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ABSTRACT
On paper, women politicians should be punished more than men 
when they go negative during election campaigns. Yet, empirical 
evidence in this sense is surprisingly scarce, and findings offer 
a muddled picture. In this article, we argue that existing research 
has, so far, neglected to consider a fundamental intervening factor: 
the role of the context, and specifically the level of descriptive 
representation of women in politics. Using novel large-scale data 
for 700+ candidates having competed in 150+ elections in 94 coun
tries worldwide, we test – and confirm – the expectation that women 
are especially punished for negative campaigning in countries with 
low descriptive representation of women in politics. This pattern 
does not hold in more gender-equal contexts. Additional observa
tional evidence from the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems 
(CSES) shows that this electoral punishment is likely due to voters 
expressing lower likability of women candidates (compared to men) 
when the former go negative in countries where women are less 
established in political leadership positions. We suggest that incon
sistent results in previous studies are likely due to the lack of com
parative focus.
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In this article, we hypothesize – and find – that voters tend to punish women more than 
men when they attack their opponents during election campaigns, but only when country- 
level descriptive representation of women in politics is low.

Based on gender stereotypes (e.g., Schneider & Bos, 2014) and role congruity theory 
(Eagly & Karau, 2002), one would generally expect women to be more punished than men 
when they go negative on their opponents: as attack politics broadly falls within the realm of 
stereotypical masculine behavior (Lawless, 2004; Schneider & Bos, 2014), and people tend to 
dislike stereotype violation (e.g., Heilman et al., 2004; Rudman et al., 2012), voters are 
assumed to dislike when women politicians employ an attack campaign strategy compared 
to men. Although this topic has received ample scholarly attention (e.g., Gordon et al., 2003; 
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Krupnikov & Bauer, 2014), the mixed empirical findings do not provide a conclusive 
answer.

A significant limitation of current scholarship is its frequent focus on single cases – 
usually within the US – at isolated points in time, which overlooks the broader context. 
While large-scale comparative work on the drivers and consequences of negative 
campaigning is rapidly increasing (e.g., Maier & Nai, 2022; Nai, 2020; Papp & Patkós, 
2019; Valli & Nai, 2022), this scholarship has, so far, neglected to use a comparative lens 
to assess the presence of electoral punishment against women that go negative on their 
political opponents. This is particularly striking since theories explaining gendered 
effects of negativity are rooted in societal and context-dependent phenomena – speci
fically, the violation of gender stereotypes. While gender stereotypes are a global phe
nomenon (e.g., Zafra & Garcia-Retamero, 2011), they are deeply ingrained in cultural 
values (e.g., Norris & Inglehart, 2001) and vary across different societies (e.g., Obioma 
et al., 2022). These variations are not confined to general gender stereotypes but extend 
to gendered politician stereotypes, which appear to evolve alongside the growing 
descriptive representation of women in political leadership (Kerevel & Atkeson, 2015; 
Van der Pas et al., 2024). Consequently, it is imperative to analyze these dynamics across 
different countries and political environments to fully understand the variations in 
electoral backlash.

This is the conceptual starting point of our article: do country-level variations in the role 
of women in politics explain whether women candidates face an electoral backlash when 
they campaign negatively against their opponents? More specifically, is there a stronger 
backlash in countries with low levels of descriptive representation of women in politics? To 
answer this question, we leverage what we believe is the largest dataset about the content of 
election campaigns across the world, the Negative Campaigning Comparative Expert 
Survey (NEGex; Nai, 2020, Nai & Maier, 2024). Our analyses cover 700+ “top” candidates 
having competed in 159 elections in 94 countries between 2016 and 2022.

Our findings reveal that women candidates, compared to men, receive a lower share of 
voter support when they go negative against their opponents, but this trend is observed 
primarily in countries with lower levels of women’s descriptive representation in politics. 
Additional analyses, using survey data from the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems 
(CSES, 2023), reveal similar results regarding individual voter perceptions of candidates’ 
likability. Even after controlling for key factors like ideological distance, voters in countries 
with low descriptive representation of women tend to like women candidates less than men 
candidates when they engage in negative campaigning.

