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｜Abstract｜

This study examines the candidate strategy of distributing negative 
messages in U.S. presidential campaigns. This study develops a 
comprehensive model to account for candidate decisions to employ 
negative messages in U.S. presidential campaigns and test it using data 
collected from all available campaign advertisements produced by major 
party candidates competing in the 1976-1996 U.S. presidential elections. 
The findings of the analysis show that several variables such as 'timing,' 
'opposition attacks,' and 'support difference' follow the expected 
directions. The results suggest that how presidential candidates employ 
negative messages hinges on the strategic rationale to maximize their 
benefits in terms of changes in the specific campaign contexts over the 
course of the campaign.
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I. Introduction

Generally, candidates for all levels of elections want to win. In 

order to win they must defeat their opponents, using various 

strategies to do so. One of the strategies they use is to wage 

negative campaigning tactics and negative campaigning seems 

prevalent today. As the use of negative messages has become 

more pervasive, scholarly interest in the topic has also increased. 

Most of the work in this area has concentrated on the effects of 

negative messages on the motivation of voter such as candidate 

evaluation and vote choice (Roddy and Garramone 1988; 

Ansolabehere et al. 1994; Lariscy and Tinkham 1996; Finkel and 

Geer 1998; Freeman and Goldstein 1999; Kahn and Kennedy 1999; 

Fridkin and Kennedy 2004). Meanwhile, some studies have focused 

on why candidates go negative (Skaperdas and Grofman 1995; 

Harrington and Hess 1996; Hale, Fox, and Farmer 1996; Haynes 

and Rhine 1998; Theilmann and Whilhite 1998; Damore 2002). 

This study develops a comprehensive model to account for 

candidate decisions to employ negative messages in U.S. 

presidential campaigns, based on the findings of the previous 

research on the strategic rationale of candidate decisions to 

employ negative messages. The model incorporates the relationship 

between the competitiveness of a race and the distribution of 

negative messages because there has been little research examining 
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whether competitive races affect candidate strategies to distribute 

negative messages during presidential campaigns. Then the model 

is tested using data collected from all available campaign 

advertisements produced by major party candidates competing in 

the 1976-1996 presidential elections. The results of the analysis 

suggest that candidate strategies to employ negative messages in 

presidential campaigns hinges on the strategic rationale to 

maximize their benefits in terms of changes in the specific 

campaign contexts over the course of the campaign.

II. Strategic Rationale for Negative Campaigning

This study posits that winning in the campaign is the goal of 

the campaign strategy and that candidates achieve the goal with 

rational decision-making. This study examines the campaign 

strategies of major party candidates taking into account that third 

party and independent candidates may run for purpose other than 

winning presidential elections (Damore 2002; Singelman and Buell, 

Jr. 2003). 

How do candidates decide to employ negative messages?1) With 

which strategic rationale do candidates determine to wage negative 

messages? Skaperdas and Gorfman (1995) argue that going negative 

offers an opportunity that candidates undermine their opponents’ 

1) Positive messages highlight the candidate producing the advertisement, 
while negative messages focus on the opposition (Damore 2002).
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support. Their model assumes that both major party candidates 

basically try to appeal to undecided voters with positive messages. 

If they distribute positive messages equally, they will split the 

undecided vote evenly. As they continue to wage the positive 

messages, however, the pool of undecided voters gets smaller, 

producing diminishing returns for each side. Accordingly, to 

dislodge some of the opponent’s current supporters into the 

undecided group, they decide to distribute some resources to 

attack each other rather than pursuing a strategy based purely on 

the positive messages. In other words, candidates decide to 

employ negative messages with the strategic rationale to beat a 

status quo at a certain point and make a more favorable campaign 

environment for them on condition that the benefits of using 

negative messages are greater than the costs of employing them 

(Damore 2002).  

