R square for being an overly 
optimistic estimate of how well the model fits the population, but also for the increase 
expected in sample R square when additional variables are included in a model, even if 
those variables have no predictive power in the population. The overall fit of the Com-
bined Model (3) is better than the Vote-Seeking Model (1) and the Office-Seeking Model 
(2) individually. The adjusted R squares are respectively 0.329 in comparison to 0.278 
and 0.240. These results provide support for the utility of including both vote-seeking 
and office-seeking related variables when examining variation in negative campaigning 
across parties. 

Conclusion and Discussion

This study expands our knowledge regarding inter-party variation in negative cam-
paigning and broadens existing models to include features of multiparty competition. 
It provides an important stepping stone for the study of negative campaigning outside 
the context of two-party systems by examining variation in negative campaigning 
across parties in a multiparty system par excellence, the Netherlands, over almost three 
decades. The study advances existing research in two ways. First, it extends the current 
state-of-the-art that assumes parties to be primarily vote-seeking to include factors that 
relate to parties’ office-seeking behaviour in an explanation of inter-party variation in 
negative campaigning. We argue that the chief difference between negative campaigning 
in multiparty competition compared to two-party competition, is that campaign strate-
gies in a multiparty system are always crafted in the shadow of post-election coalition 
bargaining. Negative campaigning is a more perilous strategy within a multiparty 
system, as it can jeopardize the potential for a party to participate in a coalition govern-
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ment once the election is over. Parties that have low coalition potential are able to take 
more risks and thus make greater use of negative campaigning. Second, it expands exist-
ing empirical work on negative campaigning in multiparty systems. This study validates 
the Danish results that also find that negative campaigning is used more by challenger 
parties (Elmelund-Præstekær2008; 2010; Hansen and Pedersen 2008) and parties that 
are losing in the polls (Elmelund-Præstekær2008; Hansen and Pedersen 2010). In addition, 
the new hypotheses based on office-seeking objectives are tested. We find empirical 
evidence for our argument that parties with low coalition potential are more likely to go 
negative. We find that parties positioned far from the median party are more likely to go 
negative and mixed evidence that suggests that parties with less governing experience 
and new parties are more likely to make use of this campaign strategy. Yet, this study 
also shows that ́ office seeking´ considerations play  
an important role in parties’ decisions to either go negative, or not go negative.
  Building on the results of this study, we can outline several avenues for further 
research. First of all, future studies on inter-party variation in negative campaigning 
within multiparty systems should provide a more in-depth look into the importance 
of office-seeking goals in constraining the use of negative campaigning in multiparty 
systems. For example, one might conduct in-depth interviews with campaign managers 
and party officials in order to explore further whether post-election coalition bargaining 
serves as a natural ceiling for the use of negative campaigning in multiparty competi-
tion. Second, although we study party election broadcasts in ten election campaigns, 
which is a considerable time period, more data would have been helpful. The limited 
number of ads decreases the likelihood of finding significant relationships and more 
elections would allow us to run a hierarchical model and also estimate the effects of 
election characteristics on negative campaigning. Finally, future work should contain 
a comparative study directly comparing negative campaigning in a two party system 
versus a multiparty system, to examine more clearly the differences we and other schol-
ars (Elmelund-Præstekær2008; 2010; Hansen and Pedersen) expect to find between a 
two-party system and a multiparty system in the use of negative campaigning.
  Overall, despite its shortcomings this study provides valuable insights into negative 
campaigning within multiparty competition. Although the findings show that negative 
campaigning in a multiparty system shares many features in common with those found 
in the US context, it highlights one vital difference, namely the impact of post-election 
coalition bargaining. Therefore this study breaks theoretical as well as empirical ground 
in the study of negative campaigning. Whilst this research project brings us one step 
closer to a more general theory on negative campaigning, it also highlights the fact that 
much work still needs to be done. 
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Abstract:
This paper examines which political parties are the most likely targets of negative  
campaigning in a multiparty system. The choice of target is an important strategic  
decision parties make when deciding their campaign strategy. This paper advances  
existing research on negative campaigning in several ways. Firstly, it is the only paper 
of its kind to statistically test which parties are most likely to be attacked in a multiparty 
system and in a non-US setting. Secondly, the paper contributes to the development of 
a general theory on negative campaigning, by examining its use in a multiparty system. 
Finally, this study presents new content analysis data on negative campaigning from 
ten Dutch Parliamentary Elections between 1981 and 2010. The findings show that large 
parties, ideologically proximate parties, parties close to the median party position and 
government parties are the most likely targets of negative campaigning in the Dutch 
multiparty system. 
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Introduction

Over the years much scholarly attention has been devoted to examining the cir-
cumstances under which candidates or parties are most likely to turn to negative 
campaigning (e.g. Damore 2002; Hale et al. 1996; Sigelman and Buell Jr. 2003; Lau and 
Pomper 2004; Kahn and Kenney 2004). The question of whether opposing parties or 
candidates are the most common targets of negative campaigning, has received less 
attention in the literature. This is unfortunate, as the choice of target is just as important 
as the decision to attack when attempting to understand negative campaigning. Gaining 
a thorough understanding of negative campaigning is of importance not only for cam-
paign scholars, but for all those interested in party competition. In the party competition 
literature we have on the one hand the saliency and valence approach (Budge and Farlie 
1983b) and on the other the confrontational approach (Laver and Hunt 1992). Recent 
research suggests that the saliency and valence approach holds for positive campaign-
ing, but for negative campaigning the confrontational approach prevails (See Damore 
2002; Elmelund-Præstæker 2011). The question of party competition and issue owner-
ship falls out of the range of this article, but this study on the choice of target when going 
negative reveals much about the underlying mechanisms of party competition.  
 So far, only a handful of studies deal with party and candidate decision making 
processes when choosing a target for their negative messages (see Skaperdas and Grof-
man 1995; Haynes and Rhine 1998; Sigelman and Shiraev 2002; Ridout and Holland 2010; 
Doron and On 1983; Elmelund-Præstekær 2008). The majority of studies addressing nega-
tive campaigning focus on the U.S. context, where the decision of whom to attack only 
comes into play with intraparty competition in presidential nomination campaigns and 
in three candidate races. Although independent or third party candidates regularly seek 
office in the U.S. two party system, these candidates rarely have a significant influence 
on the campaign (Ross Perot in the 1992 campaign being a recent exception). Therefore, 
in the game of negative campaigning, independent or third party candidates are often 
ignored by the major party candidates and thus seldom attacked (Benoit, 1999). It follows 
that the choice of target in a two-party system is usually relatively clear-cut.  
 In a multiparty system the choice of target is part of a much more complex decision 
making formula. First of all, multiparty competition provides parties with many more 
potential opponents to attack. Second, multiparty competition offers parties the pos-
sibility to win voters by attacking a party other than the main opposition. Finally, the 
practice of forming coalition governments complicates the choice of target; as choosing 
a particular target could attract new voters, but may also jeopardize a party’s standing in 
future government negotiations. Overall, the choice of target within a multiparty system 
is a sensitive issue that is in need of greater academic attention. 
 This study examines which parties are the most likely targets of negative cam-
paigning in a multiparty system. Thereby, this paper advances existing theory which 
is primarily developed on the analysis of data derived from two party systems. Further-
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more, this work builds on the largely theoretical literature, by employing a statistical 
model to examine empirically which of the alternative hypotheses - developed on the 
basis of the literature on target choice - provides the best explanation. As such this is the 
first study using a statistical model to explore this question in a multiparty system and 
non U.S. setting (See for the U.S. Skaperdas and Grofman 1995; Haynes and Rhine 1998; 
Ridout and Holland 2010). The final contribution to the field is that the study introduces 
new data on negative campaigning in the ten most recent Dutch elections. 
 Previous work (Walter and Van der Brug, forthcoming) has examined under which 
circum stances parties are most likely to make use of negative campaigning in a multi-
party system, this paper moves beyond that question and addresses which parties are 
the most likely targets of negative campaigning in a multiparty system. It does so by 
exploring negative campaigning within the Dutch multiparty system, which is known 
for its large number of parties and open structure of party competition (Mair 2008). On 
the basis of ten Dutch Parliamentary Elections, the analysis shows that large parties, 
ideologically proximate parties, parties positioned close to the median party position 
and government parties are the most likely targets of negative campaigning. 
 The structure of this article is as follows. First of all, parties’ use of negative 
campaigning in a multiparty system is discussed. Second, an overview of the existing 
literature on the choice of target is presented and extended, resulting in several alter-
native hypotheses. Third, the case selection, data, operationalization of the variables 
and method of analysis are discussed. Finally, the results of the empirical analysis are 
presented and several avenues for future research are suggested. 

Negative Campaigning in a Multiparty System

Parties that engage in negative campaigning choose to attack or criticize their opponent 
instead of praising themselves, i.e. positive campaigning (e.g. Lau and Pomper 2004; 
Geer 2006). Although no conclusive evidence exists, political consultants consider nega-
tive campaigning in a two party system a rather effective strategy to win over voters (e.g. 
Swint 1998; Lau et al. 2007; Lau and Pomper 2004). However, negative campaigning is 
not without risk. Therefore candidates and political parties tend to engage in a cost  
benefits analysis before deciding to make use of this strategy. When the expected bene-
fits outweigh the costs, negative campaigning will be used in an electoral campaign. 
 The cost-benefit analysis of going negative, differs for parties operating in a two or a 
multiparty system. In a two party system attacking parties solely fear so-called backlash 
or boomerang effects. Negative campaigning can cause negative feelings towards the 
attacker instead of the targeted party or candidate (Johnson-Cartee et al. 1991; Garamone 
1984). Beyond this potential risk of losing voters, negative campaigning can certainly 
help a party to win a race. In a two party system negative campaigning is beneficial when 
voters turn away from the opponent, thereby making the attacking party the dominant 



player. Although desirable, it is not necessary for an attacking party to win over voters in 
order to gain the upper hand; if the opponent’s voters decide not to go to the ballot box, 
it may be enough to secure a victory.
 In a multiparty system parties face a different cost-benefit structure when deciding 
whether to go negative. This is the result of two main differences between a two party 
system and a multiparty system. Firstly, the benefits of negative campaigning in a multi-
party system are divided as they can go to many different parties not only to the attacker, 
while the costs of backlash are limited to the attacking party (Hansen and Pedersen 
2008; Elmelund-Præstekær 2008). However, although a party might not directly benefit 
when attacking the opponent (it might even lose voters instead of gaining them and 
unintentionally benefit another party) negative campaigning is still indirectly advanta-
geous for the attacking party when it weakens its most important competitor and thereby 
strengthens its own position relative to the other parties competing in the election  
campaign. The second difference is that the need to form a coalition government after 
the elections affects the costs of negative campaigning in a multiparty system, namely 
parties not only face electoral backlash effects, but also potential coalition bargaining 
costs (e.g. Andeweg and Irwin 2009; Hansen and Pedersen 2008; Elmelund-Præstekær 
2010). A campaign which is fought too aggressively and too negatively, may damage 
parties’ ability to govern together (e.g., Andeweg and Irwin 2009; Sjöblom 1968; Holtz-
Bacha and Kaid 2006). Therefore, negative campaigning within multiparty competition 
involves a trade-off between the various goals that parties pursue. Within a two party 
system parties can concentrate on vote-seeking behaviour, as the party with the majority 
of votes is able to achieve office and implement policy. In contrast, parties operating 
within a multi party system have to carefully balance their vote-, office- and policy-
seeking objectives, as obtaining the most parliamentary seats does not automatically 
translate into government office or policy influence (Müller and Strøm 1999). Due to the 
absence of a clear correlation between winning votes and obtaining office in a multiparty 
system, attack behaviour might not always prove beneficial. Overall, parties in a multi-
party system face a different cost-benefit structure and as a result have a more difficult 
task calculating the likelihood of success when going negative, than parties operating in 
a two party system.

Who Gets Attacked?

As statistical research on the question of ‘who gets attacked in a multiparty setting’ is 
non-existent, this study is of an exploratory nature. We are unable to rely on previous 
work to eliminate theoretical expectations beforehand and therefore formulate a large 
number of alternative hypotheses. We are aware that the expected effects of these 
alternative hypotheses overlap. The few studies that address the question of who gets 
attacked, can be divided into those that examine either U.S. or non-U.S. elections. 
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Current U.S. studies that mainly examine three candidate contests or presidential nomi-
nation campaigns point to several important characteristics regarding which parties are 
the most likely targets of negative campaigning, first of which is the competitive position 
of the other candidates in the race (e.g. Skaperdas and Grofman 1995; Haynes and 
Rhine 1998; Gurian 1996). No candidate is expected to engage in negative campaigning 
against the weakest of his opponents, it is more advantageous to defeat a successful rival 
(Gurian, 1996: 8). Negative campaigning will therefore almost always be directed against 
the so-called front-runner in the campaign, i.e. the largest candidate in the polls, and 
if the front-runner engages in negative campaigning it is against its strongest opponent 
(Skaperdas and Grofman, 1995: 53-55). This leads to the following hypothesis:

Competitive Position Hypothesis (H1): Parties that are frontrunners in the polls are 
more likely to be attacked than parties that are behind in the polls

Haynes and Rhine (1998) and Gurian (1996) argue that not only the relative success of 
rivals matters, but also their ideological proximity. Based on the Downsian notion of 
relative competition, they claim that if politicians believe that their position is a winner 
among the electorate, they will try to maximize their appeal by eliminating opponents 
who are close to their position, because they are competing for the support of the same 
group of voters (Haynes and Rhine, 1998: 696). Ridout and Holland (2010) question the 
applicability of the ideological proximity framework and show that Liberal candidates 
attack Conservative candidates instead of Moderates. They argue that in the presidential 
nomination campaigns candidates refrain from going after the same ideological base as 
their opponents, in order to avoid to offend potentially sympathetic voters whose votes 
are needed in a later stage of the campaign. Furthermore, they argue that it might simply 
be because candidates have more to criticize about candidates with whom they disagree 
on fundamental matters. This being said, we formulate our next hypothesis: 

Ideological Proximity Hypothesis (H2): Parties which are ideologically close to the 
attacker are more likely to be targeted than parties that are further away 

Competitive position and ideological proximity are not mutually exclusive factors in 
determining the choice of target (Gurian 1996). In general, large parties will be targeted 
regardless of their ideological proximity to the attacker, as more votes can be reaped 
from large opponents than small opponents. Small parties will be only be attacked if 
they are ideologically proximate and votes can easily be won. This leads us to the follow-
ing hypothesis: 

Competitive Proximity Hypothesis (H3): The effect of ideological proximity is stronger 
for small parties than for large parties
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Non U.S. studies addressing the choice of target are rare and are solely formal or descrip-
tive in nature. Doron and On (1983) argue that parties in a multiparty system will attack the 
major party which is positioned nearest to them as this allows for the largest amount of 
voters to be won over. If parties are competing in a multidimensional space, they will still 
adhere to this decision rule, but the largest proximate party can now be attacked on one or 
multiple dimensions (Doron and On 1983: 219). Doron and On (1983) find only partial sup-
port for this model in the 1969, 1973, 1977 and 1981 Israeli parliamentary elections.  
 Sigelman and Shiraev (2002: 59) find that a much better account for the behav-
iour of the Russian presidential candidates in the 1996 and 2002 elections, focuses on 
competition between incumbents and challengers and therefore introduces the factor 
of government status. They argue that challenger attacks will be aimed primarily at the 
incumbent. This is in line with the U.S. negative campaigning literature. Which argues 
that it is the nature of challengers to attack the incumbent and to provide voters with rea-
sons to put the challenger into office (e.g. Kahn and Kenney, 2004: 23; Hale et al., 1996: 
331). The incumbent in power is also the candidate or party that received most votes in 
the previous election and thus from which many voters can potentially be won over. So, 
the question of which parties are the most likely targets of negative campaigning might 
have a simple answer, namely the parties in office. If it is the case that both ideologi-
cal proximity as well as government status affect the likelihood of being targeted, it 
is likely that the effect of ideological proximity is stronger for the opposition than the 
government, as parties or candidates regardless of their ideological position will target 
candidates or parties in office. However, challenger candidates or opposition parties  
will most likely be targeted by parties that are ideologically proximate. The following  
two alternative hypotheses are derived:

Government Status Hypothesis (H4): Government parties are more likely to be attacked 
than opposition parties

Government Proximity Hypothesis (H5): The effect of ideological proximity is stronger 
for opposition parties than government parties

Only the work of Elmelund-Præstekær (2008) points towards one of the fundamental 
differences between a multiparty system and a two party system namely the need to form 
a coalition government after the election and introduces the factor coalition potential. 
Due to the fact that multiparty system elections are fought in the wake of coalition 
negotiations, parties might take besides vote-seeking considerations also office-seeking 
considerations into account when deciding their target, and are therefore likely to refrain 
from attacking potential coalition partners (Holtz-Bacha and Kaid, 2006; Hansen and 
Pedersen 2008). Elmelund-Præstekær (2008) finds exemplary evidence for this argument 
from the 2004 Danish European Parliamentary Elections. The following hypothesis will 
be tested:
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Coalition Potential Hypothesis (H6): Parties that are not considered potential coalition 
partners are more likely targets of negative campaigning than parties that are considered 
potential coalition partners 

Multiparty systems have a lot of negative campaigning targets at their disposal, which 
provides parties with the opportunity to attack parties other than the key party they 
directly compete with for voters (ideologically proximate parties). This is a dynamic of 
attack behaviour that has not yet been well explored. These parties try to win voters by 
attacking the party they differ most from (natural rival) as its potential voters will have 
a strong negative assessment of that party, which is positioned on the other side of the 
ideological spectrum. These parties use attack behaviour as a tool to carve out their own 
ideological niche, which signals to voters that if they are against the ideas of the political 
opponent, they are the party to vote for (Kleinnijenhuis 1998). For example, in Dutch elec-
tion campaigns the leftist Socialist Party (SP) regularly attacks the rightist Liberal Party 
(VVD). For the SP which stands for state intervention and social welfare, the ideological 
opposite is the VVD which stands for the free market and individual responsibility. 
 In addition, parties can win voters by attacking the largest party supporting the 
policy they opposes, which is the largest party on the other side of the dimension. This 
kind of attack behaviour can be witnessed when leftist parties compete with rightist 
parties for the voters of the centre parties. By attacking each other instead of the centre 
parties, they signal to the voters that the campaign is about whether they want left or 
right-wing policymaking after the election and that voters can prevent one or the other 
by voting for them. For instance in 1998 the Labour Party (PvdA) and Liberal Party (VVD) 
attacked each other in the hope of winning over the Christian Democratic Party (CDA) 
and Democrats 66’ (D66) voters (Kleinnijenhuis 1998). In line with Ridout and Holland 
(2010) a distant party would be targeted instead of an ideologically proximate party. 
However, in contrast to Ridout and Holland we do assume that parties compete with 
neighbouring parties for the same electoral base, but attempt to acquire this base by 
attacking a distant party. These final three alternative hypotheses are formulated: 
 
Opposite Side Hypothesis (H7): Parties positioned at the other side of the ideological 
spectrum are more likely to be attacked than parties positioned on the same side of the 
ideological spectrum

Size Hypothesis (H8): The largest party on the left or right side of the ideological spec-
trum is more likely to be attacked than the other parties on the left or right side of the 
ideological spectrum

Opposing Side Size Hypothesis (H9): The effect of size is larger for parties positioned at 
opposite ends of the ideological spectrum, than for parties positioned on the same side 
of the ideological spectrum
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Case Selection, Data and Coding Procedure

The Dutch case provides an ideal testing ground to statistically assess the explana-
tory power of these alternative hypotheses in a multiparty setting as it is the primary 
example of a multiparty system. Due to the fact that the Dutch electoral system is one 
of the most proportionally representative systems in the world it has a large number of 
political parties and thus a great variety of potential targets (Andeweg and Irwin 2009). 
In addition, the Dutch party system is known for its relatively open structure of party 
competition. The post war Dutch system comes close to what Mair (1996) describes as 
a system with different patterns of partial alternation, frequent shifts in the make-up 
of the governing alternatives and with new parties gaining relatively easy access into 
office. Furthermore, it is rather exceptional for Dutch political parties to express their 
coalition preferences before the elections, because when pre-electoral alliances do not 
win a majority, it consi derably complicates the building of a new governing coalition 
(Andeweg and Irwin 2009). Consequently, the Dutch multiparty system is free of bipolar 
competition as is not the case for instance in Germany and also in practice functions as 
a multiparty system.  
 In addition, the Netherlands is a multiparty system in which winning votes and 
winning office are not connected. The Dutch Lower House consists of 150 seats that can 
be won in Parliamentary Elections. For instance, in 2006 the Socialist Party (SP) was the 
largest winner, as it received 16 seats more than in 2003. However, the SP was not taken 
seriously by the other parties as a potential coalition partner and therefore remained in 
opposition. On the other hand, in 2010 the Christian Democrats (CDA) was the biggest 
loser when it lost half of it seats, but with the remaining 21 seats it was still able to enter 
the coalition government. Thus, it clearly represents a case in which choosing a target 
based solely on vote-seeking considerations, might not always be beneficial. In sum-
mary, there are numerous reasons that qualify the Netherlands as a good test case. 
 This paper employs new data on negative campaigning from ten recent Dutch par-
liamentary election campaigns (1981-2010). The data was collected by systematic content 
analysis of party election broadcasts, which are known as Zendtijd Politieke Partijen 
(ZPPs). Political parties that compete in all constituencies for the Second Chamber of the 
Dutch parliament are granted free air time in the form of party election broadcasts on 
the national public television stations by the Dutch government (Media Law 2008). Since 
1998 political parties can also purchase political advertising time. However this is only 
done on a limited scale, partly due to the limitations of party finances. Consequently, the 
ZPPs remain the most important way of airing party election broadcasts. Political adver-
tisements are the most ideal data source for addressing the research question, as they 
are party controlled and therefore reflect pure party behaviour when it comes to choice of 
target. In total, 146 party election broadcasts were collected and transcribed and content 
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analysis was then carried out on these transcripts, see Appendix A.3.21 These broadcasts 
were aired several times, however no records were kept of how many times each broad-
cast was aired and where it was aired, this prevents us from doing frequency-weighted 
or rate weighted analysis (Prior 2001). However, we do know that all party election 
broadcasts found were aired. Furthermore, we do not measure the effects of these party 
election broadcasts on voters.  
 The coding method used is based on the procedure developed by Geer (2006). 
The unit of analysis is a natural speaking unit, the appeal, which is any mention of 
self-praise or criticism of the opponent. In this method, only spoken and written text is 
coded. The party election broadcasts were coded on a variety of characteristics, the most 
important of which are tone and target. Any criticism against the opposition was coded 
as a negative appeal. The negative appeals could be directed at; the status quo, the 
government, a specific political party, a specific politician, a cluster of opposing politi-
cal parties or politicians. The content analysis was executed by a group of native Dutch 
speaking (post) graduate political science students, and was proved to be reliable. The 
inter-coder reliability was measured based on the coding of a random sample of appeals. 
The Krippendorf’s Alpha was 0.77 for the unit of analysis. For both tone and target the 
Krippendorf’s Alpha was 0.92. For the ten Dutch election campaigns, a total of 862 party 
attacks were counted.22  
 The method of analysis is less straightforward, as the dependent variable - the large 
number of possible parties that can be attacked - is not only nominal; the range of pos-
sible opponents also changes over time as new parties emerge and old parties disappear, 
in addition we wish to do a pooled analysis to look for a general pattern in which parties 
are attacked. The solution to this problem is to construct a dyadic dataset and to con-
duct logistic regression in which the standard errors are clustered on appeals (a similar 
approach is taken by Ridout and Holland 2010). In this dataset the unit of analysis is the 
party dyad. In other words, the dataset contains multiple observations for each party in 
each election campaign; the number of observations is determined by how many oppo-
nents a party has in a specific election campaign and the actual number of attacks made. 
To illustrate how the dataset is constructed, for one actual attack from the Freedom Party 
(PVV) at the Labour Party (PvdA) during the 2010 election campaign, 8 non attacks were 
inserted. When the Freedom’s Party (PVV) chose to attack the Labour Party (PvdA), it 
chose not to target the Christian Democrats (CDA), Christian Union (CU), Democrats ’66 

21 We are quite confident that after an extensive archive search and contact with the respective political 

parties that we have all still existing material, see subscript Appendix A.3.