This study brings the field forward in both a theoretical and a methodological way. By 
considering how societal gender norms at large shape voter perceptions and reactions to 
candidates’ campaign strategies, this approach extends the current theoretical framework 
on gendered political stereotypes and offers a plausible explanation for the inconsistent 
results observed in past research. Methodologically, the study leverages large-scale expert 
data on the content of election campaigns to dramatically expand the scope of existing 
comparative research on the effects of political communication globally. By incorporating 
comprehensive datasets, this research moves beyond the limitations of prior studies, which 
often focused on single-country analyses or smaller sample sizes. This methodological 
innovation enables a more robust analysis of the relationship between campaign strategies 
and voter behavior across diverse political and cultural contexts. Together, these theoretical 
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and methodological contributions significantly enhance our understanding of the intersec
tion between gender, political communication, and electoral outcomes from a comparative 
perspective. All data, materials, and codes are available for replication in the following OSF 
repository: https://osf.io/65tpy/

Negative Campaigning and Gender

Negative campaigning, i.e., “any criticism levelled by one candidate against another during 
a campaign” (Geer, 2006, p. 23), can take many forms. In particular, an attack can be 
categorized according to its focus (policy vs. character attacks) and whether it is civil or 
uncivil (Brooks & Geer, 2007). Research indicates that most attacks are on policy 
(W. L. Benoit, 2022) and can be considered civil (e.g., Ballard et al., 2022). Whether negative 
campaigning is a successful electoral strategy remains unclear (Lau et al., 2007). The 
“negativity bias” indicates that individuals and journalists tend to focus more on negative 
information than positive information (e.g., Soroka, 2014). However, this attention does not 
necessarily lead to electoral success. While many studies show that it can reduce support for 
the target of the attacks (e.g., King & McConnell, 2003), others show a backlash effect 
against the attacker (e.g., Mendoza et al., 2024; Roese & Sande, 1993) as the public generally 
dislikes such aggressive tactics (e.g., Fridkin & Kenney, 2011).

It is likely that the effectiveness of negative campaigning is conditional on the circum
stances of the attack, that is, who goes negative and when. One such circumstance might be 
the gender of the attacker. Someone’s gender elicits strong stereotypical expectations: based 
on gender stereotypes, people assign identical characteristics to members of a certain gender 
group, not considering the differences in attributes and characteristics that exist within the 
group (e.g., Aronson, 2004). This can lead to people having ideas about what men and 
women are like (descriptive) or what they should be like (prescriptive) (e.g., Prentice & 
Carranza, 2002). Social Role Theory (SRT) poses that these gender stereotypes originate 
from the gender division in labor: as men participate in greater numbers than women in the 
paid workforce and are overrepresented in positions of power and status, while women are 
overrepresented in nurturing roles – both at home and in their jobs – people tend to 
associate agency with men and communion with women (Eagly & Wood, 2012; Eagly et al., 
2000). Thus, men are typically associated with agentic traits like aggression and competi
tiveness, while women are associated with communal traits such as empathy (e.g., Bem, 
1981; Eagly & Karau, 2002; Ellemers, 2018; Kite et al., 2008).

A long line of empirical research shows that voters apply gender stereotypes to politicians 
as well (e.g., Holman et al., 2016; Lawless, 2004; Sanbonmatsu, 2002). Men politicians are 
assumed to possess agentic traits as competitiveness, independence, confidence, ambition 
and dominance, while women politicians are associated with communal characteristics like 
compassion, friendliness, caring, emotional and understanding (e.g., Bos et al., 2017; 
Brooks, 2013; Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993). Importantly, traits associated with men also 
align with those expected of politicians, tying political leadership to masculinity (e.g., 
Koenig et al., 2011; Schneider & Bos, 2014; Van der Pas et al., 2024).

According to Role Congruity Theory (RCT) women’s association with communality 
makes them to be seen as intrinsically incongruent with political leadership roles (Eagly & 
Karau, 2002). Thus, women politicians often find themselves in the so-called “double bind” 
(Jamieson, 1995): either they violate the gender stereotypical expectations of communality, 
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or the agentic expectation related to political leadership. As stereotype violations make 
people feel uncomfortable, gender stereotypical incongruent behavior often results in 
a penalizing backlash effect (e.g., Heilman et al., 2004; Rudman et al., 2012). Eagly and 
Karau note “the more agentically a leader role is defined or the more completely women 
fulfil its agentic requirements, the more likely such women are to elicit unfavourable 
evaluation because their behaviour deviates from the injunctive norms of the female gender 
role” (2002, p. 578). Thus, stereotype violation is likely to assert a negative effect on 
candidate evaluation and electoral support.

Political aggressiveness, such as the use of attacks against opponents, is an eminently 
agentic behavior and clearly linked to masculinity (Diekman & Eagly, 2000; Huddy & 
Terkildsen, 1993; Lawless, 2004; Schneider & Bos, 2014). Prentice and Carranza (2002), 
for instance, show that aggressiveness is deemed much more typical and desirable for men 
than for women. RCT posits that the more dominance, assertiveness, aggressiveness or self- 
promotion women show, the larger the backlash in favorability evaluations by the public 
(Eagly & Karau, 2002). Consequently, women politicians showing dominance or aggression 
in their political role are often penalized more than men (e.g., Bauer, 2017; Schneider et al., 
2022). We, thus, expect:

H1: Negative campaigning backlashes for women candidates more than for men 
candidates.