Due to the dynamic and interdependent nature of the campaign 

process, the strategic rationale for going negative varies in 

response to changes in the specific campaign contexts that a 

candidate faces during the campaign. Candidates in competitive 

races are more willing to engage in significant amounts of 

negative campaigning (Hale, Fox, and Farmer 1996; Haynes and 

Rhine 1998; Goldstein and Freedman 2002). Competitive races are 

characterized by intense competition between two major party 

candidates, both of whom have the resources to mount extensive 

television advertising campaigns, which typically consist of a mix 
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of positive and negative messages. After an initial name 

recognition phase, a competitive race often develops into a 

protracted battle based on attacks and counterattacks between the 

candidates (Hale, Fox, and Farmer 1996). In the beginning of the 

campaign, two major party candidates are likely to spend their 

time trying to expand their support by using positive messages 

because they need to take time to spread their strong aspects to 

attract undecided voters to their sides and to make supporters of 

the opponents move to the undecided group. As the campaign 

proceeds with continuous positive campaigning, however, the pool 

of undecided voters gets smaller, diminishing returns for each side. 

Under the circumstance, as the campaign gets more competitive, 

both candidates are often forced to attack as their rivals attack 

them. It is mainly because, on the one hand, a candidate who 

trails the opponent closely in the polls is willing to employ 

negative messages because he considers positive messages 

ineffective to beat a status quo. On the other hand, a candidate 

who is in the unstable lead is also likely to attack as his rival 

attack him since the rising rival threatens his position (Haynes and 

Rhine 1998). Therefore, while positive messages remain part of the 

mix, negative messages get most of the attention, including that of 

news media (Hale, Fox, and Farmer 1996). 

The number of negative messages tends to increase as election 

day approaches in presidential elections (Damore 2002; Goldstein 

and Freedman 2002). Candidates are likely to focus on their 
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attention on their own strengths early in a campaign and then 

shift their attention to their opponents’ weaknesses as election day 

approaches to beat a status quo and make a more favorable 

campaign environment for them.  

Candidates facing opponents’ negative messages are likely to 

employ more negative messages (Kahn and Kennedy 1996; Haynes 

and Rhine 1998; Damore 2002). According to Haynes and Rhine 

(1998), if a candidate attacks the opponent (usually frontrunner) 

and it receives media coverage, the candidate being attacked tends 

to use negative messages as the response. Campaign consultants 

point out that the only way to defuse an attack is to 

counterattack, and responding to the opposition’s attacks can be 

less costly in terms of any voter or media repercussions (Damore 

2002).

Candidates who are behind in the race or who expect to loss 

tend to employ more negative messages (Skaperdas and Grofman 

1995; Kahn and Kennedy 1996; Haynes and Rhine 1998; Damore 

2002). These candidates need to alter voters’ assessments for the 

campaign and the candidates. As using positive messages to do so 

may be ineffective, given voters’ initial assessments of their 

candidates, the best option for these candidates may be to offer 

voters not to support the opposition by using negative messages. 

And they can generally accept the risk to be suffered from a 

backlash and see their own evaluations fall. Therefore, for these 



Candidate Strategy of Distributing Negative Messages in U.S. Presidential Campaigns ｜ 43 ｜

candidates, the benefits of employing negative messages are greater 

than the costs. 

Challengers are more willing to employ negative messages than 

incumbents (Tinkham and Weaver-Lariscy 1995; Hale, Fox, and 

Farmer 1996; and Kahn and Kennedy 1996). Challengers generally 

believe that their only chance is to give the electorate some 

reasons to vote against the sitting incumbent considering the 

“incumbent effect.” Given voters’ initial assessments of incumbent 

candidates, using positive messages to do so may be ineffective. 

Accordingly, the best option for challengers may be to offer voters 

not to support the incumbent by using negative messages. 

Some studies show that Republican candidates, all else equal, 

are more likely to employ negative messages (Skaperdas and 

Grofman 1995; Kahn and Kennedy 1996; Haynes and Rhine 1998). 

This prediction is based on the preferred strategies of Republican 

consultants, who more often report they would attack their 

opponents in certain campaign situations.

Based on the findings of the previous research on the strategic 

rationale for going negative, this study develops a comprehensive 

model to account for candidate strategies to employ negative 

messages in presidential campaigns as follows.