22 Attacks directed at the coalition government where dissected and counted as separate attacks 

towards the respective government parties. A similar approach has been taken with attacks  

targeted at a cluster of parties or politicians. Attacks at politicians were treated as attacks towards 

the parties these politicians belonged to.
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(D66), Green Left (GL), Animal Party (PvdD), Political Reformed Party (SGP), Socialist 
Party (SP) and Liberal Party (VVD). In our logistic regression model using this data, the 
dependent variable is a dichotomous variable indicating whether the party was attacked 
by each specific party. The final dataset is limited to all political parties that are or were 
represented in the Second Chamber of the Dutch Parliament between 1981 and 2010, 
with an average of 11 parties competing in each election campaign. 
 

Operationalization of Independent Variables

Having explained the general setup of the data and the measurement of negative cam-
paigning, we will turn to the operationalization of the independent variables. First of 
all, the variables will be discussed that measure characteristics of the attacked party. 
The first variable is Party Size in the Polls, which captures the party’s relative standing 
in the polls at the beginning of the election campaign, expressed in voter shares. The 
opinion polls used are from; TNS NIPO, Dutch Institute for Public Opinion and Market 
Research.  
 A party’s coalition potential is measured by three variables, namely Party Size in 
the Polls, Government Experience and Median Party Distance.23 Party size is one of the 
key factors highlighted in the coalition formation literature (e.g. Warwick 1996) that 
determines a party’s coalition potential. The more parliamentary seats a party controls, 
the more coalition potential it possesses, as larger parties are more likely to take part in 
government coalitions. Furthermore, parties want to maximize their power and thus to 
form coalitions in which they have to share ministerial posts with as few other political 
parties as possible.   
 The other factors affecting a party’s coalition potential, are government experience 
and distance to the median party. Previous government experience matters for coalition 
potential, because it demonstrates that parties are able to govern and have built a sound 
reputation as a reliable coalition partner (Lijphart 1999; Sartori 2005/1976; Warwick 
1996). The costs of attempting to form a coalition with these parties are perceived to be 
lower, compared to parties with no government experience. The variable Government 
Experience captures the number of years a party was part of a government coalition 

23 In this study we measure coalition potential as a characteristic of the attacked party not as a 

relational characteristic, which is in line with the coalition formation theory and refrain from 

constructing a scale or an additive index to measure coalition potential. First of all, we wish to 

maintain the possibility to see the separate relationships between the different aspects of coalition 

potential (party size, government experience, median party distance) and the likelihood of being 

targeted. Second, these separate aspects of coalition potential are not necessarily related as these 

characteristics all enlarge a party’s coalition potential, but do not necessarily come together. 
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since 1945 divided by the total number of years since 1945. For parties established after 
1945 government experience is measured by the number of years a party was part of a 
government coalition divided by the number of years since the party was founded. The 
source for this variable was Andeweg and Irwin (2009). Parties that control the median 
position, which is in a one-dimensional space the dominant bargaining position are 
most likely to be part of a government coalition (Warwick 1996). Thus, a party’s coalition 
potential decreases as it moves further away from this dominant position (Bartolini 1998; 
Laver and Schofield 1998). Parties on the outskirts of the political spectrum, i.e. extrem-
ist parties, lack this kind of coalition potential and are therefore left out of government 
coalitions. Although the political space may be multi-dimensional, most scholars agree 
that the left/right ideological dimension is the key conflict dimension in most advanced 
industrial democracies (Pierce 1999; Gabel and Huber 2000). The variable Median Party 
Distance is operationalized as the absolute distance between a party’s left/right place-
ment from the left/right placement of the median party within the system. These party 
placements are based on voters’ mean placements of parties on a left/right scale for each 
election using the Dutch Parliamentary Election Studies 1981-2010 (DPES). 24  
 The fourth variable which solely measures a characteristic of the attacked party, is 
the dummy variable Government Status. This variable measures the status of the party at 
the moment of attack (0=Opposition, 1=Government). The last variable is Largest Party 
Left or Right Side Dimension, which is a dummy variable that measures whether a party 
is the largest party on the left side or the right side of the ideological dimension (0=No, 
1=Yes). A party’s size is based on the party’s relative standing in the polls at the beginning 
of the campaign, derived from NIPO polls and whether a party is positioned at the left or 
right side of the left right dimension is determined by calculating whether a party is on 
average placed by voters left or right from the median party position (DPES 1981-2010).  
The second set of variables in the model describes the relationship between the attacker 
and the attacked party. The first variable Ideological Distance is the centred standardized 
distance between the attacking party and the targeted party computed on the basis of the 
perceived left-right position of the respective political parties (DPES 1981-2010).  

24 As the Dutch Parliamentary Election Studies measure a party’s position from the moment it 

has gained parliamentary representation, we lack the position of parties in previous election 

campaigns. For instance the Socialist Party became part of the Dutch parliament in 1994, but its 

left right position is measured in the Dutch Parliamentary Election Studies Dataset from 1998 

onwards. As party positions on the left right dimension are relatively stable we have chosen for 

these parties to insert the position from the upcoming election, thus for the Socialist Party in 1994 

we have inserted the 1998 position. For the Centre Democrats we have taken the position of the 

Centre Party from which it broke off, as the first election the voters did not distinguish between 

these two parties. The voters’ mean placements of the parties correlate highly with the positions  

of the parties according to the Chapel Hill Expert Survey and Manifesto Research Group Data.
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The second variable is Party Size in the Polls* Ideological Distance, which is the interac-
tion of the two variables Party Size in the Polls and Ideological Distance.25 The third 
variable is Government Status * Ideological Distance, which is the interaction of the 
dummy variable Government Status and the variable Ideological Distance. 
 The fourth variable is Opposite Side Dimension, which is a dummy variable meas-
uring whether the party attacked is positioned at the same side of the dimension as 
the attacker on the basis of the perceived left right position of political parties (DPES 
1981-2010) (0=No, 1=Yes). The last variable is Largest Party Left or Right Side Dimension * 
Opposite Side Dimension, which is the interaction of the two variables Largest Party Left 
or Right Side Dimension and Opposite Side Dimension. 
 Finally, we added Election Year dummies to the analyses to account for the  
possible differences in targets when deciding to go negative, across the ten campaigns.  
We employ a logistic regression model in which standard errors are clustered on appeals 
to find out what characteristics of the target or characteristics of the target relative to 
the source of the negative appeal matter for explaining which parties are the most likely 
targets of negative campaigning in a multiparty system. 

Empirical Results 

Which parties are the most likely targets of negative campaigning in a multiparty 
system? Or put differently, for which of the formulated alternative hypotheses we find 
empirical evidence? Table 3.1 provides the results; two logistic regression models are 
presented that estimate the interaction variable Party Size in the Polls*Ideological Dis-
tance and the interaction variable Government Status*Ideological Distance separately 
due to high levels of multicollinearity. 
 In both models we find a significant positive effect for the variable Party Size in the 
Polls. The more successful parties are in the polls, the more likely they are to be attacked, 
this is in line with the Competitive Position Hypothesis. The main variable Ideological Dis-
tance has a significant negative effect in both models, indicating that parties which are 
ideologically proximate to the attacking party are more likely to be targeted than parties 
that are distant. This evidence supports the Ideological Distance Hypothesis. However, 
this negative effect of ideological distance is not equal for all parties as shown by the 
interaction variables in Model 1 and Model 2. The interaction effect Party Size in the 
Polls * Ideological Distance in Model 1 has a significant positive effect in the first model, 
thereby suggesting that for large parties the effect of the ideological distance is weaker 
than for small parties. This finding is in line with the Competitive Proximity Hypothesis.  

25 The variables Party Size in the Polls and Left Right Distance were centered to reduce the multicol-

linearity between these variables and the interaction variable.
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Table 3.1: Logit Predictors of Party Attacked 

Model 1 Model 2

Characteristics of Attacked Party

Party Size in the Polls .069**
(.008)

.069**
(.004)

Government Experience -.734**
(.185)

-.075**
(.018)

Median Party Distance -.976**
(.082)

-.991**
(.083)

Government Status 2.714**
(.143)

2.680**
(.137)

Largest Party Left or Right Side Dimension .008
(.037)

-.001
(.037)

Characteristics of relationship between Attacker and Attacked Party

Ideological Distance -.216*
(.090)

-.218*
(.106)

Party Size in the Polls*Ideological Distance .007*
(.003)

Government Status*Ideological Distance .243*
(.105)

Opposite Side Dimension -.057
(.034)

-.025
(.032)

Opposite Side Dimension*Largest Party Left or Right Side 
of the Dimension 

-.113**
(.042)

-.114**
(.042)

Constant -3.356**
(.078)

-3.354**
(.074)

Wald X² (df=18) 3222.14** 3420.83**

McFadden’s R² .36 .36

Percentage Correctly Predicted 89.21% 89.91%

N of Observations 8755 8755

Notes: Table entries are logistic regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. For all models 
standard errors are adjusted for 855 clusters. Due to space limitations the coefficients for the dummies for 
ten election years are not shown. The dependent dummy variable is whether a party is attacked or not. ** 
significant at p <.01; * significant at p <.05 (two-tailed). 

In addition, we find a positive effect for Government Status confirming the Government 
Status Hypothesis, that parties in government are more often targeted than opposition 
parties. In Model 2 the interaction effect Government Status * Ideological Distance has a 
significant positive effect indicating that for government parties the effect of the ideologi-
cal distance is different than for opposition parties. Government parties are attacked by 
both parties that are ideologically proximate as parties that are distant to their ideological 
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position in contrast to opposition parties that are foremost attacked by ideologically prox-
imate positioned parties. This finding is in line with the Government Proximity Hypothesis. 
 Are parties with a high coalition potential also targets of negative campaigning 
in a multiparty system? The variable Party Size in the Polls yields a significant posi-
tive effect indicating that larger parties are more likely to be targeted; larger parties are 
more likely to be part of a government coalition thus potentially likely to be your future 
coalition partner. The variable Government Experience shows a significant negative 
effect demonstrating that parties with government experience are less likely to be 
attacked, such parties are more likely to govern as they already have a reputation as a 
reliable coalition partner. The variable Median Party Distance has a significant nega-
tive effect, which means that parties that are close to the median party are more likely 
to be the target of an attack, these parties are also more likely to be part of a coalition 
government than parties positioned further away from the party with the dominant bar-
gaining position. These three findings provide us with mixed evidence, as on the one 
hand large parties and parties close to the median are attacked and on the other hand 
parties with government experience are avoided as a target. However, the evidence that 
we find means that the Coalition Government Hypothesis cannot be rejected. 
 We find limited evidence for the idea that in order to gain voters, parties choose to 
attack parties other than the party they share a similar voter support base with. Firstly, 
we are unable to reject the Ideological Proximity Hypothesis that parties are more likely 
to attack an ideologically proximate party. Second, in both models the variables Oppo-
site Side and Largest Party on the Left or Right Side Dimension are insignificant, leading 
to the rejection of the Opposing Side Hypothesis and the Size Hypothesis. However, the 
interaction variable Opposite Side *Largest Party Left or Right Side Dimension has a sig-
nificant negative effect indicating that the effect of size is weaker for parties on the same 
side of the dimension than parties on the other side of the dimension, which means the 
largest party positioned on the other side of the left right dimension as the attacker is 
a more likely target than the largest party positioned on the same side of the left right 
dimension. These results are in line with our expectations; therefore we cannot reject the 
Opposite Side Size Hypothesis. 
 Note that we examined whether or not our results were driven by certain campaigns 
when performing our analysis, by dropping one electoral campaign at a time, this was not 
the case. In addition, we examined whether including the attacks on the government in 
the dataset (see footnote 22) has stimulated the findings that point towards vote-seeking 
behaviour. Similar findings are generated when the models are run without these govern-
ment attacks. As suggested above, the interpretation of logistical regression coefficients 
is less than straightforward given that they convey changes in log odds. To express 
the results in a more intuitive manner, we conduct post-estimation simulations using 
CLARIFY to gain a sense of the effect of each variable in terms of changes in predicted 
probabilities (King et al. 2000). Table 3.2 shows the percentage point changes in predicted 
probabilities for the main effects, i.e. the likelihood of a party being attacked, under a 

64  Chapter 3 - Choosing the Enemy: Attack Behaviour in a Multiparty System



given set of values for the independent variables. By manipulating the values of each 
independent variable while keeping the others constant at their respective means, we 
are able to observe changes in the predicted probabilities of a party employing negative 
attacks. The table provides minimum-maximum changes as well as moderate changes – 
changes from a standard deviation below the mean, to a standard deviation above it.

Table 3.2: Percentage Points Changes in Predicted Probabilities Main Effects

Moderate Changes Maximum Changes

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model2

Characteristics of Attacked Party

Party Size in the Polls 5.6** 5.7** 34.4** 35.4**

Government Experience -1.0** -1.0** -1.4** -1.4**

Median Party Distance -5.3** -5.4** -11.6** -12.0**

Government Status 5.9** 5.9** 15.4** 15.0**

Largest Party on the Left or Right Side Dimension -0.1 -0.0 -0.0 -0.0

Characteristics of relationship between Attacker and Attacked Party

Ideological Distance -1.0* -1.1* -1.6* -1.7*

Opposite Side -0.0 -0.0 -0.1 -0.0

Notes: Table entries are percentage points changes in predicted probabilities when the respective independent 
variable is moved from one standard deviation below to one standard deviation above the mean or moved 
from its minimum to its maximum value ceteris paribus. The changes in predicted probabilities are computed 
from the logit estimates in Table 3.1. ** significant at p <.01; * significant at p <.05 (one-tailed). 

The results of the simulations show that the most important variables for predicting the 
attacked party are Government Status, Party Size in the Polls and Median Party Distance 
as they display the largest effects. The changes in predicted probabilities of model 2 will 
be discussed. A government party is 15.0 percentage points more likely to be attacked 
than an opposition party. Party Size in the Polls also has a strong positive effect, namely 
5.7 percentage points in moderate changes and 35.4 percentage points in maximum 
changes. Similarly Median Party Distance shows a strong negative effect, respectively 
5.4 in moderate changes and 12.0 in maximum changes. A substantial number of smaller 
negative effects are found for Government Experience and Ideological Distance. The 
likelihood of a party being targeted decreases as their government experience increases, 
namely with 1.0 percentage points in moderate changes and 1.4 percentage points in 
maximum changes. The effect of Ideological Distance is 1.1 percentage points in moder-
ate changes and 1.7 in maximum changes. Figure 3.1 and Figure 3.2 display the predicted 
probabilities for the interaction effects in graphic form. The changes in predicted proba-
bilities for interaction effect of Opposite Side *Largest Party Left or Right Side of the 
Dimension are not graphically displayed, since these are very small. The largest party 
located on the opposite side than the attacker is 0.3 percentage points more likely to be 
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attacked than the largest party on the same side as the attacker. For the other parties it 
does not matter whether they are located on the same or opposite side of the dimension. 
Figure 3.1 supports the Government Proximity Hypothesis as it shows that the probabil-
ity of being attacked for an opposition party decreases when the ideological distance 
increases. For government parties this is not the case, the probability of being targeted 
even to a minor extent increases when ideological distance increases. However, the 
effects for government and opposition parties are small and border conventional levels 
of statistical significance. The same goes for the interaction effect Party Size * Ideological 
Distance displayed in Figure 3.2. The figure shows that for all parties, the likelihood of 
being targeted decreases when the ideological distance between the targeted party and 
attacker increases, but more so for average and small sized parties than larger parties. 

Figure 3.1: Predicted Probabilities Interaction Effect Government Status * Ideological Distance
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Figure 3.2: Predicted Probabilities Interaction Effect Party Size * Ideological Distance
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These outcomes are largely consistent with the existing studies (Skaperdas and Grof-
man 1995; Haynes and Rhine 1998; Doron and On 1983; Sigelman and Shiraev 2002). We 
find that the competitive position of parties matters, as well as the ideological distance. 
However, we find that the effect of ideological proximity is more complicated, as it is 
only the case for small and opposition parties that the most proximate ideological party 
is attacked. The results only somewhat support the notion that in a multiparty system 
parties are most often attacked that share no ideological base with the attacker, i.e. 
ideologically distant parties or the largest parties positioned on the other side of the left 
right dimension. Furthermore, we find evidence that the variable Government Status 
introduced by Sigelman and Shiraev (2002) is of great importance. Finally, we find some 
evidence for the notion that a party’s coalition potential affects the likelihood of being 
attacked, which is in line with Elmelund-Præstekær (2008). However, the results are 
mixed and suggest that a party’s coalition potential is of minor importance in compari-
son to the other characteristics of the attacked party, or the relationship between the 
attacker and attacked party. Although not empirically tested here, the results of this sta-
tistical model might be interpreted as evidence for the notion that the choice of target in 
a multiparty system is primarily guided by vote-seeking considerations similarly to in a 
two-party system. Overall, the results have shown that all factors; competitive standing, 
ideological proximity, government status and coalition potential; help to explain which 
parties are the most likely targets of negative campaigning in a multiparty system. 

Concluding remarks

This study has advanced current knowledge about which parties are the most likely 
targets of attack in a multiparty system. Firstly, this paper has contributed to the existing 
research, as it is one of the few studies (e.g. Skaperdas and Grofman 1995; Haynes and 
Rhine 1998; Ridout and Holland 2010) on the choice of target when going negative, that 
employs a statistical model for testing alternative hypotheses and is the first such study 
for a multiparty system. Secondly, it adds to the general theory of negative campaigning 
by examining the choice of target in a multiparty system, as the current theory is primar-
ily based on attack behaviour in the U.S. two party system. The Netherlands, known for 
its multiparty system and large number of political parties, is the ideal test case for exam-
ining whether similar factors are at play in a multiparty system as in a two-party system, 
i.e. the U.S, when it comes to which parties are the most likely targets of negative cam-
paigning. This paper has shown that the factors competitive standing and ideological 
proximity stemming from the U.S. context, also explain the most likely targets of negative 
campaigning in the Dutch multiparty system. Furthermore, this study has advanced 
our understanding by proving the value of the factors government status and coalition 
potential (derived from non U.S. work) for explaining the attacker’s choice of target. 
 



Besides the fact that this paper has demonstrated that a combination of the factors sug-
gested in the current literature can very well explain which parties are the most likely 
targets of negative campaigning in a multiparty system, this study demonstrates some 
important new factors. First of all, it shows that the effect of ideological distance is not 
equal across all parties in a multiparty system. Second, although the results are mixed, 
the findings seem to suggest that in a multiparty system, a party’s coalition potential 
somewhat affects its likelihood of being attacked. Thereby, this paper confirms the 
suggestions made in several non-US studies (e.g. Elmelund-Præstekær 2008; Elmelund-
Præstekær 2010; Hansen and Pedersen 2008) that when studying negative campaigning 
in the West-European context, coalition dynamics must not be overlooked. Although it 
is not directly tested in this paper, the fact that parties with high coalition potential are 
not always avoided as targets and that substantial effects are found for a party’s competi-
tive standing and government status, could be interpreted as a sign that office-seeking 
considerations might be important in the choice of target. This being said, they are likely 
to be subordinate to vote-seeking considerations. However, to confirm this notion further 
research that models not only the characteristics of the party attacked and their relation-
ship relative to the attacker, but also the characteristics and the motives of the attacker 
is needed. The findings are interesting, as previous work (Walter and Van der Brug, 
forthcoming) shows that parties with high coalition potential are less likely to make use 
of negative campaigning. Finally, the results revealed that the notion that parties other 
than those that compete for a similar voter base are attacked, holds only little ground, 
suggesting that this behaviour is not the most prominent in those ten campaigns. 
 Future research should examine whether the results hold for other types of data 
and in other multiparty systems. The data used in this study, though chosen for good 
reasons is rather static. It would be interesting to see whether the findings also hold for  
more dynamic data in which negative campaigning is more often the consequence of 
being attacked. In addition, multiparty systems have rarely been used as case studies 
and thus other studies of multiparty systems, in particular ones in which coalition 
preferences are known in the campaign or those that have a more closed system of 
party competition, could be used to verify our findings. However, the fact that the Dutch 
system is an ideal multiparty system and the analysis was based a considerable number 
of election campaigns, makes our findings substantial. Aware of all the shortcomings of 
this study it definitely ads to the current state of the art and can serve as a solid starting 
point for future research on this topic.
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Chapter 4: 
 

When the Stakes are High: 
Party Competition and  
Negative Campaigning

This chapter is largely based on a manuscript of a journal article, which is currently  
under review.

Co-authored by Wouter van der Brug and Philip van Praag

Abstract
This paper examines the conditions under which different kinds of parties resort to 
negative campaigning in three Western European countries: the Netherlands, Britain 
and Germany in the period between 1980 and 2006 (1980-2006). Data was collected for 
27 parties, participating in 23 elections, yielding a total of 129 cases. The study employs 
a cross-nested multilevel model to estimate the effects of party characteristics as well as 
the electoral context in which these parties operate. It contributes to the state of the art 
on negative campaigning in two ways. First, being the first comparative and across-time 
study on negative campaigning, it compares negative campaigning across 23 elections, 
which is more than in any other study so far. It therefore contributes to the development 
of a more general theory on this type of campaign strategy. Second, it is the first study 
outside the American context to empirically estimate the effect of the electoral context 
on the use of negative campaigning. The results show that party characteristics are much 
more important than the electoral context in explaining when parties go negative.

