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Why  do  candidates  risk  alienating  voters  by engaging  in  negative  campaigning?  One  answer
may  lie in  the  large  empirical  literature  indicating  that  negative  messages  are  more  effec-
tive than  positive  messages  in  getting  individuals  to  do many  things,  including  voting  and
purchasing  goods.  Few  contributions  to  this  literature,  however,  gather  data  from  a  field
environment  with  messages  whose  tone  has  been  validated.  We  conduct  field  experiments
in two  elections  for local  office  which  test  the  effect  of  confirmed  negative  and  positive
letters  sent  to  candidates’  partisans  on two  measurable  activities:  donating  to  the  candi-
date and  turning  out  to  vote.  We  find  that  message  tone  increases  partisan  support  in ways
that may  help  explain  the  persistence  of negative  campaigning.  Negative  messages  are  no
better than  positive  messages  at  earning  the  candidates  donations,  but negative  messages
yield significantly  higher  rates  of  voter  turnout  among  the candidates’  partisans  relative  to
positive  messages.  Positive  messages,  however,  are  not  neutral  relative  to  no  message.

©  2015  Elsevier  B.V.  All  rights  reserved.

. Introduction

Negative campaigning in American politics is as old as the country (Felknor, 1966), despite the fact that large majorities
f the current U.S. voting public report the belief that negative campaigning is unethical (86 percent), produces less ethical
eaders (76 percent), and hurts democracy (81 percent) (Green, in press). While a large empirical literature in political
cience (Lau et al., 2007) finds a small but positive effect of negative campaigning on voter turnout, and the literature that
as examined comparative advertising – of which negative campaigning is one type – has found comparative messages more
ffective at changing consumers’ buying intentions (Grewal et al., 1997), there are few randomized experiments measuring
ndividual behavior on this topic in naturally occurring settings, as such tests impose costs on those running for office. Outside

f some notable exceptions (Arceneaux and Nickerson, 2010; Gottfried et al., 2009; Niven, 2006), previous studies frequently
easured intentions rather than behavior, used laboratory experiments with synthetic candidates or products, or examined

ndirect evidence and required strong identification assumptions to reach their conclusions1. In this paper, we  present the

∗ Corresponding author. Tel.: +1 3012197326.
E-mail addresses: jared.barton@csuci.edu (J. Barton), mcastil8@gmu.edu (M.  Castillo), rpetrie1@gmu.edu (R. Petrie).

1 Over half of the studies reviewed by Lau et al. (2007) use non-experimental observational data. Of the experimental studies included in their analysis,
ew  measure intended or actual voter turnout, and 18 of the 49 laboratory experiments use fictitious candidates, advertisements, or both (e.g., Carraro et al.,
010;  Fridkin and Kenney, 2011; Wu and Dahmen, 2010). Only 6 of the 77 studies examined by Grewal et al. (1997) examined actual buying behavior.
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results of a field experiment on negative campaigning with candidates running for office in a real political campaign. We
find that negative messages do affect voters’ behavior and are sometimes more effective than positive messages. However,
consistent with informational theories of campaigning, we  find that communication doesn’t always increase voters’ support
for candidates.

The field experiment was designed to test the effect of externally-validated negative and positive messages on actual
campaign outcomes. Working with two campaigns for local office, we  sent either a negative or a positive letter to the
candidates’ partisans and measured its effect on campaign donations and their voter turnout. Positive letters highlighted a
candidate’s qualifications, while negative letters alerted voters to the opponent’s undesirable qualities (from like-minded
partisans’ point of view). We  compare these two  treatments to each other, and to a control group that receives no letter. We
used letters because they allow us to manipulate messages in a non-intrusive way that is carefully controlled, as there is no
human interaction. All letters contained a contribution card and return envelope, stated the date of the election, and asked
for voters’ “support,” but did not explicitly mention giving to or voting for either candidate. As the messages are delivered
by letter, and not through direct personal contact, we  know that nothing about the messages is correlated with the method
of delivery or the receptivity of the subject. The advantage of targeting partisans is that it allows us to cautiously interpret
voter turnout as a proxy for voter support, as partisans who turn out to vote are generally unlikely to support the opposition
(Abramowitz et al., 1981; Phillips et al., 2008). We  verify turnout with official voter records.

We pair this field experiment with a pre-experimental survey among partisans outside the district. We  asked subjects
from a population similar to our target population – same party voters but in another city – to rate the campaigns’ messages
along several dimensions (randomizing the order of the two  messages, and also which candidate’s messages the subject
examined), including their open-ended impressions of each message, the tone of the message, how informative each message
was, and their affect toward the sender. The survey has several purposes. First, it ensures that our manipulations are indeed
as positive and negative as we claim. Previous field experiments utilizing negative messages or differences in message tone
do not confirm that their manipulations are interpreted as they intend among voters similar to those they target. This leads
to uncertainty as to whether voters view these messages as the researchers (or their coders) do. Our messages are validated:
positive messages are viewed as positive and our negative messages as negative by partisan voters. This difference is strongly
statistically significant (Wilcoxon signed-rank z = −4.42, p > |z| = 0.000), and is reflected in subjects’ open-ended responses
as well.

Second, the survey allows us to examine more deeply elements of positive and negative messages that may  be drivers of
behavior. Previous research suggests that negative campaigning (Brians and Wattenberg, 1996; Joslyn, 1986) and compara-
tive advertising more generally is found to be more informative (Harmon et al., 1983; Chou et al., 1987) and memorable (Faber
and Storey, 1984; Appleton-Knapp and Mantonakis, 2009) than positive or non-comparative advertising, and researchers
have suggested this difference as a possible reason for a mobilizing effect of negative campaigns. Contrary to these find-
ings, survey respondents rated the candidates’ positive messages as more informative than their negative messages in our
experiment (Wilcoxon signed-rank z = −3.83, p > |z| = 0.000), suggesting that any relative mobilizing effect of our negative
messages is not due to greater informational content of the negative message.

We find that the negative messages are no better than positive messages at earning the candidates donations, but negative
messages yield significantly higher rates of voter turnout among the candidates’ partisans relative to positive messages. The
donation rate in the positive treatment was 0.9 percent and was 0.7 percent in the negative treatment; these are not
statistically different (p-value = 0.65)2. However, negative message recipients are 3.8 percentage points more likely to vote
(p-value = 0.024)3. We  find this pattern of results (negative messages increase turnout relative to positive ones) in both
districts, suggesting it is not something particular to the electoral environment or the specific race. Since the fundraising
letter was sent five months prior to the election, we  check the robustness of our turnout results with a placebo check. We
compare the turnout of the voters in our sample in each of the previous four elections as a function of our treatments. There
is no relationship between our treatment and past turnout behavior, indicating that the effect of a negative message on
turnout in the current election is not spurious.

