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Abstract

Studies examining parties’ attack behaviour, also called negative campaigning, largely neglect temporal
dynamics. Therefore, this paper examines how the electoral cycle, the period between two elections,
impacts parties’ attack behaviour in parliaments. We argue that parties attack all the time but that the (i)
level, (ii) type, and (iii) nature of attacks are affected by the electoral cycle as parties adapt their objectives.
Analysing longitudinal data on parties’ attacks in the parliaments of Belgium, Croatia, and the UK (2010-
2020), we find that when elections draw closer parties’ use of attacks, trait attacks, and uncivil attacks
increases. We also find support for the notion that not all parties’ attack behaviour is equally impacted by
the electoral cycle, as parties differ in sensitivity to the electoral cycle based on risk acceptance. Overall,
the impact of the electoral cycle on parties’ strategic choices in general, and attack behaviour specifically,
should not be ignored.
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Introduction

In their fight to win votes, political parties frequently resort to negative campaigning. Negative
campaigning is a strategy parties use to diminish the electoral attractiveness of the political opponent(s)
by criticising them both on policy as well as traits.! The opposite strategy is positive campaigning where
parties praise themselves to increase their electoral attractiveness (Geer, 2006). Negative campaigning
can have unintended electoral consequences for the attacking party, such as alienating (part of) their
voter base and electorally benefitting other (third) parties, respectively referred to as backlash and
second-preference boost effects (e.g. Walter and Van der Eijk, 2019; Galasso et al., 2020). In addition,
negative campaigning can deteriorate the relationship between the attacking and the targeted party.
Consequently, this diminishes cooperative behaviour between parties in parliament, such as supporting
each other’s legislative proposals or government cooperation in party systems with a practice of coalition
government (Dodd and Schraufnagel, 2012; Walter and Van der Brug, 2013; Walter et al., 2014). Thus, as
negative campaigning is not without risks, parties engage in a cost-benefit analysis before attacking an

opponent (Nai and Walter, 2015).

Research explaining the use of negative campaigning has primarily focused on characteristics of
politicians, parties, elections, and systems but has not paid much attention to the temporal dimension of
attacks, in particular the election cycle, i.e. the time between two consecutive elections.? The practice of
studying parties’ attack behaviour in a relatively static way stems from the scholarly emphasis on negative
campaigning in the context of (official) election campaigns, often examining attack behaviour in the weeks
preceding election day. This emphasis is somewhat surprising considering the popular notion of
permanent campaigning, which assumes that parties increasingly “pursue actions consistent with election
campaigning in non-electoral periods to maintain a positive image among the public and thus enable
future electoral successes” (Joathan and Lilleker, 2023, 68). Therefore, we assume that political parties

also attack opponents at other moments in the electoral cycle.

Moreover, work in the field of party politics increasingly shows that parties’ behaviour changes
throughout the electoral cycle. For instance, at different moments within the electoral cycle parties have
different issue strategies, levels of responsiveness to past election losses, and varying levels of cooperative

behaviour (Berz and Kroeber, 2023; Seeberg, 2022; Schwalbach, 2022; Somer-Topcu, 2009). The changes

1 We use the terms negative campaigning and attack behavior interchangeably throughout the manuscript.

2 Notable exceptions are studies examining within the time frame of an official election campaign how proximity to
election day affects parties’ use of negative campaigning (e.g. Damore, 2002; Nai and Sciarini, 2018; Walter et al.,
2014).



in parties’ behaviour reflect parties’ shifting priorities throughout the electoral cycle (e.g. Miller and
Louwerse, 2020; Schwalbach, 2022; Seeberg, 2022). Therefore, it is likely that parties’ attack behaviour
also varies throughout the electoral cycle. To fully understand negative campaigning, we should thus

examine the impact of the electoral cycle on parties’ attack behaviour.