Keywords: Negative Campaigning, Elections, Party Characteristics, Election Characteristics, 
Western Europe



Introduction

Election campaigns in Western Europe are changing rapidly in character (e.g. Schmitt-
Beck and Farrell 2002; Mancini and Swanson 1996). Due to decreasing party loyalty 
among voters once stable electorates have become increasingly volatile (Drummond 
2006; Mair et al. 2004). As political parties lose their grip on the electoral market, 
the importance of election campaigns has increased (West, 1995: 23), and it has been 
suggested that parties are now more likely than before to decide to run an offensive 
campaign aimed at targeting political opponents (e.g., Mair et al. 2004). Such a strategy 
is better known as ‘negative campaigning’. Negative campaigning is a strategy used 
to win voters by criticizing one’s opponent (Geer 2006; Mancini and Swanson 1996). A 
party resorts to negative campaigning in an attempt to become voters’ preferred party by 
diminishing positive feelings for opposing candidates or parties (Budesheim et al. 1996; 
Lau et al. 2007; Westen 2007). The opposite strategy would be one of positive campaign-
ing where parties engage in acclamation or self-appraisal to appear more desirable than 
their opponents (Budge and Farlie 1983a; Benoit et al. 2003).  
 Recently, numerous studies have been conducted on how often negative campaign-
ing occurs (e.g. Geer 2006; Benoit et al. 2003; Buell and Sigelman Jr. 2008), its effects on 
political trust, turnout and the political system (see e.g. Freedman and Goldstein 1999; 
Lau et al. 2007; Lemert et al. 1997) and the strategic choices involved (see e.g. Damore 
2002; Hale et al. 1996; Haynes and Rhine 1998; Peterson and Djupe 2005; Ridout and 
Holland 2010). All these studies are single country studies and the majority focus on 
the United States (see for non U.S. work Holtz-Bacha 2001, van Heerde-Hudson 2011; 
Elmelund -Præstekær 2008, 2009, 2010; Hansen and Pedersen 2008; Schweitzer 2010; 
Doron and On 1983; Lau and Sigelman 2000; Sullivan 2009; Walter and Vliegenthart 
2010)26. Theoretical contributions on the circumstances under which parties resort to 
negative campaign strategies, are mainly developed in the context of the American 
two-party system (e.g., Geer 2006). As a consequence of this, and because of the absence 
of comparative research, theories on negative campaigning are still somewhat limited 
in scope. Comparative work is needed to come to a more general understanding of this 
phenomenon.
 This paper aims to provide such a cross-country and over time comparison, examin-
ing when different kinds of political parties decide to make use of negative campaigning 
in Western Europe, i.e., which party and election characteristics explain the use of 

26 Notable exceptions are two papers that have not yet been published. The first is a working paper of 

Desposato (2008) that develops a game theoretical model on the basis of several Latin American 

countries. The second is a conference paper by Salmond (2011) that examines among other charac-

teristics the tone of YouTube ads in the twelve most recent elections in twelve different countries 

and focuses on the different institutional contexts in these countries.

72  Chapter 4 - When the Stakes are High: Party Competition and Negative Campaigning



negative campaigning in Western Europe. As our study consists of three countries we are 
unable to statistically test explanations for possible country differences in the level of 
negative campaigning. However, we are able to statistically examine differences between 
these countries in the causal mechanisms (within each of these three countries) that 
affect the extent to which parties go negative in their campaign. This study contributes to 
the field in several ways.
 Firstly, by testing empirically to what extent several hypotheses developed in 
single-country studies operate in the same way across three rather different parliamen-
tary democracies, this study adds to the development of a general theory on negative 
campaigning. Secondly, this study makes a theoretical contribution by exploring to what 
extent election characteristics might affect the decision to go negative. Election char-
acteristics such as the closeness of the election or the level of electoral volatility have 
received considerably less attention as explanatory factors than party or candidate char-
acteristics such as a party’s competitive standing in the polls or government experience, 
in studies examining the use of negative campaigning. This comparative study of 23 elec-
tion campaigns provides the opportunity to not only focus on the characteristics of the 
actors, but also on whether and how the electoral context influences the use of negative 
campaigning. Third, this study makes a contribution by presenting new data on negative 
campaigning by national political parties in the parliamentary election campaigns in 
three Western European countries (Germany, the United Kingdom and the Netherlands) 
between 1980 and 2006.
 The structure of this article is as follows. First, an overview of the existing literature 
is presented; thereby connecting the well-known US studies with more recent European 
work. Second, hypotheses are developed regarding how party characteristics and con-
textual election characteristics might affect a party’s choice to make use of negative 
campaigning. In a next step, the case selection, the data collection and analysis are 
discussed. Finally, the results of the empirical analysis are presented, conclusions are 
drawn and several avenues for future research are suggested. 

Party Characteristics and Negative Campaigning

In the field of negative campaigning considerable amounts of work has been devoted 
to understanding the strategic dilemmas surrounding the use of negative campaigning 
(e.g. Theilmann and Wilhite 1998; Hale et al. 1996; Sigelman and Buell 2003; Skaperdas 
and Grofman 1995). The risks of going negative are known as backlash or boomerang 
effects. Candidates or parties that try to reduce the positive feelings voters may have for 
an opponent, run the risk that these attacks will generate negative feelings towards the 
attacker instead of the target (Johnson-Cartee et al. 1991; Garamone 1984). In theory, it 
is expected that candidates or parties will make use of negative campaigning only when 
the expected benefits outweigh the potential risks.
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The US literature points towards two candidate characteristics that affect the likelihood 
of candidates resorting to the use of negative campaigning. These can also be applied to 
a West European context where parties rather than candidates are the prime actors. First 
of all, the government status of the party affects their propensity to make use of negative 
campaigning. Parties that do not hold office are more likely to make use of this campaign 
strategy, as opposition parties have to make clear to voters why they should be in office 
and the governing parties should be out (Kahn and Kenney, 2004: 23; Hale et al. 1996: 
331). Government parties have a natural advantage over opposition parties; they can 
promote themselves and their program through their official position and tasks (Swint 
1998; Lau and Pomper 2004). Furthermore, due to their position, government parties 
generally receive more media coverage and therefore benefit from name recognition and 
an established reputation (Kaid and Holtz-Bacha 2006). Finally, compared to govern-
ment parties opposition parties do not hold office and thus have less to lose and more to 
gain by going negative. The second factor is a party’s competitive standing in the polls. 
Parties trailing behind in the polls are more inclined to go negative than front-runners 
(Benoit 1999; Damore 2002; Sigelman and Buell 2003; Skaperdas and Grofman 1995). 
Parties that are trailing behind in the polls are willing to take risks as they have no other 
viable alternative (e.g. Druckman et al. 2009). From the US literature we may thus derive 
the following two hypotheses:

Opposition Party Hypothesis (H1): Opposition parties are more likely to engage in nega-
tive campaigning than government parties

Losing Party Hypothesis (H2): Parties that are losing in the polls are more likely to go 
negative than parties that are gaining in the polls

More recently various scholars have studied negative campaigning in a European con-
text (e.g. Holtz-Bacha 2001, van Heerde-Hudson 2011; Elmelund -Præstekær 2008, 2009, 
2010; Hansen and Pedersen 2008; Reinemann and Maurer 2005). Several of these studies 
examine when parties make use of negative campaigning in a multiparty system (Elme-
lund-Præstekær 2008, 2010, Hansen and Pedersen 2008). These studies replicate the 
US-finding that opposition parties are more likely than government parties to go nega-
tive. However, the results are mixed when it comes to the effect of the party’s competitive 
position in the polls. Elmelund-Præstekær (2008) shows that parties trailing behind are 
more likely to go negative, while Hansen and Pedersen (2008) only find partial support. 
 In addition, European scholars have pointed out that negative campaigning in 
Western Europe cannot be studied without taking into account that most countries in 
Western Europe are multiparty systems in which coalition governments govern (Laver 
and Schofied 1998; Hobolt and Karp 2009). In a multiparty system parties face a differ-
ent cost-benefit structure when deciding whether to go negative. This is the result of two 
main differences between a two party system and a multiparty system, namely the large 
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number of potential opponents and the need to form a coalition. The larger number of 
competitors increases the uncertainty of acquiring the benefits of attack behaviour. Voters 
that turn away from their party as a result of negative campaigning are not necessarily 
won by the attacking party as they might decide to vote for another party (Elmelund-
Præstekær 2008). The benefits of negative campaigning in a multiparty system are 
divided, but the costs are born solely by the attacking party (Hansen and Pedersen 2008). 
While this decreases the likelihood of parties going negative in a multiparty context, it 
does not tell us anything about the party characteristics that affect this likelihood.
 The need to form a coalition government after the elections equally affects the costs 
of negative campaigning. While parties in a two-party system only need to worry about 
possible backlash effects among the electorate, parties in a multiparty system also need 
to worry about different possible backlash effects: post-election coalition bargaining 
costs. Given that elections within multiparty systems are fought in the wake of coalition 
negotiations, negative campaigning may endanger a party’s goal of obtaining office (e.g. 
Elmelund-Præstekær 2008, 2010). A campaign that is too aggressive, too rough and too 
negative may damage the opportunity to govern together, thus hurting parties’ office-
seeking objectives (e.g. Kaid and Holtz-Bacha 2006; Hansen and Pedersen 2008; Brants 
et al. 1982). The main difference between a two-party system and a multiparty system is 
that in a multiparty system parties have to make a trade-off between their goals. Parties 
can be assumed to be rational actors, guided by three overarching political objectives, 
namely office, policy and votes (Müller and Strøm 1999). In a two-party system such as 
the US, winning votes in the election campaign means getting into office and acquiring 
policy influence. In a multiparty system in which coalition governments are the rule, this 
is not necessarily the case, as winning the most votes does not automatically translate 
into government office or policy influence. This sensitive trade-off between the different 
strategic goals of a party complicates a party’s choice of campaign strategy significantly. 
Due to the necessity of post-election coalition bargaining, negative campaigning consti-
tutes a much riskier strategy for parties operating in a multiparty context. 
 Walter and Van der Brug (forthcoming) argue that whether parties engage in negative 
campaigning in a multiparty system depends partially on their coalition potential. Parties 
with low coalition potential have little to lose from negative campaigning as their chances 
of being part of the government are slim to none from the beginning.27 Such parties will be 
more willing to take the risks involved than parties with high coalition potential. They test 
whether several indicators of a party’s coalition potential derived from the coalition forma-
tion literature are related to a party’s decision to make use of negative campaigning.

27 In this study we regard coalition potential as a characteristic of the attacking party and not as a 

relational characteristic between the attacking party and its opponents. This is in line with the 

current coalition formation theory that tries to explain coalition formation on the basis of party 

characteristics, such as the pivotal player (Van Deemen 1991) and the center player (Axelrod 1970).
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The first indicator is government experience, i.e. the extent to which parties have already 
participated in previous government coalitions (Lijphart 1999; Sartori 2005/1976; War-
wick 1996). Previous government experience matters for coalition potential because it 
demonstrates that parties are able to govern and may have built a reputation for being a 
good coalition partner (Warwick 1996). The costs of attempting to form a coalition with 
these parties are perceived to be lower compared to parties with no government experi-
ence and thus they have a high degree of coalition potential, which in turn increases the 
possible coalition bargaining costs of negative campaigning.
 The second factor is the distance to the median party, the median position on the 
left/right dimension constitutes the dominant bargaining position and a party’s coali-
tion potential decreases as it moves further away from this dominant position (Bartolini 
1998; Laver and Schofield 1998). More radical parties are often considered unacceptable 
as coalition partners. Parties closer to the median party can form government coalitions 
with both left- as well as right leaning parties; parties on the outskirts have less coali-
tion options. We thus expect the likelihood of negative campaigning to increase as the 
distance between a party and the median party increases. 28

 
Government Experience Hypothesis (H3): Parties that have more government experi-
ence are less likely to go negative than parties that have less or no government experience

Median Party Hypothesis (H4): Parties that are closely positioned to the median party 
position within the system are less likely to go negative than parties that are positioned 
far away from the median party

We will test our hypotheses in Britain, Germany and the Netherlands. We expect the 
first two hypotheses, which were developed in a two-party context, to hold everywhere. 
Hypotheses 3 and 4 are developed particularly for multi-party systems where govern-
ments are normally formed by coalitions. We expect these hypotheses to be confirmed in 
The Netherlands and Germany, but not in Britain.  

28 In chapter2 we demonstrate that in the Dutch case new parties are more likely to go negative than 

parties that are already represented in Parliament (see also Elmelund-Præstekær 2010). In this 

comparative study, we cannot include that variable because there are no new parties in Britain in 

the period that we study. This causes serious problems when estimating the model comparatively 

within each of the contexts. New parties were therefore not included in the analyses in this paper. 

In chapter 2 we also tested the effect of party size. The effect of party size turned out to be not 

significant and highly collinear with the degree of prior government experience, which is why they 

do not test the effects of these variables in the same model. Since prior government experience is 

closer to the theoretical concept of ‘coalition potential’, we decided to focus on this variable and to 

exclude party size from the models tested in this study.
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Election Characteristics and Negative Campaigning

In the decision making process on whether to go negative, political parties are likely to 
be affected by characteristics of the election campaign in which they compete. In order 
to estimate the effects of the electoral context, one needs to have variation across many 
elections. So far, this has only been done in the US context. We therefore need to ‘trans-
late’ the theoretical notions from the US literature in such a way that they can be applied 
in the context of European multiparty systems. 
 The electoral context affects the calculus political parties make with respect to 
negative campaigning (Damore, 2002: 672). Scholars have argued that parties are more 
willing to use negative campaigning while jeopardizing a potential backlash effect when 
the race is competitive (e.g. Swint 1998; Lau and Pomper 2004). Mair (1997: 157-158) 
points towards two factors needed for electoral competition, i.e. the availability of an 
electoral market and rewards associated with electoral gains. The extent of interparty 
competition and the competitiveness of parties is at least in part a function of the relative 
size of the electoral market. However, it is not just the sheer size of the electoral market 
which is relevant, but also the degree to which competition itself matters: enough 
rewards must be associated with gains in electoral support.29 What does this mean for 
research on negative campaigning? 
 First of all, we expect the likelihood of parties going negative to grow as the size of 
the electoral market increases, i.e. when more voters are undecided between two or more 
parties. A second factor is how much is at stake in the election (Haynes and Rhine, 1998: 
700). The electoral rewards are particularly high in close races when both candidates 
have a chance of winning. US-based research shows that in these close races the overall 
negativity from both candidates increases (e.g. Buell and Sigelman 2008; Druckman et 
al. 2010; Lau and Pomper 2004; Theilmann and Wilhite 1998; Franz et al. 2008; Kahn and 
Kennedy 2004; Damore 2002).
 Is it possible to translate the notions of ‘electoral competition’ and a ‘close race’ 
to a European multi-party system? In a two-party system with close elections, a small 
number of votes could just sway the balance for a political party and the electoral gains 
associated with winning are high. However, the notion of close elections is not directly 
applicable to a multiparty system. In a multiparty system winning has a different mean-
ing, due to the fact that more than two parties are competing and that none of the parties 
can realistically expect to gain a majority. Becoming the largest party of the country, 

29 An exceptional context in which there was ample competition is Switzerland. In Switzerland there 

was little point in fighting with one another for extra votes as in Switzerland all four major parties 

permanently shared government office (Mair 1997: 158). In our study such a situation is absent.
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does not even guarantee access to government.30 We would like to argue that in a multi-
party system electoral competition is heightened and the use of negative campaigning 
increases when the electoral campaign shows increasing signs of bipolar competition. 
This is for instance the case, when the electoral competition in a multiparty system 
develops into a clear battle between the (leaders of the) two largest parties. When the gap 
between the two largest parties in the polls is small, the race between these two compet-
ing parties and the question of which party will become the largest, will often dominate 
the campaign. One could argue that in such a setting the competition in a multiparty elec-
tion campaign increases and therefore also the likelihood that parties will go negative. 
 Another contextual characteristic that strengthens the importance of the election 
for political parties is when the continuation of the present government is at stake. When 
coalition government parties express their wish to continue to govern together after the 
elections, we expect bipolar competition to develop in a multiparty system, namely a 
race between the government parties on the one hand and opposition parties on the 
other. The creation of such pre-electoral coalitions increases competition as the stakes 
of the campaign become clearer, so that gains in winning electoral support increase 
the likelihood of a coalition gaining the majority needed to govern. In addition, the 
formation of these pre-electoral coalitions means that political parties in a multiparty 
system do not have to fear post-election coalition bargaining costs when using negative 
campaigning.31 Due to the creation of these pre-electoral coalitions, parties which attack 
a party from ‘the other side’ do not endanger the relationship with potential coalition 
partners and this makes a party’s use of negative campaigning more likely. The stakes 
increase even more when the government coalition wants to continue but seems to be 
losing in the polls, rendering it unable to realize the majority needed to stay in office. 
When the continuation of the present coalition government is at stake in an election and 
especially when it seems that this coalition is losing, parties will be more willing to go 
negative in the campaign. This leads to the formulation of the following four hypotheses 
on contextual election characteristics and the use of negative campaigning:

Electoral Market Hypothesis (H5): When the relative size of the electoral market is 
larger, parties are more likely to make use of negative campaigning than when the  
relative size of the electoral market is smaller

30 An example is the Dutch elections of 1982 in which Labour (PvdA) gained 3 seats and became the 

largest party in Parliament (47 seats). However, Labour did not manage to reach an agreement 

with the Christian Democrats and was left out of the subsequent government. 

31 We are aware that pre-electoral coalitions can also be formed that do not reflect the government 

opposition divide that exists prior to the elections. However, in the two particular multiparty 

systems we study this is very seldom the case and therefore this option is not tested separately. 
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Closeness Hypothesis (H6): The closer the elections the more parties are likely to make 
use of negative campaigning 

Continuation Coalition Government Hypothesis (H7): In elections in which the present 
coalition government wants to continue, parties are more likely to make use of negative 
campaigning than in elections in which the present coalition government does not 

Losing Coalition Government Hypothesis (H8): In elections in which the present 
coalition government wants to continue, but is losing in the polls, parties are more likely 
to make use of negative campaigning than in elections in which the present coalition 
government wants to continue, but is gaining in the polls

Case Selection, Data and Coding Procedure

This paper examines negative campaigning in 23 parliamentary election campaigns in 
three Western European countries between 1980 and 2006. The countries examined are 
Britain, Germany and the Netherlands. All three countries are developed democracies 
with parliamentary systems. Therefore, unlike in the US, election campaigns in these 
countries are party-centred. However, the countries differ in party system. Britain has 
a two-party system in which coalition governments are exceptional. Germany has a 
multiparty system with five relevant parties where coalition governments are the usual 
practice. The Netherlands has an electoral system with a high degree of proportionality. 
As a consequence, there are around 10 parties usually represented in parliament and 
coalition governments are the rule. Unlike in Germany pre-election coalitions are 
exceptional. This study focuses on a rather recent time period, as negative campaigning 
is thought to be a recent development in Western Europe and it is at around this time 
that parties started to invest in the professionalization of election campaigns (Farrell 
and Webb 2000). The election campaigns are relatively short in these countries in com-
parison to U.S. presidential campaigns and last approximately four weeks (Crewe and 
Gosschalk 1995; Brants et al. 1982). The data collection is restricted to national political 
parties that were represented in the Lower House of Parliament in each of these coun-
tries within this time period. As a result, regional political parties, such as the Scottish 
National Party (SNP), Plaid Cymru and Sinn Féin, are not included. We incorporate the 
party in our analysis from the moment it has received parliamentary representation. Par-
ties that are the result of mergers between existing parties are part of the analysis from 
the moment that the parties they originated from received parliamentary representation.
 We measure the degree of negative campaigning on the basis of party election 
broadcasts. Party election broadcasts are completely controlled and officially approved 
by the party leadership and therefore provide a reliable source to measure party or can-
didate behaviour. As the main bulk of the party election broadcasts are taped before the 

Chapter 4 - When the Stakes are High: Party Competition and Negative Campaigning  79 



election campaign, the data source reflects in general the party strategy at the beginning 
of the campaign, this is in combination with the short length of the election campaigns 
the reason that we refrain from studying the dynamics during the election campaign. In 
order to ensure comparability between the West European countries, we include only 
party election broadcasts that are aired during allocated free broadcasting time (Holtz-
Bacha and Kaid 2006). In total 359 party election broadcasts were collected on tape or 
as transcript from various public and private archives (see Table A.1., A.2. and A.3.). The 
transcripts of these party election broadcasts served as a basis for the content analysis. 
As we lack complete records on how many times each particular party election broadcast 
was aired and where exactly and what the audience size of all party election broadcasts 
were, we are unable to perform frequency-weighted or rate weighted analysis (Prior 
2001). However, we do know that all these party election broadcasts were broadcast on 
national television. Since we do not estimate campaign effects, it is not consequential for 
the purpose of our study that audience statistics are unavailable. 
 The coding method is based on a procedure developed by Geer (2006). The unit of 
analysis is a natural speaking unit, the appeal, which is any mention of self-praise or 
criticism of the opponent. It was decided not to code at the level of election broadcasts 
because these broadcasts often contain both positive as well as negative campaign 
messages (Benoit et al. 2003: 14; Geer, 2006: 36). The same applies to sentences, which 
often contain more than one appeal. Negative campaigning is measured by coding any 
appeal as either negative (criticism of an opponent) or positive (self-praise of the party 
or politician). Negative and positive campaign messages were coded only in those cases 
where there were explicit and visible instances of criticism of the opponent (negative) or 
self-praise (positive). 
 The content analysis was conducted by native speaking (post)graduate students. 
Geer’s coding method (2006) proved to be reliable within and across countries. The inter-
coder reliability was measured based on the coding of a random sample of appeals. The 
most difficult coding category was to determine the unit of analysis, i.e. what constitutes 
an appeal or not and whether a text segment consists of one or multiple appeals. The 
inter-coder reliability (Krippendorf’s Alpha) is 0.66 for selecting the unit of analysis. For 
the tone (negative versus positive) Krippendorf’s Alpha was 0.97.32 In total 8931 appeals 
from the party election broadcasts were selected by the coders.
The hypotheses tested in this paper pertain to characteristics of parties and of the elec-
tion context they compete in. Because of the hierarchical structure of the data we apply 
multi-level analysis, which takes into account the nested structure of data. However, 
in this particular paper the method of analysis is less straightforward as the structure 

32 The intercoderreliability Krippendorf’s Alpha inside the three countries for the unit of analysis 

and tone was respectively, 0.77 and 0.92 for the Netherlands. For Germany this was 0.71 and 0.97 

and for Britain it was 0.68 and 0.94. 
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of the data is not purely hierarchical. First of all, different parties are present in one 
election, but parties also compete in different elections. Second, the data contains party 
characteristics that vary across elections, such as government or opposition status, 
government experience and distance to the median party (party x election level), but the 
observations of the Labour Party in the 1992 election campaign are not independent of 
the Labour Party in the 1997 campaign (party level). Moreover, we have variation at the 
level of elections that are invariant across parties (election level). Therefore, we estimate 
a cross-classified linear multilevel model with the percentage negative campaigning of  
a party in an election campaign as dependent variable. The dependent variable is meas-
ured by the number of negative appeals as a percentage of the total number of appeals 
in the election broadcasts of each party in each election. We aggregated our data to the 
level of each party in each particular election because we did not have hypotheses at the 
lower levels (appeals or election broadcasts). The data consists of 129 cases at the party x 
election level, 27 different parties (party level) and 23 different elections (election level). 
Two country dummies will be added to the model to control for country level differences 
in negative campaigning. 