While comparing negative messages to positive ones allows us to consider relative mobilization (of money and votes),
it is also important to examine the absolute levels of mobilization compared to having sent no message. Compared to the
control group, we find that both messages stimulate financial contributions to the candidates, as candidates receive no
unsolicited contributions from the control partisans. Relative to no message, our turnout findings are more nuanced. In one
district, negative message recipients have higher turnout than the control group (though the difference is not statistically
significant), while turnout for the positive message recipients is slightly lower than the control (and again not significantly
different). In the other district, it is the turnout of negative message recipients which is nearly identical to the control group,
while the positive messages led to significantly lower voter turnout relative to the control.
Though not as high profile as elections for federal office, local races are the most common elections in the United States
(U.S. Dept. of Commerce Census Bureau, 1995) and provide opportunities to conduct experiments with common campaign
tactics that candidates in larger races do not use as often, such as in-person canvassing (Barton et al., 2014). Our results,

2 As we  discuss below, however, our available sample was likely underpowered to detect differences in the donation rate.
3 This p-value applies when pooling the data across districts. For reasons discussed below, we  only present our turnout results for each district separately.

The  pooled analysis is available upon request.
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cross two local races within the same county, provide important field evidence on the effects of negative campaigning on
undraising and voter turnout4.

Previous studies suggest several reasons for a mobilizing effect of negative campaigns—that they stimulate a visceral
motional response, that negative campaigns receive greater weight because they highlight potential losses to avoid (i.e.,
rospect theory) or explicitly invoke competition and competitive (partisan) behavior, or that negative ads have been found
ore informative than positive ones generally. Our results present initial evidence against some of these explanations. First,

rior research finds that the emotional impact of an event or message on behavior fades considerably over a short time period
Adler et al., 1998; Grimm and Mengel, 2011). As several months transpire between voters’ receipt of the messages and their
urnout decision, it is unlikely that it is an immediate, emotional reaction to the information provided that drives turnout.
econd, while relative voter mobilization would suggest that the negative message received greater weight in voters’ minds,
t is important to consider how behavior changes relative to the uncontacted control group. It is only the positive message
hat shows differences in turnout relative to the control group, suggesting that it is not only highlighting potential losses
hat causes the differences we see between positive and negative messages when considered in the absence of the control
roup.

Finally, we consider whether the differential effect of the messages is due to differences in information. We  take advantage
f two attributes of our experiment to address this possibility. Our pre-experimental survey explicitly asks which message
he participants find more informative; contra previous findings, participants find the positive message more informative
han the negative message, so it is unlikely that the negative message generates higher relative turnout because its final
ecipients found it more informative. We  also use the presence of a control group that does not receive either letter to
istinguish between tone and information. If the effect on voter turnout of getting a campaign letter is solely due to having
eceived additional information, then whether information is presented in a positive or negative light should have the same
rdered effects on outcomes relative to the control group in both districts. As we  mentioned above (and develop further in the
nal section of the paper), we observe different orderings of voter turnout for the two treatments and the control between the
wo districts, despite observing the same ordering for their information content in the pre-experimental surveys, suggesting
hat the effect of tone is separable from the quantity of information provided.

Results from this experiment have application to several literatures. The literature examining the effect of negative
ampaigning on voting behavior is large (see Lau et al., 1999, 2007). There are, however, few randomized experiments in
aturally occurring settings (with the exception of Arceneaux and Nickerson, 2010; Gottfried et al., 2009; Niven, 2006).
ost studies rely on indirect evidence and require strong identification assumptions to reach their conclusions. Our paper,

y design, can examine how negative campaigning by a candidate works in a natural setting.
The effect of negative messages in campaigns also speaks to the broader marketing literature on comparative advertising

e.g., Barone and Jewell, 2013; Dianoux et al., 2013; Lovett and Shachar, 2011; Yagci et al., 2009). Negative advertising against
nother brand (or candidate) is one type of comparative advertising (Pinkleton, 1997; Shiv et al., 1997; Collens, 2011), which
s generally more effective than non-comparative advertising (Barry, 1993; Grewal et al., 1997), but is rarely if ever compared
o not advertising at all. Consistent with results from the marketing literature, we find the negative (implicitly comparative)

essage to yield greater voter turnout than the positive message. That we find the positive, non-comparative message and
ot the negative message affecting voter turnout relative to no message suggests that examining differences in intentions
r actions between exposure to two forms of advertising without examining the views or deeds of those left alone produces
n incomplete picture of individual behavior.

We also contribute to two literatures in economics. First, we  add to the empirical literature on advertising. Advertising
s thought to work by providing information and through persuasion (see Bagwell, 2007; DellaVigna and Gentzkow, 2010,
or reviews), but economists have paid less attention to comparative advertising specifically. Anderson and Renault (2009),
arigozzi et al. (2009), Emons and Fluet (2012) provide game theoretical models of comparative advertising in product
arkets; Anderson et al. (2012, 2013) provide empirical analysis in the over-the-counter analgesics industry. Our results

dd to the growing empirical literature on the topic.
Our results also relate to the large literature on contributing to public goods (Vesterlund, 2006, for a review). The policies

f a government of a particular jurisdiction are similar to a public good. They are non-excludable and non-rival, and so in
hat respect participation by a candidate’s partisans, both through contributing and voting, is analogous to contributing to

 public good5. Each partisan would presumably prefer her party’s policies be enacted, but her personal payoff is higher by
ree-riding on the actions of others. Our results are consistent with previous evidence on the power of asking (Andreoni and
ao, 2011). We  find that those who are not asked to contribute free ride on the monetary contributions of others, though
hey do turn out to vote.
Additionally, we find that supporters are more likely to contribute their vote when asked using a negative message than
hen using a positive one. Voting (by a partisan supporter) is a meaningful contribution to the campaign in its own  right. This
nding is consistent with Augenblick and Cuhna’s (2015) result that campaign contributions are higher when the request

4 We are cautious to generalize our results to all elections, be they local, regional or national. Our study offers field evidence on negative campaigning,
nd  we encourage replication of experimental results in other races and settings (Maniadis et al., 2014).
5 Augenblick and Cunha (2015) perform a public goods experiment in the field using political fundraising, and make a similar argument regarding the

ublic  good nature of policy.
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is framed competitively, in their case referencing the average giving behavior of out-partisans, and in our case emphasizing
the consequences of an own-partisan loss. Contrary to many previous findings on the importance of asking, it isn’t always
helpful: the positive message lowers voter turnout relative to the control group in one district.

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 provides background information and motivates our design. Section 3 describes
our experimental design. Section 4 presents results from our pre-experimental survey, and Section 5 the results from the
field experiment. We  offer a discussion and conclusion in Section 6.