Conditionality of Gendered Negative Campaigning Effect

Yet, research is somewhat mixed on whether stereotype violation actually hurts women 
politicians (e.g., Bos et al., 2017). It is shown, for instance, that candidates campaigning on 
stereotype incongruent characteristics (i.e., “gender-bending,” positively portraying them
selves on characteristics that do not fit the gender stereotype) could be the most successful 
campaign strategy (e.g., Bauer et al., 2017; Schneider, 2014), while others show that 
campaigning with a feminine leadership style might be preferred over a masculine leader
ship style, both for men and women politicians (Bernhard, 2022). Most relevant, there are 
also conflicting findings on whether negative campaigning harms women politicians more 
than men. Some studies find that women are penalized more for negative campaigning (e.g., 
Krupnikov & Bauer, 2014), while others suggest they may benefit (e.g., Gordon et al., 2003) 
or that voter reactions depend on the voter’s gender (e.g., Schultz & Pancer, 1997). Other 
evidence indicates that voters respond similarly to negative campaigning from women and 
men politicians (e.g., Craig & Rippere, 2016), which is in line with recent empirical work 
that shows little gender differences in electoral effects of politicians (e.g., Schwarz & 
Coppock, 2022; Van der Pas et al., 2022, Rohrbach et al., 2023; but see also; Dassonneville 
et al., 2021). We argue that the impact of gender on negative campaigning outcomes 
depends on the societal context of the election – something that the existing research, 
overwhelmingly focused on single countries, cannot detect. Specifically, we argue that the 
gendered political stereotypes within a country significantly influences the gendered effects 
of negative campaigning.

As gender stereotypes are constructs that find their basis in the social roles that men and 
women fulfill in society (e.g., Eagly & Wood, 2012), they are dynamic in nature and differ 
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between countries and time periods. Research shows, for instance, that due to the increase 
of women in the workforce, the stereotype of women evolved over time and includes more 
competence and agentic traits now than before (e.g., Eagly et al., 2020). Moreover, even 
though gender stereotypes can be considered pan-cultural phenomena that exhibit many 
similarities (e.g., Zafra & Garcia-Retamero, 2011), differences between countries can be 
observed (e.g., Obioma et al., 2022).

Similar to general gender stereotypes, gendered political stereotypes are socially con
structed and are influenced by voter’s familiarity and experiences with men and women 
politicians. Schneider and Bos’ foundational study (2014), for instance, shows that US 
voters in 2011 associate similar traits to men, men politicians and politicians in general, 
while the stereotype of women politicians does not resemble the stereotype of women nor 
politicians. A decade later, however, with more women in US politics and prominent 
women political leaders and role models, the women politician stereotype has evolved to 
more closely match the desired traits in politicians (Van der Pas et al., 2024). This implies 
that the familiarity of women politicians in a country affects people’s perceptions: the more 
“common” a woman politician is, the smaller the incongruence with political leadership 
roles.

In summary, theory suggests that the backlash against women politicians who engage in 
negative campaigning stems from a violation of established gender norms. This norm 
violation – and hence, its negative impact – is expected to be more pronounced in societies 
where (political) gender stereotypes are deeply entrenched and where women politicians are 
scarce. Conversely, in societies with higher levels of descriptive representation of women in 
politics, which indicates more equitable political gender roles, these stereotypes are likely to 
be less incongruent with the political leadership stereotype. Therefore, in such contexts, the 
impact of negative campaigning is expected to be less gendered:

H2: Negative campaigning backlashes for women candidates more than for men candi
dates particularly in countries with lower descriptive representation of women in political 
leadership.

Data and Methods

To test our expectations, we leverage a large-scale comparative dataset on the content of 
election campaigns worldwide. This dataset includes information on the campaigns of over 
700 candidates, which we match with the actual results of their elections.

Measuring Negative Campaigning in Elections Worldwide

Information about the content of election campaigns of candidates comes from the 
Negative Campaigning Comparative Expert Survey (NEGex), a large-scale expert survey 
run after most national elections across the world since 2016 (Nai, 2020; Nai & Maier, 2024). 
In the aftermath of national elections, a sample of experts (scholars with expertise in the 
politics and elections of the country) was contacted to answer a systematic survey about the 
campaign content of the most important candidates who competed in the election. In this 
article we make full use of version 3.0 of the NEGex dataset, which covers national elections 
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that happened worldwide between June 2016 and May 2022 (7 years). The dataset covers 
159 elections in 94 countries (Figure 1) and includes information about the campaign 
content of 748 “top” candidates, which are defined as frontrunners in presidential elections 
or party leaders in parliamentary elections. For each election, information was collected for 
up to 10 of the most important candidates competing in it. The dataset, thus, includes 
information about the campaign content for world key players such as Donald Trump, 
Hillary Clinton, Angela Merkel, Emmanuel Macron, Marine Le Pen, Viktor Orbán, 
Narendra Modi, Giorgia Meloni, and many more (see Appendix A, Table A2 for the full 
list of candidates included). The dataset builds on ratings provided by 2,556 national and 
international experts.1 Only candidates for which at least three separate experts provided 
ratings are included in our analyses.