We argue that the electoral cycle is an important characteristic of the institutional context in
which parties operate. The electoral cycle impacts parties’ objectives, i.e. vote, office, and policy.
Consequently, the moment in the electoral cycle affects the strategic choices parties make, including
parties’ usage of negative campaigning. Negative campaigning is generally considered a vote-seeking
strategy (e.g. Walter and Van der Brug, 2013; Somer-Topcu and Weitzel, 2022). We theorise that as time
since the last election elapses, parties’ behaviour is increasingly motivated by vote-seeking objectives,
thereby stimulating parties’ use of negative campaigning. However, not all parties are equally influenced
by electoral incentives and willing to take risks to win votes (Meyer and Wagner, 2013; Walter and Van
der Brug, 2013). In addition, the costs and benefits of negative campaigning vary for different types of
attacks. Compared to policy attacks and civil attacks, trait attacks and uncivil attacks are generally
considered costlier as they are more disliked both by voters and political elites (Hopmann et al., 2018;
Fridkin and Kenney, 2011). Therefore, as the end of the electoral cycle draws closer, we expect all parties,

but in particular risk-acceptant parties, to increase their attacks and use more trait and uncivil attacks.

We test these expectations by examining parties’ attack behaviour during Question Time sessions
in the Belgian, Croatian, and UK parliament between 2010 and 2020. We find that the electoral cycle
significantly impacts parties’ use of negative campaigning, the level as well as the types and the nature of
attacks. Later in the electoral cycle, when parties are more vote-seeking, their overall use of negative
campaigning increases, parties’ use of policy attacks decreases while parties’ use of trait attacks and
uncivil attacks increases. We find partial evidence for the notion that not all parties are equally affected
by electoral incentives and willing to take risks to gain votes. The electoral cycle has a significantly larger
impact on parties that are losing in the public approval polls than on parties that are gaining in the polls.
The results also show that party characteristics explain the significant differences in base levels of attack
behaviour throughout the electoral cycle. Opposition parties use more attacks overall, more policy
attacks, and more uncivil attacks than government parties. Ideologically radical parties use more uncivil

attacks than mainstream parties.

This study contributes to both the field of political campaigning as well as legislative studies. First

of all, this study shows that the electoral cycle significantly impacts parties’ attack behaviour and that the



electoral cycle cannot be ignored in the process of building a general theory on negative campaigning.
Second, the study brings more empirical evidence suggesting that parties’ objectives are not stable and
that parties’ priorities shift throughout the electoral cycle affecting the strategic choices that they make,
including the decision-making calculus regarding negative campaigning. Third, we show that the electoral
cycle does not affect all parties’ attack behaviour equally, indicating the importance of exploring
heterogeneous effects. Finally, we show that the integration of both lines of literature provides a strong

theoretical approach to the examination of parties’ attack behaviour in parliament.

Party Objectives, Electoral Cycle and Attack Behaviour

Parties’ strategic behaviour is guided by three political objectives, namely, office, policy, and votes (Strgm
and Miuller, 1999).2 Votes refers to maximizing the share of votes won in an election and vote
maximisation has no intrinsic value but is an instrument to fulfil office- and policy-seeking objectives.
Policy refers to influencing public policy and office refers to the goods and status received when in office.
Although policy and office can be the end goal, they are also means for gaining access to office or policy
influence. Scholars agree that no party is purely office-, policy-, or vote-seeking and that these objectives

are conflicting at times, consequently, parties must make trade-offs (Strgm, 1990).

Parties’ objectives are also not stable and are affected by numerous factors, including the
institutional setting in which parties operate, such as the party system and the electoral cycle (Strgm and
Miller, 1999). For instance, in party systems with a majoritarian government, a party that wins the
elections gains access to office and policy influence. In party systems with a practice of coalition
government, winning votes does not always guarantee government participation and policy influence. In
a party system with minority governments, governing parties share policy influence with opposition
parties more than in a party system with majority governments, and thus gaining office is less of a
prerequisite for policy influence (Strem, 1990). Parties’ objectives are also affected by the electoral cycle.
Closer to the elections parties tend to be mainly driven by vote-seeking objectives to obtain office and
policy influence, and it is in routine periods within the electoral cycle that parties are more policy-seeking.
Consequently, the extent to which parties are office-, policy, and vote-seeking differs across parties,

throughout the electoral cycle, and across party systems (Pedersen, 2012).