2. Background

Negative campaigning involves any attack against a candidate’s opponent, rather than an argument for the candidate. It
is a form of comparative advertising, as highlighting the undesirable traits of one’s opponent is an implicit claim to be better
(Pinkleton, 1997). In the marketing literature, comparative messages have been found to receive greater consumer attention,
yield greater brand and message awareness, message processing, and favorable attitudes toward the sponsored brand than
noncomparative ads (Grewal et al., 1997). It is possible that, in political contexts, negative comparisons serve a similar role.
While some authors argue that negative campaigning reduces participation by voters of all persuasions (Ansolabehere et al.,
1994; Ansolabehere and Iyengar, 1995), the balance of the current evidence suggests there is a mild mobilizing effect of
negative campaigning on voter turnout. Lau et al. (1999, 2009) find that, across multiple studies, negative campaigning has
a positive impact on actual voter turnout6.

Few of these studies, however, identify the effect of negative political messages on behavior cleanly. Over half of the
studies Lau et al. collect use observational data, which requires strong assumptions necessary to infer causal relationships.
Of the experimental studies included and conducted since Lau et al.’s analysis, few measure intended or actual voter turnout,
and many use fictitious candidates, advertisements, or both. Only two of the studies Lau et al. review are field experiments
conducted within an actual election (Arceneaux and Nickerson, 2010; Niven, 2006), and few authors since have tried to
measure the effect of negative campaigning in an election (Gottfried et al., 2009).

Of the field experiments on negative advertising, Arceneaux and Nickerson (2010) worked with an independent organi-
zation in the 2004 election and varied whether voters received a campaign phone call with a negative or positively framed
message regarding various policy outcomes. They find no turnout effects and insignificant candidate preference effects.
Niven (2006) also uses messages from an independent organization in a mayoral contest – not messages sent from one
candidate attacking another as we do in our field experiment – to test the effect of negative campaigning. He finds voters
who receive the negative messages have higher turnout rates. Gottfried et al. (2009) find that positive messages for judges
up for reelection lead to higher voter turnout relative to arguments against reelection and negative campaigns from past
judicial elections in other states.

Because we send messages from the candidate himself, we can examine the effect of positive arguments for a candidate
compared to negative arguments against an opponent, which none of the previous experiments on this topic have done. Our
design is more akin to comparative advertising. Also, it reduces potential confounds because our messages are sent within
an actual campaign, and we directly compare the effects of positive to negative messages sent by the same candidate within
the same election.

Previous research suggests that a possible reason that negative campaigning works is because it stimulates a more imme-
diate emotional response from voters (Finkel and Geer, 1998). If invoking an emotional response is the primary mechanism
behind negative campaign messages, we would expect differences between messages to be stronger in fundraising but not
in voter turnout, as previous research has found the impact of emotional states on behavior to diminish over time (Adler
et al., 1998; Grimm and Mengel, 2011). We  do find a difference in messages in voter turnout, but not fundraising, leading us
to believe that the effect of emotional responses on outcomes is of smaller importance.

It is also suggested that negative campaigns stimulate voter participation because of differences in the quantity of infor-
mation conveyed. In other contexts (though not in ours), negative political advertising has been found to contain more
information than positive advertising (Brians and Wattenberg, 1996; Harmon et al., 1983; Chou et al., 1987; Joslyn, 1986).
For this mechanism to work, however, two requirements need to hold. First, a negative message would need to contain more
information than a positive one. Second, having more information would need to lead to higher turnout. There is no reason,
a priori, for either requirement to hold. Indeed, we find no evidence from our study to support the first requirement, and
for the second, while additional information allows individuals to have more precise posterior beliefs, the direction in which
those beliefs change is unspecified (Greene, 2008).

Even if negative campaign messages are not more informative, they may  receive more weight in voters’ minds. A negative

message may  simply “stand out” against a general backdrop of positive information and life experience (Lau, 1985). Or,
they may  draw attention to possible costs or losses to avoid, which may  receive more attention if voters are loss averse
(Kahneman and Tversky, 1979; Jain et al., 2007; Miller and Krosnick, 2004)7. Our results do not support the hypothesis that

6 They do report that negative campaigning reduces intended turnout, which is, however, a less reliable dependent variable than actual voting (Traugott,
2008).

7 Miller and Krosnick (2004) conducted a field experiment with an abortion-rights organization that framed an upcoming policy debate in terms of an
“opportunityf̈or  or a “threatẗo abortion rights. The threat generated the greatest rates and levels of giving; they attribute their results to loss aversion. Jain
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egative messages are more memorable than positive ones. In one district, the largest effect on turnout corresponds to the
ositive rather than the negative message. Finally, negative messages, by drawing implicit or explicit comparisons, evoke a
ompetition, which has been shown to matter for the provision of public goods in the lab (Bornstein and Ben-Yossef, 1994;
ornstein et al., 2002) and the field (Augenblick and Cunha, 2015; Erev et al., 1993).

The above explanations for higher turnout due to negative campaigning are applicable to all voters, but several are
articularly applicable to partisans. Candidates’ partisans likely have a greater emotional reaction to information about the
pposing candidate than independent voters. Relative to independents, partisans likely see the opponent’s negatives in
reater relief, and view an opponent’s victory as a genuine loss in terms of public policy. Finally, partisan elections naturally
et up a contest between parties. Reminding voters of the opposition is much more a call to compete for partisans than it
s for the independent. In other words, partisans should be particularly sensitive to the difference between negative and
ositive messages8.

In the environment we examine, we use positive and negative campaign messages, where the latter emphasizes that
ailing to act will result in the opposition’s control of the county legislature, undoing past progress. Given the results surveyed
n this section, we posit the following hypotheses:

1. Negative messages produce higher contribution rates than positive messages.

2. Negative messages produce higher voter turnout rates than positive messages.

We turn now to the experimental design.

. Experimental design

We  conducted this experiment in two local elections for county legislature during the 2010 general election. The county
egislature has nine three-member districts; we conducted the experiment with two  Democratic candidates in two different
istricts. In the first district (“District A”), only a single seat was  up for election, while in the other district (“District B”) two
eats were up for election. District A was predominantly Republican; the average Democratic share of the two-party vote
or the county legislature from 2004 to 2008 was roughly 40 percent. The Democrats fielded no candidates in the district
n 2002. District B was predominantly Democrats; the average Democratic share of the two-party vote from 2002 through
006 was about 60 percent. There were no Republican candidates in the district in 2008. Both candidates in our experiment
re Democrats. Both candidates had run for the office previously: the District A candidate lost the general election in 2008,
hile the District B candidate lost the 2008 Democratic primary. In 2010, the District A candidate again lost the general

lection; the District B candidate won9.
Our experiment focuses on the candidates’ attempt to mobilize funds and votes from partisan supporters in their respec-

ive districts; it is for this first reason that the candidates send the letter five months prior to the election. According to
oter registration records, District A contained about 15,200 registered voters (8400 households), and District B had roughly
1,800 registered voters (7150 households). We  used voters’ participation in party primaries to construct a population of