On average, experts in the dataset were quite familiar with the election they were asked to 
rate (M = 8.2, SD = 1.6 on a 0–10 scale), and found the questions relatively easy (M = 6.6, SD  
= 2.4 on a 0–10 scale). 29.7% of experts are women, 88.5% have a PhD, and 77.0% are 
domestic experts and work in the country where the election they were asked to rate took 
place. The average expert is relatively centrist ideologically (M = 4.4, SD = 1.8, on a 1–10 
left-right self-positioning scale).

While expert surveys have rapidly expanded in recent years (e.g., Bakker et al., 2015; 
K. Benoit & Laver, 2007; Meijers & Zaslove, 2021), using experts to measure the content 
of election campaigns might seem unconventional. Traditionally, the content of election 
campaigns is gathered by content-analyzing the specific communication channels and 
events that make up the campaign itself, such as party manifestos (Dolezal et al., 2018), 
TV or radio debates (Borba, 2019), or social media posts (Ceron & d’Adda, 2016). 
Compared to these more traditional approaches, expert surveys have several advantages. 
First, gathering standardized ratings from experts does not require a sophisticated 
infrastructure and can be done on a budget; the most expensive component in expert 
surveys is the time that experts are willing to donate to the data collection initiative (for 
which these authors are extremely grateful). Second, expert surveys do not face the same 
obstacles in terms of cross-cultural comparison that other comparative data collections 
face, especially if based on textual content. Whereas coding party manifestos in 50 
languages to identify, say, the campaign tone of the most important candidates is 
a dauting task, an expert survey in 50 different countries is not more complicated 

Figure 1. Geographical coverage.
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than in 5 countries, assuming again that experts can be identified and convinced to 
provide ratings. Third, and most importantly, expert surveys likely provide more 
comprehensive and holistic assessment of the campaign than traditional content analysis 
designs. Experts can be directed to provide ratings for any level of analysis that the 
researcher is interested in, assuming they are knowledgeable about it. Notably, experts 
can be asked to assess the campaign as a whole – which is something that traditional 
channel-based content analyses cannot directly do. Considering that the campaign tone 
tends to vary in different channels (e.g., Walter & Vliegenthart, 2010), a holistic 
approach that cuts across all channels likely produces estimates that are closer to real- 
world dynamics.

Yet, expert surveys are not free from risk (Budge, 2000). One of the most severe critiques 
is that experts cannot be assumed to be ideologically neutral (e.g., Curini, 2010). Specifically, 
a case could be made that experts, like any other observer of politics, form judgments based 
on motivated reasoning. Given the negative normative framing associated with political 
attacks, they might be more critical toward candidates they dislike, which could result in an 
overestimation of campaign negativity for those candidates. This would not be a problem if 
the ideology of experts was normally distributed – but could be problematic due to liberal 
skew of academia (Maranto & Woessner, 2012). While the ideological homogeneity of 
academia might be less of a problem than is generally believed (Van de Werfhorst, 2020), we 
nonetheless strongly caution against dismissing the critique altogether. Thus, we corrected 
the measure of campaign tone to be the “net” of the ideological distance between the average 
expert and the candidate (Walter & Van der Eijk, 2019).

On top of the possibility to leverage corrected measures, evidence exists that expert 
ratings of campaign tone show rather high external validity. Petkevic and Nai (2022) 
compare expert ratings and an independent measure of campaign tone coming from an 
automated coding of tweets published by candidates competing for the 2018 US Senate 
midterms. They found a strong correlation between the two measures. Similarly, Maier & 
Nai (2023; see also Maier et al., 2023) show that expert ratings of the negative tone used in 
German elections correlate strongly with candidate self-reports, aggregated by party.

Measures

Negative Campaigning
Experts were asked to assess to what extent selected candidates “talked about the opponents 
in the race by criticizing their programs, attacking their ideas and accomplishments, 
questioning their qualifications, and so on” instead of “talking about one’s own accom
plishments, qualifications, programs and ideas by praising them” (from −10 “Very negative” 
to + 10 “Very positive”). We reversed and recoded the original variable into a 0–1 scale, 
where 1 indicates the most negative and 0 the most positive tone.

