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Abstract
Negative campaigns can have different effects on voting behavior and political 
attitudes. While recent work has differentiated between contexts and campaigns, 
few have investigated the mechanisms underlying the effects of negative campaigns. 
We argue that negative campaigning may affect whether citizens understand voting as 
supporting one candidate or party (positive meanings of voting), as opposing another 
(negative meanings of voting), or even as something useless, unpleasant or undesirable 
(anti-voting meanings). Using preregistered cross-sectional analyses in the 2022 
Hungarian and US elections, we confirm that negative and anti-voting meanings are 
pervasive, and related to political parties’ use of negative and “dirty” campaigns. Two 
preregistered survey experiments, however, only confirm the effects of the most 
outrageous campaign messages. We conclude that meanings of voting are important 
democratic attitudes that are related to parties’ campaigning behavior. However, 
they are relatively stable attitudes that are only affected by relatively extreme stimuli.
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The electoral consequences of negative campaigning – campaign aspects that empha-
size an opponent’s flaws rather than one’s own qualities (Jamieson 1993) – have been 
a concern for scholars and pundits for decades (Lau et  al. 2007). Mixed evidence 
shows that the effects depend on its content (Nai 2013) or the political system (Donovan 
et al. 2016). While negative campaigns can demobilize voters by disenchanting them 
about politics (Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1995; Ansolabehere et al. 1994), it may also 
mobilize voters through increased attention (Martin 2004). Similarly, negative cam-
paigns may harm an opponent or the sender themselves (Lau et  al. 2007; Lau and 
Rovner 2009; Walter and Van der Eijk 2019b). To understand these findings, research 
examined different partisans’ responses to negative campaigning (Somer-Topcu and 
Weitzel 2022) and how transgression of social norms affect them (Reiter and Matthes 
2022). However, despite this extensive literature, we still lack clear answers about 
which voters are influenced by negative campaigning and under what circumstances.

These ambiguous findings suggest that we need to better understand the underlying 
mechanisms to predict when negative campaigning will help or harm candidates. We 
investigate one possible mechanism that has been overlooked for now: whether nega-
tive campaigns affect how citizens understand voting. While voting is most often con-
ceptualized as a way to support a preferred party or candidate (positive meanings of 
voting; Brennan and Hamlin 1998; Downs 1957), there is increasing evidence that citi-
zens might understand voting as a way to oppose a party or candidate instead (negative 
meanings of voting; Alvarez et al. 2018). In addition to positive and negative meanings 
of voting – both of which consider voting valuable – citizens may hold meanings that 
are averse of voting itself. Such antivoting meanings may entail understanding voting 
as useless, cumbersome, or undesirable (Plescia, Abdala, et al. 2025).

Negative voting may be driven by negative partisanship and affective polarization 
(Garzia and Ferreira da Silva 2022b 2022a). We argue that negative and anti-voting 
meanings may also be related to negative campaigns. For example, perceived legiti-
mate criticism may increase one’s understanding of voting as a way to act against an 
attacked party, whereas transgressions of social norms decrease citizens’ trust in politi-
cians (Reiter and Matthes 2021) and may serve as evidence that voting is pointless. 
Most likely, these effects are strongly dependent on citizens’ partisanships (Somer-
Topcu and Weitzel 2022). Building on these findings, we test in this paper hypotheses 
on the effects of negative campaigns that do not transgress social norms (negative 
campaigns) and those that do (“dirty” campaigns) on ingroup and outgroup partisans’ 
meanings of voting.

We test our hypotheses by analyzing two cases of two-bloc elections with different 
electoral dynamics, presenting a clear distinction between ingroup and outgroup par-
ties and campaigns. We call “two-bloc elections” electoral contests where two or mul-
tiple parties form two distinct voting blocs that effectively function as two competing 
camps, with voters understanding their choice as effectively between these two broader 
political alternatives. First, we conduct a preregistered cross-sectional analysis (includ-
ing lagged-dependent variable [LDV] models and partisan bias-corrected models) of 
the 2022 Hungarian parliamentary election and 2022 US midterm election.1 Second, 
we leverage two preregistered survey experiments conducted in the same elections. 
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While the cross-sectional analyses and robustness checks present compelling evidence 
of correlations between negative campaigning and meanings of voting, the experi-
ments only replicate the effects of the most outrageous campaign messages. This sug-
gests that meanings of voting are relatively stable attitudes that may only change under 
extreme conditions.

These results have important consequences for the study of negative campaigns and 
voting. First, they show that meanings of voting may form a missing link to under-
standing the inconsistent findings in previous research. Moreover, while some argue 
that “dirty” campaigns have negative consequences for democracy while respectful 
negative campaigns do not (Geer 2006; Mark 2006; Mattes and Redlawsk 2014), these 
results show that both can be harmful through their effects on meanings of voting. As 
such, this article offers a starting point to investigate how meanings of voting take 
shape and may help explain the nuanced effects of negative campaigning on both 
political attitudes and political behavior.