ikely supporters. We  used primary election activity as the indicator of partisanship10. First, we kept only those voters who
ad participated in at least one of the last three Democratic Party primary elections (and no Republican Party primary elec-
ions) from 2004 through 2008. This left 2152 voters (1611 households) in District A, and 2784 voters (2089 households).
ext, we removed all likely Democrats where any member of their household had participated in at least one of the three
epublican Party primary elections from 2004 through 2008, reducing the target population to 1886 voters in District A
1367 households) and 2619 voters (1944 households) in District B. Finally, the campaigns employed a private address ver-
fication system to remove voters who had left the district; we removed all voters that moved outside of their current city,
eaving 1798 individuals (1296 households) in District A, and 2415 individuals (1788 households).
Households in the candidates’ districts with at least one likely partisan supporter by the above criteria were randomly
ssigned to receive a negative letter, a positive letter or no letter. The District A candidate sent letters to partisans in 1037
argeted households; the District B candidate sent letters to partisans in 1432 targeted households11. As some households

t al. (2007) examines interaction of “regulatory focus¨– whether someone is promotion or prevention oriented – and comparative advertising, and find that
romotion-oriented subjects’ opinion toward the advertised brand is higher under a positive comparison (A is better than B at X) while prevention-oriented
ubjects’ opinion is higher under a negative comparison (B is worse than A at X).

8 Karlan and List (2007) find a stronger reaction by Democrats in Republican-dominant states to a message from a liberal organization.
9 We provide here some additional political context for the interested reader. In 2008, the District A candidate was selected to represent the Democratic

arty post-primary, while the District B candidate came in second in a four-way primary with 30% of the vote. In 2010, the District A candidate was
nopposed in the Democratic primary, while the District B candidate was  the top vote-getter of his primary (getting 37% of the vote, or the support of 53%
f  the voters, as each could vote for two candidates). The 2010 general election in this state included competitive (in terms of ex post result) gubernatorial
nd  senatorial campaigns, as well as contested (but not competitive, ex post) campaigns for U.S. Congress, state senate, and state legislator. Neither candidate
sed  this message in subsequent campaigning; the District B candidate did campaign among these voters again in a manner completely orthogonal to the
reatments here. The District A candidate lost with 31% of the vote in a two-person field. The District B candidate prevailed with 33% of the votes cast; he
as  the only one of four candidates to receive a vote from a majority of voters in the district.

10 This state does not register voters by party.
11 We assigned 80 percent of households into one of the treatment groups, leaving 20 percent in the control group in each district. As mentioned, the
ontrol  group received no letter from the candidates. Both campaigns had resources to reach nearly all the target households, and allowed us to remove
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with Democratic partisans contain more than one partisan, we randomly selected the addressed recipient from among the
Democrats in the household. Table 1 presents summary statistics on the targeted individuals in the sample by district and
treatment; note that, as partisans, they have participated frequently in elections and are predicted to do so in 201012.

We produced the candidates’ mailings using the candidates’ resources and shipped the mail to the candidates to send13.
The authors and the candidates developed the candidates’ letters, and confirmed our experimental manipulation among 24
like-minded partisans outside of the candidates’ districts. Each candidate’s letters have the same opening and concluding
paragraphs; two middle paragraphs contain the content that differs between treatments. The letters are close in length for
both candidates: the District A candidate’s positive (negative) letter contains 270 (263) words. The District B candidate’s
positive (negative) letter contains 281 (262) words14.

The two treatments involve the candidates’ making an argument for their attributes and positions or against those of
their opponents, in contrast to previous field research using messages that cast events in a positive or negative light or
an argument from a third party. Each candidate’s positive message is something positive about the candidate sending the
message. Their negative messages are something undesirable about their opponent and the opponent’s party, not merely
negative information about the circumstances of the electorate. While we would have preferred that the positive and negative
information be symmetrical – that what each campaign highlighted as a weakness of the opponent plays to something that is a
strength in the candidate – the actual positive and negative characteristics of our cooperating candidates and their opponents
did not align, as is often the case in actual campaigns. The mail pieces use the candidates’ names and not generic party labels
(though they refer to their opponents in the third person), and the letter is sent by the candidate (with the candidate’s
return address). These differences make the messages both more relevant and more directly linked to the campaign. Also,
they more precisely test the effect of campaign tone by the primary actor in the electoral contest – the candidate – on voter
behavior. We  turn now to the experimental results.

4. Pre-experimental survey

We  begin with the results of the individual interviews. In late April 2010, we recruited 24 registered voters in northern
Virginia who frequently participate in Democratic Party primary elections through the email list of faculty and staff of a large
state university. We  scheduled individual sessions with each voter-subject in a one-week period. Subjects were randomly
assigned to inspect of one candidate’s mail pieces15. Subjects in the interviews read both messages from one candidate,
with the order randomized for each subject. We  asked the subjects to rate the tone of the messages, their informational
content, and their affect toward the sender of the messages. Surveys lasted about 20 min, and we paid subjects $15 for their
time.

The interviews serve two purposes. First, they validate our experimental manipulation among like-minded voters outside
the candidates’ districts. Second, they allow us to examine explanations for differences between positive and negative
messages. In particular, we consider whether the subjects found the negative messages more informative, as Finkel and
Geer (1998) posit this difference as a potential mechanism negative advertising’s effect as discussed above.
The quantitative results of these interviews are reported in Table 2, and provide strong evidence validating our interpre-
tation of the treatments. Survey participants view the positive letter as “very positive” (it is median and modal response)
and the negative message as between “somewhat” and “very negative.” This difference is strongly statistically significant
(Wilcoxon signed-rank z = −4.42, p > |z| = 0.000), and is reflected in subjects’ open-ended responses.

20 percent. They did not think it prudent to contact any fewer potential supporters, and due to the size of the districts, there were no more additional
supporters to put into either a treatment or control group. We  performed initial power calculations for the districts pooled, which indicated that we would
detect  a 5 percent difference in turnout rates at p = 0.05 between the negative and positive groups with a power of 0.85. When looking at each district
individually, however, the effect size needs to be roughly ten percentage points to have an 80% chance of finding it at p = 0.05.

12 We confirm our household-level randomization procedure in the supporting information; there are no observable characteristics that predict household
assignment to treatment. The variable “predicted likelihood to votec̈omes from a probabilistic model of voting in the 2006 midterm election using voters’
demographics and pre-2006 voting behavior (age and age squared in 2006, sex, whether the individual voted in the three previous elections, and whether
they  voted in a party primary in 2006). We applied the coefficients of this model to the voters’ 2010 demographic characteristics and voting histories to
estimate each voter’s likelihood to vote in the 2010 midterm election, and verified this approach using the same estimation techniques on the 2002 data to
predict voter turnout in 2006. Our prediction correlated strongly with behavior (� = 0.68). Note that we  apply the model even to those subjects whose age
precludes having voted in the last three elections (i.e., those aged 18–24). See Brox and Hoppe (2005) for a discussion of such methods and their predictive
accuracy.