3 We acknowledge that some scholars criticize this framework of Strgm and Miiller (1999) and argue that parties are
also driven by other political objectives such as intraparty democracy (Harmel and Jande, 1994).
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A widely used party strategy is negative campaigning. We define negative campaigning as any
type of critique, both policy- and trait-based, directed towards political opponents (Geer, 2006), which
can include coalition partners (Martin and Vanberg, 2004; Martin and Whitaker, 2019) and party
colleagues (Kam, 2009; Proksch and Slapin, 2012). These attacks can be civil or uncivil (Brooks and Geer,
2007). We define uncivil attacks as attacks that defy social norms on interactions in the domain of politics
(Walter, 2021). Please note that trait-based attacks are not necessarily targeting the traits of an individual

politician but can target the traits of a party. In addition, both policy and trait attacks can be civil or uncivil.

First of all, parties engage in negative campaigning to diminish the electoral attractiveness of a
political opponent. By diminishing the electoral attractiveness of a political opponent parties hope to
decrease the opponent’s voter support and sometimes indirectly increase their own voter support. In this
first scenario, parties generally attack political opponents that are ideologically close and with whom they

share a voter base (Walter, 2014a; Walter and Van der Eijk, 2019).

Second, parties engage in negative campaigning to strengthen their ideological profile by
clarifying to voters how they are ideologically different from political opponents (Walter, 2014a). In this
second scenario, parties not only attack ideological neighbours but also parties that are positioned at the
other end of the ideological spectrum, i.e. so-called ideological enemies (Walter, 2014a). Although in
multiparty systems with a practice of coalition government, government parties might generally present
themselves as a united front, in the runup to elections they often engage in attack behaviour to signal to
voters their ideological differences as cross-party cooperation can blur the lines between parties in the
mind of voters (Fortunato, 2021; Haselmayer and Jenny, 2018). Recent work also suggests that the
coalition mood, i.e. the working atmosphere among coalition parties, declines over the electoral cycle

(Imre et al., 2023).

Third, parties engage in negative campaigning to gain media coverage to communicate their
campaign messages to voters or influence the campaign agenda (Van Aelst and Walgrave, 2016; Walter
and Vliegenthart, 2010; Dolezal et al.,, 2017). Negative campaigning helps parties to secure media
attention due to the negativity bias in the press (Soroka and McAdams, 2015; Haselmayer et al., 2019).
Parties’ use of negative campaigning to gain media coverage is affected by the overall importance of free
publicity relative to paid publicity in the context they operate and the other resources available to these
parties to communicate to voters or gain media access (Dolezal et al., 2017). Parties always strive for

media coverage, but in particular in the run-up to the elections.



The use of negative campaigning is also inherently linked to specific parties due to their role and
nature (Dolezal et al., 2017; Walter and Van der Brug, 2013; Cassell, 2021). Opposition parties are
expected to oppose the government and thus criticise the government (Hix and Noury, 2016). In addition,
populist parties originated out of discontent with the status quo, so their supporter base expects them to
criticise the establishment (Cassell, 2021). Populist parties also have less respect for established social
norms of interaction and official rules or practices of engagement in parliaments and are therefore more
likely to make use of uncivil attack behaviour (Marien et al., 2020). As elections are never truly out of sight
(Joathan and Lilleker, 2020) and negative campaigning not only serves to materialise vote-seeking
objectives (Otjes and Louwerse, 2018), attack behaviour is never completely absent, i.e. a baseline level
of attack behaviour. However, we will argue that the (i) level (ii) type and (iii) nature of these attacks are

likely to differ throughout the electoral cycle.