Citizen Meanings of Voting

Whether one understands voting as a way to express agreement or identification 
(Brennan and Hamlin 1998; Schuessler 2000), a symbolic act (Campbell 2008), exer-
cising one’s rights, a civic duty (Dalton et al. 2007), or an instrumental choice based 
on election calculus (Blais and Achen 2019; Downs 1957; Riker and Ordeshook 1968), 
scholars have traditionally assumed that citizens hold positive meanings of voting – 
that is, that citizens understand voting as supporting a party, candidate, or policy. They 
might support them out of genuine belief in policy, expected personal gain, or identi-
fication (Parisi and Pasquino 1977).

However, in more recent work, citizens’ political negativity has gotten increased 
scholarly attention (Nai et al. 2022). Most notably, scholars have noted that citizens 
may often (though not always) dislike outparty candidates more strongly than they like 
their own (e.g., Garzia et al. 2023) and even identify as not-supporting the outparty 
more than supporting their preferred party (Abramowitz and Webster 2016; Mayer 
2017). Indeed, it follows that citizens might also understand voting as an act against a 
party, candidate, or policy (Alvarez et al. 2018; Gant and Davis 1984; Gant et al. 1985; 
Garzia and Ferreira da Silva 2022a; Kselman and Niou 2011) rather than in favor of 
one – that is, they can hold negative meanings of voting. Negative voting is also 
implied in performance-based voting, where citizens choose to vote out governments 
that they perceive to have caused a poor economy (Becher and Donnelly 2013) or to 
be corrupt (Ecker et al. 2016). Attesting to the importance of partisanship in negative 
campaigning research, particularly individuals for whom outgroup hate trumps 
ingroup love might engage in negative voting (Garzia and Ferreira da Silva 2022b).

Besides positive and negative meanings of voting, citizens may hold various kinds 
of meanings. Riker and Ordeshook (1968), for instance, discern between voting to 
make a change, to express oneself, to adhere to societal norms and to support a regime. 
However, as negative campaigning raises concerns over decreased turnout and support 
for democracy, it is crucial to investigate meanings of voting that are pessimistic about 
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voting itself. As such, anti-voting meanings include considering voting meaningless, 
cumbersome, inconsequential, or even undesirable (Plescia, Belén Abdala, et  al. 
2025). Anti-voting meanings can stem from feelings of alienation or indifference 
toward representative politics (Adams et  al. 2006), and are therefore an important 
attitudinal category in the study of the effects of negative campaigning.

We explore the meanings that citizens attach to voting as attitudes (Plescia, Belén 
Abdala, et al. 2025), which have been shown to be strongly related to turnout (Brunetti 
et al. 2025). With meanings of voting, we mean any way in which citizens understand 
or define “voting” (here differentiated between positive, negative, and anti-voting 
meanings). We assume that meanings of voting, like other kinds of political attitudes, 
are initially shaped through political socialization by parents, educators, and peers 
(Bos et al. 2022; Gidengil et al. 2016, 2021; Guhin et al. 2021; Wiseman et al. 2011). 
In the course of a lifetime, they might correlate with and change due to phenomena 
such as affective polarization or negative partisanship (Garzia and Ferreira da Silva 
2022b, 2022a), or external influences like electoral wins or losses and – as is our main 
argument – political campaigns.

Negative Campaigns and Meanings of Voting

Prior research implies – but does not test – that negative campaigning shifts voters 
from a positive to a negative meaning of voting. For instance, effective negative cam-
paigns may reduce support for those who are attacked due to highlighted negative 
qualities, and the backlash effect against attackers seems to suggest that voters base 
their choice on avoiding the perpetrator (Lau and Rovner 2009; Lau et  al. 2007). 
Moreover, as negative campaigning induces affective polarization (Martin and Nai 
2024), it seems plausible that this increased disdain for the outgroup party might cause 
voters to act against them through voting.

However, most work is unclear about the underlying meanings of voting. For 
example, negative campaigns increase voting for both the attacker and the attacked by 
their respective copartisans (Somer-Topcu and Weitzel 2022). However, this can mean 
that copartisans of the attacked party are reminded their party needs their support 
(positive meanings), or that they are motivated to stop the attacker from winning (neg-
ative meanings). Similarly, copartisans of the attacking party may increasingly under-
stand voting as supporting a party that is not afraid to tell the outgroup off (positive 
meanings) or as a way to stop the outgroup from winning (negative meanings). 
Understanding how campaigns affect meanings of voting may help find more consis-
tent findings across cases.

We expect that the processing of campaign messages is to some extent guided by 
partisan-motivated reasoning (Kunda 1990; Taber and Lodge 2006). While recent 
work shows that factual information reduces motivated reasoning and biased updating 
of beliefs (Stagnaro and Amsalem 2025), campaign messages are overtly partisan – 
which has been shown to cause biased information processing (Slothuus and De 
Vreese 2010). However, we do consider tipping points (Redlawsk et al. 2010), where 
vitriolic information (dirty campaigns) cause resistance even when perpetrated by 
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one’s ingroup party and where credible information (negative campaigns) may be 
related to belief updating even when targeting one’s ingroup party (Velez and Liu 
2025). As such, the distinction between negative and dirty campaigns fits well with the 
more nuanced understanding of motivated reasoning that recent work promotes.