13 Readers may  wonder if our involvement in the campaigns was ethical; subject-voters lack informed consent. In addition to obtaining institutional
review  board approval for the research at our university, it is worth noting that campaigns are already actively contacting voters multiple times in a
campaign and already using experimental methods to study voter behavior in order to win elections (e.g., the Analyst Institute, an organization designed
for  this purpose). Like others, we partner with campaigns in order to advance the scholarship of voter behavior.

14 The supporting information contains all messages’ text and a figure depicting one complete letter. We also vary the quality of the delivery mechanism.
We  examined other local candidates’ mail pieces and consulted professional printers to design a “high qualityänd “low qualitys̈ingle-page letter with a
contribution card and return envelope for each candidate. The high quality mailing envelope, return envelope, and the letterhead had the candidate’s logo
in  color; the letter was  printed on heavier, brighter paper with the candidate’s signature in color ink. The low quality letter used no logos and was printed
monochromatically on the lowest quality of printer paper. There were no discernible effects across these two treatments, so we pool the data across these
treatments.

15 The supporting information contains the interview script.
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Table  1
Sample descriptive statistics.

Control Positive letter Negative letter

District A Obs Mean SD Obs Mean SD Obs Mean SD

Male 259 0.38 0.49 517 0.42 0.49 520 0.42 0.49
Age  256 52.4 15.7 510 53.4 15.9 515 51.8 15.7
Strong  democrat 259 0.27 0.44 517 0.31 0.46 520 0.30 0.46
Weak  democrat 259 0.73 0.44 517 0.69 0.46 520 0.70 0.46
Percent democrats in household 259 0.80 0.26 517 0.80 0.25 520 0.76 0.27
Voters  in household 259 1.93 0.94 517 1.93 0.91 520 2.02 0.85
Previous donor household 259 0.10 0.30 517 0.14 0.35 520 0.12 0.33
Predicted likelihood to vote 256 0.66 0.25 510 0.69 0.25 515 0.69 0.24

Voted  in 2008 general 259 0.93 0.26 517 0.91 0.28 520 0.92 0.27
Voted  in 2006 general 259 0.65 0.48 517 0.71 0.46 520 0.71 0.45
Voted  in 2004 general 259 0.78 0.41 517 0.81 0.40 520 0.82 0.39

Control Positive letter Negative letter

District B Obs Mean SD Obs Mean SD Obs Mean SD

Male 356 0.37 0.48 716 0.41 0.49 716 0.36 0.48
Age  355 50.8 16.0 706 50.2 16.4 712 50.7 16.2
Strong  democrat 356 0.37 0.48 716 0.36 0.48 716 0.36 0.48
Weak  democrat 356 0.63 0.48 716 0.64 0.48 716 0.64 0.48
Percent democrats in household 356 0.84 0.25 716 0.82 0.25 716 0.82 0.25
Voters  in household 356 1.84 0.98 716 1.82 0.93 716 1.86 0.95
Previous donor household 356 0.19 0.39 716 0.18 0.38 716 0.20 0.40
Predicted likelihood to vote 351 0.68 0.24 695 0.67 0.25 704 0.69 0.25

Voted  in 2008 general 356 0.94 0.24 716 0.93 0.26 716 0.92 0.27
Voted  in 2006 general 356 0.72 0.45 716 0.71 0.45 716 0.74 0.44
Voted  in 2004 general 356 0.83 0.37 716 0.81 0.39 716 0.83 0.38

Strong  democrats voted in at least two of the last democratic primaries and no other party primary. Weak democrats voted in one of the last three
democratic primaries, or two of the last three and one non-republican primary
According to Board of Election officials, a birthday of “01/01/1900” in the voter registration records indicates a missing value.
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Table  2
Subject evaluation of letter tone, information, and candidate likeability.

Tone of letter
[1 = very positive; 4 = very
negative]
Positive Negative

Mean SD Mean SD p ≥ |z|
District A 1.1 0.3 3.3 0.6 0.002
District B 1.1 0.4 3.2 0.6 0.002
Both  districts 1.1 0.4 3.2 0.6 0.000

Information in letter
[1 = very; 4 = not at all]
Positive Negative
Mean SD Mean SD p ≥ |z|

District A 1.5 0.5 2.9 0.7 0.002
District B 1.7 0.9 2.2 0.9 0.034
Both  districts 1.6 0.7 2.5 0.9 0.000

Likeability of candidate
[1 = Much more; 4 = Much less]
Positive Negative
Mean SD Mean SD p ≥ |z|

District A 1.5 0.6 3.1 0.7 0.002
District B 1.9 0.7 2.8 0.9 0.082

Both  districts 1.7 0.7 2.9 0.8 0.001

Last  column (p > |z|) reports the statistical significance of Wilcoxon signed-rank test between the positive and the negative letters

Participants responded to the framing effect without prompting. They described the positive letters as “positive”, also
indicating that it “emphasizes qualifications” of the candidates. One participant stated that the positive letter was “selling
himself.” Participants described the negative letter as “negative” and an “attack” and clearly had mixed feelings regarding
the content. It focused one participant’s attention on “what they’ll do if we let them win.” Another said it highlighted “threats
from the other party”, while another said it was “clearly designed to get blood boiling.” A participant who found the negative
message distasteful still offered that it “forces you to do something.” A participant who liked the attack summarized it
thus: “do you know what the Republicans are up to?”16. Both the quantitative and qualitative evidence provide support
that partisan-minded readers perceive the tonal difference between letters, and some qualitative evidence suggesting an
emotional or loss-avoiding reaction to the negative letter.

Participants also saw a difference in informational content between the letters. On average, subjects found the positive
letter to be between “very informative” and “somewhat informative,” but the negative letter to be between “somewhat”
and “not very informative.” This difference is statistically significant (Wilcoxon signed-rank z = −3.83, p > |z| = 0.000). While
it is possible that the ultimate recipients get more information out of the negative than the positive letter, our survey
participants do not, suggesting that voters in the field finding the negative messages more informative is likely not the cause
of any differences we see in fundraising and voter turnout. Furthermore, differences in tone are not merely differences in
information. Participants found the tone difference between the two letters to be larger than the information difference
(Wilcoxon signed-rank z −3.97, p > |z| = 0.000).

We  also examined candidate affect. Because we  do not observe candidate choice for the voters in the field, we wanted
to assess the degree to which negative feelings might possibly influence candidate support. Consistent with the results of
previous laboratory experiments (e.g., Jain and Posavac, 2004), the positive letter makes the candidates between “much
more” and “a little bit more likeable” to survey participants, while the negative letter makes them between “a little less” and
“much less likeable.” This difference is also statistically significant (Wilcoxon signed-rank z = −3.32, p > |z| = 0.001). While
participants felt less favorably toward the candidate following the negative message, several volunteered that they would
still likely vote for him. One put it thus: I “vote for [the Democrat] unless he’s a real doofus.” Another, who was  disinclined
to support candidates who go negative, said “I might vote for him, because he is a Democrat. But I would hold my nose.”
Even if a candidate’s partisans find him less likeable after negative campaigning, they appear unlikely to switch sides. We
turn now to the results from the field experiment.