An abundance of studies has examined negative campaigning and its various forms during official
election campaigns showing how such behaviour is driven by vote-seeking objectives and sometimes
limited by office-seeking and policy-seeking objectives (Walter et al., 2014; Hansen and Pedersen, 2008;
Haselmayer and Jenny, 2018). Regardless of the large body of work examining the use of negative
campaigning, not much attention has been paid to the temporal dynamics of attack behaviour, specifically
the effect of the electoral cycle (see footnote 2). Most research studies parties’ attack behaviour in a
relatively static fashion during (official) campaigns, which generally last a couple of weeks in a non-U.S.
setting. The field of negative campaigning thereby neglects that parties also attack in-between elections
and thus outside of official campaigns (e.g. Ketelaars, 2019) and the impact of the electoral cycle on
negative campaigning. Several recent studies indicate that the electoral cycle may affect parties’ attack
behaviour, suggesting that parties clash on the same issues more towards the end of the electoral cycle
(Seeberg, 2022) or that in systems with a practice of minority governments opposition parties use more
negative sentiment closer to the elections (Schwalbach, 2022). Please note that we do not consider
sentiment of speech (e.g. the use of negative words) the same as negative campaigning (critique directed

at a political opponent).

Building upon this work, our central argument is that parties’ attack behaviour evolves throughout
the electoral cycle in response to changes in the priority of their goals. Precisely, we expect that the
importance of seeking votes increases as the time during the electoral cycle elapses. This makes parties
employ different cost-benefit analyses on (i) whether to attack and what (ii) type and (iii) nature of attacks

to use. We also expect that the impact of the electoral cycle on parties’ negative campaigning decision



calculus differs across parties as not all parties are equally affected by electoral incentives and risk

acceptance. In the following paragraphs, we outline our expectations in greater detail.

With recent elections in mind and the next elections far ahead, parties’ behaviour is less vote-
seeking and subsequently less focused on party competition early in the electoral cycle. Parties can focus
on cooperating on policy and be responsive to real-world problems (Ansolabehere and lyengar, 1994).
Naturally, parties’ policy success in the early days of the cycle can be used to achieve re-election later in
the cycle. As time during the electoral cycle elapses, all parties’ behaviour becomes more vote-seeking.
To diminish the opponent’s electoral attractiveness, strengthen their ideological profile, and/or gain
media coverage, parties can decide to make (more) use of negative campaigning. Closer to the elections
the potential benefits of negative campaigning become more important to parties and increase their
willingness to risk the potential costs of negative campaigning, i.e. losing voter support, unintended
increase in voter support for a ‘third’ party, or limiting chances of elite cooperation (Walter and Van der
Eijk, 2019; Galasso et al., 2020; Dodd and Schraufnagel, 2012). Consequently, we formulate the following
hypothesis:

Attack Level Hypothesis (H1): Parties attack more at the end than at the beginning of the electoral cycle.

As elections draw closer we also expect a change in the type and nature of attacks that parties
use to target opponents. The costs and benefits vary for different types of attacks. Compared to policy
attacks and civil attacks, trait attacks and uncivil attacks are generally considered costlier as they are more
disliked both by voters and political elites (Hopmann et al., 2018; Fridkin and Kenney, 2011). These attacks
are more likely to cause voter backlash or deteriorate the relationship between the attacking and the
targeted party (Dodd and Schraufnagel, 2012; Walter and Van der Brug, 2013; Hansen and Pedersen,
2008). Given that the potential benefits of negative campaigning increase closer to the election, as does
the willingness to take risks, parties are more willing to engage in riskier attack behaviour, i.e. use more

trait and uncivil attacks.

In the run-up to elections when political parties engage in all kinds of media attention-seeking
behaviour, including attack behaviour, the need to stand out increases. Despite the media’s negativity
bias, the use of negative campaigning closer to an election may be insufficient to secure media coverage

as attack behaviour is too widespread. Therefore, parties might resort to attacks that are less common



and perceived as more aggressive by both the public and elites as they yield more media attention (Mutz,
2015). Mechanisms that provide media access to politicians are significantly different in routine compared

to campaign times (Van Aelst and De Swert, 2009; Falasca, 2014).