Turning first to ingroup party campaigning, positive campaigns emphasize an 
ingroup candidate’s beneficial attributes, making these more easily accessible in 
voters’ minds – increasing the likelihood that voting is understood as supporting a 
candidate, party, or policy (i.e., positive meanings of voting; H1a; all hypotheses 
are described in Table 1). In a similar vein, ingroup party negative campaigning 
might lead voters to build stronger associations between “voting” and the flaws of 
their opponent, causing them to understand voting as opposition to something they 
reject (i.e., negative meanings of voting; H1b). In other words, positive and nega-
tive campaigning by the ingroup party reinforces prior attitudes. In contrast, dirty 
campaigning can trigger backlash against the attacker (Lau and Rovner 2009), even 
if that is an ingroup party (Velez and Liu 2025). Consequently, dirty campaigning 
might cause attitudinal ambivalence, impeding citizens’ ability to form attitudes or 
preferences (Mutz 2002; Groenendyk 2019; but see Lavine et al. 2012). Therefore, 
ingroup dirty campaigning likely relates to an aversion of voting (i.e., anti-voting 
meanings; H1c).

As outgroup party campaigning challenges, rather than reinforces priors, its effects 
are different. We expect outgroup positive campaigning to evoke counterarguing 
(Taber and Lodge 2006), thereby strengthening negative meanings of voting (H2a). 
Outgroup negative campaigning is expected to evoke a similar but twofold reaction. 
First, counterarguing negative information about the ingroup party may elicit a boo-
merang effect where voters strengthen their preference for their ingroup party (Hart 
and Nisbet 2012; Velez and Liu 2025) and thus positive meanings of voting (H2b-I). 
At the same time, negative emotional reactions caused by outgroup negative cam-
paigning might form an additional motivation to keep an outgroup party out of office 
(Garzia and Ferreira da Silva 2022b; negative meanings of voting; H2b-II). For out-
group dirty campaigning, the latter effect should be dominant, as the outgroup party is 
perceived to transgress social norms (Velez and Liu 2025), that is, outgroup dirty cam-
paigning should be related to negative meanings of voting (H2c).

Table 1.  Hypothesized Positive Correlations Between Campaigns and Meanings of Voting.

Hypothesis Party Campaign Meanings of voting

H1a Ingroup Positive campaign Positive meanings
H1b Ingroup Negative campaign Negative meanings
H1c Ingroup Dirty campaign Anti-voting meanings
H2a Outgroup Positive campaign Negative meanings
H2b-I Outgroup Negative campaign Positive meanings
H2b-II Outgroup Negative campaign Negative meanings
H2c Outgroup Dirty campaign Negative meanings
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Case Selection

We test our hypotheses during the campaigns of the 2022 Hungarian legislative and 
US midterm elections. These are appropriate cases to test our hypotheses for three 
reasons. First, both elections can be considered de facto two-bloc elections, where vot-
ers decide between two clear viable choices. While Hungary has a multiparty system, 
incumbent Viktor Orbán and his party Fidesz were challenged by the opposition under 
a single banner (United Opposition) and candidate (Márky-Záy Péter). As a result, this 
effectively created a two-bloc election in Hungary similar to the United States, with a 
clear ingroup and outgroup bloc for potential voters. Second, Hungary and the United 
States are highly polarized societies, increasing the likelihood of negative meanings of 
voting (Garzia and Ferreira da Silva 2022b). Third, in these polarized, high-stake elec-
tions, there was a vast amount of negative campaigning – making these relevant and 
appropriate cases for its study (Hassell 2021).

The 2022 US midterm elections and the Hungarian legislative elections share simi-
larities as strongly polarized two-bloc elections and thus provide theoretically appro-
priate cases to test our hypotheses, yet they also differ in institutional design and 
political context which can hinder comparison. First, the United States is a federal 
presidential system with single-member districts and a clear separation of power 
between the legislative and the executive. By contrast, Hungary is a unitary parliamen-
tary system with a mixed-member proportional electoral system. Besides, the United 
States has a long-standing two-party system, while this was the first national election 
in Hungary with two clear blocs.

Finally, the 2022 Hungarian parliamentary election took place in a context of 
increasing democratic backsliding, which, despite fostering a united front against 
Fidesz which created the two-bloc election (Mikola and Santos 2025), may have exac-
erbated negative sentiments among opposition voters due to an uneven playing field. 
Overall, Hungarian legislative elections are thus typical first-order contests with 
imbalances between blocs, whereas US midterm elections are generally less salient for 
voters because there is less at stake even though the US Supreme Court decision on 
abortion, that is, Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization, can be considered 
as having increased the importance of these elections as well. Despite these differ-
ences, we believe these two cases can be considered as a least-similar case selection 
within the broader category of two-bloc elections. Therefore, our design has advan-
tages as it allows us to provide a first test of the theoretical framework in a most likely 
setting while varying factors within two-bloc elections to increase generalizability. 
Nonetheless, this case selection also limits generalizability – not only because we 
focus on two-bloc elections but also because these specific elections are relatively 
extraordinary cases.

Study 1: Cross-Sectional Analysis

We rely on a three-wave panel study conducted two months before each election (t0, 
before the campaigns were at full force), during the two weeks before each election (t1, 
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during the height of the campaign), and directly after each election (t2) (Plescia, 
Abdala, et al. 2025). The samples are descriptively representative of the Hungarian 
and US population in terms of gender, age, and region. All participants that took part 
at t1 and that indicated the intention to vote for either bloc are included in the analysis 
(Nhu = 1,284, Nus = 1,944). Our analyses in Study 1 are observational in nature and 
aim to identify associations between campaigns and meanings of voting. These obser-
vational data help us explore, for the first time, how these two factors are connected. 
At the same time, we make use of the panel structure of our data and use LDV models 
to address endogeneity and get a first impression of a potential causal relationship – 
which is to be supplemented by the experimental work in Study 2.