5. Field experiment results
We  conducted the experiment with the candidates in the first two  weeks of June 2010. The authors produced both can-
didates’ letters using their campaign funds in late May 2010 and shipped the solicitations to the candidates. The candidates

16 These quotations are excerpts of answers made by survey participants to the interviewer (an author) to the question “what is your impression of Item
X?T̈he  use of “positiveänd “negativeïs unprompted by the question. The supporting information contains the interview script; interview notes are available
upon  request.
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Table  3
Contribution rate, revenue per solicitation, and total contributions by district.

Contribution rate
Positive Negative

Obs Mean SD Obs Mean SD p-Value

District A 516 0.014 0.116 519 0.012 0.107 0.77
District B 706 0.006 0.075 709 0.004 0.065 0.70

Revenue per solicitation
Positive Negative
Obs  Mean SD Obs Mean SD p-Value

District A 516 0.562 5.183 519 0.578 5.989 0.96
District B 706 0.283 4.407 709 0.106 1.624 0.32

Total contributions
Positive Negative
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District A $290 $300
District B $200 $75
Last column (p-value) reports the statistical significance of two-sided t-test (unequal variances) between the positive and the negative letters

hen mailed the solicitations to households. All letters were sent in the first two weeks of June. Candidates collected contrib-
tions over the next six weeks, and received no contributions from those solicited following the six week recording period.
ollowing the election, we acquired voter turnout records for each district from the county board of elections. We  consider
ach outcome below17.

.1. Campaign contributions

Table 3 presents the contribution rates, revenue per solicitation (RPS), and total contributions received by district. In
either district do we find evidence that the negative letter stimulates greater rates of giving than the positive one. In
istrict A, 1.4 percent of the positive message recipients donated to the candidate, while 1.2 percent of the negative message

ecipients did so (p-value = 0.775, two-sided t-test with unequal variances). Only 0.6 percent of District B’s positive message
ecipients donated, while 0.4 percent of the negative message recipients gave to the candidate (p-value = 0.701, two-sided
-test with unequal variances).

The fundraising data provide no evidence for the hypothesis that negative campaigning stimulates partisan financial
upport. We  note, however, given how unresponsive donation behavior was  to our treatments, that our lack of difference
ay  stem more from a lack of power than from a lack of actual differences (as seen in, e.g., Miller and Krosnick, 2004)18.

oth positive and negative letters, however, served to stimulate giving among Democrats, as neither candidate received
onations from the control group during or after the period of the study.

.2. Voter turnout

We  now turn to the effect of messages on voter turnout. While receiving a letter is effective in getting partisans to give
rrespective of tone, we will see that for voter turnout, tone does make a difference.

The main treatment effects can be seen in Fig. 1. This shows the rate of voter turnout by treatments and control across
istricts. In both districts, a negative message yields significantly larger voter turnout relative to a positive message. This

s not, however, due to the mobilizing power of negative messages relative to the control group. In District A, the negative
etter yields higher turnout than the control, while the positive letter yields slightly lower turnout (though not significantly).
n District B, both letters lead to lower levels of voter turnout than the control; the negative letter just has a smaller (and
tatistically insignificant) negative impact on turnout.

We examine the robustness of these results in Table 4. The table shows linear probability model regressions of whether
r not the voter turned out to vote on dummies for the two message treatments and the additional covariates we used in

he regressions on contribution behavior19. Confirming the results from Fig. 1, we see that voter turnout is higher for those
ndividuals who received a negative message compared to those who received a positive message. This holds in each district
eparately, with or without covariates. For example, in District A, a negative message yields a 4.9 percentage point increase

17 It is important to note that all effects here are intent-to-treat (ITT), as we cannot determine which households actually read the letter (see Perez-Truglia
nd  Cruces, 2013). That said, for many forms of campaigning, including direct mail, radio, and television advertising, the ITT effect is the effect of interest,
s  campaigns cannot confirm actual receipt of the message.
18 We were uncertain as to how responsive donations would be to the treatments – particularly those discussed in footnote 11 above – given that we
ontacted active partisans of both candidates. Actual donation responses, as shown in Table 3, are far too low for us to generate any meaningful results
iven  the reach of these campaigns. Our donation rate is not dissimilar from other political campaigning experiments, however (Augenblick and Cunha,
015).
19 In control households with multiple partisans, we randomly selected one voter as the “recipient.̈  Our results do not change if we include all partisans
n  control households.
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Fig. 1. Voter turnout by treatment.

in voter turnout relative to a positive message (p-value = 0.064). In District B, this difference is 3.2 percentage points, but is
not statistically significant (p-value = 0.116).

Negative messages consistently have a stronger mobilizing effect than positive messages20. As we  saw in Fig. 1, the effect
of each message relative to the control is not consistent across districts. In District B, both messages reduce turnout relative
to the control, and the positive message has the largest and most significant negative impact, with and without covariates. In
District A, however, the negative message significantly increases turnout relative to the control (but only without controlling
for covariates) but the positive message decreases turnout (although not significantly)21. We  return to this finding in the
discussion.

The fundraising letter was sent five months prior to the election, so as a robustness check on our voter turnout results,
we run a “placebo” check. We  regress the turnout of each of the previous four elections as a function of our treatments. We
report the results of these analyses in Table 5. In panel A, we  regress the turnout of all voters on our treatment variables
alone. In panel B, we restrict the sample to only those voters eligible to vote in all elections examined (i.e., who were at

least 18 in 2002)22. Panels C and D use the same restrictions on the sample as panels A and B, respectively, but include
covariates as in Table 4. As our method for calculating the predicted likelihood to vote requires data from the previous five
elections, we use instead control for likelihood to vote using the voter’s turnout in the three general elections preceding

20 Nickerson (2008) demonstrated that affecting the voter turnout decision of one household member can influence the decision of others to vote. We
examined non-recipients’ voter turnout in 2010 across treatments in the supporting information; the difference in voter turnout between the negative
and  positive letter treatments is positive, but is not statistically significant. There is no spillover behavior to analyze in the fundraising treatments. In one
District  B household, a different member than the addressee sent the return check. The sender, however, had previously indicated a desire to contribute to
the  candidate.

21 Because of this difference, we do not discuss the pooled results here, and thank an anonymous reviewer for raising this issue. Of course, the difference
between the positive and negative letter treatments holds – and is more strongly significant – if we  pool the two  districts (3.8 percentage points, p-
value  = 0.024); these results are presented in columns 5 and 6.