Operationalization of Independent Variables

This section provides an overview of the operationalization of the independent variables. 
First, we will discuss the independent variables that will be estimated at the party x elec-
tion level.
 The first independent variable at this level is Opposition Party, which is a dummy 
variable indicating whether a party is part of the government at the time of the election 
campaign or is part of the opposition (1=Opposition; 0=Government). The variable 
Loss in Polls measures the difference (i.e. loss or gain) between the vote share a party 
would receive according to polls prior to the election and the vote share a party obtained 
during the previous elections in percentages. As the changes in vote percentages, i.e. 
the losses or gains between the concurrent polls and the previous elections, will be 
larger in magnitude for larger parties, we divided the changes by the size of the party in 
the previous election.33 As the resulting variable is heavily positively skewed, we trans-

33 For the concept of losing in the polls different points of reference can be chosen, namely the 

position in the previous polls, the previous election results or the position of a competing party 

(Kleinnijenhuis and Takens 2011). As explained in the data section, our research focus is not the 

dynamic during the election campaign and the party election broadcast foremost reflects a party 

strategy at the beginning of the campaign. In addition, the results of previous elections are at stake 

at these elections and therefore an important reference point for campaign managers. For these 

three reasons we decided to use the previous election results as our point of reference in this study. 
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form the variable by taking the log. However, before we are able to do this we make the 
variable positive by adding the maximum percentage of vote share lost to all the values. 
Unfortunately, we lack information about the exact airing of the different party elec-
tion broadcasts, so we could not examine the effect of parties’ standing in the polls in 
a dynamic fashion. The polling data used stems from Ipsos MORI, ZDF Politbarometer 
and TNS NIPO. The variable Median Party Distance is operationalized as the absolute 
distance between a party’s left/right placement and the left/right placement of the 
median party within the system. Although the political space may be multi-dimensional, 
most scholars agree that the left/right ideological dimension is the key conflict dimen-
sion in most advanced industrial democracies (Pierce 1999; Gabel and Huber 2000). For 
this variable we made use of voters’ placements of parties on the left right scale in Dutch 
Parliamentary Election Surveys (DPES), British Election Survey (BES) and the German 
National Election Studies (ZA Wahl). The variable Government Experience captures the 
number of years a party was part of a government coalition since 1945 divided by the 
total number of years since 1945. For parties established after 1945 government experi-
ence is measured by the number of years a party was part of a government coalition 
divided by the number of years since the party was founded. The source for this variable 
was Woldendorp et al. (2000). 
 We now discuss the independent variables at the election level. The variable 
Size Electoral Market is measured by looking at the seat shifts between elections and 
calculated on the basis of the Pederson Index (Pedersen 1983). This measure of volatil-
ity ranges from 0 to 100, where 0 signifies that no parties lost or gained seats, while 
100 means that all the seats went to a new set of parties. Shifts in seats are calculated 
instead of shifts in votes as the former are most important to parties. In line with the 
variable Loss in Polls our reference point is the previous election (See footnote 33).  
So, we assume that parties use the previous election results as a frame of reference.  
The variable Closeness of the Elections is measured as the difference in the relative vote 
share of the two largest parties involved in the campaign. The previously discussed  
polling data is also used as a basis here. The variable Continuation Government is a 
dummy indicating whether the present government wants to continue to govern  
(1=Yes; 0=No). The variable is constructed on the basis of information presented 
by Andeweg and Irwin (2009), Debus (2007), Niedermayer (2001), Eckhard (2001), 
Anderson and Woyke (1998) and Helms (2004). The variable Coalition Loss is a dummy 
indicating whether the present government has a majority based on their standing in  
the polls preceding the election campaigns (1=Yes; 0=No). The interaction variable  
Continuation Government *Coalition Loss is an interaction of the variable Coalition  
Loss and the variable Continuation Government. More details about the independent 
variables are included in Table A.6. 
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Results 

To assess whether multilevel analysis is indeed the most appropriate statistical technique 
to use for testing our hypotheses, we computed intraclass- correlations. We find signifi-
cant proportions of variance in the baseline model controlling for country effects at the 
contextual level, namely 7 percent for elections and 66 percent for parties. Significant 
variance at the contextual level remains after estimating the level 1 determinants, see 
Table 4.1. Thus, considerable differences between parties and elections can be found in the 
level of negative campaigning, as a result the estimation of a cross-classified hierarchi-
cal model is appropriate. The finding that there is much more variance at the contextual 
level between parties than between elections indicates that party characteristics are more 
important for explaining the use of negative campaigning than election characteristics.
 Since we study three countries, we can only theorize qualitatively about the reasons 
behind the observed country differences. The base model shows that the level of negative 
campaigning is higher in the United Kingdom than in the Netherlands, the latter is our 
reference category in this model. Furthermore, the results show us that the level of nega-
tive campaigning is lower in Germany than in the Netherlands. However, these observed 
country differences are not significant and remain insignificant after controlling for party 
characteristics, with the exception of Britain in Model 2 when the effect of opposition par-
ties is specified. The fact that we find negative campaigning to be the highest in the British 
two-party system is in line with the notion that due to the practice of coalition government 
negative campaigning is less compatible with a multiparty system. Nevertheless, we would 
also expect Germany to have a higher level of negative campaigning than the Netherlands 
as Germany to some extent resembles a two-party system as a result of the formation of 
pre-electoral alliances (Mair 2008). However, if we look at the kind of parties that compete 
in these countries during election time, this finding might be explained by the fact that due 
to the high electoral threshold Germany has fewer radical parties than the Netherlands.
 We will first discuss the findings at the first level (party x election). Model 1 presents 
the main effects of party characteristics and model 2 to 5 show model 1 plus an interaction 
with a party characteristic and the United Kingdom. These interactions tell us whether 
the effect of the respective party characteristic is different in the two-party system United 
Kingdom in comparison to the multiparty systems the Netherlands and Germany. We 
also checked for such interactions with the dummy variable for Germany, but none of 
these was statistically significant. This means that the causal patterns in Germany are 
not significantly different from those in the Netherlands. Yet all interactions with the 
United Kingdom are significant. A first important conclusion is therefore that the patterns 
leading to negative campaigning differ between the British two party system on the one 
hand and the German and Dutch multi-party systems on the other. 
 In line with our expectations (H1) we find that challenger parties are more likely to 
go negative. However, Model 2 indicates that this does not apply in Britain, as here the 
government party is the most likely party to go negative. This finding is in accordance 
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with the work of Scammell and Langer (2006: 78) who note that the Conservative Party 
as an incumbent party favoured negative campaigning. Thus in the UK it seems that we 
have found a party effect, the Conservative party makes use of negative campaigning 
regardless of whether it is in opposition or government. For the hypothesis on Loss in 
Polls (H2) we find mixed evidence. Model 3 shows us that only for the United Kingdom 
we find a positive effect, meaning that only in the British system it seems to matter 
whether parties are losing in the polls. We do not find such an effect for the parties com-
peting in the Dutch and German multiparty system. Hansen and Pedersen (2008) do not 
find much evidence for this hypothesis in Denmark either, while Elmelund-Præstekær 
(2008) did find such an effect in Denmark. So, it appears uncertain whether loss in the 
polls makes parties in multi-party systems more likely to go negative, but at the very 
least, our study shows that it is more important in the British context. 
 Next, we estimated the relationships suggested in European work (Walter and Van 
der Brug, forthcoming; Elmelund-Præstekær 2010; Hansen and Pedersen 2008). The 
results demonstrate that indicators of coalition potential indeed play an important role 
in explaining negative campaigning in Western Europe. We do find that parties with less 
government experience are more likely to go negative (H3). As expected, Model 4 shows 
that this is not the case in the British two party system where until recently coalition gov-
ernments were absent. For Britain we find that parties with more government experience 
are more likely to attack, in this particular case the Conservative Party. In addition, we 
find that median party distance matters. The further away parties are positioned from the 
median party, the more likely they are to make use of negative campaigning (H4). Model 
5 shows that this is the case in Germany and the Netherlands, but not Britain. In Britain 
we find that the more close parties are positioned to the median party the more likely 
they are to make use of negative campaigning.
 Finally, we estimate the election effects. However, as we only have 23 cases we 
cannot estimate all the election effects together. Therefore, Table 4.2 displays 5 separate 
models that constitute of the simple party characteristics model (Model 1) and a context 
effect. Model 6 to 10 show that none of the five contextual variables have a significant 
effect. We do not find evidence for the notion that the use of negative campaigning 
increases when more voters can be won as the relative size of the electoral market 
increases or when there is more at stake, i.e. close elections, the coalition government 
wishes to continue to govern and has no majority in the polls. We therefore reject H5 
through H8. Election context does not seem to matter in these three parliamentary 
democracies when it comes to the use of negative campaigning. In principle the number 
of elections included in the analyses (23 elections) is sufficient to conduct a multilevel 
analysis. Moreover, we have seen that there is significant variance at the election level. 
Yet, we have also noted that most of the level 2 variance lies at the party level and not at 
the election level, which makes it not so surprising that the effects at the election level 
are not significant. 

84  Chapter 4 - When the Stakes are High: Party Competition and Negative Campaigning



Table 4.1: The Effects of Party Characteristics on Negative Campaigning in Western Europe

Base Model Model 1
Party Char-
acteristics

Model2
Britain 

Challenger 
Status

Model 3
Britain

Loss in Polls

Model 4
Britain
Gov.  

Experience

Model 5
Britain

Median 
Party  

Distance

Intercept 28.569
(5.095)

16.396
(4.947)

6.694
(4.751)

20.878
(5.093)

17.780
(4.870)

12.945
(4.995)

Opposition Party 6.297
(0.397)

13.920
(0.474)

6.804
(0.396)

5.426
(0.421)

7.697
(0.451)

Loss in Polls 3.233
(0.375)

2.894
(0.360)

-0.092
(0.462)

3.265
(0.374)

3.039
(0.375)

Government 
 Experience

-4.512
(1.690)

-3.446
(1.622)

-2.695
(1.683)

-9.957
(2.109)

-0.598
(1.790)

Median Party 
Distance

0.961
(0.399)

3.004
(0.390)

0.903
(0.396)

0.702
(0.402)

2.008
(0.429)

Opposition Party*
United Kingdom

-19.603
(0.727)

Loss in Polls* 
United Kingdom

8.846
(0.732)

Government  
Experience*
United Kingdom

13.785
(3.202)

Median Party 
Distance*
United Kingdom

-7.117
(1.098)

United Kingdom 11.558
(10.964)

12.486
(10.311)

29.926
(9.913)

-5.264
(10.718)

9.533
(10.154)

19.229
(10.412)

Germany -14.145
(9.469)

-11.394
(8.915)

-9.964
(8.550)

-11.517
(9.175)

-9.781
(8.766)

-12.418
(8.958)

σ² Party x  
Election

130.654
(2.011)

123.848
(1.906)

114.074
(1.756)

121.711
(1.873)

123.606
(1.903)

123.228
(1.897)

σ² Party 342.909
(95.053)

301.235
(83.438)

278.523
(77.380)

320.894
(8.883)

291.674
(81.042)

304.215
(84.245)

σ² Election 50.776
(16.220)

46.535
(12.322)

41.404
(13.209)

47.741
(15.274)

43.920
(14.015)

46.814
(14.998)

Deviance (-2LL) 65714.676 65257.794 64559.388 65113.114 65239.323 65215.878

Note: 8494 appeals, Level 1: Parties in elections N=129 Level 2: Parties N=27/Elections N=23. Standard errors 
within parentheses. Bold figures means significant at the 0.05 level. For the country dummies the reference 
category is the Netherlands.
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Table 4.2: The Effects of Party and Election Characteristics on Negative Campaigning in Western Europe

Model 1
Just

Party Char-
acteristics

Model6
Model 1 + 
Size Elec-

toral Market

Model 7
Model 1 + 
Closeness

Model 8
Model 1 +

Continuation 
Government

Model 9
Model 1 + 
Coalition 

Loss

Model 10
Model 1 + 
Interaction 

Intercept 16.396
(4.947)

22.204
(5.733)

16.058
(5.043)

16.424
(5.201)

17.469
(5.087)

18.109
(5.526)

Opposition 
Party

6.297
(0.397)

6.284
(0.397)

6.298
(0.397)

6.297
(0.397)

6.295
(0.397)

6.295
(0.397)

Loss in Polls 3.233
(0.375)

3.215
(0.375)

3.237
(0.375)

3.233
(0.375)

3.232
(0.375)

3.228
(0.375)

Government 
Experience

-4.512
(1.690)

-4.625
(1.689)

-4.489
(1.691)

-4.512
(1.690)

-4.489
(1.689)

-4.503
(1.690)

Median Party 
Distance

0.961
(0.399)

0.944
(0.399)

0.961
(0.399)

0.961
(0.399)

0.965
(0.399)

0.961
(0.399)

Size Electoral 
Market

-0.350
(0.182)

Closeness 
Election

0.085
(0.252)

Continuation 
Government

-0.085
(4.853)

-0.628
(5.586)

Coalition Loss -2.436
(2.862)

-5.037
(5.816)

Continuation 
Government* 
Coalition Loss

-0.628
(5.586)

United  
Kingdom

12.486
(10.311)

10.345
(10.273)

11.497
(10.715)

12.544
(10.807)

12.220
(10.290)

11.976
(10.811)

Germany -11.394
(8.915)

-14.044
(8.925)

-11.983
(9.078)

-11.338
(9.480)

-11.269
(8.891)

-11.626
(9.443)

σ² Party x 
Election

123.848
(1.906)

123.847
(1.906)

123.848
(1.906)

123.848
(1.906)

123.848
(1.906)

123.847
(1.906)

σ² Party 301.235
(83.438)

300.957
(83.226)

300.960
(83.416)

301.115
(83.447)

300.911
(83.454)

300.876
(83.476)

σ² Election 46.535
(12.322)

39.488
(12.666)

46.266
(14.788)

46.536
(14.888)

44.954
(14.358)

44.391
(14.168)

Deviance 
(-2LL)

65257.794 65254.384 65257.684 65257.801 65257.080 6525.816

Note: 8494 appeals , Level 1: Parties in elections N=129 Level 2: Parties N=27/Elections N=23. Standard 
errors within parentheses. Bold figures means significant at the 0.05 level. For the country dummies the 
 reference category is the Netherlands.
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Conclusion and Discussion

This paper has advanced our knowledge on negative campaigning in Western Europe in 
several ways. First of all, it has contributed to the state of art as it is the first comparative 
study on negative campaigning that compares a sufficiently large number of elections 
to test the effects of electoral contexts. We were thus able to test the extent to which the 
theories developed in single case studies, primarily from the U.S., are applicable beyond 
their context (e.g. Lau and Pomper 2004; Kennedy and Kahn 2004). In line with U.S. 
work we find that opposition parties are more likely to go negative. The evidence for loss 
in the polls is mixed since we only find such an effect in the British two-party system. 
In addition, the results support the notion that for studying negative campaigning in 
Western Europe, we should take indicators of coalition potential into account (Walter 
and Van der Brug, forthcoming). We have found that these factors exerted the theoreti-
cally expected effects in two multiparty systems, the Netherlands and Germany, but that 
they even play a role in the British two-party system. In the Netherlands and Germany 
we find that parties positioned further away from the median party and parties with less 
government experience are more likely to go negative, which is in line with the notion 
that parties with less coalition potential attack more. In the case of Britain we saw that 
parties close to the median party and parties with more government experience are more 
likely to attack. For all, the party characteristics estimated we find different effects in 
Britain, thereby suggesting that the context of the party system indeed matters for the 
use of negative campaigning by the parties competing in the elections. Since there are 
similarities as well as important differences between countries in the processes leading 
to negative campaigning, more comparative work in the field is much needed. 
 Secondly, it is the first study paying attention to the effects of election characteris-
tics on negative campaigning in Western Europe and brings about new theory on how 
the election context might affect the use of negative campaigning in Western Europe. 
However, we do not find evidence that the relative size of the electoral market, closeness 
of the race, the desire to stay in office of government parties while they are losing in the 
polls which are all factors that strengthen the competition affect the use of negative 
campaigning.
 Finally, it is the first paper studying negative campaigning that estimates party 
and election characteristics simultaneously using a multilevel model. The use of this 
cross-classified linear multilevel model tells us that most of the variance in negative 
campaigning lies at the party level instead of the election level, indicating that party 
characteristics matter more than election characteristics when it comes to explaining 
negative campaigning. It is all about parties explaining negative campaigning in Western 
Europe. In addition, the findings suggest that the differences between countries in the 
overall level of negative campaigning might be partly due to the different parties that 
the different party systems bring about and how different party systems affect the cost 
benefit analysis of going negative.
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Future research should thus take into account the nature of the parties competing in the 
election and examine which stable party characteristics affect the use of negative cam-
paigning. In addition, our study contained relatively limited variance between elections. 
More research needs to be done across a larger number of countries, in order to obtain 
more variance at this level. Since the present study on three countries already provides 
important insights into the differences across countries, comparative research across 
more contexts is a promising prospect for future work in the field. 
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Chapter 5:

Women on the Battleground: 
Does Gender Condition 
the Use of Negative 
Campaigning?

This chapter is largely based on a manuscript of a journal article, which is currently  
under review.

Abstract
This study examines to what extent and under which conditions gender influences the 
use of negative campaigning in Western Europe. It advances existing research in two 
ways. First, it is one of the few empirical examinations to date exploring gender differ-
ences in negative campaigning outside the US context. Second, it brings to bear novel 
data on this topic from British, Dutch and German parliamentary election campaigns 
between 1980 and 2006. In essence, this study examines the relationship between a 
party leader’s gender and the extent and content of negative campaigning for three least 
likely cases. These are least likely cases because we expect smaller candidate effects 
in parliamentary systems than in presidential systems, particularly in the Dutch and 
German multiparty systems. The analysis demonstrates that female party leaders are 
significantly more likely to ‘go negative’. However, this difference between male and 
female party leaders is entirely due to the inclusion of Margaret Thatcher in the analysis. 
Without her, the difference disappears. 

Key Words: Negative Campaigning, Elections, Party Leaders, Gender and Western Europe. 
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Introduction

The number of women running for political office is steadily on the rise throughout Europe 
and the United States. These female candidates find themselves fighting in increasingly 
competitive and hard-fought campaigns (see Kahn et al., 2009 for example). Indeed, recent 
studies show that electoral campaigns are increasingly characterized by conflict and the 
use of negative campaigning, in which candidates criticize and attack their opponents on 
the basis of issue stances as well as personality traits (e.g. West 2005; Geer 2006). Based on 
this dual trend of more women running for political office and an increase in harsh cam-
paigning, questions relating to gender differences in negative campaigning have become 
an ever more pressing topic of scientific inquiry (for recent examples Brooks 2010; Kahn 
et al 2009). Indeed, a growing body of work focuses on topics relating to the differential 
use of negative campaigning by female and male candidates (e.g. Kahn and Kenney 2004; 
Benze and Declercq 1985; Lau and Pomper 2004) or the disparity in impact of negative 
campaigning for female and male candidates (and how this impact in turn affects male 
and female voters differently) (Brooks 2010; King and Connell 2003; Kahn et al. 20009; 
Gordon et al. 2003; Chang and Hitchon 2004). This work suggests that male and female 
candidates both campaign differently and experience different pay-offs.
 Notwithstanding these important findings, our current understanding of gender 
differences in negative campaigning remains incomplete, as most of the empirical work 
stems almost exclusively from the US context (for an exception see Carlson 2001). As 
such, we do not know to what extent these results travel or are US specific. This study 
addresses this question head on and explores differences between male and female 
candidates in the extent and content of negative campaign messages within three 
Western European countries, i.e. Germany, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom. 
In these countries, we encounter very different cultures of electoral campaigning than 
in the US. Within the US context candidates are particularly important and this means 
that candidate traits matter more relative to party characteristics. In addition, US cam-
paign budgets are large and attack style politics is a common feature. In comparison, 
Western European campaigns are more party focused and characterized by much less 
spending and attack behaviour (see e.g. Scammell and Langer 2006; Holtz-Bacha 2006; 
Elmelund-Præstekær 2009). As a result, it seems likely to expect lower levels of negative 
campaigning and a reduced impact of candidate characteristics - such as gender - on 
campaign strategies. In other words, countries in Western Europe constitute least likely 
cases for finding gender differences in negative campaigning, so we expect differences 
between male and female party leaders (in terms of campaign behaviour) to be rather 
small. Consequently, if we do find that gender differences exist within Western European 
parliamentary campaigns this would present rather strong evidence for the existing 
theoretical work developed within the US context. 
 Our study of 377 party election broadcasts shows that gender of the party leader 
does affect the use of negative campaigning in Western Europe in the period 1980 and 
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2006, albeit that the effect is solely due to Margaret Thatcher. Her campaigns were more 
negative than British election campaigns under the leadership of male candidates. We will 
conclude that, contrary to the results reported in the US literature, no clear differences 
exist between male and female candidates in Western Europe with regards to the degree 
and content of negative campaigning. This in itself is unsurprising, given that parties 
rather than candidates are the dominant actors in Western European politics, with 
candidate characteristics much less important. Based on the evidence, we are inclined 
to argue that US literature on gender and negative campaigning does not travel to the 
European context. 
 This study is structured as follows. First, we present a short overview of the litera-
ture on gender and negative campaigning and outline our main hypotheses. Next, we 
outline the data, case selection and coding procedures. In the third section, we elaborate 
the operationalization and methods used in the empirical analysis. Fourth, we present 
our empirical findings. Finally, the fifth section concludes and discusses the implications 
of our findings for on-going work on gender and negative campaigning. 