As preregistered, the main analyses in this article are based on correlations at t1 (full 
models in Table A1 in the Supplemental Information File). Due to attrition between t0 
and t1 in the United States (83 percent), we deviate from the preregistration by supple-
menting the t1 sample with additional participants, forcing us to drop the control vari-
ables related to political socialization that were measured at t0 (education and political 
knowledge). We include the preregistered analyses including those control variables 
as a robustness check – with a limited sample in the United States – in Table A2 in the 
Supplemental Information File. In addition, we include four more robustness checks 
in Appendix 3 in the Supplemental Information File. First, we include LDV models as 
additional robustness checks in Table A3. In addition to strengthening the causal claim 
of our argument, these account for the between-subject variation in baseline meanings 
of voting, minimizing the possibility of omitted variable bias and other forms of endo-
geneity problems. Moreover, we have included a model controlling for left/right self-
placement and affective polarization in Table A4. This check does not indicate that 
these variables are pivotal confounders in the effects under study. Additionally, a sub-
group analysis shows no structural differences between bloc supporters (Tables A5 
and A6). Finally, to accommodate biased perceptions of the campaigns (Haselmayer 
et  al. 2020; Reiter and Matthes 2022), we use partisan bias-corrected measures of 
campaign perceptions in an additional robustness check in Table A7, following the 
method by Walter and Van der Eijk (2019a). These are shown to eliminate the partisan 
bias in perceiving campaigns as negative, and thus ensure that the differences we find 
between ingroup and outgroup campaigns are not due to biased perceptions.

Measures

Positive meanings, negative meanings, and anti-voting meanings are measured using 
three items each, starting with the statement “To me, voting means .  .  .” (see Table 2). 
The items are rated on an eleven-point Likert-type scale and form reliable scales. The 
averages of each of the three items are used as final measures.

In both Hungary and the United States, positive meanings of voting (MHU = 7.11, 
standard deviation [SD]HU = 2.33; MUS = 7.26, SDUS = 2.31) are more prevalent than 
negative meanings of voting (MHU = 5.18, SDHU = 3.11; MUS = 5.86, SDUS = 2.55), which 
are more prevalent than anti-voting meanings (MHU = 2.14, SDHU = 2.32; MUS = 3.48, 
SDUS = 2.83). This pattern is strikingly similar between the two countries, although 
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negative and anti-voting meanings seem somewhat more pervasive in the United 
States (Figure 1). Rather than forming opposing understandings of voting, positive and 
negative meanings of voting are correlated, rHU = .42, pHU < .001, rUS = .56, pUS < .001. 
Positive meanings of voting and anti-voting meanings are inversely correlated in 
Hungary, r = −.21, p < .001, but not in the United States, r = .03, p = .098. Finally, nega-
tive meanings of voting are correlated with anti-voting meanings in both countries, 
rHU = .05, pHU = .017, rUS = .29, pUS < .001.2

We measure exposure to positive, negative, and dirty campaigning, using a short 
measure of Reiter and Matthes’ (2021) scale. However, following Walter and Van der 
Eijk (2019a), we measure perceptions of both campaigns separately. Participants rate 
each campaign on an eleven-point Likert-type scale, across six items – two for each 
type of campaigning. These items include “[Party] mostly focuses on presenting 

Table 2.  Survey Items and Reliability Scores of Meanings of Voting.

Positive meanings (ahu = .74, aus = .75)
  . . . a way to express my preference for a politician or party
  . . . a way to reward a politician or party
  . . . a way to express my trust in a politician or party
Negative meanings (ahu = .84, aus = .66)
  . . . a way to express my aversion for a politician or party
  . . . a way to punish a politician or party
  . . . a way to express my distrust in a politician or party
Anti-voting meanings (ahu = .68, aus = .70)
  . . . a meaningless act
  . . . an unpleasant or difficult activity
  . . . an act without consequence

Figure 1.  Density plots of citizen meanings of voting in Hungary and the United States.
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themselves in a positive way” (positive campaigning), “[Party] engages with their 
opponent in a very critical but respectful way” (negative campaigning), and “[Party] is 
using dishonest methods in the campaign” (dirty campaigning; exact items in Table 
A11 in the Supplemental Information File). For all four political parties across both 
countries, scales were reliable for positive (α > .69), negative (α > .71), and dirty cam-
paigning (α > .83). Subjective assessments of campaigns influence political attitudes, 
that is, political trust (Reiter and Matthes 2021), suggesting that perception-based mea-
sures of campaign can be useful to explore political attitudes. Potential issues of endo-
geneity are addressed through multiple robustness checks described above. The scales 
are averaged and recoded, such that ingroup campaigning refers to the party with which 
a participant indicated an affiliation and outgroup campaigning vice versa.