We also computed an adjusted measure of campaign negativity that “filters out” the 
effect of the ideological leaning of the expert sample (Walter & Van der Eijk, 2019). 
We do so by regressing each candidate negativity score on the difference between the 
average left-right position of the expert sample and the candidate’s partisan identifica
tion. Positive scores indicate that the candidate is more to the right of the average 
expert in the sample and vice versa. This measure captures how ideologically distant 
the expert sample and the respective candidate are. In a second step, we have stored 
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the regression residuals – that is, the part of the dependent variable (negativity) that is 
not explained by such ideological distance – into a new variable, which constitutes 
a measure of candidates’ negativity that is independent of the ideological distance 
between the average expert and the candidate. We use this variable in robustness 
checks.

Election Results
Because elections covered in our large-scale dataset differ in terms of type (parliamentary, 
presidential) and number of competitors, assessing in a systematic way which candidate 
“won” the election is not as easy as it sounds. With this in mind, our main analyses rely on 
use a measure of electoral results that is as similar across contexts as possible: the percent of 
votes that each candidate received in the election (M = 17.2, SD = 16.6). Across all candi
dates in our dataset, women candidates received on average 4.7% less than men, t(746) =  
2.77, p = .006, d = 0.28.

The absolute percent of votes that a given candidate received in the election is the most 
direct indicator of how much voters supported them during the election. Of course, such 
percentage is bound naturally by an important election characteristic: how many candidates 
were competing in the first place. Therefore, all our models control for a standardized 
measure of the number of competing candidates, specifically adjusting Laakso and 
Taagepera’s formula (Laakso & Taagepera, 1979) to measure the total effective number of 
competing candidates (ENC). This metric represents the number of candidates with 
comparable electoral strength.2

Descriptive Representation of Women in Politics
To examine contextual differences in gendered political stereotypes and their impact, we 
use the annual data from the Global Gender Gap (GGG, 2022) Report by the World 
Economic Forum (WEF), specifically focusing on the “political empowerment” index. 
This index reflects the representation of women in political leadership, measured by 
indicators such as the proportion of women in parliament or ministerial positions, and 
the tenure of women as heads of state. The variable ranges between 0 and 1, with 1 reflecting 
the highest possible score on political empowerment for women in the country (M = 0.26, 
SD = 0.16). To account for yearly variations, we used data from the report covering the 
specific year of the respective election. As no report was published in 2019, data from the 
2018 report was used instead.

We use the objective measure of women’s parliamentary representation in additional 
robustness checks. Additionally, the WEF annual report also includes a more general index 
of gender parity, which includes matters related to labor-force participation rates, wage 
equality, estimated earned income, educational attainment, health, and survival trends 
(M = 0.72, SD = 0.06), which we will use in robustness checks. These WEF indicators 
correlate very strongly with objective real-world data, such as the percent of women in 
the parliament in the lower chamber of the country’s national legislature (V-DEM data; 
Coppedge et al., 2024), respectively, r(162) = 0.77, p < .001 for “political empowerment,” 
and r(162) = 0.69, p < .001 for the general index of gender parity. Table A1 in the Appendix 
A lists all country-level gender parity scores, for these different indicators and for each 
election in our dataset.
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Covariates
We control for the candidate’s age, incumbency status, and ideological position. This 
latter is measured via information provided by their Wikipedia page, simplified into 
a 7-point scale from 1 “far left” to 7 “far right.” Wikipedia has been shown to provide 
reliable information on ideological stance of political actors (Herrmann & Döring, 
2021). Furthermore, as discussed in Nai (2020), external validity checks show high 
correlations between the Wikipedia measure and measures in the Chapel Hill Expert 
Survey (Polk et al., 2017) and data from K. Benoit and Laver (2007) on party policy 
positions.

All models are also controlled for the effective number of competing candidates; the 
country’s electoral system (0 for plurality/majority systems, 1 for proportional representa
tion electoral systems); the type of election (0 presidential, 1 legislative); the election’s 
“competitiveness” via a question in the expert survey that asked experts to evaluate how 
much they agree that the winner was clearly known beforehand (0 “Very low,” 4 “Very 
high”); and the geographical region of the country (simplified variable that sorts Western 
countries – Europe, North America, Australia, and New Zealand – from the other 
countries).

Results

The first hypothesis (H1) posits that women candidates suffer a stronger electoral backlash 
than men candidates when they go negative on their political opponents. Figure 2 presents 
the results of two hierarchical regression models where the absolute electoral success of each 
candidate in our dataset (percent of votes they have received in the election) is estimated as 
a function of their profile, the tone of their campaign, and the context in which the election 
took place. Full results are in Table A3.

As the figure shows, incumbents are overwhelmingly more likely to score a better 
electoral result, which is a well-known phenomenon (e.g., Bernhardt & Ingerman, 1985). 
The magnitude of the effect of all other variables, in comparison, is much more subdued. 
Importantly, negativity does not seem to affect the electoral chances of candidates, neither 
in general, nor when interacted with gender (bottommost coefficient in the plot). While this 
contradicts H1, the lack of results aligns with our general assessment of the existing 
literature: without considering the context’s nature, the backlash against women candidates 
is unlikely to follow clear patterns.