Gender and Negative Campaigning: Evidence from the US

One of the main conclusions from the work on gender and electoral campaigning is that 
male and female candidates tend to campaign differently. These changes are largely due 
to differential political socialization processes and constitute by-products of different 
expectations of voters and media actors concerning male and female candidates (Carroll 
1994; La Cour Dabelko and Herrnson 1997; Kahn 1993). These divergent expectations 
find their origin in gender stereotypes ascribed to by the public. Research highlights that 
societal gender stereotypes depict women as kind, helpful, sympathetic and passive, 
while men are often characterized as aggressive, forceful and independent (Huddy and 
Terkildsen 1993; Kahn 1996). These commonly held beliefs, translate themselves into 
voter expectations about male and female political candidates and thus play a power-
ful role in the strategies used by these candidates during an election campaign. Recent 
research suggests that gender differences may matter especially in the case of negative 
campaigning. Here female and male candidates differ in the extent and content as well 
as in the choice of targets of their attacks (Kahn and Kenney 2004 Benze and Declercq 
1985; Lau and Pomper 2004). In addition, negative campaigning seems less effective at 
depressing evaluations of female candidates than male candidates (King and Connell 
2003), and it seems that male and female voters react differently to negative campaigning. 
Female voters are more inclined than male voters to punish the sponsoring candidate of 
a negative campaign (Gordon et al. 2003).
 This means that for female candidates the decision to go negative is not as clear-
cut as it is for males, especially since the commonly held stereotypes of women, i.e. that 
they are kind, helpful, sympathetic and passive, seem largely at odds with the practice 



of negative campaigning. Female candidates employing negative campaigning may 
therefore find themselves acting at odds with public expectation. Negative campaigning 
is considered a rather aggressive tactic, and therefore much more appropriate for male 
candidates. The electoral consequence of violating gender stereotypes, is that rather 
than gaining from negative campaigning, a candidate may actually suffer a substantial 
backlash as voters reject behaviour that conflicts with their gendered expectations (Kahn 
1996; Trent and Friedenberg 2008). Consequently, female candidates face two options: 1) 
either they can attempt to dispel public gender stereotypes during an election campaign, 
or 2) they can attempt to exploit them (Herrnson et al. 2003). When female candidates 
refrain from negative campaigning, it is likely that they do so in order to conform with 
gender norms. Such candidates are most likely to use negative campaigning in cases 
when it is considered accepted, i.e. when retaliating against a negative attack from an 
opponent or attacking their male counterparts on areas of expertise that are tradition-
ally considered more feminine (Trent and Friedenberg 2008). Female candidates who do 
adopt negative campaigning tactics try to dispel public stereotypes and adopt gender 
contrasting behaviour that violates voters’ expectations. These female candidates 
stress their toughness and often campaign on issues that are largely considered to be 
masculine in nature. This strategy may be risky, but simultaneously may make female 
candidates seem as competent as their male opponents in a profession that is more gen-
erally associated with masculinity (Lau and Pomper 2004; Kelley and McAllistar 1983). 
 The question is which of the two strategies is most often used? So far, the empiri-
cal work addressing this question is inconclusive. Some studies confirm the notion that 
female candidates are hesitant to go negative due to publicly held gender stereotypes (e.g. 
Kahn and Kenney 2004; Herrnson and Lucas 2006), while other studies find no differ-
ence (Lau and Pomper 2004) or even find an opposite pattern, i.e. women engaging in 
gender contrasting behaviour (Bystrom 2006). Added to these dissimilar findings, studies 
demonstrate that the use of negativity might not only be dependent on the gender of the 
attacker, but also on the gender of the target. For example Kahn and Kenney (2004) as well 
as Benze and Declerq (1985) show that male candidates are likely to refrain from negative 
campaigning when they face a female opponent, because they fear a public backlash if 
voters perceive them as male candidates to be targeting and intimidating women. This 
fear of backlash may in turn lower the occurrence of negative campaigning in a race in 
which a female candidate is participating. In summary, we can conclude that the research 
from the US context on how gender affects candidates’ decisions to go negative, is rather 
mixed.

Do the US Findings Travel?

Not only is the current-state-of-the-art inconclusive, it also primarily stems from the 
US context examining female candidates running for Congress or Senate. This may be 
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problematic for our understanding of how gender impacts negative campaigning, as 
US electoral campaigns have rather distinct features. So far, only one study explores 
gender and negative campaigning outside the US context (Carlson 2001). Carlson (2001) 
examines differences in male and female political advertising in Finland and the US by 
comparing one Finnish parliamentary election and 19 US senate races. Among other fac-
tors, Carlson examines the differential use of negative campaigning by male and female 
candidates. Carlson finds that Finnish male candidates have more offensive campaign 
strategies than their female colleagues (2001: 144). Notwithstanding the importance 
of this finding, Finland is not the ideal test case as negative assessments of individuals 
are prohibited in televised political advertising. As such Carlson’s analysis is restricted 
to looking at candidate claims for political change and candidates taking an offensive 
stance on issues. This operationalization of negative campaigning is quite different from 
the dominant approaches developed in the US context (see Geer, 2006 for example). 
In order to fully explore the extent to which gender affects negative campaigning in 
systems where candidate characteristics matter less and negative campaigning is less 
pronounced, one needs to study real attacks. This paper builds on existing work from the 
US context, uses similar if not identical operationalizations of negative campaigning and 
tests if US theories travel to other political contexts. 
 Unlike in the US, where election campaigns focus much more on the candidate 
him/herself than on the candidate as a representative of the political party, election 
campaigns in Western Europe are still largely party-centred (Newman 1994; Holtz-
Bacha and Kaid 2006; Farrell 2005). This being said many of the parliamentary 
democracies in Western Europe are witnessing a process of increased presidentiali-
zation or personalization (Mughan 2000; Blais 2011; Paul and Webb 2005). Studies 
demonstrate that due to the decline of partisan identification and the changing role 
of the media, there is an increasing focus on party leaders in parliamentary systems 
(McAllistar 1996; McAllistar 2007; Banducci and Karp 2000; Fiers and Krouwel 2005). 
However, it is not only external forces which are stimulating this development, par-
ties themselves are also increasingly choosing to tailor their campaigns to the needs 
and interests of journalists, thus presenting themselves through the personality of 
their leader (Mughan, 2000). Political consultants and campaign managers in West-
ern Europe are more aware than ever that it is not only the party that runs for political 
office, but increasingly the party leader him- or herself who is on trial. To cite Butler and 
Kavanagh (1997: 91) ‘the running of a campaign depends upon the party leader, who must 
be the ultimate campaign director and the central bearer of the campaign message’. Thus 
party leader’s assets and traits are taken into account more and more when deciding 
the party’s campaign strategy (Bartle and Crew 2001; Heffernan and Web 2005). In addi-
tion, the personalization of election campaigns also means that a party’s frontrunner 
assumes a central role in the design of campaign strategy and contents which according 
to Poguntke (2005) can hardly be subjected to internal debate. As the characteristics of 
party leaders’ are increasingly affecting campaign strategy and party leader’s them-
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selves have a big say in the final party campaign strategy, it’s likely that they having 
increasing influence over parties’ decisions to go negative. As a result, we can reason-
ably expect that even in Western Europe, party leader characteristics such as gender 
will affect campaign strategies and also the extent and content of negative messages. 

Hypotheses

In this section, we outline three hypotheses regarding the way in which gender mediates 
the overall level and content of negative campaigning. These expectations follow on from 
the large body of American studies concerning gender and campaigning. Like in the context 
of US presidential House and Senate races, male party leaders still dominate the political 
battleground in Western Europe and clearly outnumber female leaders. As a result, gender 
stereotypes are still firmly entrenched among the electorate and the task of leading a politi-
cal party to victory is still often seen as a man’s job (Kahn 1996). As a consequence, female 
party leaders are likely to find themselves the position of underdog in most campaigns and 
may face difficult decisions as a result. As women are rarely put forward by political parties 
to run as their primary candidate and negative campaigning is less common in most West-
ern European countries than in the US, it seems likely that those women who do run for 
office may strive to conform to societal norms and engage in stereotypical behaviour (e.g. 
Andeweg and Irwin 2009; Kaid and Holtz-Bacha 2006). As a result, they will be reluctant 
to engage in masculine behaviour such as attacking the opponent. When it comes to the 
extent of negative campaigning, we formulate the following hypothesis: 

Gender Stereotype Hypothesis (H1): Female party leaders are less likely to go negative 
than male party leaders 

A candidate’s gender might not only affect the overall extent of negative campaigning, 
but also its content. When candidates attack their opponents, they can do so on the basis 
of issues or traits. Attacks on traits, i.e. character attacks, are regarded as more aggres-
sive than attacks on issues. This is largely due to the fact that attacks on the character or 
behaviour of opponents are usually considered less legitimate than issue attacks. This 
is especially the case when trait attacks concern the opponent’s private life (Swint 1998; 
Lau and Pomper 2004). Comparisons of the use of issue versus trait attacks between 
male and female candidates have so far given rise to inconclusive findings. While Benze 
and Declerq (1985) show that female candidates are less likely to engage in trait attacks, 
Kahn (1993) finds no differences between female and male candidates in this respect. 
Kahn argues that if female candidates want to emphasize that they are equally com-
petent as men, they have to emphasize issues (1993). In doing so, they increase voters’ 
perceptions of their issue competence. We argue that female party leaders in Western 
Europe are less likely than their male counterparts to engage in attack behaviour. 
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However, if they do decide to go negative they do so to convince the public and their 
opponents of their toughness and leadership capabilities. So in line with the argument 
that female candidates that decide to attack aim to look as competent as male candidates 
in a campaign, we can formulate the following hypothesis (H2) about the way in which 
gender mediates the content of negative attacks: 

Issue Attack Hypothesis (H2): Female party leaders are more likely to launch issue 
attacks than male party leaders

Party leaders not only have the choice of whether to launch trait or issue attacks, they 
also have to decide on which issues they will attack their opponents. Traditionally 
certain issue areas have been regarded as belonging to the male domain, i.e. defence, 
finance, economy, agriculture and foreign policy, while others are considered more 
female, i.e. the environment, health care and education. This phenomenon is coined 
“gender issue ownership” (La Cour Dabelko and Herrnson 1997; Kahn 1993). As in the 
case of issue attacks, we expect women that attack to engage in contrasting gender stereo-
typing behaviour to improve their image as viable political candidates. Consequently 
when party leaders decide to attack their opponents on the basis of issues, we expect 
female party leaders to attack more on masculine issues, which should make them seem 
more capable in the eyes of voters. This leads to the following hypothesis: 

Male Issue Hypothesis (H3): Female party leaders are more likely than male party  
leaders to attack their opponent on masculine issues 

Data, Case Selection and Coding Procedure

In order to determine the impact of gender on the extent and content of negative cam-
paigning, we need to develop a measure of negative campaigning per party per election. 
We obtain this measure by conducting content analysis of campaign material from 31 
political parties in 23 British, Dutch and German parliamentary election campaigns 
between 1980 and 2006. We restrict our analysis to national political parties represented 
in the Lower House of Parliament in each of these countries within this time period. 
As a result, regional political parties, such as the Scottish National Party (SNP), Plaid 
Cymru and Sinn Féin, are not included. Within this period and countries we find 16 cases 
of female party leadership. Unfortunately, four cases in the Netherlands could not be 
included due to missing data, the party election broadcasts could not be retrieved from 
the historical archives (see Table A.7.).
 We selected these three Western European countries as they represent least likely 
cases to test the relationship between a party leader’s gender and the extent and content 
of negative campaigning for two reasons. First of all, we expect lower levels of negative 
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campaigning compared to the US context. Previous research suggests that negative cam-
paigning in Western European multiparty systems constitutes a less beneficial and more 
risky strategy (Hansen and Pedersen 2008; Elmelund-Præstekær 2010; Walter and Van 
der Brug, forthcoming). The larger number of competitors increases the uncertainty of 
acquiring the benefits of attack behaviour as voters have a much broader range of parties 
to choose from. Moreover, parties face possible coalition-bargaining costs (e.g. Johnson-
Cartee et al. 1991). In multiparty systems coalition governments need to be formed after 
the election. So, a too harsh and too aggressive campaign may jeopardize a party’s 
opportunity to participate in a coalition government (Holtz-Bacha and Kaid 2006; Brants 
et al. 1982; Hansen and Pedersen 2008). The three selected countries are all multiparty 
systems in the sense that more than two parties gain seats in parliament. Note, however 
that coalition government building is only common practice in Germany and the Nether-
lands. Second, in these three Western European parliamentary systems, whilst election 
campaigns have become increasingly candidate-focused, they remain fundamentally 
party based (Fiers and Krouwel 2005; Poguntke 2005; Heffernan and Webb 2005; Farrell 
2005). As a result, we can expect party leader characteristics, such as gender, to matter 
less in these election campaigns. By exploring the way in which gender affects the extent 
and content of negative campaigning within these three Western European countries, this 
study delves into the question of whether or not existing work from the US can be applied 
in other parts of the world, or if in contrast, features of the specific political context matter 
for the differential use of negative campaigning among male and female candidates.
 We determine the degree of negative campaigning on the basis of party election 
broadcasts. Party election broadcasts are completely controlled by the political party and 
therefore provide a reliable source by which to measure party or candidate behaviour, 
in contrast to the free media which may over report negative campaigning (Geer 2006). 
As the most party election broadcasts are recorded prior to the election campaign, the 
data source generally reflects the party strategy at the beginning of the campaign, this in 
combination with the short length of the election campaigns, is the reason that we refrain 
from studying campaign dynamics during the election campaign. In order to ensure 
comparability between the different countries, we include only party election broadcasts 
that are aired during allocated free broadcasting time. In the United Kingdom, the com-
mercial purchase of airtime is prohibited, while in Germany and the Netherlands airtime 
is available and can be bought on commercial television, respectively since 1989 and 1998 
(Holtz-Bacha and Kaid 2006). This being said, in all three countries free broadcasting time 
is granted on public television channels and in the United Kingdom also on the commer-
cial channels (Holtz-Bacha and Kaid 2006). In total 377 different party election broadcasts 
were collected on tape or as transcripts from various public and private archives (see 
Table A.1., A.2. and A.3. for an overview of the collected party election broadcasts and 
their origin). Ideally, the party election broadcasts should be weighted on how frequently 
they have been aired or on their audience size (Prior 2001). Unfortunately, we could not 
retrieve complete records for all these elections, meaning that we were unable to do 
frequency-weighted or rate-weighted analysis. However, we do know that all of the ads 
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were aired and do not aim to examine the effects of these ads on the voters.
The party election broadcasts were analysed by means of systematic content analysis on 
the basis of the transcripts. The coding scheme for the content analysis is based on Geer’s 
method (2006). In this method negative campaigning is measured on the basis of an appeal 
as the unit of analysis, which signifies a natural unit that can be shorter, but also longer 
than a sentence. This fine-grained method can be used for all kinds of campaign means 
and prevents problems that might arise when coding complete ads, as ads often contain 
both positive as well as negative campaigning (Benoit et al. 2003; Geer 2006). Only spoken 
and written text is coded. The visuals are not coded, as they can resonate very differently 
with different people (Geer 2006). In order to measure negative campaigning, every appeal 
is classified as being either positive or negative. Positive appeals consist of any mention to a 
voter of a theme or reason to vote for a party, while negative appeals are any reason offered 
to vote against an opposing party. Text that contains no appeal is not coded. 34 
 In addition to the tone of the appeal, the content of the appeal is coded. Appeals 
can refer to issues or traits. Appeals relating to traits, focus on attacks based on the 
character or behaviour of the opponent. They are not restricted to attacks directed at 
candidates, but can also relate to parties, e.g. an attack which refers to the integrity 
or trustworthiness of the party. We define three types of trait appeals, those based on 
integrity, competence and those which are non-specific. Issue appeals relate to attacks 
based on an opponent’s policy record or policy proposals. In total 15 policy categories 
are coded, ranging from the economy, social security, health and immigration to foreign 
affairs. Overall, 8931 appeals were coded. We will illustrate the coding method with a 
fragment of a voice over in a Labour Party Election Broadcast from the 1987 election 
campaign: ‘How can Mrs. Thatcher say that the health service is safe in her hands, when 
she will not put herself in the hands of the health service?(..) Labour can put the heart back 
into the health service.’ The first sentence we code as a trait attack from the Labour Party 
on the integrity of Conservative Party leader Margaret Thatcher. The second sentence we 
code as a positive issue appeal of the Labour Party on healthcare. 
 The data has been manually coded by native speaking (post) graduate students. 
Geer’s coding procedure proved to be quite reliable in this study. Across different coun-
tries, we found a Krippendorf’s Alpha .66 for the unit of analysis, i.e. the selection of an 
appeal. For the tone of appeal, i.e. positive or negative, the Krippendorf’s Alpha was very 
high with .97. The reliability of the content categories, i.e. traits versus issues and specific 
issues, has a Krippendorf’s Alpha of .69 and .82.35

34 Note that Geer’s method only codes the positive or negative appeals made, it does not allow for the 

coding of neutral appeals.

35 The inter-coder reliability (Krippendorf’s Alpha) inside the three countries for the unit of  

analysis, tone, kind of appeal and specific issues was respectively, 0.77, 0.92, 0.83 and 0.88 for  

the Netherlands. For Germany the inter-coder reliability was 0.71, 0.97, 0.81 and 0.83. For Britain 

the inter-coder reliability was 0.68, 0.94, 0.68 and 0.72 
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Operationalizations and Methods

We utilize two types of dependent variables in the empirical analysis. The first relates 
to the extent of negative campaigning by each party in each election campaign. This 
variable signifies whether each appeal has either a negative or positive tone. In order to 
examine the degree to which gender affects the content of negative campaigning, we use 
a second set of dependent variables that capture the content of a negative appeal. More 
specifically, this part of the analysis is restricted to negative appeals only and signi-
fies whether a negative appeal relates to an issue attack or a trait attack and whether it 
relates to feminine issues (i.e. social security, health care, education, environment or 
development aid) or masculine issues (i.e. economy, traffic, agriculture, defence, foreign 
affairs, finance, crime or immigration). 
 After reviewing the coding of our dependent variables, we provide an overview of 
the operationalization of the main independent variables and the method employed 
in the empirical analysis. Our main independent variable is the gender of the party 
leader which is coded 1 when a leader is female and 0 when a leader is male. Next to 
this variable, we control for other factors that affect the extent and content of negative 
campaigning for each party. 
 The first control variable is Opposition Party. It is a widespread finding in the lit-
erature that challengers are more willing to take the risk of negative campaigning than 
incumbents as challenger parties have to overcome their opponent’s natural advantage 
of incumbency (Swint 1998; Lau and Pomper 2004; Druckman, et al. 2009). Challengers 
have to provide reasons why voters should keep the incumbents out of office this time 
around (Kahn and Kenney 2004; Hale, Fox and Farmer 1996). As a result, we expect chal-
lenger status to be an important party characteristic that mediates the extent and content 
of negative campaigning. Opposition Party is a dummy variable indicating if a party is 
in opposition at the time of the election campaign or is part of the governing coalition 
(1=Opposition; 0=Government). Loss in the Polls is the second control variable, the existing 
literature argues that candidates that are trailing behind or candidates in highly competi-
tive situations where there is no clear winner, are more willing to take risks in their fight to 
win a campaign. These candidates are more likely to make use of negative campaigning 
(e.g. Damore 2002; Sigelman and Buell 2003; Skaperdas and Grofman 1995). The vari-
able Loss in Polls measures the difference (i.e. loss or gain) between the vote share a party 
would receive according to polls prior to the election and the vote share a party obtained 
during the previous elections in percentages. As these changes in vote percentages will be 
larger in magnitude for larger parties, we divided the changes by the size of the party in 
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the previous election.36 As the resulting variable is heavily positively skewed, we transform 
the variable by taking the log. However, before we are able to do this we make the variable 
positive by adding the maximum percentage of vote share lost to all the values. Unfortu-
nately, we lack information about the exact airing of the different party broadcasts, so we 
could not examine the effect of parties’ standing in the polls in a dynamic fashion. The 
polling data used stems from Ipsos MORI, ZDF Politbarometer and TNS NIPO. 
 Previous research (Walter and Van der Brug, forthcoming) demonstrated that in 
Western European multiparty systems, the coalition potential of a party matters in terms 
of the degree of negative campaigning. In coalition systems, election campaigns are 
fought on eve of coalition bargaining, and consequently a campaign which is fought too 
aggressively may damage a party’s strategic position within post-election coalition nego-
tiations (e.g. Elmelund-Præstekær 2008; 2010; Hansen and Pedersen 2008; Holtz Bacha 
and Kaid 2006). As a result, new, small and extreme parties with almost no government 
experience have less to lose from negative campaigning compared to large, established 
and moderate parties that have often been pivotal players in coalition negotiations.  
In order to account for these differences, we include three additional control variables: 
the newness of a party, its government experience and its median party distance. The 
variable Government Experience captures the number of years a party was part of a 
government coalition since 1945 divided by the total number of years since 1945. For par-
ties established after 1945 government experience is measured by the number of years a 
party was part of government coalition. The source of this variable was Woldendorp et 
al. (2000); Andeweg and Irwin (2009). The variable Median Party Distance is operational-
ized as the absolute distance between a party’s left/right placement and the left/right 
placement of the median party within the system. Although the political space may be 
multi-dimensional, most scholars agree that the left/right ideological dimension is the 
key conflict dimension in most advanced industrial democracies (Pierce 1999; Gabel and 
Huber 2000).37 New Party is a dummy variable indicating whether a party has already 

36 For the concept of losing in the polls different points of reference can be chosen, namely the 

position in the previous polls, the previous election results or the position of a competing party 

(Kleinnijenhuis and Takens 2011). As explained in the data section, our research focus is not the 

dynamic during the election campaign and the party election broadcasts foremost reflect the party 

strategy at the beginning of the campaign. In addition, the results of previous elections are at stake 

at these elections and therefore an important reference point for campaign managers. For these 

three reasons we decided to use the previous election results as our point of reference in this study. 

37 In Walter et al. (2011) The effect of party size turned out not to be significant and was found to be 

highly collinear with the degree of prior government experience, which is why we do not test the 

effects of these variables in the same model. Since prior government experience is closer to the 

theoretical concept of ‘coalition potential’, we decided to focus on this variable and to exclude 

party size from the models tested in this study.
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acquired representation in parliament prior to this particular election, when this is not 
the case the party is considered a new party (1=New; 0=Established). Parties that are 
mergers of several existing parties, such as the Christian Democrats (CDA) and Green Left 
(GL) are not counted as new parties the first time they compete in an election campaign. 
The variable New Party is also incorporated, as party leaders matter more for new par-
ties than established parties as it takes time for supporters to develop stable loyalties 
towards a party (Blais 2011). As a result, the effect of a party leader on the campaign may 
be larger for new parties. Party Ideology is operationalized as a party’s position on the 
left right scale.38 Finally, we control for party ideology as studies have shown that leftist 
parties are more likely to have a female party leader than rightist parties (e.g. Caul 1999; 
Matland 1993).
 We employ a logistical regression model to examine if these different factors 
account for inter-party variation in negative campaigning. Our dependent variables 
are dichotomous in nature, so ordinary least squares regression is ruled out. We have 
repeated observations for parties in different countries and campaigns. To take the 
dependence of these observations into account, we run our logistic regression models 
with White’s heteroskedastic standard errors. In addition, we have corrected for the clus-
tering of appeals in party election combinations.39 Finally, we added country dummies 
to account for the possible differences in negative campaigning across contexts. As we 
expect negative campaigning to be higher in the British two party system where no coali-
tion government needs to be formed, than in the Dutch and German multiparty systems 
in which this is a common practice.40 

Results

Does gender affect the extent and content of negative campaigning in British, Dutch 
and German elections? Table 5.1 presents the result of the logistic regression models. 
It is important to note that the coefficients provided in Table 5.1 present the change in 
the log odds of a party engaging in negative campaigning versus positive campaigning 
(second column), trait versus issue attacks (third column), or issue attacks on the basis 

38 For the variables median party distance and party ideology we make use of voters’ placements 

of parties on the left right scale in Dutch Parliamentary Election Surveys (DPES), British Election 

Survey (BES) and the German National Election Studies (ZA Wahl).