In addition, at elections, voters not only vote for a party on their future or past policy plans, but
also for the traits of that party, such as competence and integrity. Furthermore, voters may also vote for
a politician representing a party. Although the need and room for personalised campaigning towards
election day is strongly related to institutional characteristics, such as the electoral system and party
system institutionalisation, we expect towards the end of the electoral cycle more discussion on whether
the party and/ or party representative is suitable for the job at the cost of policy dialogue. Consequently,
increasing the use of trait attacks and decreasing the use of policy attacks. Thus, we formulate the

following three hypotheses on the impact of the electoral cycle on the type and the nature of attacks.

Policy Attack Hypothesis (H2): Parties use less policy attacks at the end of the electoral cycle than at the

beginning of the electoral cycle.

Trait Attack Hypothesis (H3): Parties use more trait attacks at the end of the electoral cycle than at the

beginning of the electoral cycle.

Nature of Attack Hypothesis (H4): Parties use more uncivil attacks at the end of the electoral cycle than

at the beginning of the electoral cycle.

Although all parties towards the end of the electoral cycle are expected to engage in more vote-
seeking behaviour, not all parties are equally influenced by electoral incentives and risk acceptance (e.g.
Meyer and Wagner, 2013; Walter and Van der Brug, 2013). Some parties are more risk-acceptant than
others and therefore more likely to use attack behaviour in the face of elections. According to prospect
theory, risk behaviour is more likely when an actor is at a loss (Kahneman and Tversky, 1979). Parties that
are more affected by electoral incentives and are prone to risk can include parties losing in the public
approval polls (Skaperdas and Grofman, 1995), opposition parties, and ideologically radical parties (Walter

et al., 2014).



Risk Acceptant Parties Hypothesis (H5): The impact of the electoral cycle on parties’ attack behaviour, i.e.

level, type, and nature of attacks, is larger for risk-acceptant parties than for risk-averse parties.

Methodology
Cases

This study examines parties’ attack behaviour in Belgium, Croatia, and the United Kingdom (UK)
throughout several electoral cycles in the period from January 2010 to December 2020 (2021 for Croatia).*
This period captures 4 electoral cycles in Belgium and 5 electoral cycles in Croatia and the UK (see more
details in Supplementary Materials - Appendix A). Our case selection is based on party-system differences
which affect parties’ trade-off between vote-, office-, and policy-seeking objectives and thus their strategic
behaviour, including attack behaviour (Strgm and Miiller, 1999). Several studies suggest that parties
attack more in two-party systems than in multiparty systems as negative campaigning is a less risky
strategy in two-party systems due to parties having to make less of a trade-off between their political

goals (Walter, 2014b; Walter et al., 2014).

Furthermore, different party systems bring about different parties, such as the presence or
absence of an anti-establishment party. We argue that party characteristics matter for the use of negative
campaigning and the impact of the electoral cycle on attack behaviour. Therefore, by selecting different
party systems we enable drawing conclusions that travel to other party systems. Belgium has a multi-
party system, that has multiple (and stable) competing parties and a practice of coalition government (see
Casal Bértoa and Enyedi, 2021). This also includes radical right and radical left parties that are present in
parliament. In direct contrast to this is the British party system (see Lijphart, 2012) which has two major
competing parties and most of the time a single-party government. This makes it difficult for third parties,
including ideologically extreme ones, to participate as equals in parliamentary party competition (see e.g.
Thompson, 2018). Finally, the Croatian party system is a case between these two extremes where multiple
parties are grouped in two competing blocks, generally resulting in a coalition government consisting of

parties within one of these blocks (see Niki¢ Cakar and Kra$ovec, 2021). Consequently, third parties in

4 We include an extra year for Croatia case due to the low frequency of QTs. However, while 2021 is included in all
main models reported in this paper, we repeated all tests excluding 2021 from Croatia. Sensitivity analyses show
that including or excluding 2021 is not impacting our main results and findings in any way.
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Croatia, primarily mainstream ones, can play a significant role within parliamentary venues as major

parties need them to form a government.