Apart from some minor differences, campaigns were perceived strikingly similar in 
both countries (Table 3). The ingroup campaign is perceived as relatively positive, as 
well as negative, but not dirty. Outgroup campaigns were considered relatively posi-
tive and very dirty, but less negative. Partisan bias in campaign perceptions seems 
weaker in the United States than Hungary, but the bias in both countries illustrates the 
necessity of our robustness check with partisan bias-corrected measures (Walter and 
Van der Eijk 2019a).

In the main analyses, we control for gender (Hungary: 49 percent female, United 
States: 53 percent female), age (MHU = 47.38, SDHU = 15.34, MUS = 49.25, SDUS = 18.44), 
and political interest (1 = not at all interested, 4 = very interested; 69 percent at least 
“somewhat interested” in both countries).

Results

To test our hypotheses, we regress the six campaign perceptions on each meaning of 
voting, controlled for gender, age, and political interest (Table 4, Figure 2). Confirming 
H1a-c, we find significant correlations between ingroup positive campaigning and 
positive meanings of voting; between ingroup negative campaigning and negative 

Table 3.  Descriptive Statistics of Campaign Perceptions.

Hungary United States

Campaign M SD M SD

Ingroup  
  Positive 6.83 2.44 7.25 2.25
  Negative 6.78 2.35 6.73 2.35
  Dirty 1.95 2.42 3.59 3.19
Outgroup  
  Positive 5.03 3.35 5.33 3.05
  Negative 2.47 2.60 4.10 3.09
  Dirty 7.32 2.97 7.17 2.71

Note. SD = standard deviation.
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meanings of voting; and between ingroup dirty campaigning and anti-voting mean-
ings. These results are confirmed in all robustness checks at the exception of the cor-
relation between ingroup negative campaigning and negative meanings of voting that 
is not confirmed in the LDV model. In addition to negative meanings of voting, 
ingroup negative campaigning is correlated with anti-voting meanings. Moreover, 
even though it is weaker than the correlation with anti-voting meanings, ingroup dirty 
campaigning seems related to negative meanings of voting as well, and – in Hungary 
– with fewer positive meanings of voting.

Turning to outgroup campaigning, H2a and H2b are rejected: We find no signifi-
cant correlations between outgroup positive campaigning and negative meanings of 
voting, nor between outgroup negative campaigning and positive or negative mean-
ings of voting (Table 4). H2c, however, is confirmed. Outgroup dirty campaigning is 
correlated with negative meanings of voting. This result, however, is not significant in 
the LDV and bias-corrected models for the United States. In addition to these effects, 
we find a strong and robust correlation between outgroup negative campaigning and 
anti-voting meanings – suggesting that respectful negative campaigns might alienate 
outgroup partisans from voting in a two-party system.

Discussion

The findings in Study 1 offer some crucial innovations in the negative campaigning 
literature. First, they indicate that negative meanings of voting and anti-voting mean-
ings – albeit to a lesser extent than positive meanings of voting – are pervasive. Rather 
than opposing views of voting, positive and negative meanings of voting are corre-
lated. Second, the results confirm that there are antithetical findings between ingroup 

Figure 2.  Correlations between political campaign perceptions and meanings of voting in Study 
1 (unstandardized coefficients and 95 percent confidence intervals). Black: p < .05.
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campaigns and outgroup campaigns (Somer-Topcu and Weitzel 2022), as well as 
between negative and dirty campaigning (Reiter and Matthes 2021).

Most importantly, we show that political advertisements affect the way citizens 
perceive voting. Positive and negative campaigning are related to copartisans’ positive 
and negative meanings of voting. In contrast, dirty campaigning might alienate them 
from voting, as indicated by its correlation with anti-voting meanings. Positive cam-
paigning does not affect outgroup partisans’ meanings of voting at all. However, nega-
tive campaigns drive their anti-voting meanings, and dirty campaigns their negative 
meanings of voting, further pitting opposing citizens against the attacker. Importantly, 
these conclusions are supported in LDV models and partisan bias-corrected models, 
indicating a certain level of robustness in terms of unmeasured confounders, causal 
direction, and partisan bias in campaign perceptions.

Study 2: Experiments

Method

While the associations uncovered in Study 1 are strong and compelling, we further 
examine the causal relationship between campaigning and meanings of voting in two 
preregistered 3 (campaign type) × 2 (ingroup/outgroup) within/between-subject 
experiments (NHU = 1,284, NUS = 1,472). These experiments were placed at the end of 
the surveys in which we collected the cross-sectional data for Study 1 (Figure 3). 

Figure 3.  Procedure of the experiments.
Note. The dependent variable change in meanings of voting was calculated by deducting the pretest 
measure from the posttest measure.
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Participants first filled out the cross-sectional questionnaire, which contained mea-
sures of partisanship (used to determine the ingroup and outgroup) as well as the 
pre-exposure measure of meanings of voting (the same as used in Study 1). Then, 
they were exposed to one (Hungary) or two (United States) campaign message(s). 
They were randomly assigned to a condition containing positive, negative, or dirty 
campaigning and that was either on behalf of the ingroup or outgroup party. Then, 
they again answered questions regarding their meanings of voting, as well as their 
perceptions of the campaign advertisement(s) that they were exposed to. The depen-
dent variable is the difference between the preexposure and postexposure measure of 
meanings of voting.