39 As we also run models explaining the kind of negative appeals and the kind of negative issue 

appeals the unit of analysis in this study has to be the appeal and cannot be the ad. 

40 We do not include election dummies as this would overspecify the model. We have also estimated 

the models with the election dummies and they were not significant and thus can be excluded 

from the models. 
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of masculine versus feminine issues (fourth column) as a result of a one-unit increase in 
the independent variable. In other words, a positive coefficient indicates an increased 
likelihood of negative campaigning, trait attacks or issue attacks on feminine issues.
 First, we look at Model 1, which addresses gender differences in the extent of 
negative campaigning. Recall that on the basis of existing research we formulated 
the hypothesis that female party leaders are less likely to go negative than male party 
leaders (H1). On the basis of the results in the second column it seems that female party 
leaders in Western Europe are to the contrary more likely to engage in attack behaviour 
than their male counterparts. This effect remains when we add controls to the model. 
However, when we jack-knife the sample by dropping one country at a time it is apparent 
that the effect is not robust. We do not find an effect for female party leadership when 
the United Kingdom is dropped from the sample, thereby indicating that the effect is 
solely driven by Margaret Thatcher (the results are available on request). The tone of the 
1983 and 1987 campaigns of the Conservative Party under the leadership of Margaret 
Thatcher was very negative. We are inclined to argue that this is a ‘Thatcher effect’ and 
not a gender effect. The finding that Margaret Thatcher ran a more negative campaign 
than her male counterparts is not surprising in view of her reputation as a strong leader 
with tough rhetoric (McAllistar 2011). As Scammell furthermore (1996: 121) illustrates, 
Thatcher made extensive use of political marketers when she was party leader. In an 
attempt to win the voters ‘they tried to create a more warm and womanly image for a 
leader generally perceived as aloof and rather superior’. Nevertheless, it is clear that 
Thatcher did not really cultivate a soft feminine image, but played to her strengths which 
were more aligned with masculine stereotypes. The same model shows that there are 
country differences in the degree of negative campaigning, namely controlling for other 
factors the overall level of negative campaigning is higher in British election campaigns 
than in Dutch and German election campaigns. This confirms our expectation, that neg-
ative campaigning would be lower in multiparty systems in which coalition governments 
are a necessity. We also find evidence for the notion that party characteristics matter, 
opposition parties are more likely to go negative and we find border statistical positive 
effects for new parties and parties positioned further from the median. To summarize, 
we have to conclude that gender does not affect the degree to which political parties in 
British, Dutch and German elections between 1980 and 2006 were willing to go negative. 
Thereby, we reject the Gender Stereotype Hypothesis (H1).
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Table 5.1: Multivariate Relationships: Gender and Negative Campaigning

Dependent Variable
Model 1
Extent of Negative  
Campaigning
(1=negative; 0=positive)

Model 2
Content of Negative 
Campaigning
(trait=1; issue=0)

Model 3
Issue Attacks
(feminine=1;  
masculine=0)

Female Party Leader .387*
(.164)

.573**
(.215)

-.418 (.327) -.469 (.215) -.451 (.425) -.142
(.349)

Opposition Party .504*
(.245)

-.282 (.369) .045
(.522)

Loss in Polls .288
(.210)

-.186
(.365)

-.088
(.308)

New Party .619 ° 
(.336)

-.036
(.472)

.882*
(.452)

Government Experience -.018
(.424)

-.348 (.543) -1.101
(.757)

Median Party Distance .246 ° 
(.144)

-.192
(.144)

-.220
(.195)

Party Ideology .029
(.052)

.058
(.007)

-.278** 
(.081)

Germany -.601**
(.235)

-.303
(.224)

.687**
(.303)

.679*
(.353)

.026
(.408)

.203°
(.436) 

United Kingdom .735**
(.216)

1.123**
(0.305)

-.136
(.274)

-.327
(.343)

-.211
(.325)

-.057
(.421)

Constant -.1.071**
(.170)

-2.774**
(.658)

-1.563**
(.179)

-.800 (.815) -.684**
(.247)

.944 (1.137)

Wald X² 72.10** 80.04** 12.72** 22.34** 2.12 61.84**

McFadden’s R² .051 .072 .020 .027 .008 .09

Correctly Classified 70.8% 69.67% 82.74% 82.74% 70.36% 74.%

N of Observations 8931 8931 2642 2642 1542 1542

Notes: Table entries are logistic regression coefficients with robust standard errors in parentheses. For Model 
1 with and without the control variables standard errors are adjusted for 141 clusters. For Model 2 with and 
without the control variables standard errors are adjusted for 119 clusters. For Model 3 with and without the 
control variables standard errors are adjusted for 103 clusters. ** significant at p <.01; * significant at p <.05; 
° significant at p <.10 (two-tailed).

Although gender does not seem to matter for the extent of negative campaigning 
employed by political parties in election campaigns, it may affect the content of nega-
tive attacks. In the second part of the analysis, we examine the extent to which female 
party leadership has an impact on the content of negative campaigning. Models two and 
three in Table 5.1 provide an overview of these analyses. We examine two elements of 
the content of negative campaigning. First, in Model 2 we examine the effect of gender of 
the party leader on the degree to which parties employ negative issue attacks. Negative 
issue appeals relate to the degree to which a party criticizes its opponents on the basis 
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of their existing policy record/future policy proposals or traits. The expectation here is 
that when female party leaders go negative they are more likely to do so on the basis of 
policy issues. We do find a negative effect for female party leaders in the model, but it is 
not statistically significant. The findings also show that party characteristics do not help 
to explain the content of negative attacks. We do however find country differences. Trait 
attacks are more likely in German election campaigns than in Dutch and British election 
campaigns. However, for our study of gender effects on negative campaigning, we have 
to conclude that female party leaders are not more likely than their male counterparts  
to engage in issue attacks. Therefore, we reject the Issue Attack Hypothesis (H2).
 The final aspect of the possible effects of gender on the content of negative cam-
paigning, focuses on the nature of issues addressed in attacks. Party leaders not only 
have the choice of whether to launch trait or issue attacks, they also have to decide 
whether they will attack their opponents on feminine issues or on masculine ones. 
We expect female party leaders to attack more on male issues than female issues, see 
hypothesis H3.41 The results from Table 5.1 show that female party leaders tend to focus 
on male issues when they go negative, but this effect fails to reach statistical signifi-
cance. We reject the Male Issue Hypothesis (H3). In this Model we do find significant 
effects for New Parties and Party Ideology. New parties and leftist parties are more inclined 
to attack on female issues. The found effect for Party Ideology is probably an issue owner-
ship effect as issues as healthcare, environment and education are traditionally owned 
by leftist parties. 
 Overall, the results show that the gender of a party leader does not affect negative 
campaigning in British, Dutch and German elections in the period 1980-2006. This may 
be unsurprising in light of the fact that party leader characteristics matter less in election 
campaigns in Western Europe than in the US. 

Concluding Remarks

Current research from the US context suggests that male and female candidates for politi-
cal office campaign differently. In addition, some more specialized studies find a gender 
gap in the use of and pay-offs from negative campaigning. So far, research into the effects 
of gender on campaign strategies, such as negative campaigning, originate primarily 
 from the US context (for an exception see Carlson, 2001). This study has broadened 

41 Note that certain traits are also considered more or less feminine. Traits that are generally 

 associated with masculinity are competence and leadership, while integrity and compassion  

are generally considered feminine traits (Kahn, 1993: 490; Huddy and Terkildsen 1993: 121).  

Unfortunately, the number of trait attacks in the data is very limited, which makes an analysis of 

this distinction nearly impossible.
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our scope of inquiry and explored the extent to which the findings from the US context 
are generalizable to other advanced democratic societies. Specifically, it examined the 
degree to which female and male party leaders in 23 election contests in Germany, the 
Netherlands and the United Kingdom differed in the extent and content of their negative 
campaigning. 
 The findings from the US context highlighted that gender does indeed affect nega-
tive campaigning strategies, but at the same time are inconclusive when it comes to 
explaining the exact way in which male and female candidates behave differently. Some 
studies find that female politicians are less likely to attack their opponents, as negative 
campaigning is at odds with widespread gender stereotypes which portray females as 
helpful, caring and passive. Other studies argue and empirically substantiate that female 
candidates are more likely to go negative in order to contradict existing gender norms 
and thus become more viable political candidates in the eyes of voters. Our findings from 
British, Dutch and German elections show that there are hardly any systematic differ-
ences between male and female leaders in the practice of negative campaigning. Female 
party leaders do not differ from their male counterparts in the degree to which they 
utilize negative messages or the content of these messages. The sole female party leader 
which did seem to run a more negative campaign than her male opponents is Margaret 
Thatcher in the 1983 and 1987 campaign. This ‘Thatcher effect’ is too specific to be gener-
alised to all female politicians. 
 The most plausible explanation for the fact that we find no systematic differences 
between male and female candidates in the degree and content of negative campaigning, 
is that party leader characteristics are generally less important in election campaigns in 
Western Europe than in the U.S. However, due to the personalization of election cam-
paigns, party leaders increasingly determine the party’s campaign strategy and party 
leaders’ traits play a growing role in the campaign strategy chosen by parties in Western 
Europe. Therefore, one could reasonably expect the party leader’s gender to affect the 
use of negative campaigning, as it does in the U.S. Our findings are interesting as they 
suggest that the U.S. literature on gender and negative campaigning is not applicable to 
the Western European context and that party leader characteristics, such as gender do 
not yet affect this aspect of a party’s campaign strategy. However, as we did find an effect 
for Margaret Thatcher, we are inclined to draw a conclusion similar to that of McAllistar 
(2011: 74) on party leader effects on voting behaviour. He pointed out that the personality 
of the leader is as or even more important than his position to find party leader effects on 
voting behaviour. Thus, it might not be the party leader’s traits that define his campaign 
strategy, but his/her personality. Thereby this study also contributes to the literature on 
personalization of election campaigns. 
 Irrespective of the findings presented here, studying the effects of gender on nega-
tive campaigning or electoral campaign strategy more generally remains an important 
avenue for future research. For one, we only have a limited number of female party 
leaders in our dataset. Consequently, for future work it may be important to increase the 
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number of election campaigns included by adding additional countries. In the Scandi-
navian countries for example there are many more female party leaders. The limited 
number of cases might have contributed to our non-findings. Second, it may be worth-
while to study the effects of other party leader characteristics on negative campaigning 
or interview campaign managers and former party leaders about what factors played a 
role in the decision making process concerning the tone of the campaign. This research 
could strengthen the claim that in the Western European context the party leader 
does not affect this part of the campaign strategy. Finally, if more elections from more 
countries could be included, one could delve further into the possible effects of politi-
cal context. For example, does the type of electoral system or the type of welfare state 
mediate the effects of gender on campaign strategies? These questions are extremely 
interesting and should be addressed in future research. 
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Introduction

In this dissertation I studied the use of negative campaigning by political parties in par-
liamentary election campaigns in three Western European countries between 1980 and 
2006, the United Kingdom, Germany and the Netherlands. Although numerous studies 
on negative campaigning already exist, academic work is still growing, and many topics 
remain untouched. One of the pitfalls of current research is that most work is based 
solely on the U.S. context, which is in many ways quite particular. It is characterized 
by a presidential two-party system in which vote-seeking goals coincide with office-
seeking gains (see for instance Damore 2002; Hale et al. 1996; Haynes and Rhine 1998; 
Peterson and Djupe 2005; Ridout and Holland 2010). As a result of the fact that most 
research has been conducted within one single context, theories on negative campaign-
ing remain limited in scope. Scholarly attention for negative campaigning in European 
countries is slowly growing, and now includes studies from parliamentary multiparty 
systems in which vote- and office-seeking goals may not coincide with each other, 
but rather be in conflict (see for instance Holtz-Bacha 2001, van Heerde-Hudson 2011; 
Elmelund -Præstekær 2008, 2009, 2010; Hansen and Pedersen 2008; Schweitzer 2010). 
This work pertains mostly to single country studies, and therefore it remains unclear 
to what extent the findings are country specific or can be generalized more broadly 
(notable exceptions see Salmond 2011; Desposato 2008). This dissertation thus contrib-
utes to recent work in the field, which seeks a more general understanding of negative 
campaigning in all its facets and presents comparative theoretical and empirical work 
beyond the U.S. context. 
 In addition to academic research, public attention for negative campaigning has 
also heightened over the last decade. Much like in the U.S. context, journalists in their 
coverage of election campaigns are giving extensive attention to attack politics. In recent 
years, debates have sprung up about the use of negative campaigning or the so-called 
‘Americanization’ of election campaigns. Is it informative and useful for voters to decide 
which of many parties to vote for? Or is negative campaigning in multiparty systems 
rather damaging for a political culture of cooperation and coalition bargaining? The 
empirical work in this dissertation also adds to this body of work by demonstrating that 
there is not much evidence for a rise in negative campaigning in Western Europe and that 
only Britain resembles the U.S. level of negative campaigning. Negative campaigning 
seems to be less of a problem in countries in which multiple parties compete and coali-
tion governments are the rule. Overall this dissertation aims to add to the academic and 
public debate on negative campaigning. As far as I am aware, it does so by providing the 
most extensive across country and over time study on negative campaigning until now. 
In the following, I will first summarize the main findings, before elaborating on their 
theoretical and political implications. 
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Summary of the Research Findings

In the introduction of this dissertation the concept ‘negative campaigning’ is introduced 
and the conceptual confusion between scholars, journalists, politicians, consultants 
and voters is illustrated. After explaining the decision to define negative campaigning as 
simply all attack behaviour on the opponent, I connected this dissertation to the main 
academic and public debates related to negative campaigning. On the basis of a system-
atic content analysis of 377 party election broadcasts and 19 debates I demonstrated in 
the introduction that there is no empirical evidence for a rise in negative campaigning 
in the period between 1980 and 2006 in the three countries that were studied. The rise 
of negative campaigning seems to be restricted to the United States. Neither are there 
reasons to suspect that the number of trait attacks, which is all critique on the traits of an 
opposing party or candidate, has increased regardless of the discussion of the so-called 
personalization of West European election campaigns during the last decades (e.g.  
Farrell 2005; Poguntke and Webb 2005). Although no increasing trend seems to exist, 
the results show that there is significant variation in negative campaigning across time 
and across countries. The findings indeed indicate a difference in the level of negative 
campaigning between two-party and multiparty systems. The overall level of negative 
campaigning is considerably lower in the latter. The level of negative campaigning 
measured for British parliamentary election campaigns resembles most closely Geer’s 
(2006) levels of negativity measured for U.S. presidential campaigns. These levels are 
considerably higher than the ones gauged in Dutch and German parliamentary election 
campaigns. 
 In chapter 2 I examined the use of negative campaigning in the multiparty system 
par excellence, namely the Dutch case. First of all, I argued theoretically why a party’s 
decision to go negative is in a multiparty system different from a two party system. In 
a multiparty system the backlash effects pose a higher risk. Moreover, office-seeking 
incentives of parties should be taken into account next to vote-seeking incentives. In a 
two party system these incentives coincide. However, in a multiparty system the need 
to form a coalition government makes negative campaigning a more risky strategy to 
employ and therefore this strategy is most likely to be used by parties with a low coali-
tion potential. The empirical results on the basis of party election broadcasts indeed 
show that there is considerable inter-party variation in the use of negative campaigning 
and that office-seeking considerations should be taken into account when studying this 
phenomenon in a multiparty system. Parties positioned further away from the median 
party are indeed more likely to attack and mixed evidence is found for new parties and 
years of government experience. 
 Not only the need of coalition government formation, but also the multitude of  
parties competing for votes distinguishes a multiparty system from a two party system.  
In chapter 3 I examined on the basis of party election broadcasts which parties are the 
most likely targets of negative campaigning in the Dutch multiparty system. The choice 



of target is a rather neglected question in the literature that predominantly stems from 
the U.S. In the U.S. context there are a handful of studies that examine the choice of 
target. They do so in rare three candidate races or in the context of the primaries of the 
presidential elections (see Skaperdas and Grofman 1995; Haynes and Rhine 1998; Ridout 
and Holland 2010). The latter is a case of intraparty competition and the choice of target 
in a multiparty system is a case of interparty competition, as not all possible targets 
belong to the same party. I argue that not only vote-seeking, but also office-seeking 
considerations matter for the choice whom to attack in a multiparty system. Parties will 
take into account which parties are electorally the most beneficial to attack, but also 
think about which parties they wish to maintain a good relationship with in case of pos-
sible government participation after the elections. The findings show that large parties, 
ideologically proximate parties, parties close to the median party position and govern-
ment parties are the most likely targets of negative campaigning in the Dutch multiparty 
system. This suggests that both vote and office-seeking considerations might play a role 
in this decision, but the first seem to be of more importance. 
 In chapter 4 I did not only examine the effects of party characteristics, but also the 
effects of the electoral context on the use of negative campaigning in Western Europe. 
The decision to go negative might not only be affected by party characteristics, but also 
characteristics of the election campaign in which parties compete, such as the level of 
electoral volatility, the closeness of the election and the formation of pre-electoral alli-
ances. I examined this on the basis of party election broadcasts. The results show that 
party characteristics are much more important than the electoral context in explaining 
when parties go negative in Western Europe. The study also shows that the party char-
acteristics derived from studies examining negative campaigning in a multiparty system 
such as government experience and median party distance help to explain negative 
campaigning in all three countries under study, including the British two party system. 
However, for all the party characteristics estimated, the effects in Britain were signifi-
cantly different from the effects in Germany and the Netherlands, thereby suggesting 
that the context of the party system indeed matters for the use of negative campaigning 
by the parties competing in the elections. 
 The last empirical study examines whether candidate characteristics affect the use of 
negative campaigning by looking at one candidate’s characteristic in particular, namely 
the party leader’s gender. A considerable bulk of research in the field of negative cam-
paigning is devoted to how the candidate’s gender affects the use and content of negative 
campaigning. I examined on the basis of party election broadcasts whether this is also 
the case in the increasingly personalized election campaigns in these three parliamen-
tary democracies. Although some scholars claim that election campaigns are becoming 
increasingly personalized (e.g. Mughan 2000; Farrell 2005; Poguntke and Webb 2005), no 
effects were found of a party leader’s gender on the use of negative campaigning. Female 
party leaders do not differ from their male counterparts in the degree to which they make 
use of negative campaigning nor on the content of the attacks. There is one notable excep-
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tion, however, namely Margaret Thatcher. Her campaigns were more negative than the 
ones run by male party leaders in the U.K. However, regarding her reputation as a strong 
leader with tough rhetoric and nickname ‘Iron Lady’, this does not come as a surprise.  
I therefore concluded that the difference is not a gender effect, but a ‘Thatcher effect’. 

Implications of the Research Findings

This dissertation offers an important step forward in unravelling several particular 
research questions on negative campaigning. However, what do these findings mean 
when I move beyond these specific research questions and look at the overall academic 
and public debate on negative campaigning or even broader discussions in politics or 
political science, such as the ‘rise’ in negative campaigning, negative campaigning in 
a non U.S. context, the personalization of politics and the ‘Americanization’ of election 
campaigns. What are the implications of our findings? 

A rise in negative campaigning?
First of all, this study shows that there does not appear to be much reason for concern 
about an alleged rise of negative campaigning in Western Europe. Parties in Western 
Europe are not more likely to go negative nowadays than they were approximately 25 
years ago. In addition, I did not find an increase in trait attacks, even though some schol-
ars (e.g. Mughan 2000; Farrell 2005; Poguntke and Webb 2005) argue that campaigns in 
Western Europe are undergoing a process of personalization or presidentialization. So, 
the perception of a rise in negativity could be based on the idea that trait attacks, rather 
than other forms of criticism of opponents, would have increased over the past decades. 
Again, this study did not generate any supporting evidence. Consequently, the results 
of this study pose a challenge to claims of journalists, politicians and even some schol-
ars (see for instance Praag 2005, 2007; Van Praag and Brants 2008; Hodess et al. 2000; 
Schweitzer 2010; Scammell and Semetko 1995) that negative campaigning is increasing in 
these countries. The growth of attack behaviour seems to be confined to the U.S., although 
even there this claim is contested (see Buell and Sigelman 2009; Lau and Pomper 2004). 
 Does this study allow for the conclusion that the perception of a rise in negative 
campaigning among journalists, politicians and voters simply wrong? Perhaps not.  
The fact that I did not see a rise in negative campaigning for this research period does not 
necessarily mean that the perception of growth of this campaign practice is incorrect. 
First of all, we must consider the limitations of this study. One of this study’s restrictions 
is its focus on party election broadcasts and televised election debates. Party election 
broadcasts are completely controlled and officially approved by the party leadership and 
therefore provide a reliable source to measure party or candidate behaviour. Further-
more, the party election broadcast format has remained remarkably similar across time, 
is used in all these three Western European countries and comes closest to the political 
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ads most commonly subject of U.S. work on negative campaigning. Nevertheless, study-
ing negative campaigning on the basis of party election broadcasts has its limitations. 
 These election broadcasts are primarily produced prior to the campaign and thus 
they do not reflect the campaign dynamics. In addition, the televised election debates 
reflect just a sole moment in the campaign. Therefore, this study does not register any 
dynamics during the campaign. In addition, it is not unlikely that political parties in 
Western Europe choose different outlets for their attack behaviour. Political advertising 
on television, radio, internet or print ads, is considered a useful campaign practice which 
allows for targeting of specific subgroups of the electorate. Not only do candidates or par-
ties control the content of the ad, they also control when and where it is aired (Iyengar and 
McGrady 2007). However, the latter two benefits only ascribe to paid advertising, while I 
studied party election broadcasts aired during free government allocated broadcasting 
time. Western European parties deal with limited financial sources when it comes to politi-
cal advertising and they have limited opportunities to purchase advertising time or space. 
Furthermore, attacks through non-party controlled sources might be regarded as more 
credible in the eyes of the voter. As a result, it can be beneficial to use a different outlet 
than party election broadcasts when attacking the opponent in these studied countries. 
Parties might be more inclined to attack their opponent at appearances in television/radio 
shows, party conferences and other campaign events where the free or uncontrolled media 
is present. While there was no increase in the attack behaviour of party leaders in televised 
election debates, I cannot exclude the possibility that differences in the perception of 
the attack behaviour of parties are the result of looking at different sources. Walter and 
Vliegenthart (2010) argue that Dutch voters might have perceived negative campaigning 
differently in the 2006 election campaign, depending on the communication channel they 
used to derive their information. They show that newspaper articles are four times more 
likely to contain trait attacks than party election broadcasts. So, it is possible that there 
was an increase in negativity in the news, which was not picked up by this study.
 While I consider the strong quantitative focus of this research as one of its 
strengths, it can also be considered a weakness and can be the source for this difference 
in perception. In this across time and country study on negative campaigning I have 
focused on counting all critique on opponents. For reasons of reliability and validity, I 
did not focus on the harshness of the critique. As a result, I cannot rule out the possibil-
ity that studying the collected data with a more qualitative approach and an evaluative 
measurement of negative campaigning would lead to different findings. The perception 
that negative campaigning is on the rise might be based on an increasing harshness of 
attacks and not an increased amount of attacks.  
 There may be other reasons as well for the difference between our findings and 
the perception among voters, journalists, and politicians that negative campaigning 
would have risen. It might well be the case that the perception of an increase in negative 
campaigning is not based on the behaviour of political parties, but on the way that the 
media cover election campaigns. Journalists and editors determine what makes it into 
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news. Bad news and conflict are just far more newsworthy than good news and civility 
(Iyengar and McGrady 2007; Kriesi 2011; Kleinnijenhuis et al. 2003; Galtung and Ruge 
1965) Therefore, the free or uncontrolled media might be more inclined to report nega-
tive campaigning over positive campaigning. In addition, news on specific individuals is 
more newsworthy than news on institutions (e.g. Galtung and Ruge 1965; Kriesi 2011). As 
a result, the free media might especially take an interest in attacks at specific politicians 
and/or about characteristics than attacks targeted at parties and/or about policy. The 
importance of conflict and personalization are said to have increased during the recent 
decades, as ‘media logic’ increasingly determines how politics in general and election 
campaigns in particular are covered nowadays (Swanson and Mancini 1996; Mazzoleni 
1987, Mazzoleni and Schulz 1999; Brants and Van Praag 2005). The perceived rise of 
negative campaigning might stem from a different coverage of election campaigns. Thus, 
the media might be to source of this perception and not the political parties. 
 Finally, it also remains possible that the rise of negative campaigning is still 
forthcoming. Franklin (1992) shows that although Western European countries are expe-
riencing a weakening in the relationship between the voter’s social position and party 
preference, this process of particularization does not happen in each country at the same 
pace. Negative campaigning might be a similar phenomenon, where the U.S. is a forerun-
ner of what is yet to come.