NM = B0 + B1C + B2T + B3OA + B4SD + B5TC + B6P
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Where

NM = Negative Messages distributed over the course of the 

presidential campaign

C  = 'Competitiveness' variable indicating how closely 

candidates stand in poll standings 

T  = 'Timing' variable showing the number of days prior to 

election day

OA = 'Opposition Attacks' variable indicating opposition 

candidates’ prior appeals that are negative 

SD = 'Support Difference' variable showing how far candidates 

are ahead or behind in poll standings 

TC = 'Type of Candidates' variable indicating whether 

candidates are incumbents, challengers, or open-seat 

candidates

P  = 'Party' variable showing whether candidates are 

Democrats or Republicans

III. Model Specification 

The dependent variable of the model is the tone of messages. It 

is coded as 1 if the tone of an individual message is negative and 

0 if positive. Each political message is categorized by the following 

mutually exclusive categories:
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Positive message: a positive portrayal of the sponsoring 

candidate’s character traits and issue 

positions.

Negative message: a negative portrayal of the opposing 

candidate’s character traits and issue 

positions. 

Based on the above categorization, the content analysis of the 

total 476 ads found 608 messages which are negative in tone 

(35%) and 1109 positive ads in tone (65%). 

Competitiveness. The competitiveness of a presidential campaign 

is measured by the absolute values of the difference in voter 

support for two major party candidates during the campaign (close 

to 0: competitive, far from 0: non-competitive). It is expected that 

as a presidential campaign got more competitive, candidates were 

more likely to employ negative messages during the presidential 

campaign.  

Timing. This variable is employed to capture the impact that 

proximity to election day exerts on the allocation of negative 

messages. It covers the period of time between party conventions 

and election day. To measure the variable, a political message 

distributed on election day is counted as 0 (election day = 0), and 

each message distributed during the period gets a relevant 

numerical value according to the period of time from election day. 

For example, if a message came out 25 days before election day, 
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it is given the value of 25. I anticipate that the likelihood that 

candidates would employ negative messages tended to increase 

toward the end of the presidential campaign.

Opposition Attacks. This variable is included to assess the 

impact that the inter-candidate dynamics have on the distribution 

of negative messages. It is measured by the percent of opposing 

candidates’ prior use of negative messages before candidates 

employ negative messages. It is anticipated that the effect of 

opposition attacks would have a positive relationship with the 

dependent variable of the model.

Support Difference. This study includes the variable to examine 

the impact of candidates’ poll standings on their decision to 

attack. It is measured by the natural values of the difference in 

voter support for two major party candidates during the campaign 

(positive (+): ahead in the poll, negative (-): behind in the poll). I 

expect that candidates who were behind in the polls were more 

likely to employ negative messages than candidates who were 

ahead. In addition, an interaction term combining the 

competitiveness and the support difference is included in the 

model to capture any additional impact of the interaction between 

the competitiveness and the support difference on the dependent 

variable. 

Party & Type of Candidates. This study employs two dummy 

variables to control for the variance in the dependent variable that 

may stem from candidates' party affiliations and the type of 
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candidates. 'Party' dummy is coded 1 if a candidate belongs to the 

Democratic Party, 0 the Republican Party. It is expected that 

Republican candidates were more likely to engage in the negative 

messages than Democratic candidates in the presidential campaign. 

For 'Type of Candidates' variable, I use an open-seat candidate as 

a baseline and compare it with the other two types of candidates, 

the incumbent candidate and the challenger. I anticipate that 

challengers or open-seat candidates were willing to engage in 

more negative messages than incumbents. 

To test the model empirically, this study employs data collected 

from all available televised campaign advertisements produced by 

major party presidential candidates competing in the 1976 – 1996 

U.S. presidential campaigns made available by the Julian Kanter 

Political Commercials Archive. Data for the six campaigns are 

pooled into a single dataset.2) The model’s unit of analysis is an 

individual message that included a unique mention of an issue or 

trait within an advertisement that could be positive or negative in 

tone over the course of the campaign. The number of 

observations in the model is 1717 messages taken from 476 

television advertisements.3) Logit regression analysis is employed 

2) David F. Damore at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas generously 
shared the valuable data with me for this study. I truly appreciate him 
for his understanding and support.