Figure 3 test for this claim. The figure presents marginal effects that substantiate a three- 
way interaction between the candidate gender, the tone of their campaign, and the level of 
descriptive representation of women politicians. The four panels in Figure 3 reflect varying 
levels of the political representation of women. What is plotted is the effect of being 
a woman candidate (vs. man candidate) on the percent of votes they received in the election, 
for increasing levels of negative campaign tone (x-axis). A negative slope indicates that 
women, compared to men, receive increasingly fewer votes as the negativity of their 
campaign increases. Full results are in Table A4 in Appendix A.
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The comparison between the four panels provides a clear confirmation of our second 
hypothesis (H2), also shown in the significant three-way interaction term in Table A4: the 
penalty against women when they go negative, compared to men, exists only in countries 
with (very) low descriptive representation of women. In more egalitarian countries, women 
candidates do not receive more or less votes as a function of the tone of their campaign.

Robustness Checks

These results are robust with regards to several different model specifications (see Appendix 
A). First, we replicate the models using the other two indicators of gender parity discussed 
above: the WEF Global Gender Gap Index (for which the results are even stronger; Table 
A5) and the percentage of women in the national lower house of parliament (Table A6). 
Next, we use two alternative dependent variables: relative success (Table A7) and a simple 
binary variable identifying winners and losers in the election (Table A8). The results are 
consistent across these variables, although they are only significant at p < .1 in Table A8. 

Figure 2. Electoral success by candidate and country profile. Coefficient plot with 99% (outer bound, 
lighter color), 95%, and 90% (inner bound, darker color) confidence intervals. All variables standardized 
(M = 0, SD = 1). Full results of models with original variables are in Table A3 (Appendix A).
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Table A9 replicates the main models but uses the “adjusted” measure of campaign tone that 
removes the effect of the ideological distance between the average expert and the candidate. 
This model is important, as evidence exists that the ideological profile of experts can 
influence their judgment (e.g., Curini, 2010). Again, results are robust. Similarly, the 

Figure 3. Gendered backlash of going negative – moderation by descriptive representation of women in 
politics. Marginal effects with 95% confidence intervals, based on coefficients in Table A4 (Appendix A). 
All other variables fixed at their mean value. The panels are created for four critical values of country 
descriptive representation of women in politics (M = 0.26, SD = 0.16), at respectively two standard 
deviations below the average value (very low), one standard deviation below the average value (low), 
one standard deviation above the average value (high), and two standard deviations above the average 
value (very high).
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model in Table A10 controls for the average profile of experts (e.g., gender, left-right, 
familiarity with elections in the country), and for the number of expert ratings collected for 
each candidate. Here again, results are robust. Finally, a case could be made that the results 
of political empowerment index reflect underlying patterns of differences between coun
tries, for instance in terms of social development. With this in mind, the model in Table A11 
replicates the main analyses but controls for a series of covariates at the country level that 
capture this dimension (power share between social and economic groups, generalized 
access to healthcare and education, access of LGBTIQ+ people to positions of power). 
Results are, in this case as well, robust. This suggests that there is something specific about 
gender-related social norm at the country level that alter the campaigning dynamics in 
place, and that these norms do not simply reflect underlying structural differences between 
countries.

Additional Analysis – Estimating Candidate Likeability

While the evidence we presented is based on a large-scale and diverse dataset of elections 
across the world, incorporates controls for several important covariates at the candidate, 
election, and country levels, and withstands several robustness checks, a major conceptual 
critique could be raised when it comes to the underlying mechanisms: are these effects, 
aggregate in nature, really driven by voters’ individual perceptions of candidates who go 
negative? This critique is important, as our hypotheses build on a theoretical understanding 
of how voters respond to women (vs. men) candidates when they go negative.

Aggregate-level analysis cannot account for crucial individual-level factors, such as the 
voter’s ideology. According to the partisan-motivated reasoning theory (e.g., Taber & 
Lodge, 2006), different partisan groups are expected to react differently to negative cam
paign messages from candidates from their own party compared to those from other parties 
(e.g., Somer-Topcu & Weitzel, 2022). This underscores the need to consider individual-level 
data to fully understand the dynamics of voter reactions to negative campaigning.