We conducted the first experiment at the end of the Hungarian survey at t1 – at the 
height of the campaign. In order to examine pretreatment and election salience, we 
repeated the experiment at the end of the US survey at t0. Conducting the experiment 
longer before the election should reduce election salience and pretreatment effects. 
Moreover, in the United States we used a multiple exposure design to account for a 
possible lack of strength of the stimulus material in Hungary. Besides those differ-
ences, the two experiments are identical and both received ethical approval by the 
Institute Review Board (IRB).

Stimulus Material.  First, participants in Hungary were asked to imagine coming across 
a campaign message by [Fidesz/The United Opposition] online. They were then 
exposed to a mock campaign advertisement. This is recoded such that for Fidesz sup-
porters, the Fidesz advertisement is the ingroup campaign and the United Opposition 
advertisement is the outgroup campaign – and for United Opposition supporters vice 
versa. In the campaign advertisement, the party does campaign promises (positive 
campaign), criticizes the opponents’ campaign promises (negative campaign), or 
criticizes its opponent’s character and integrity (dirty campaign). The positive cam-
paign is accompanied by a flattering photo of the party’s own candidate, while the 
negative and dirty campaign are accompanied by a darker, threatening-looking photo 
of the opponent (English translation of the stimulus material can be found in Figure 
A2 in the Supplemental Information File).

In the United States, participants were asked to imagine coming across the fol-
lowing campaign messages by the [Republican/Democratic] party online. This is 
again recoded according to participants’ party affiliation. In the advertisements, the 
party does campaign promises (positive campaign), criticizes its opponents’ cam-
paign promises (negative campaign), or criticizes its opponent’s campaign prom-
ises in an uncivil manner (dirty campaign; stimulus material in Figures A3 and A4 
in the Supplemental Information File). In this multiple-message design, we use the 
most salient issues of the election for each political party: immigration and abor-
tion. Each participant is exposed to two advertisements in the same condition. In 
both countries, after exposure to the stimulus material, participants answered ques-
tions about the advertisement and about their meanings of voting, before being 
thoroughly debriefed.
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Measures
Campaign Perceptions.  As a manipulation check, participants’ perceptions of the 

campaign messages are measured immediately after exposure. For each type of cam-
paigning, we use the item that has the highest factor loading in a factor analysis of the 
original scale (Reiter and Matthes 2021; see Table A11 in the Supplemental Information 
File). We therefore use a single-item measure for positive campaigning (MHU = 4.62, 
SDHU = 3.83, MUS = 5.93, SDUS = 3.46), negative campaigning (MHU = 3.68, SDHU = 3.47, 
MUS = 5.07, SDUS = 3.60), and dirty campaigning (MHU = 4.74, SDHU = 3.80, MUS = 5.38, 
SDUS = 3.65).

Meanings of Voting.  The pretest measure of meanings of voting are the items of Study 
1. The posttest measure is identical. However, in order to avoid participant fatigue, it 
was formulated slightly different. Rather than opening with “To me, voting means 
.  .  .”, the question opens with “In this election, voting is .  .  .” This slight change did 
not result in vastly different answers as the measures are correlated strongly, with some 
differences to be expected due to the manipulation of the experiment (.65 < r < .74). 
The final measure is the difference between pretest and posttest meanings of vot-
ing, leading to change scores for positive (MHU = −0.22, SDHU = 1.98, MUS = −0.35, 
SDUS = 1.90), negative (MHU = 0.01, SDHU = 2.25, MUS = −0.12, SDUS = 2.08), and anti-
voting meanings (MHU = −.17, SDHU = 2.02, MUS = −0.00, SDUS = 2.20).

Results

Campaign Perceptions (Manipulation Check).  We run three analyses of variance (ANO-
VAs), using the experimental factors (i.e., ingroup/outgroup and type of campaign) as 
independent variables and perceived positive, negative, and dirty campaigning as 
dependent variables (full model in Figure A5 and Table A12 in the Supplemental 
Information File). In both Hungary and the United States, the positive campaign con-
dition was more strongly perceived as positive campaigning than the negative and 
dirty campaign conditions. Although the negative campaign condition was perceived 
as negative campaigning about equally as the positive campaign condition, it was 
clearly perceived as more negative campaigning than the dirty campaign condition – 
in both countries. Finally, in both countries, the dirty campaigning condition was more 
strongly perceived as dirty campaigning than the other two conditions. In addition, the 
results show a similar partisan bias in both countries: every condition was considered 
more respectful, negative campaigning for the ingroup party, and more below-the-belt, 
dirty campaigning for the outgroup party.

Political Campaigns and Meanings of Voting.  In Hungary, none of the hypothesized 
effects are significant.3 The full ANOVA results are shown in Table A13 in the Sup-
plemental Information File and show no significant differences between any condi-
tions. In addition to the preregistered models, we run one-sample t-tests to test 
whether meanings of voting are significantly different between the pre- and posttest 
measures in each condition. Replicating Study 1, this shows a negative change in 
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positive meanings of voting in the ingroup dirty campaign condition – indicating that 
dirty campaigns reduce copartisans’ positive meanings of voting (Figure 4).