3) The number of advertisements produced by each candidate for each 
campaign is as follows: 1976 Carter = 27, Ford = 40; 1980 Carter = 45, 
Reagan = 60; 1984 Mondale = 35, Reagan = 35; 1988 Dukakis = 71, Bush 
= 26; 1992 Clinton = 32, Bush = 18; and 1996 Clinton =41, Dole =34.
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taking into account that the dependent variable of the model is 

dichotomous (1 = negative message, 0 = positive message). 

IV. Results

Table 1. The Distribution of Negative Messages in the U.S. 

Presidential Campaigns

Variables Coefficients Odd Ratio

Competitiveness -.0115 (.0096) .9886

Timing -.0100*** (.0029) .9900

Opposition Attacks 2.3182*** (.4309) 10.1573

Support Difference -.0406** (.0170) .9602

Competitiveness x Support 
Difference

.0011 (.0010) 1.0011

Party .3801*** (.1056) 1.4624

Incumbent -.3034 (.1151) .7383

Challenger -.1382 (.1555) .7383

Constant -.7034*** (.2169)

N 1717

Percent of Correctly 
Predicted

63.3

Log-likelihood -1062.1667

Model Chi-square 107.60

Pseudo R2 .0482

***: Statistically significant at .01 level.
**: Statistically significant at .05 level.
Note: Standard errors are listed in parentheses.
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Table 1 presents the results of the logit regression analysis 

examining how negative messages were distributed during the 

1976 – 1996 U.S. presidential campaigns. The dependent variable 

in the model is 'TONE,' 1 if the tone of a message is negative 

and 0 if positive. To examine whether the variables of the model 

are jointly significant, this study employed a Wald test. The result 

of the test shows that the variables are jointly significant in 

explaining the dependent variable at .05 level.4) Overall, the model 

is healthy by predicting 63.3% of cases correctly.

The result reports that the 'competitiveness' variable is not 

statistically significant although the negative direction of the 

coefficient of the variable implies that as the presidential campaign 

became more competitive, candidates were more likely to employ 

negative messages. This finding contrasts to the finding of the 

previous research that a candidate in the “horserace” is more 

likely to employ negative messages. Why did the different result 

come out? Intuitively, we may explain that such a different result 

was produced because the previous research analyzed different 

electoral contexts. Hale, Fox, and Farmer (1996) examined a 

sample of 420 U.S. Senate ads produced between 1984 and 1994, 

Goldstein and Freedman (2002) analyzed the 2000 congressional 

races (Senate and House races), and Hanyes and Rhine (1998) 

examined the 1992 Democratic presidential nomination race. 

4) The result shows that I can reject the null hypothesis that the 
variables are not jointly significant (chi-square = 96.27, critical value 
with 8 degrees of freedom for p<.05 = 12.59).
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Taking into consideration that candidate decisions to go negative 

may be a function of changes to the specific campaign contexts 

(Damore 2002), it is possible to produce different results when we 

examine different electoral contexts. 

Even so, why did a competitive race not affect candidates' 

decisions to go negative only in the presidential campaigns? It 

may result from the feature of presidential campaigns that 

candidate resources are relatively more equal in presidential 

campaigns than in other electoral contexts because presidential 

campaigns have been paid large amounts of attention by voters 

and mass media, and due to public financing (Damore 2002, 680). 

In addition, unlike presidential nomination campaigns possible for 

a candidate to withdraw from the race on the way, presidential 

campaigns usually start out and are over with the same two 

major-party candidates. Under the circumstances, though they are 

far behind in the polls, they should do their best during the 

presidential campaign to try to satisfy their supporters as much as 

possible for the current campaign and in preparation for the next 

presidential campaign. Regardless of how competitive the 

campaign is (or how closely they stand in the polls), therefore, it 

may be rational that presidential candidates are likely to employ 

negative messages when they contemplate using negative messages 

to be more effective than positive messages in order to beat a 

status quo and make a more favorable campaign environment. The 

rationale may be supported by the result of the interaction term, 



Candidate Strategy of Distributing Negative Messages in U.S. Presidential Campaigns ｜ 51 ｜

which is not statistically significant, that there is no additional 

impact of the interaction between the competitiveness and the 

support difference on the dependent variable. 