Personalization of politics?
The findings of this dissertation add to the discussion on personalization of politics and 
its consequences for information provision to voters. Scholars have argued that election 
campaigns would focus more on candidates and style and image than on the substantive 
content of issues (e.g. Mughan 2000; Farrell 2005; Poguntke and Webb 2005; Johnston 
and Kaid 2002; Geer 2006). As a consequence, voters would not be informed about issue 
positions of parties, so that they would lack information that is essential to make a rea-
soned electoral decision. This so-called ‘personalization of politics’ is not set in stone, 
however. The empirical evidence concerning the ‘personalization of politics’ thesis is, at 
best mixed (see e.g. Kriesi 2011; Karvonen 2009; Adam and Maier 2010; Kleinnijenhuis et 
al. 2009). Regardless the thin empirical evidence for the personalization thesis, it plays 
an important role in the campaign literature and could be regarded as a development 
possibly strengthening or causing a rise in trait attacks (see for instance McAllistar 2007; 
Farrell 2005; Mughan 2000). The findings in my thesis show that the number of trait 
attacks has not increased. Therefore, if indeed such a personalization of election cam-
paigns is taking place, it has not yet generated attack behaviour. Moreover, the absence 
of a rise of trait attacks in this study could also be regarded as evidence against the 
personalization thesis. Concerns about how campaigns have become less issue oriented 
over the last decades, equally do not find much support from this study, because the bulk 
of attack behaviour is issue oriented. Negative campaigning seems to be mainly used to 
make clear to the voter how a party differs from the opponent policy wise. In U.S. studies 
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(see Geer 2006; Benoit 1999; West 2005) similar conclusions are drawn. The majority of 
attacks are issue attacks and there is no increase in personal attacks. 

Americanization?
This study adds to the field of political communication in general as it tells us more 
about the extent to which election campaigns in Western Europe are ‘Americanizing’. 
The alleged ‘Americanisation’ of Western European election campaigns has sparked a 
heated debate in the campaign literature on the consequences of modernizing campaign 
practices, such as political consultancy, targeted spending, direct mail, focus groups 
and negative campaigning. Scholars agree to some degree that election campaigns are 
‘globalizing’ and becoming increasingly more similar, but disagree about the extent and 
nature of the U.S. influence (Scammell 1998; Plasser 2000; Mancini and Swanson 1996). 
The main question is whether European election campaigns have professionalized and 
become modernised in their own right (see for instance Scammell 1998), or that they 
have become more Americanized (see for instance Semetko 1991 et al.). ‘Americanization’ 
can happen through observing American election campaigns and/or trans human trade 
in political consultants and party executives (Baines et al. 2001). U.S. election campaigns 
are considered the international standard among political consultants and political 
parties (Scammell 1998; Blumler et al. 1996; Kavanagh 1995). Proponents of the ‘Ameri-
canization’ concept claim that there is a directional convergence and diffusion process 
going on between European and U.S. election campaigns. Proponents of the notion that 
Western European campaigns have modernized in their own right speak of a so-called 
shopping model approach. The latter suggests that Western European countries have 
adopted the most useful U.S. campaign techniques with modifications that take into 
account the national context while maintaining country- and culture-specific campaign 
styles and philosophies (Baines et al. 2001; Plasser 2000). As a result, the American 
campaign practices are most likely to be incorporated in these countries where electoral 
conditions are most similar (Scammell 1998). 
 Negative campaigning is in general regarded a U.S. campaign practice. The findings 
of this study contradict the notion of ’Americanization’ of Western European election 
campaigns, as I see no convergence in the rise of negative campaigning as witnessed 
in the U.S. (Geer 2006; Benoit 1999). More evidence is present for the shopping model 
approach. As this study argues that parties in a multiparty system deal with a different 
cost benefit structure when deciding to go negative than in a two party system. Not only 
are there more potential costs, the benefits of going negative are less certain. There-
fore parties will think twice before implementing this campaign practice. The country 
showing most resemblance with the U.S in its use of negative campaigning is the United 
Kingdom, which is electorally the most similar as it is also a two-party system. In general 
parties in Western European election campaigns also still deal with limited campaign 
budgets and restrictions on the purchase of airtime. This diminishes the role of paid adver-
tising that is traditionally associated with negative campaigning. Not only do they have 
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fewer options then to target their specific audience with negative messages, they also do 
not have the resources to test attack ads before launching them. The contextual differences 
and our findings suggest a selective implementation of negative campaigning by politi-
cal parties and their consultants in Western Europe. Although this campaign practice is 
regarded the key to electoral success among U.S. consultants, this is not instantly copied 
(Lau and Pomper 2004: 2; Lau and Sigelman, 2000: 13). I cannot exclude the possibility, 
however, that, while campaigns are becoming increasingly more important and are 
increasingly more professionalized in Western Europe, this will change in the future. 

Party competition
Specifically, this dissertation adds to the work on party competition in general and 
advances the study of negative campaigning in particular. It has demonstrated the appli-
cability of theories of negative campaigning beyond the U.S. context. Characteristics that 
affect negative campaigning of American candidates, such as incumbency status and 
competitive position in the polls, are also important predictors of negative campaign-
ing by political parties in Western Europe. However, I did not find evidence for effects of 
specific candidate characteristics as found in U.S. studies (e.g. Kahn and Kenney 2004; 
Krebs and Hollian 2007; Lau and Pomper 2004). The study shows that for studying nega-
tive campaigning in Western Europe, one should take the characteristics of parties and 
the party system they operate in into account. This is understandable, as parties are the 
prime actors in European parliamentary democracies. The party system and its charac-
teristics affect the manner in which parties compete for votes. These factors even seem to 
matter more than election characteristics when explaining the use of negative cam-
paigning. By examining negative campaigning comparatively outside the U.S. context, 
this dissertation above all extends the theory by distinguishing explicitly between vote 
and office-seeking incentives that play a role in the decision making process of going 
negative. In the American literature the vote-seeking perspective predominates because 
getting into office is directly related to winning elections. However, vote-seeking and 
office-seeking incentives often conflict in a multiparty system and make the use of nega-
tive campaigning a complex decision. The results of this study strongly suggest that both 
vote as office-seeking incentives are of importance when explaining negative campaign-
ing in Western Europe. To conclude, the study of negative campaigning should be of 
interest to anyone who studies party competition.

An agenda for future research

The study of negative campaigning is a rather new field itself. Since the work of Ansola-
behere and Iyengar (1995) that stimulated scholarly interest for this phenomenon, much 
work has been done. This study contributes to this young field and its results suggest a 
number of avenues for future research, namely negative campaigning in the free media, 
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voter effects studies in multiparty settings, work on negative campaigning and the politi-
cal elite and studies that methodologically model the dependence of attack behaviour. In 
the first place, future research could investigate negative campaigning in the free media. 
This could shine more light on the suggestion that the media are to blame for the percep-
tion of a rise in negative campaigning. Such work should attempt to distinguish between 
parties’ actual behaviour and the coverage of this actual behaviour by journalists. One 
should be aware that negative campaigning is something different than the overall tone 
of media coverage, the first being attack behaviour by parties and the later the tone of 
the coverage of events by journalists. This kind of research is particularly important for a 
better understanding of negative campaign behaviour in countries in which paid adver-
tising is limited and free media is quite important for parties in election campaigns, due 
to restrictions or limited election budgets. 
 Another avenue would be to study effects of negative campaigning on voters in a 
multiparty setting. Again most work in this area stems from the U.S (see Lau et al. 2007).  
I do not have reasons to suspect that voters are much different in multiparty systems 
than in the U.S. two party system, with the exception that they might have a different 
view of what constitutes negative campaigning or a different perception of what is 
acceptable. As attack behaviour might conflict with the political culture of consensus 
that often comes with the practice of coalition governments in a multiparty system.  
Furthermore, because of the large number of parties, multiparty systems offer voters 
more choices than the U.S. two party system. More research is necessary for understand-
ing when negative campaigning is successful in a multiparty system. Such research 
could focus on questions such as when do voters turn against the attacked party or the 
attacking party, and when do these voters switch to the attacking party or third parties? 
 Another promising avenue for future research would be to study the role of political 
elite on the decision to go negative and the consequences of negative campaigning for 
elite behaviour. Present research has examined the perceptions on negative campaign-
ing and its use among candidates and their consultants (e.g. Swint 1997; Francia and 
Herrnson 2007). Apart from these studies there has not been much attention for the 
political elite, the main focus has always been the voter (see for an overview of voter 
effect studies Lau et al. 2007). Nevertheless, the study on the use of negative campaign-
ing is strongly based on assumptions about the goals that candidates and parties pursue, 
i.e. vote-seeking versus office-seeking (see Strøm and Müller 1999). In a multiparty 
system a trade-off between these goals has to be made when deciding to go negative. 
More knowledge on what exactly parties’ incentives are and how they arrive at the 
decision to attack their opponent in a multiparty system, would contribute to the theory 
on the use of negative campaigning and party competition in general. Furthermore, in 
a multiparty system where coalition formation takes place after the elections, negative 
campaigning is arguably not without consequences for parties. Research should be 
done to validate these claims which are currently based on exemplary evidence (See for 
instance Van Praag 1991). Are parties less likely to govern together after attacking each 
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other severely in the campaign? And if they do so, does it endanger the stability of the 
coalitions formed, as relationships might remain disrupted. This was for instance sug-
gested with the fall of the Dutch coalition government Balkenende IV which was due to 
defragmentation of the political landscape a marriage of convenience between the Chris-
tian Democratic Party (CDA) and Labour Party (PvdA) with a minor third party Christian 
Union (CU) after a hard fought campaign between the first two parties. The harsh attacks 
from the Christian Democratic Party (CDA) on the Labour Party leader (PvdA) Wouter 
Bos did not help the relationship between Wouter Bos and CDA party leader Jan Peter 
Balkenende and his spin doctor Jack de Vries who was also part of this cabinet.42 Further 
research could for instance include in-depth interviews or an experimental vignette 
study with politicians and campaign managers in these multiparty systems. 
 The study of negative campaigning can benefit from methodological approaches 
that model the dependence in attack behaviour. First of all, attack behaviour of candi-
dates or parties is not independent of the context they operate in. As suggested in this 
dissertation, there might be election and political system effects. Future studies should 
consider modelling negative campaigning hierarchically as done in chapter 3, but then 
incorporate also the country level next to the party x election, election and party level 
and include a substantial number of cases at the highest level. Second, attacks are often 
treated as independent observations. However, attack behaviour of a party or candidate 
is often a response to actions of an opponent. It may also follow from self-enforcing 
dynamics within a campaign. To understand these dynamics, the study on negative cam-
paigning could benefit from times series models that include daily information about the 
sequence of events during a campaign and how parties respond to attacks in the media. 
 Finally, most studies in the field employ attacks, the attacker or the attacked as the 
unit of analysis, and treat the observations as independent. This does not adequately 
reflect reality. How parties act depends in large on how parties are tied into a larger web 
of political parties, which is certainly the case in a multiparty system. Parties are part 
of a larger network of parties with whom they have relationships of which the nature 
(positive or negative) can change over time. With exception of the few statistical studies 
modelling the choice of target in a dyadic model, the relationships between parties are 
often disregarded (exceptions are Ridout and Holland 2010 or chapter 2 in this study). 
These dyadic models connect the attacker with the attacking party. However, a multi-
party system might not ask for a dyadic structure but a multi-relational work. The field 
of negative campaigning could benefit from the multidisciplinary approach of social 
network analysis. This method assumes that ties between actors are positive and is 
currently developing ways to incorporate conflict, contention or dissent in their models 

42 Reijns, Michel,’CDA en PvdA hebben het even met elkaar gehad’, ANP, 2 March 2010; De hoofdrol-

spelers Balkenende en Bos, Leeuwarder Courant, 22 February 2010; Nieuwboer, Dirk Jacob, ‘Jack 

en Wouter, dat gaat niet’, De Pers, 30 May 2008. 
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(See for instance Shwed and Bearman 2010; Bruggeman et al. 2011). All the suggested 
methodological approaches demand larger data collections on negative campaigning. 
This study has made a beginning with studying negative campaigning by 31 parties in 23 
election campaigns in 3 countries. 
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Table A.1. Distribution of Party Election Broadcasts included for Great Britain 1983-2005

Political Party 1983 1987 1992 1997 2001 2005

Conservatives (CON) 5 5 5 5 5 4

Labour (LAB) 5 5 5 5 5 5

Liberal Democrats (LDP) 3 5 4 5 4 4

Total 13 15 14 15 14 13

 
Note: Total of 84 party election broadcasts. Source: Leeds University Election Broadcast Archive, British Film 
Institute, private collection of Dr. Margaret Scammell (London School of Economics) and transcripts of Dr. 
Michael Pearce (University of Sunderland)

Table A.2. Distribution of Party Election Broadcasts included for Germany 1980-2005

Political Party 1980 1983 1987 1990 1994 1998 2002 2005

Christian Democratic Union (CDU) 8 7 5 3 3 2 1 1

Christian Social Union (CSU) 3 1 1 1 2 1 1 3

Free Democratic Party (FDP) 5 6 3 1 5 5 6 2

The Greens (Die Grünen) 3 4 3 10 5 1 3 5

Party of Democratic Socialism (PDS) - - - 1 1 1 1 1

Social Democratic Party of  
Germany (SPD)

4 8 7 4 6 5 2 5

Total 23 26 19 20 22 15 14 17

Note: Total of 156 party election broadcasts. - Party did not exist at that time. Source: Archive of Social 
Democracy of the Friedrich Ebert Foundation, Archive of Liberalism of the Friedrich Naumann Foundation, 
the Green Memory Archive of the Heinrich Böll Foundation, the Archive of Christian Democratic Politics of the 
Konrad Adenauer Foundation, Archive of Democratic Socialism of the Rosa Luxemburg Foundation, Archive 
for Christian Social Politics of the Hanns Seidel Foundation and production company Trialon.
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Table A.3. Distribution of Party Election Broadcasts included for the Netherlands 1981-2010

Political Party 1981 1982 1986 1989 1994 1998 2002 2003 2006 2010

General Old People Party 
(AOV)

- - - - 2 - - - - -

Centre Party (CP) /Centre 
Democrats (CD)

1 1 N/A 5 3 4 - - - -

Christian Democratic 
Appeal (CDA)

N/A 1 1 2 4 2 1 2 2 1

Communist Party in the 
Netherlands (CPN)

N/A N/A 1 - - - - - - -

Christian Union (CU) - - - - - - 2 1 1 1

Democrats’66 (D66) N/A N/A 2 2 2 1 1 1 2 1

Democratic Socialists ’70 
(DS’70)

1 N/A - - - - - - - -

Evangelical People’s Party 
(EVP)

N/A N/A N/A - - - - - - -

Green Left (GL) - - - 2 3 1 1 1 1 1

Reformed Political League 
(GPV)

1 1 1 4 3 1 - - - -

List Pim Fortuyn (LPF) / List 
Five Fortuyn (LVF)

- - - - - - 1 2 1 -

Liveable Netherlands (LN) - - - - - - - 2 - -

Radical Party (PPR) N/A N/A 4 - - - - - - -

Pacifist Socialist Party 
(PSP)

1 1 1 - - - - - - -

Labour Party (PvdA) 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 3 5 1

Animal Party (PvdD) - - - - - - - - 4 1

Freedom Party (PVV) - - - - - - - - 1 1

Reformed Political  
Federation (RPF) 

N/A N/A 3 5 4 N/A - - - -

Socialist Party (SP) N/A N/A 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

Liberal Party (VVD) 1 1 2 2 2 1 2 2 1 1

Union 55+ - - - - 1 1 - - - -

Total 6 6 17 24 26 13 11 15 19 9

Note: Total of 146 party election broadcasts, several party election broadcasts have not been saved in 
archives. N/A = Not available. - Party did not exist at that time. The Political Reformed Party (SGP) that is 
represented in the Dutch Parliament does not make use of the free allocated broadcast time, due to religious 
objections. In 2002 the campaign ended prematurely due to the assassination of LPF first candidate Pim 
Fortuyn, thereby reducing the number of different party election broadcasts aired. Source: The Netherlands 
Institute of Sound and Vision, Documentation Centre Dutch Political Parties, collection Communication  
Sciences University of Nijmegen, The Historical Documentation Centre for Dutch Protestantism, International 
Institute of Social History, The Archives and Documentation Center of the Reformed Churches (liberated) in 
the Netherlands, Archive Socialist Party (SP), YouTube channel Christian Democrats (CDA), YouTube channel 
GreenLeft (GL). 
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Table A.4. Election Debates included for Germany 1980-2005

Election campaign Airdate Broadcast Participants

2005 04.09.2005 ARD/ZDF Merkel (CDU) & Schröder (SPD)

2002 08.09.2002 ARD/ZDF Stoiber (CSU) & Schröder (SPD)

25.08.2002 Sat 1/RTL Stoiber (CSU) & Schröder (SPD)

1998 - - -

1994 - - -

1990 - - -

1987 22.01.1987 ARD/ZDF Kohl (CDU), Ditfurth (Die Grünen),  
Bangemann (FDP) & Rau (SPD)

1983 03.03.1983 ARD/ZDF Dietrich-Genscher (FDP), Strauβ (CSU), Kohl 
(CDU) & Jochen-Vogel (SPD)

1980 02.10.1980 ARD/ZDF Schmidt (SPD), Kohl (CDU), Dietrich-Genscher 
(FDP) & Strauβ (CSU)

Note: Total of 6 election debates. - Election debates did not take place Source: Klein (1990), Maier et al. 
(2006), transcript of Dr. Maier (Technische Universität Kaiserslautern), Archive for Christian Social Politics of 
the Hanns-Seidel Foundation. 
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Table A.5. Election Debates included for the Netherlands 1981-2006

Election campaign Airdate Broadcast Participants

2006 21.11.2006 NOS Balkenende (CDA), Bos (PvdA), Halsema (GL),  
Marijnissen (SP), Rouvoet (CU) & Rutte (VVD)

3.11.2006 RTL Balkenende(CDA) & Bos (PvdA)

2003 21.01.2003 NOS Balkenende (CDA), Bos (PvdA), Halsema (GL),  
Herben (LPF), Zalm (VVD) & Marijnissen (SP)

03.01.2003 RTL Balkenende (CDA), Bos (PvdA), Marijnissen (SP),  
Zalm (VVD). 

2002 27.04.2002 RTL Fortuyn (LPF), Balkenende (CDA), Rosenmöller (GL), 
DeGraaf (D66), Melkert (PvdA) & Dijkstal (VVD)

1998 5.05.1998 NOS De Hoop Scheffer (CDA), Bolkestein (VVD), Borst (D66)  
& Rosenmöller (GL)

24.04.1998 RTL Kok (PvdA) & Bolkestein (VVD)

1994 02.05.1994 NOS Kok (PvdA), Bolkestein (VVD), Brouwer (GL),  
Brinkman (CDA) & Van Mierlo (D66)

28.04.1994 RTL Kok (PvdA), Bolkestein (VVD), Brinkman (CDA)  
& Van Mierlo (D66)

1989 05.09.1989 KRO Lubbers (CDA), Kok (PvdA), Beckers (GL), Mierlo (D66)  
& Voorhoeve (VVD)

1986 20.05.1986 NCRV Ruud Lubbers (CDA), Joop den Uyl (PvdA) & Ed Nijpers 
(VVD) 

1982 07.09.1982 AVRO Van Agt (CDA), Den Uyl (PvdA), Nijpels (VVD)  
& Terlouw (D66)

1981 24.05.1981 AVRO Van Agt (CDA), Den Uyl (PvdA), Wiegel (VVD)  
& Terlouw (D66)

Note: Total of 13 election debates. In 2002 only the commercial televised election debate took place, due to 
the assassination of LPF first candidate Pim Fortuyn. Source: Dutch Institute of Sound and Vision, broadcast 
company RTL, private collection of Dr. P. van Praag (University of Amsterdam) and Keet (1990).
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Table A.6. Descriptive Statistics Main Independent Variables

Variables Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max.