In contrast to Hungary, in the United States, we find a significant interaction effect 
of the campaign and party manipulations on positive meanings of voting (see Table 
A13 in the Supplemental Information File for the full ANOVA models). There is no 
interaction effect between campaigning and party on negative meanings of voting, but 
rather a significant main effect of the campaign, regardless of the party. Similarly, we 
find no interaction effect on anti-voting meanings, but a main effect of the campaign. 
Most of these effects do not support our hypotheses. The findings only support H2c: 
Outgroup dirty campaigns lead to negative meanings of voting (Figure 4).

In the US experiment, in addition to causing negative meanings of voting, outgroup 
dirty campaigning also leads to more anti-voting meanings, and to fewer positive 
meanings of voting (Figure 4). Outgroup negative campaigning causes fewer positive 
meanings of voting, and outgroup positive campaigning also leads to fewer positive 
meanings of voting, as well as fewer negative meanings of voting. Consistent with the 
other studies in this article, ingroup dirty campaigning leads to fewer positive mean-
ings of voting. However, in contrast to Study 1, ingroup negative campaigning also 
leads to fewer positive meanings of voting. Finally, ingroup positive campaigning 
reduces negative meanings of voting. These findings are not hypotheses tests and are 
considered exploratory.

Discussion

Apart from a negative effect of ingroup dirty campaigning on positive meanings of vot-
ing, the experiment in Hungary yielded no significant findings. While the experiment 

Figure 4.  Mean differences in the meanings of voting before and after exposure to the 
experimental stimuli.
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in the United States elicited stronger effects, it only confirmed one of our hypotheses: 
outgroup dirty campaigning causes more negative meanings of voting. In addition, it 
replicated a finding from both Study 1 and the experiment in Hungary: ingroup dirty 
campaigning causes a reduction in positive meanings of voting. The US experiment 
also indicated that outgroup positive and dirty campaigning might reduce positive 
meanings of voting, and in addition to negative meanings of voting, outgroup dirty 
campaigning might also increase anti-voting meanings. Finally, the experiments con-
firmed that perceptions of campaigns are driven by partisanship (Haselmayer et  al. 
2020; Reiter and Matthes 2022), emphasizing the importance of the partisan bias-cor-
rected robustness check in Study 1.

General Discussion

This study investigated how campaign negativity and “dirtiness” affect ingroup and 
outgroup partisans’ meanings of voting. Our cross-sectional analysis (Study 1) showed 
clear correlations between positive, negative, and dirty campaigning by ingroup and 
outgroup parties and positive, negative and anti-voting meanings. Ingroup positive 
campaigning is related to positive meanings of voting, ingroup negative campaigning 
connected to positive, negative, and anti-voting meanings, and ingroup dirty cam-
paigning correlates with fewer positive, more negative but mostly more anti-voting 
meanings. Outgroup positive campaigning relates to positive meanings of voting, out-
group negative campaigning to anti-voting meanings and outgroup dirty campaigning 
to negative meanings of voting. These findings are robust to correcting for partisan 
bias in campaign perceptions, and largely robust to controlling for previous meanings 
of voting – diminishing the likelihood of a spurious relationship. Moreover, they are 
strikingly similar across our two countries with two-bloc elections, contributing to our 
confidence in this relationship between political campaigns and meanings of voting.

However, while these are compelling and robust findings, our experimental investi-
gations in Study 2 did not replicate most of them. The only findings consistent across 
the cross-sectional and experimental evidence are that ingroup dirty campaigning leads 
to fewer positive meanings of voting and outgroup dirty campaigning causes negative 
meanings of voting. Besides those confirmations, Study 2 mostly shows null findings.

We see two possible explanations for this disparity. First, citizens might be affected 
more by their perceptions of campaign messages than the actual messages in the cam-
paign. Confirming previous work on negative campaigning (Haselmayer et al. 2020; 
Reiter and Matthes 2022), our manipulation checks find that whether a campaign mes-
sage was perceived as negative or dirty was dependent on participants’ partisanship. In 
addition to partisanship, individual differences in citizens’ campaign perceptions can 
also be affected by the amount of exposure to each campaign (Pattie et al. 2011), or by 
citizens’ personalities (Nai and Maier 2021). Such variables may explain the extent to 
which citizens perceive the campaigns of their ingroup and outgroup party as positive, 
negative, or dirty. Yet, using partisan bias-corrected measures of campaign perceptions 
did not significantly change the results in Study 1. This method has been shown to 
effectively remove partisan bias from campaign perceptions to the point that their 
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measurement is equivalent to content analysis of campaign messages (Walter and Van 
der Eijk 2019a). Moreover, although observational, the findings in Study 1 were 
largely robust to inclusion of a LDV, strongly reducing the chance of spurious relation-
ships and strengthening our causal claim. As such, we estimate the likelihood that 
these relationships are void as relatively small.

Second, we might have overestimated the power of one or two campaign messages 
to cause changes in citizens’ meanings of voting – especially in the midst of an intense 
election campaign. In the United States, we sought to avoid pretreatment by running the 
experiment at an earlier stage of the election campaigns. However, participants might 
have experienced pretreatment from previous elections – especially the notorious 2020 
presidential elections in the United States. In other words, respondents might have been 
exposed to such a large amount of negative and dirty campaigning before the experi-
ments took place that a large part of its influence had already taken effect. This could 
explain why we find the expected correlations in the cross-sectional analysis – where 
participants may take their previous experiences into account when answering the ques-
tions about current campaigns – but few effects in the experiments. Another finding that 
points to this explanation is that the effects of the strongest manipulations – the dirty 
campaign conditions – are in fact replicated in the experiment. As such, the weaker 
positive and negative campaigning conditions may simply have lacked the psychologi-
cal impact to cause changes in citizens’ meanings of voting or may have been pretreated 
too strongly in these two countries to elicit noticeable changes.