The 'timing' variable follows the expected direction that more 

negative messages were likely to be distributed toward the end of 

the presidential campaign. The result of the analysis shows that 

for each additional day approaching election day during the 

campaign, the odds of employing negative messages were expected 

to increase by a factor of .99, holding all else constant. 

The result of the analysis on the 'opposition attacks' variable 

shows that presidential candidates were more likely to engage in 

the negative messages when they were being attacked by their 

opponents during the campaign. For one percent change in the 

opposition attacks, the odds of employing negative messages were 

expected to increase by a factor of 10.16, holding all other 

variables constant.     

The 'support difference' variable follows the expected direction 

that candidates who were behind in the polls were more likely to 

employ negative messages than candidates who were ahead during 

the presidential campaign. The result of the analysis shows that 

for one percent change in the support difference, the odds of 

employing negative messages were expected to decrease by a 

factor of 0.96, holding all other variables constant. 

Two dummies do not follow the expected direction. The 'party' 

dummy follows the opposite path to the expectation that 
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Republican candidates were more likely to employ negative 

messages than Democratic candidates. The result of the analysis 

shows that for a 1 unit change of the party variable, the odds of 

Democrats employing negative messages were expected to increase 

by a factor of 1.46 compared to Republicans, when holding all 

else constant. Similarly, the finding of the analysis indicates that 

the 'type of candidates' variable indicate that it has no significant 

relationship with the dependent variable. It does not support the 

findings of the previous research that challengers or open-seat 

candidates were willing to engage in more negative messages than 

incumbents during the campaign. 

V. Conclusion

In an attempt to account more fully for presidential candidates' 

decisions to distribute negative messages during the campaign, this 

study developed a comprehensive model based on the findings of 

the previous research on why candidates go negative. Then this 

study tested the model using data collected from all available 

campaign advertisements produced by major party candidates 

competing in the 1976-1996 U.S. presidential campaigns. 

The results of the logit regression analysis suggest that 

competitive races do not affect presidential candidates' decisions to 

distribute negative messages during the campaign although the 

negative direction of the coefficient of the variable implies that as 
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presidential campaigns became more competitive, candidates were 

more likely to employ negative messages. Meanwhile, the findings 

showed that such variables as 'timing,' 'opposition attacks,' and 

'support difference' affect presidential candidates' decisions to go 

negative during the campaign: candidates were more likely engage 

in negative messages toward the end of the campaign, candidates 

being attacked were more willing to employ negative messages, 

and candidates who were behind in poll standings were likely to 

engage in more negative messages than candidates who were 

ahead. The overall findings of the analysis suggest that candidate 

strategies to distribute negative messages in presidential campaigns 

hinges on the strategic rationale to maximize their benefits in 

terms of changes in the specific campaign contexts over the 

course of the campaign. 
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미국대통령선거에서 후보자들의 네거티브 메세지 배포 전략 

민정훈*5)

논문요약

이 연구는 미국대통령선거에서 후보자들이 네거티브 메세지를 어떻게 

배포하는가를 검토한다. 이를 위해 대선 후보자들의 네거티브 메세지 배

포 결정을 설명하는 모델을 발전시키고, 1976-1996년 미국대통령선거

에서 주요 정당 후보자들이 배포하였던 캠페인 광고 데이터를 통해 경

험적으로 분석한다. 분석결과는 '타이밍', '상대후보의 공격', '지지율 차

이' 등의 요인들이 후보자들의 네거티브 메세지 배포 결정에 영향을 미

치는 것으로 나타났다. 이는 미국대선 후보자들의 네거티브 메세지 배포

결정은 변화하는 캠페인 환경속에서 자신들의 이득을 최대화하기 위한 

전략적 고려에 달려있음을 제시해준다.

주제어: 대통령선거, 네거티브 메세지, 후보자 전략, 전략적 고려, 캠페
인 환경
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