We examine attack behaviour in parliamentary question time sessions (QTs), specifically
Vragenuur in Belgium, Aktualno prijepodne in Croatia, and Prime Minister's Questions (PMQs) in the UK.
In all three countries, QTs are an established regular (weekly or quarterly) format of parliamentary
debates during which Members of Parliament (MPs) of all parties can question the government®, which
allows for a systematic examination of parties’ attack behaviour in election cycles across countries and
across time. In addition, QTs receive the most media coverage of all parliamentary debates (Salmond,
2014) and the questions asked are largely symbolic (Van Aelst and Vliegenthart, 2014). Various scholars
perceive QTs as a permanent campaign forum (Otjes and Louwerse, 2018; Osnabriigge et al., 2021;
Seeberg, 2020; Soontjens, 2021) that also reflect what parties debate about in other communication

venues, such as in the traditional news or on social media (Peeters et al., 2021; Soontjens, 2021).

Data collection and operationalisation

We sampled QTs by randomly selecting one for each month. The sample of 261 QTs consists of
103 QTs for Belgium, 115 QTs for the UK, and 43 QTs for Croatia. The sample includes approximately a
third of the complete QT population for Belgium and the UK, respectively, 30.4% and 32.7%. The sample
for Croatia includes the full population of QTs due to their low frequency (see footnote 5). The selected
QTs were analysed using transcripts scraped from official parliamentary websites. Each speech act in these
transcripts counts as an observation. A speech act starts the moment a person begins to speak and finishes
when this person ends or is interrupted. The data collection includes all questions, answers, points of

order, Speaker’s interventions, and interruptions, but excludes protocol speeches, such as the Speaker

5 The structure of these QTs differ across parliaments. In Belgium, every week all parties are granted slots to ask
questions to the cabinet members. These questions are grouped based on a topic and are answered by the
responsible cabinet member. Once the answer to a particular group of questions is given, all MPs who asked
questions in this group are also granted the opportunity to respond. In Croatia, parliamentary size determines the
number of questions a party can ask a cabinet member every quarter (i.e. four times per year). As such, in Croatia,
QTs are dominated by the two main parties in which questions are asked individually by MPs to a specific cabinet
member who responds immediately and receives a rebuttal from the MP who posed a question. Finally, in the UK,
the distribution of questions is decided by a random shuffle which generally favours the two largest parties.
Questions are asked to the PM every week, and once the PM answers the question, no rebuttal is possible except
for the Leader(s) of the Opposition who can ask questions on every QT and rebuttal the PM’s answers (Serban, 2020).
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giving the floor in Croatia and MPs asking the Prime Minister (PM) to list her/his engagements at the start

of every PMQ in the United Kingdom. In total, the dataset consists of 20,044 observations.

Each of these observations was manually coded. All coders were trained for six weeks, which
resulted in satisfactory Krippendorff’s alpha scores (see Supplementary Materials - Appendix B). Coders
indicated for each speech act whether (i) the politician attacks, and if yes, whether the attack (ii) includes
policy criticism, (iii) trait criticism, and (iv) uncivil criticism. Attacks are operationalised as any instance of
a political actor criticising another political actor, including actors from the same group.® We coded attacks
targeting formal individual and group actors, such as PMs, Party Leaders, Ministers, parties, coalitions,
and governments. We did not code attacks targeting informal actors, such as foreign politicians, unions,
and non-governmental organizations. We operationalise policy attacks as criticising the opponent’s
prospective or retrospective policy plans, and the realisation and execution of these policy plans. We
operationalise trait attacks as criticising the opponent’s traits, such as competence and integrity. Political
incivility was operationalised as any attack including name-calling (e.g. calling a minister Grinch), mocking
(e.g. comparing a policy to Pinocchio’s nose), or insulting language (e.g. saying that someone is disgusting).
See Table 1 for examples illustrating the coding scheme while descriptive statistics of parties’ average

attack behaviour in a QT session are reported in Appendix D.

Table 1. Coding scheme examples

ATTACK TYPE SPEECH ACT

The Prime Minister will also know that this House passed legislation that excludes those injured by their own hand. But
Policy the innocent victims have not yet been able to benefit from this scheme, not least because of the actions of Sinn Féin,
who are blocking the next steps to implementation.