Furthermore, the underlying theory we propose implies a personalization of voting 
behavior, where citizens cast their votes for specific candidates rather than parties (see 
e.g., Hayes, 2009). Broadly speaking, the personalization of politics refers to a process “in 
which individual political actors become more prominent at the expense of collective actors 
and institutions” (Pedersen & Rahat, 2021, p. 211). This personalization process is expected 
to influence the phenomenon under study in various ways: it affects the likelihood of 
attacking (e.g., Nai & Maier, 2024), shapes the target of negative campaigning (i.e., indivi
dual party leaders or opposing parties; see e.g., Pruysers & Cross, 2016), and influences the 
likelihood of becoming a target of negativity oneself (e.g., Taylor, 2023). In our case, the 
more pressing question that arises is if and to what extent citizens react to the personalized 
campaign styles of individual candidates and subsequently punish or reward them.

With this in mind, we propose an additional analysis that replicates the main models 
discussed above but focuses on individual perceptions of candidates rather than aggregate 
electoral results. This approach allows us to control for important individual-level factors 
that may influence these dynamics. While it cannot account for different levels of perso
nalization across the election contexts – which shapes to what extent voters to rely on 
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candidate-specific information and engage in personalized voting (e.g., McGregor, 2018) – 
it still provides a closer link between individual candidates and voters’ personal preferences.

Data, Design, and Measures

For this additional analysis we triangulate our expert survey, used in the main analyses 
(NEGex 3.0) with a systematic inventory of post-election surveys collected by the module 5 
of the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES 5),3 which collects survey data on 
probabilistic samples of voters conducted after a selection of national elections across the 
world between 2016 and 2021. The CSES questionnaire includes a series of questions that 
ask respondents how much they like the most important candidates in the election 
(candidate likability). Among all elections in CSES 5, 46 are also covered by our NEGex 
expert survey. The overlap between the two dataset includes 228 unique candidates (see 
Tables B1 and B2, Appendix B, for the full list). For these elections, we have both contextual 
data related to the content of the candidates’ campaigns (i.e., their tone) and granular survey 
data at the individual level, measuring voters’ preferences for each candidate. This allows us 
to replicate the main analyses using a more fine-grained dependent variable: how much 
individual voters liked (or disliked) the main candidate in the election, as a function of the 
negativity in their campaigns, their gender and the societal context in which they operate.

To perform our analyses, we have stacked the original CSES dataset at the candidate 
level, so that the voters’ evaluation of any given candidate is matched with the negative 
campaign tone for that candidate at the upper level (see Figure B1, Appendix B). This 
procedure yields a very large dataset, with more than 437,000 individual observations 
(voters), nested within 228 unique candidates.

To allow for direct comparability, all models in this section use exactly the same variables 
used in the main analyses and include all covariates in those models. The dependent 
variable is candidate likability measured at the voter’s level (0 “Strongly dislike” to 10 
“Strongly like”). Additionally, we control for a series of additional covariates at the voter 
level: voter’s gender, age, political interest (1 “Not at all” to 4 “Very”), and ideological 
distance between the voter and the candidate, which is computed by subtracting the voters’ 
left-right self-rating (from 0 “Left” to 10 “Right,” forced into a 0–1 scale) from the 
ideological position of candidates (also forced into a 0–1 scale for comparability).

Results

Figure 4 replicates the main analyses but estimates voters’ perception of candidate likability 
(full results are available in Table B3, Appendix B). As shown in the Figure, the results for 
individual perceptions completely align with the trends observed in the aggregate data. 
Women candidates who adopt a negative campaign tone are penalized by voters; specifi
cally, they receive lower scores on the 0–10 likability scale, all else being equal, in countries 
with low descriptive representation (top two panels). In light of what we know about the 
role of candidate evaluations for subsequent voting choices (e.g., Garzia, 2017), we can 
confidently conclude that women who go negative experience an electoral backlash due to 
reduced voter likability, compared to men, in countries with low descriptive 
representation.4

466 A. NAI ET AL.



Figure 4. Gendered backlash of going negative – moderation by descriptive representation of women in 
politics. Data from NEGex 3.0 (candidate campaign content) triangulated with data from CSES 5 (voters’ 
profile and candidate perceptions). Marginal effects with 95% confidence intervals, based on coefficients 
in Table B3 (Appendix B). All other variables fixed at their mean value. The panels are created for four 
critical values of country descriptive representation of women in politics (M = 0.33, SD = 0.16), at 
respectively two standard deviations below the average value (very low), one standard deviation 
below the average value (low), one standard deviation above the average value (high), and two standard 
deviations above the average value (very high).
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Conclusion