22 As with the predicted likelihood to vote above, we  include those subjects who were 18 in 2002, even though they would not have a previous voting
history for the 1996–2000 election cycles.
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Table  4
Voter turnout of letter recipients.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
District A District A District B District B Both Both

Positive letter −0.004 −0.030 −0.072** −0.070** −0.043* −0.052**

(0.037) (0.034) (0.030) (0.028) (0.024) (0.021)
Negative letter 0.053 0.019 −0.032 −0.038 0.003 −0.014

(0.037) (0.033) (0.030) (0.027) (0.023) (0.021)
Positive = Negative? (p-Value, F-test) 0.062* 0.064* 0.116 0.155 0.016** 0.024**

Male −0.040 0.007 −0.012
(0.024) (0.020) (0.016)

Age −0.001  −0.000 −0.001
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Strong  democrat −0.005 0.035 0.017
(0.028) (0.023) (0.018)

Percent democrats in household 0.007 0.058 0.033
(0.060) (0.054) (0.040)

Voters  in Household 0.025 0.017 0.019*

(0.017) (0.014) (0.011)
Previous democratic donor household 0.077** 0.035 0.049**

(0.033) (0.024) (0.019)
Predicted likelihood to vote 0.954*** 0.849*** 0.897***

(0.048) (0.043) (0.032)
District B binary 0.059***

(0.016)
Constant 0.595*** −0.048 0.711*** 0.062 0.662*** −0.015

(0.031) (0.086) (0.024) (0.076) (0.019) (0.058)
Observations 1294 1279 1771 1734 3065 3013
R-squared 0.003 0.242 0.003 0.230 0.002 0.236

Positive = Negative? reports the p-value of an F-test of the equality of coefficients between the positive and negative letters. Robust standard errors in
parentheses.

*** p < 0.01.
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** p < 0.05.
* p < 0.1.

ach election analyzed23. Across all elections from 2002 to 2008, there is no relationship between our treatment and past
ehavior, indicating that what we find in Table 4 is not spurious24. The voter turnout effects we  find from the treatment

etters are robust.

. Discussion and conclusions

Overall, we find mixed evidence on the effect of negative campaigning in the field. Unlike previous field experiments that
ramed fundraising in terms of policy “threats” and “opportunities” (Miller and Krosnick, 2004) or that primed competitive

otivations for partisan fundraising (Augenblick and Cunha, 2015), we find no evidence that negative messages about the
pposition spurred more giving than the positive message about the candidate. The positive message had higher donation
ates and levels, though not statistically significantly so.

With respect to turnout, however, we do find a strong relative effect. This is consistent with previous research that
ompares positive and negative messages using observational and field experimental data. In our experiment, recipients of
he negative message were roughly 4 percentage points more likely to go to the polls than recipients of the positive message.

hile it is tempting to conclude therefore that negative messages motivate a candidate’s core supporters, it is not the whole
tory. Unlike Niven (2006), our negative message did not have a statistically significant impact on turnout relative to the
ontrol group, while the positive message lowered voter turnout relative to the control group. This result runs contrary to

vidence on partisan get-out-the-vote (GOTV) efforts (Nickerson et al., 2006) which find a small mobilizing effect. Unlike
he GOTV efforts, targeted voters received the message several months prior to Election Day, and our letters do not contain
ny information about how or where to vote.

23 We also use participation in the previous three Democratic elections to indicate partisanship in place of the calculated “strong Democratv̈ariable. We
emonstrate in the first two columns of panels C and D that these changes do not affect our results in the 2010 general election.
24 In the supporting information, we conduct an additional robustness check using data from 2002 through 2014. Using data on all recipients eligible to
ote  in elections from 2002 forward, we estimate the following regression: Vit =

∑
˛i +

∑
 ̌ ∗ Negativet +

∑
ı ∗ Positivet +

∑
�t + εit This fixed-effect

egression at the individual level allows us to examine the difference between the positive and negative letter recipients in years before and after the
lection of the experiment, controlling for any individual-level characteristics that are time invariant. We find a significant difference between the negative
nd  positive letter recipients in 2010, and a weakly significant effect in 2014. This remains true even if we estimate the standard errors via bootstrapping,
uggesting again that our result is not spurious.
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Table  5
Robustness check: treatment differences in prior elections.

Panel A: Without covariates
2010 2008 2006 2004 2002

Positive letter −0.043* −0.008 0.017 −0.004 0.005
(0.024) (0.013) (0.023) (0.019) (0.024)

Negative letter 0.004 −0.013 0.035 0.010 0.010
(0.023) (0.013) (0.022) (0.019) (0.024)

Observations 3065 3065 3065 3065 3065
R-squared 0.002 0.000 0.001 0.000 0.000
Panel  B: Without covariates, restricted to 2002 age-eligible voters

2010 2008 2006 2004 2002
Positive letter −0.037 −0.006 0.015 0.000 0.012

(0.024) (0.013) (0.023) (0.019) (0.025)
Negative letter 0.007 −0.010 0.033 0.016 0.013

(0.024) (0.013) (0.022) (0.019) (0.024)
Observations 2976 2976 2976 2976 2976
R-squared 0.002 0.000 0.001 0.000 0.000
Panel  C: With covariates

2010a 2010b 2008 2006 2004 2002
Positive letter −0.052** −0.049** −0.007 0.014 −0.000 0.009

(0.021) (0.022) (0.012) (0.020) (0.016) (0.017)
Negative letter −0.014 −0.001 −0.016 0.032 0.008 0.001

(0.021) (0.021) (0.012) (0.020) (0.016) (0.017)
Observations 3013 3035 3035 3035 3035 3035
R-squared 0.236 0.196 0.058 0.241 0.322 0.524
Panel  D: With covariates, restricted to 2002 age-eligible voters

2010a 2010b 2008 2006 2004 2002
Positive letter −0.048** −0.044** −0.005 0.009 0.001 0.011

(0.022) (0.022) (0.012) (0.020) (0.016) (0.017)
Negative letter −0.011 0.001 −0.014 0.027 0.011 0.002

(0.021) (0.021) (0.012) (0.020) (0.016) (0.017)
Observations 2927 2946 2946 2946 2946 2946
R-squared 0.225 0.187 0.060 0.227 0.301 0.504

2010a refers to coefficients from regressions estimated as in Table 4 for the pooled districts; 2010b refers to coefficients from regressions estimated with
binary variables for the last three general elections and the last three primary elections in place of “Predicted Likelihood to Vote” and “Strong Democrat”,
respectively. Robust standard errors in parentheses.
*** p < 0.01.