Party x Election Level (N=141)

Opposition Party (dummy) 0.58 0.49 0 1

Party Loss in the Polls 1.89 0.48 0.00 3.36

Government Experience 0.39 0.31 0 1

Median Party Distance 1.58 0.82 0.04 3.75

Election Level (N=23)

Size Electoral Market 10.60 7.49 2.00 31.10

Closeness Election 9.95 7.19 0.30 27.00

Continuation Government (dummy) 0.77 0.42 0 1

Coalition Loss (dummy) 0.37 0.48 0 1

Continuation Government* Coalition Loss 0.31 0.46 0 1

Table A.7. Overview Female Party Leaders of National Political Parties in Dutch, German, British Election  

Campaigns between 1980-2006

Country Election Female party leader Political Party

Great Britain 1983 Margaret Thatcher Conservative Party (CP)

1987 Margaret Thatcher Conservative Party (CP)

Germany 2005 Angela Merkel Christian Democratic Union (CDU)/Christian 
Social Union (CSU)

Netherlands 1981 Ria Beckers-de Bruin* Political Party Radicals (PPR)

1982 Ina Brouwer* Communist Party Netherlands (CPN)

Ria Beckers-de Bruin* Political Party Radicals (PPR)

Cathy Ubels* Evangelical People’s Party (EVP)

1986 Ina Brouwer Communist Party Netherlands (CPN)

Ria Beckers-de Bruin Political Party Radicals (PPR)

1989 Ria Beckers- de Bruin Political Party Radicals (PPR)

1994 Ina Brouwer+ GreenLeft (GL)

Jet Nijpels-Hezemans Pensioner’s League (AOV)

1998 Els Borst- Eilers Democrats 66 (D66)

2003 Femke Halsema GreenLeft (GL)

2006 Femke Halsema GreenLeft (GL)

 Marianne Thieme Animal Party (PvdD)

Note: * Female party leader participated in this election, but no party election broadcasts including her have 
been recovered. + This was a combined party leadership, the other candidate was a male candidate called 
Mohammed Rabbae. However, female candidate Ina Brouwer was the most prominent one. 
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Nederlandse samenvatting
Inleiding

De toegenomen electorale volatiliteit heeft ertoe geleid dat politieke partijen in West 
Europa hun grip op de kiezer hebben verloren en verkiezingscampagnes van aard zijn 
veranderd. Niet alleen is campagnevoering belangrijker geworden, de campagnes 
hebben ook een meer offensief karakter gekregen. Politieke partijen richten zich niet 
alleen meer op hun vaste achterban, maar ook op de zwevende en twijfelende kiezers en 
soms zelfs op de aanhangers van de politieke tegenstander. De verkiezingscampagnes 
professionaliseren, een proces dat door sommigen ook wel ‘Amerikanisering’ genoemd. 
In hun strijd om de kiezer kijken politieke partijen voor inspiratie vaak naar de 
Verenigde Staten. Een van de ‘Amerikaanse’ praktijken die geïmporteerd zou worden is 
negatieve campagnevoering. De mogelijke toename in negatieve campagnevoering is 
een terugkerend thema in de mediaberichtgeving en in politieke commentaren tijdens 
verkiezingscampagnes. Iedere keer als een partij of politicus een politieke tegenstander 
hard aanvalt, speculeren journalisten, politici, maar ook wetenschappers over een 
mogelijke toename in negatieve campagnevoering en wat de gevolgen daarvan zijn voor 
de democratie. Dit proefschrift wil bijdragen aan dit publieke debat door onder andere te 
onderzoeken of er daadwerkelijk een toename van negatieve campagnevoering is.
 Onderzoek naar negatieve campagnevoering vindt sinds het werk van Ansola-Onderzoek naar negatieve campagnevoering vindt sinds het werk van Ansola-
behere en Iyengar (1995) met grote regelmaat plaats. De bestaande theorie heeft echter 
als tekortkoming dat het hoofdzakelijk is gebaseerd op bevindingen uit de Verenigde 
Staten, een land waarin verkiezingen plaatsvinden onder institutionele voorwaarden 
die sterk afwijken van die in veel andere democratieën. De VS kennen een presidentieel 
systeem en een tweepartijenstelsel waarin vote-seeking motieven met office-seeking 
motieven samen vallen. De presidentskandidaat met een meerderheid van de stemmen 
zal in nagenoeg alle gevallen de verkiezingen winnen en president worden. Bij ver-
kiezingen voor een zetel in de Senaat of het Huis van Afgevaardigden geldt dit zelfs 
onvoorwaardelijk. De theorie rondom negatieve campagnevoering is als gevolg van de 
eenzijdige focus op Amerika zwak ontwikkeld. Het onderzoek naar negatieve campagne-
voering in Europese context staat echter nog in de kinderschoenen. Tot nu toe bestaat 
het vooral uit landenstudies van vaak een enkele verkiezing waarbij het onduidelijk 
blijft in hoeverre de bevindingen generaliseerbaar zijn. Deze dissertatie draagt bij aan de 
behoefte van vergelijkend onderzoek naar negatieve campagnevoering en heeft als doel 
om zowel theoretisch als empirisch bij te dragen aan het onderzoeksveld. 
 In dit proefschrift wordt onderzoek gedaan naar het gebruik van negatieve 
campagnevoering door politieke partijen in drie West Europese landen (Nederland, 
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Engeland en Duitsland) bij parlementaire verkiezingen in de periode 1980 en 2006.  
Negatieve campagnevoering wordt onderzocht op basis van door partijen gecontroleerde 
en semi-gecontroleerde campagnemiddelen, zoals partijpolitieke uitzendingen en 
ver kiezingsdebatten. Hiervoor is gekozen om zeker te zijn van het feit dat het om 
daad werkelijk partijgedrag gaat en niet om een journalistiek weergave. Negatieve 
campagne voering wordt gemeten door middel van systematische inhoudsanalyse 
waarin het campagnestatement de eenheid van analyse is. Dit maakt het mogelijk de 
bevindingen van deze studie te vergelijken met het werk van John Geer (2006) die de 
Amerikaanse presidentiële verkiezingen uit de periode 1960-2000 op vergelijkbare wijze 
heeft onderzocht.

Onderzoeksbevindingen

Negatieve campagnevoering wordt door wetenschappers, journalisten, politici, politieke 
consultants en kiezers vaak op verschillende wijze gebruikt. In het eerste hoofdstuk 
van dit proefschrift wordt negatieve campagnevoering omschreven als elke vorm van 
kritiek op de politieke tegenstander. Het gaat dan zowel om persoonlijke aanvallen op 
het karakter van politici als om inhoudelijke aanvallen op standpunten van partijen en 
politici. In dit hoofdstuk onderzoeken we of er sprake is van een stijging in negatieve 
campagnevoering in de drie onderzochte landen, hoe negatieve campagnevoering er 
uitziet en of er systematische verschillen tussen de onderzochte landen zijn. Op basis 
van inhoudsanalyse van 377 partijpolitieke uitzendingen en 19 televisiedebatten wordt 
aangetoond dat er geen empirische grond is voor het idee van een toename in negatieve 
campagnevoering in deze drie landen tussen 1980 en 2006. De stijging in negatieve  
campagnevoering beperkt zich tot de Verenigde Staten. Daarnaast is er ook geen stijging 
te zien in persoonlijke aanvallen, dit is alle kritiek gericht op het karakter van de 
tegenpartij of kandidaat. Een dergelijke stijging werd wel verwacht gezien het gegeven 
campagnes steeds meer in het teken komen te staan van de politicus in plaats van de 
partij (e.g. Farrell 2005; Poguntke en Webb 2005). Ondanks dat er geen sprake is van 
een stijging in negatieve campagnevoering, tonen de resultaten wel aan dat het gebruik 
van negatieve campagnevoering verschilt door de tijd en tussen de drie landen. De 
bevin dingen laten zien dat er een verschil is in de mate van negatieve campagnevoering 
tussen twee- en meerpartijenstelsels, in de eerste vallen partijen elkaar vaker aan dan 
in de laatste. Het niveau van negatieve campagnevoering bij parlementaire verkiezings-
campagnes in het Verenigd Koninkrijk komt het meest overeen met het niveau van 
negatieve campagnevoering in de VS, zoals gemeten door Geer (2006) bij Amerikaanse 
presidentiële verkiezingscampagnes. Bij Duitse en Nederlandse parlementaire verkie-
zingscampagnes ligt het gebruik van negatieve campagnevoering aanzienlijk lager.
 In het tweede hoofdstuk wordt het gebruik van negatieve campagnevoering in 
een meerpartijenstelsel nader onderzocht, het gaat dan met name om de vraag wanneer 
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een politieke partij overgaat tot de aanval? Als eerste wordt aangegeven dat de overwe-
gingen die een rol spelen bij het besluit om al dan niet gebruik te maken van negatieve 
campagnevoering bij politieke partijen in een meerpartijensysteem verschillen van die in 
een tweepartijensysteem. In een meerpartijenstelsel zijn de risico’s voor partijen groter en 
de mogelijke winst lager door het grote aantal partijen en de noodzaak tot coalitievorming 
na de verkiezingen. Naast de kans dat de politieke aanval meer verlies dan winst oplevert 
voor een politieke partij, het zogenaamde backlash effect, levert negatieve campagnevoe-
ring minder snel winst op in een meerpartijenstelsel door het grote aantal partijen waar 
de aan het twijfelen gebrachte kiezers uit kan kiezen. Een succesvolle aanval is in een 
meerpartijenstelsel niet automatisch gunstig voor de aanvallende partij. Verder worden 
meerpartijenstelsels gekenmerkt door coalitieregeringen die na de verkiezingen worden 
gevormd. Harde kritiek op een mogelijke coalitiepartner tijdens de campagne kan een 
politieke partij bij de coalitieonderhandelingen duur komen te staan. Op grond hiervan 
is de verwachting dat negatieve campagnevoering in een meerpartijenstelsel vooral een 
strategie is die gebruikt wordt door partijen met een laag coalitiepotentieel. Het Neder-
landse meerpartijenstelsel vormt een ideale casus om dit te onderzoeken. De resultaten 
op basis van het onderzoek van de partijpolitieke uitzendingen laten zien dat Neder-
landse partijen inderdaad verschillen in het gebruik van negatieve campagnevoering en 
dat office-seeking motieven mee moeten worden genomen in het bestuderen van nega-
tieve campagnevoering in een meerpartijenstelsel. Verder blijkt dat partijen die verder 
verwijderd zijn van de partij die zich in het midden van het politieke spectrum bevindt 
(afstand tot de mediane partij) meer geneigd zijn om aan te vallen. Gemengd bewijs is 
gevonden voor twee andere indicatoren van coalitiepotentieel, het gaat dan met name om 
de vraag hoe nieuw een partij is en hoeveel regeringservaring een partij heeft.
 Het grote aantal mogelijke tegenstanders onderscheidt een meerpartijenstel-
sel van een tweepartijenstelsel en levert een andere interessante onderzoeksvraag op: 
op welke partij richt de aanval zich? In het derde hoofstuk wordt onderzocht op basis 
van partijpolitieke uitzendingen welke partijen de meeste kans hebben om aangeval-
len te worden in de Nederlandse situatie. De keuze wie aan te vallen is een vraag die in 
de hoofdzakelijk Amerikaanse literatuur genegeerd wordt. Er zijn slechts een handvol 
studies die deze vraag onderzoeken, dit op basis van de zeldzame verkiezingen met 
drie kandidaten of van de presidentiële voorverkiezingen met meerdere kandidaten 
(zie Skaperdas en Grofman 1955; Haynes en Rhine 1998; Ridout en Holland 2010). Bij de 
keuze welke partij aan te vallen in een meerpartijenstelsel spelen niet alleen vote-seeking 
motieven maar ook office-seeking motieven een rol. Partijen zullen in hun besluitvor-
ming overwegen waar de meeste stemmen te winnen zijn, maar ook met welke partijen 
zij een goede relatie wensen te houden om in staat te zijn na de verkiezingen een coalitie 
mee te vormen. De resultaten laten zien dat vooral grote partijen, ideologisch nabije 
partijen, partijen die zich dichtbij de mediane partijpositie (de partij in het midden van 
het politieke spectrum) bevinden en regeringspartijen het meest waarschijnlijke doelwit 
voor negatieve campagnevoering in het Nederlandse stelsel zijn. Dit suggereert dat zowel 
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vote- als office-seeking motieven een rol spelen in de besluitvorming van partijen, maar 
dat waarschijnlijk de eerste belangrijker zijn dan de tweede. Partijen met een hoog coa-
litiepotentieel worden niet gemeden, een partij valt voornamelijk een partij aan waar hij 
mogelijk kiezers van kan afsnoepen.
 In het vierde hoofdstuk is niet alleen gekeken naar de rol die partijkenmerken 
spelen bij de beslissing om aan te vallen in West-Europese verkiezingscampagnes, maar 
is ook de electorale context in de analyse betrokken. Kenmerken van de campagne waarin 
partijen om de gunst van de kiezer strijden, zoals de mate van electorale volatiliteit bij 
voorafgaande verkiezingen, uitgesproken coalitievoorkeuren tijdens de campagne of 
de vraag of het volgens de peilingen een spannende strijd wordt tussen partijen spelen 
wellicht een rol in de besluitvorming over negatieve campagnevoering. De resultaten op 
basis van partijpolitieke uitzendingen laten zien dat partijkenmerken belangrijker zijn dan 
verkiezingskenmerken als we aanvalsgedrag van politieke partijen in West-Europa willen 
verklaren. Het onderzoek laat ook zien dat de partijkenmerken afkomstig uit werk over de 
inzet van negative campagnevoering in een meerpartijenstelsel, zoals regeringservaring en 
de afstand tot de mediane partij in de drie onderzochte landen bijdragen om het gebruik 
van negatieve campagnevoering te verklaren, ook in het Britse tweepartijenstelsel. Deson-
danks waren de effecten voor alle geschatte partijkenmerken in Groot-Brittannië anders dan 
in Duitsland en Nederland. Deze bevinding suggereert dat het partijsysteem er inderdaad 
toe doet voor het gebruik van negatieve campagnevoering door politieke partijen. 
 Het laatste hoofdstuk onderzoekt in hoeverre karaktereigenschappen van poli-
tici het gebruik van negatieve campagnevoering beïnvloeden, dit is gedaan door naar 
een specifieke eigenschap te kijken, namelijk het geslacht van de partijleider. Er is veel 
onderzoek gedaan in de Verenigde Staten naar de invloed van het geslacht van kandi-
daten op de keuze voor en de inhoud van negatieve campagnevoering. In deze studie is 
gekeken of dit eveneens het geval is in de steeds meer gepersonaliseerde verkiezings-
campagnes in deze drie parlementaire democratieën. Er is geen bewijs gevonden voor 
de opvatting dat het geslacht van de partijleider het gebruik van negatieve campagne-
voering zou beïnvloeden. Vrouwelijke en mannelijke partijleiders verschillen noch in de 
mate waarin zij anderen aanvallen noch in de inhoud van de aanvallen. Er is echter één 
uitzondering, namelijk Margaret Thatcher. Haar campagnes waren negatiever dan die 
van de mannelijke partijleiders in het Verenigd Koninkrijk. Dit is geen verassing gezien 
haar reputatie als sterke leider met harde retoriek en de bijnaam ‘Iron Lady’. Het gevon-
den verschil is dan ook geen sekse effect, maar een ‘Thatcher effect.’

Implicaties van de resultaten

Deze dissertatie draagt in de eerste plaats bij aan het beantwoorden van verschillende 
onderzoeksvragen over negatieve campagnevoering. Daarnaast roept het de vraag op 
wat deze bevindingen betekenen voor het academische en publieke debat rondom de 
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verschillende aspecten van negatieve campagnevoering. 
Een belangrijk resultaat van deze studie is dat er de afgelopen 25 jaar geen sprake is van 
een toename van negatieve campagnevoering in de drie onderzochte landen in West-
Europa. Deze resultaten staan haaks op beweringen van veel journalisten, politici en 
sommige wetenschappers (zie bijvoorbeeld Praag 2005; 2007; Van Praag en Brants 2008; 
Hodess et al. 2000; Schweitzer 2010; Scammell en Semetko 1995). De toename van nega-
tieve campagnes lijkt daarmee vooral een Amerikaans verschijnsel te zijn, hoewel zelfs 
daar de bewering dat aanvalsgedrag toeneemt niet onbetwist is (zie Buell en Sigelman 
2009; Lau en Pomper 2004). Is de perceptie onder journalisten, politici en kiezers van 
een toename van negatieve campagnes dan simpel ongegrond? Misschien niet. Eén van 
de beperkingen van deze studie is dat het zich enkel richt op partijpolitieke uitzendingen 
en televisiedebatten. Het kan niet worden uitgesloten dat het verschil tussen de resulta-
ten van deze studie en de perceptie van journalisten te herleiden is tot het gebruik van 
andere bronnen. Daarnaast is het ook heel goed mogelijk dat een meer kwalitatievere 
benadering van negatieve campagnevoering tot andere bevindingen kan leiden. Het idee 
dat negatieve campagnevoering toeneemt, is wellicht gebaseerd op de toegenomen hard-
heid van de aanvallen en niet op een toename in het aantal aanvallen. Het is ook goed 
mogelijk dat niet veranderende campagnes van politieke partijen maar de veranderende 
campagneverslaggeving door de media ten grondslag ligt aan perceptie. Die delen van 
de campagne die beoordeeld worden als negatief krijgen van de media relatief veel aan-
dacht, aangezien conflicten en negatief nieuws meer nieuwswaarde hebben dan politici 
en partijen die een positief verhaal vertellen over de prestaties en voornemens. Tenslotte 
is het goed mogelijk dat een toename van negatieve campagnevoering simpelweg iets is 
dat ons nog te wachten staat en loopt de Verenigde Staten op dit punt voor.  
 De resultaten dragen ook bij aan het debat over de personalisering van de poli-
tiek en de gevolgen daarvan voor de informatievoorziening aan de kiezer. Het idee dat 
campagnes meer en meer gericht zijn op de kandidaat in plaats van op de partij en meer 
over persoonskenmerken dan beleid zouden gaan speelt een belangrijke rol in de cam-
pagneliteratuur. Dit is opvallend aangezien er onderzoek is dat de personaliseringsthese 
steunt, maar ook onderzoek dat deze verwerpt (zie Kriesi 2011; Karvonen 2009; Adam 
en Maier 2010; Kleinnijenhuis et al. 2009). Deze studie laat zien dat er geen toename is 
in karakteraanvallen op politici en levert daarmee aanvullend bewijs tegen de persona-
liseringsthese. Verder vinden we net als Amerikaanse studies dat de meerderheid van 
de aanvallen beleidsinhoudelijk zijn (zie Geer 2006; Benoit 1999; West 2005). Er is geen 
reden tot zorg over het gebrek aan inhoud van verkiezingscampagnes in deze drie landen.
Deze studie maakt het ook mogelijk om kort in te gaan op de vraag of West-Europese 
verkiezingscampagnes ‘Amerikaniseren’. Dit laatste kan gebeuren doordat partijen voor 
inspiratie kijken naar Amerikaanse verkiezingscampagnes of door het inhuren van 
campagneadviseurs of staf uit de Verenigde Staten (Baines et al. 2001). Amerikaanse 
campagnes worden immers door veel politieke communicatieadviseurs en politieke 
partijen als de internationale standaard beschouwd (Scammell 1998; Blumler et al. 1996; 
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Kavanagh 1995). Voorstanders van de Amerikanseringsthese beweren dat West-Europese 
campagnes steeds meer gaan lijken op Amerikaanse verkiezingscampagnes. Tegenstan-
ders zeggen dat West-Europese partijen hun campagnes wel moderniseren maar selectief 
Amerikaanse campagnetechnieken en praktijken overnemen. In dit zogenoemde shop-
ping model wordt door partijen rekening gehouden met de eigen verkiezingscontext, en 
de historische gegroeide campagnepraktijk. Negatieve campagnevoering wordt vaak 
bestempeld als een Amerikaanse campagnepraktijk. De resultaten van deze studie staan 
haaks op het idee van Amerikanisering van West-Europese verkiezingscampagnes, er is 
geen convergentie in campagne praktijken te zien en negatieve campagnevoering lijkt 
meer terughoudend te worden toegepast. Meer bewijs wordt dan ook gevonden voor het 
shopping model.
 Tenslotte draagt deze studie bij aan de theorievorming rond partijcompetitie, 
in het bijzonder rond negatieve campagnevoering. Deze studie laat zien in hoeverre de 
in de Verenigde Staten ontwikkelde theorieën breder toepasbaar zijn. Zo spelen factoren 
als ‘regeringspartij’ of de stand in de opiniepeilingen ook in West-Europa een rol. De 
theorie rondom kandidaatkenmerken afkomstig uit de Verenigde Staten (zie Kahn en 
Kenney 2004; Krebs en Hollian 2007; Lau en Pomper 2004) lijkt echter niet toepasbaar op 
deze West - Europese landen waarin politieke partijen nog de belangrijkste actoren zijn. 
Als aanvulling op de Amerikaanse studies wijst dit onderzoek op het belang van par-
tijkenmerken en het partijsysteem voor het verklaren van negatieve campagnevoering 
in West-Europa. Daarnaast wordt de theorie verbreed door het expliciet onderscheid te 
maken tussen vote-seeking motieven van partijen, het sterven naar stemmenmaximalisa-
tie, en office-seeking motieven, het streven om deel te nemen aan een volgende regering. 
Ook voor Europa geldt dat in het onderzoek naar partijcompetitie negatieve campagne-
voering niet meer buiten beschouwing gelaten kan worden. 



Are election campaigns in Western Europe becoming more  
negative? Under which circumstances do political parties decide 
to attack? Are there differences in negative campaigning between 
the British two-three party system and the Dutch and German  
multiparty systems, which have a political culture of bargaining 
and coalition cooperation? Whom do political parties target when 
there is more than one opponent to choose from?

As political parties in Western Europe lose their grip on the electoral market, the  
importance of election campaigns has increased, and it has been suggested that parties 
are now more likely than before to run an offensive campaign aimed at targeting political  
opponents. Although numerous studies on negative campaigning already exist, most 
academic work is based solely on the U.S. context, which is in many ways quite  
parti cular. It is characterized by a presidential two-party system in which vote-seeking 
incentives coincide with office-seeking gains. This comparative study provides an  
empirical analysis of the use of negative campaigning by political parties in parliamen-
tary election campaigns in three Western European countries between 1980 and 2006, 
the United Kingdom, Germany and the Netherlands.

This dissertation demonstrates that there is not much evidence for a rise in negative 
campaigning in Western Europe and that only Britain resembles the U.S. in its level of 
negative campaigning. The results of this study strongly suggest that vote-seeking as 
well as office-seeking incentives are important in explaining negative campaigning in 
Western Europe. This dissertation thus contributes to a more general understanding 
of negative campaigning in its many facets and presents comparative theoretical and 
empirical work beyond the U.S. context.