Conventional wisdom expects women to campaign more positively and face harsher 
electoral punishments than men when they adopt a negative tone. This expectation 
is rooted in the idea that negative campaigning is inherently nasty, contradicting 
stereotypical expectations of women’s behavior. As disrupting gender-stereotypic 
behavior can cause discomfort (e.g., Rudman et al., 2012), this can lead to 
a disproportionate backlash against women who go negative. However, existing 
evidence supporting this claim is inconclusive and lacks a comparative focus. We 
argue that existing research has, so far, neglected to take into account a fundamental 
intervening factor: the role played by descriptive representation of women in politics 
at the country level. Such contextual circumstances are likely to play a major role. If 
indeed the backlash against women politicians who engage in negative campaigning 
stems from a violation of established gender norms (e.g., Heilman et al., 2004; 
Rudman et al., 2012), such violation should be more salient in societies where 
(political) gender stereotypes are deeply entrenched and where women politicians 
are scarce. Conversely, in societies with higher levels of descriptive representation of 
women in politics, which indicates more equitable political gender roles, these 
stereotypes are likely to be less incongruent with the political leadership stereotype 
(Kerevel & Atkeson, 2015; Van der Pas et al., 2024). Therefore, in such contexts, the 
impact of negative campaigning is expected to be less gendered

To test for this expectation, we leveraged data from a large-scale comparative 
study about election campaigns worldwide, complemented with a collection of post- 
election surveys (CSES data). Our results show a rather clear picture: as expected, we 
find clear evidence that women are punished more than men by voters when they 
use a negative campaigning strategy, but this occurs only in countries with lower 
descriptive representation. In countries where women politicians are more estab
lished, this gender bias in negative campaigning is largely absent. This finding 
suggests that societies with higher descriptive representation of women in politics 
may have undergone more significant shifts in gender norms, leading to a broader 
acceptance of diverse campaign behaviors by women, including those that are 
negative.

This article does not come without limitations: first, as discussed in the methodological 
section, data from expert surveys should be used carefully – most notably, because expert 
ratings cannot be considered to be entirely absent of ideological considerations. Yet, as 
discussed above, we are confident that the data used is both valid and reliable, and the risk of 
ideologically skewed results should also not be overestimated. Second, our use of the 
political empowerment index as a measure does not fully capture the complexities of 
gendered political stereotypes and serves as mere proxy. As noted by other scholars, 
accurately gauging stereotypes is challenging, especially in a cross-country analysis 
(Charlesworth et al., 2023; Napp, 2023). Most studies assessing stereotypes focus on 
measuring implicit and explicit attitudes at the individual level, typically restricted to single 
countries at specific points in time (see Kurdi & Banaji, 2021 for a review). More recent 
methodologies for examining cross-cultural stereotypes include natural language proces
sing (Napp, 2023) and the PI:International dataset, which covers 34 countries and assesses 
stereotypes through both implicit and explicit measures. While the former approach 
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exceeds the scope of this study, the latter, despite its expansive scale, could not be adequately 
aligned with our other datasets to fulfill our research objectives. This gap underscores the 
need for more comprehensive, cross-cultural datasets to further explore these issues in 
future research. Our approach shall, therefore, be regarded as a first attempt rather than 
a definitive one to tap into the underlying mechanisms.

These limitations notwithstanding, our study paves the way for more comparative 
research on the intersection between gender and campaign behavior, by providing 
what is, to our knowledge, the first systematic account of contextual sources of 
gendered campaign backlash – a phenomenon that single-case studies cannot prop
erly investigate for lack of variance. On a practical level, our results suggest the 
discomforting persistence of structural biases within political systems across the 
world, leading to differential success of candidates according to their gender and 
the content of their campaigns. Further research should strive to understand more 
specifically what links structural gender inequalities with the greater backlash for 
women candidates discussed here; our intuition is that such mechanism builds on 
the presence and activation of stereotypes at the individual level. If this were to be 
true, then, policies intended to curb the differential electoral penalties from which 
women suffer in certain contexts should focus on identifying whether societal gender 
stereotypes are present in the lay public – and design interventions able to confront 
them.

Notes

1. On average, 16.1 experts per election.
2. Additionally, robustness checks will be performed using two alternative dependent variables: 

(1) a variable that computes the relative share of votes obtained by each candidate (Berggren 
et al., 2010). This variable adjusts for the likelihood of higher vote percentages in races with 
fewer candidates by dividing the candidate’s vote percentage by the hypothetical equal vote 
share if all candidates received the same percentage (100% divided by the effective number of 
candidates); and (2) a simple binary variable that identifies the candidate who received the 
most votes (the winner), regardless of the relative share of such votes. As we will discuss below, 
results remain robust regardless of the measure employed.

3. https://cses.org/data-download/
4. Additional models that use more general measures for gender parity at the country level, as 

discussed in the main models, show generally consistent results (even if the three-way inter
action is not significant when using the percent of women in the national parliament; see 
Tables B4 and B5, Appendix B). Models that use the “adjusted” measure of campaign 
negativity, computed to remove the effect of experts’ ideological position on their rating, 
yield robust results (Table B6). Finally, the gender of the voter does not seem to come into 
play in any meaningful way; models that replicate the analyses above for women and men 
voters separately show rather similar trends, all things considered (Table B7).
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