** p < 0.05.
*
 p < 0.1.

Because our experiment uses a combination of methods (survey and field experiment), measurements of behavior
(monetary and voting contribution), and comparisons (both between treatments and to a control group) to study nega-
tive campaigning in an actual election, we are able to consider several possible causal mechanisms behind our results.
First, consider emotional response to the messages as an explanation. Subjects in the survey do admit to feeling riled
and action-prone by the negative message relative to the positive one. But if an emotional reaction to the negative mes-
sages were the mechanism behind the relative effect, we  would expect to see it primarily in the donation data, where
affect could drive immediate behavior, but less so if at all in the turnout data, by which time the emotional reaction to
the argument would likely have faded (Adler et al., 1998; Grimm and Mengel, 2011). This is not what we see. There is
no significant difference in financial contribution between messages; only months later do we see a difference in voter
turnout.

It is also difficult to attribute the difference in turnout between messages to the negative message receiving more weight
in the partisans’ minds, as it had no impact on their turnout relative to voters in the control group. It is, however, possible
to explain our results as information transmission, though not of the kind posited by previous research that finds negative
messages more informative. Recall that our survey respondents found the positive message more informative than the
negative one. When comparing only the negative and positive messages, we  cannot say whether partisans’ turnout behavior
was affected by a message, just what the difference in the two messages is. Compared to the control, however, we  see that
the negative message had no significant effect on turnout, while the positive message decreased turnout. This is entirely
consistent with the survey result: the more informative message changes voter behavior, while the less informative one
does not.

We  do not, however, argue here that tone is merely information. We  suggest, rather, that tone has an effect separable
from how informative a message is. Consider the following thought experiment. Suppose that only having received infor-

mation from our messages matters for voter turnout, and that the messages we employed can be ranked according to their
information content, as indeed they can: the positive message has more information than the negative message, according
to our survey respondents. We  should expect that the ordering of the effect of messages is consistent across districts. Even



i
s
t
t

i
t
o
c
a

o
t
m
w
W
(
i
d

a
v
c
B
m

p
T
n
d
c

y
t
t
p
t
p
t

m
l
f
m
t
W
i
o
a

c
O
y
w
t
p
o

t

J. Barton et al. / Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization 121 (2016) 99–113 111

f the effect of information is positive in one district or negative in another, if information is the only variable at work, we
hould observe that the ordering of messages according to their impact – including the no-information control group – is
he same across districts. If the two districts do not show the same ordering of turnout across the three groups, this implies
hat it is not just information that matters, but that tone has its own separate effect.

In all orderings, the message treatment that contains the most information should have the most extreme effect, either
ncreasing or decreasing turnout, relative to the control. The effect of the less informative treatment should lie between
he control and the more informative treatment. Now, if information is helpful in one district but hurtful in the other, the
rdering of the magnitude always holds (the most informative has the largest effect, then the least informative, then the
ontrol), just in opposite directions (helpful information increases turnout, and hurtful information lowers it). Such orderings
re consistent with information, and not tone itself, affecting voter turnout.

As we saw in Fig. 1, the effect of each message relative to no message is not consistent across districts. There is a clear
rdering of voter turnout outcomes (t) in District B, with tBcontrol ≥ tBnegative > tBpositive. In District A, the ordering is
Anegative > tAcontrol ≥ tApositive. The results from District B are consistent with a pure information story, that is, infor-

ation affects turnout, and positive messages having more information than negative ones. If this were the case, then we
ould expect a similar ordering of turnout across treatments and control in District A based on the assumptions above.
e do not see this in the data. Indeed, using a Cuzick (1985) nonparametric trend test25, we  reject the null for District B

p-value = 0.014) but not in District A (p-value = 0.599). That is, voter turnout can be ordered as highest in the control, then
n the negative message treatment, then in the positive message treatment in District B, but there is no such order in the
ata from District A.

We  also test whether the alternative ordering, where the negative message has the largest effect relative to the control,
nd the positive message has an intermediate effect, is significant. We  find no evidence of this ordering in District B (p-
alue = 0.563) but do find evidence for it in District A (p-value = 0.090). Taking the results from both tests together, we can
onclude that there is statistical evidence for the positive message having the largest effect relative to the control in District

 and the negative message having the largest effect in District A. These results are not consistent with only information
attering. Tone is important independent of the informational content.
Our turnout results confirm that negative messages do not diminish turnout relative to positive ones; at least among

artisans, it is the negative message that yielded significantly higher turnout, though not relative to receiving no message.
his result is consistent with naturally occurring and laboratory evidence, even if the explanations for a mobilizing effect of
egative campaigns do not readily explain our findings. That the levels of turnout across the control and treatment groups
iffers by district presents an additional puzzle. In particular, in District A, both letters lead to higher turnout relative to the
ontrol (albeit not significantly so), while in District B, the positive letter significantly lowers turnout.

One possible explanation for this difference is the political particulars of each candidate. As both messages in District B
ield lower turnout than the control, perhaps the candidate himself turns off voters, while the negative message reminds
hese partisans of the stakes of not supporting their own  party. In District A, however, both messages yield (slightly) higher
urnout, as most of the get-out-the-vote literature would anticipate, with the negative message simply outperforming the
ositive message. This implies that the District B candidate, though, is more unpopular among his own partisans compared
o the District A candidate. This is certainly possible, but seems unlikely, as the District B candidate won  his primary (and
laced a close second in the 2008 primary), and went on to win more votes than any other candidate in the district during
he general election.

Another possibility is that it is not merely the candidate, but both the candidate and political context that matter for
essages. We  noted above that District A leans heavily Republican, while District B is more Democratic, but not nearly as

opsided. Perhaps both letters in District A remind these Republican-surrounded Democrats of the importance of supporting
ellow partisans for office, with the negative message making that importance clearer, while in “safe” District B, the positive

essage merely indicates that a perfectly electable Democrat is running – as he’ll prevail, no need to turn out here – while
he negative message removes some, but not all, of this all-will-be-well affect, potentially triggering feelings of loss aversion.

hile such an interpretation is plausible, we withhold judgment as to the best explanation for between-district results, as
t both requires assumptions that are not readily testable with our data, and tries to craft an explanation for a sample size
f two districts. We  believe that observing such differences across more than two districts would be best before offering
dditional speculation on these particular districts.

In addition to providing some evidence on the causal mechanism behind negative advertising, there are practical impli-
ations of these findings. Candidates and political parties depend on contributions, for which they generally have to ask.
ur results suggest that these groups face a tradeoff when making purely positive arguments: the act of asking positively
ields monetary contributions but reduces “political contributions” at the ballot box. No such tradeoff exists in our data
hen asking with a negative appeal. As campaigns need to fundraise in order to operate, but do not want to demobilize

heir own supporters, it appears that going negative is the best way  to ask for political donations. Thus, despite voters’ stated

references for positive messages, it should not surprise partisan supporters of any stripe that their favored candidates go
n the attack when asking for their support.

25 The null hypothesis of the test is that there is no order in voter turnout across the control and treatment groups, against the alternative hypothesis that
here is a significant ordering of the data with the positive message having the largest difference from the control.
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