Going back to the question we posited at the beginning of the article – does the 
nature of political campaigns affect how citizens understand voting? – we should care-
fully conclude that negative and dirty campaigning might affect citizen meanings of 
voting, but that this effect often takes place over the span of a campaign, rather than 
each time citizens get exposed to a campaign message. Only the most outrageous cam-
paign messages, those that are uncivil or unfair (and may thus be less common), imme-
diately affect citizen meanings of voting – mostly to the disadvantage of the attacker. 
As the composition and nature of citizen meanings of voting are still largely unknown, 
this may be a first indication that they are rather stable attitudes, not easily affected by 
single exposures to campaign messages.

These findings are essential for both political parties and democracies. Political 
parties might take away from these findings that their campaigns being perceived as 
negative leads to electorally desirable effects (negative voting for ingroup voters and 
alienation for outgroup voters), while perceived dirty campaigns achieve the opposite 
(negative voting for outgroup voters and alienation for ingroup voters). For democ-
racy, it is important that – regardless of previous claims – not just dirty campaigns 
have adverse consequences (Geer 2006; Mark 2006; Mattes and Redlawsk 2014). 
Both negative and dirty campaigns may cause negative and anti-voting meanings, for 
different partisans. In addition, negative and anti-voting meanings suppress demo-
cratic support and mobilization, respectively. This complex interplay of effects may 
explain previously mixed findings in the negative campaigning literature (Lau et al. 
2007). Moreover, a shift from positive to negative and dirty campaigning might seri-
ously damage the legitimacy of democracies by contributing to further democratic 
detachment and by weakening electoral participation.
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In addition to the introduction of meanings of voting to the negative campaigning 
literature, these findings again emphasize the need for research that differentiates 
negative campaigns between ingroup and outgroup campaigns, rather than elections 
cycles (Walter and Van der Eijk 2019a), and for research that differentiates between 
negative campaigns that transgress social norms and those that do not, that is, nega-
tive and dirty campaigns (Reiter and Matthes 2021). Moreover, this may be a start-
ing point in uncovering the mechanisms behind the effects of negative and dirty 
campaigning.

To address the issue of pretreatment in this study, future experiments may focus on 
contexts in which negative and dirty campaigning are the exception, rather than the 
rule. Moreover, while inclusion of in- and outgroups is crucial to uncover the effects 
of political advertisements, future research could focus on citizens that do not hold a 
clear ingroup party – as partisans often hold more stable attitudes regarding politics 
and their party preferences (e.g., Taber and Lodge 2006; Levendusky 2018). Relatedly, 
we focused on two-bloc elections. First and foremost, this offers an initial baseline of 
evidence of the dynamics of negative campaigns and meanings of voting that needs 
to be tested in different contexts. However, rather than allowing broad generalizabil-
ity, our findings are most applicable to electoral contexts where citizens perceive no 
viable alternative to an attacked or an attacking party where ingroup–outgroup dis-
tinctions are especially salient. Therefore, it is important to note that the generaliz-
ability of the findings in this study should be confirmed in countries with a multiparty 
electoral system.

Finally, this article shows the importance of considering a citizen perspective on 
democracy, elections, and voting. Voting has long been considered from an elite point 
of view, from the perspective of political theory or party identifications. However, tak-
ing a citizen point of view reveals that the meanings citizens attach to voting change 
under the influence of different experiences with democracy, such as political cam-
paigns. Putting citizens in the main focus of democracy illuminates not only new 
effects of negative campaigns but also the extent to which democracy may be at risk 
by such tactics – at a level that is easily overlooked.
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Notes

1.	 These preanalysis plans for each study/country can be found in Appendix 1 in the 
Supplemental Information File and on OSF at https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/54RY8, 
https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/XMN8W, https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/J94M5, and 
https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/W3Z7G.

2.	 Due to space restrictions, the preregistered correlations of meanings of voting with politi-
cal attitudes and behavioral intentions are presented in Appendix 4 in the Supplemental 
Information File. Positive and negative meanings of voting correlate with vote intentions, 
turnout, and interest in the campaign. In contrast, there is a negative correlation between 
anti-voting meanings and these mobilization variables. Moreover, positive meanings cor-
relate with political trust and satisfaction with democracy, but negative meanings correlate 

https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/54RY8
https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/XMN8W
https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/J94M5
https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/W3Z7G
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inversely with both. Finally, anti-voting meanings are related to more political trust in the 
United States and more satisfaction with democracy in Hungary and the United States. 
Apart from the correlations of anti-voting meanings with satisfaction with democracy and 
political trust, the data confirm the preregistered hypotheses.

3.	 The preregistration hypothesized an effect of campaigns on mobilization and system-
supporting attitudes, which are not supported. There were two significant findings. Dirty 
campaigns caused less intention to vote than negative campaigns, and outgroup cam-
paigns caused less satisfaction with democracy than ingroup campaigns (Table A14 in the 
Supplemental Information File).
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