Civil
Jeffrey Donaldson, DUP, 10.6.2020
. I was thinking of raising with the Prime Minister the Conservatives’ so-called long-term economic plan—like Pinocchio’s
Policy . .
nose, it grows longer and less attractive by the day (...)
Uncivil David Blunkett, Lab, 11.3.2015
Trait One word can sum up that answer: weak. It is not advice that is required, but some leadership. {(...)
Civil David Cameron, Con, 17.3.2010

(...) I have had a quick scan of the Radio Times. Which of these films would he fancy: “The Grinch Who Stole Christmas”,
Trait starring the Chancellor of the Exchequer; “The Muppet Christmas Carol”, starring the Lib Dem members of the Cabinet;
| or “It’s Not a Wonderful Life for the Poor”, starring himself?
Uncivi
Kevin Brennan, Lab, 19.12.2012

5 Intra-party attacks constitute less than 1 per cent of all attacks in Belgium and Croatia and in the UK they make up
2.5 per cent of all attacks.
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The Times Educational Supplement recently published a feature article stating how effective the pupil premium would
Policy and Trait  be. Does the Deputy Prime Minister share my frustration at the fact that the Labour party appears to be more
interested in scoring partisan points than in supporting the coalition Government’s serious attempts—
Civil
Stephen Lloyd, LD, 10.11.2010

This is the height of arrogance from a Government set on running the clock down. Just 44 days from a no-deal scenario,
the Prime Minister is hamstrung by her own party and rejected by European leaders. The Prime Minister must stop
playing fast and loose. Businesses are begging for certainty; the economy is already suffering. Prime Minister, you
have come to the end of the road, rumbled by your own loose-lipped senior Brexit adviser.

Policy and Trait
Uncivil
lan Blackford, SNP, 13.2.2019

Note: All examples displayed are from the UK. For examples from Belgium and Croatia, see Supplementary Materials - Appendix
C.

For the purpose of hypotheses testing, we constructed four binary dependent variables indicating:
(i) whether a politician attacks (1=Yes; 0=No) and if yes, whether this attack included (ii) policy criticism
(1=Yes; 0=No), (iii) trait criticism (1=Yes; 0=No) and (iv) uncivil criticism (name-calling, mocking or insulting
language) (1=Yes; 0=No). Our main independent variable is proximity to the end of the electoral cycle
which is measured as the number of months since the last election. For example, number 12 is assigned
to a QT observation 12 months after the last elections (for a similar measurement see Borghetto and

Belchior, 2020; Pardos-Prado and Sagarzazu, 2019; Seeberg, 2022).”

To test our risk acceptance hypothesis (H5), our data also includes variables on party’s status
(0=Opposition; 1=Government), ideological extremity (adaptation of the variable Irgen from the Chapel
Hill Expert Survey®; see Jolly et al., 2022), and public approval in polls®. Opposition parties that lack
incumbency perks of office and policy success throughout the electoral cycle find themselves in a loss
situation as proximity to elections increases. This makes them particularly prone to risk-taking by
employing different strategies at elections (e.g. Crabtree, 2020) and potentially attacking retrospective
decisions taken by governing and mainstream parties that enjoyed gains throughout the electoral cycle

(Mdaller, 2022). Furthermore, parties that are losing in public approval polls might be more willing to

7 The variable proximity to the end of the electoral cycle can also be operationalised as proximity to the end of the
parliamentary term or the actual election date. These alternative measures are used to assess the robustness of our
results (see Appendix G).

8 We created a new variable measuring a party’s ideological distance from the centre, using the standard left-right
scores that range from O (radical left) to 10 (radical right). Thus, the higher the value the more ideologically extreme
the party.

9 This is a lagged variable that measures parties’ public approval ratings on the basis of aggregated voters' voting
intentions a month before a sampled QT (e.g. public approval in April is attributed to parties for QT in May). For
Belgium, we use data from opinion polls that were conducted by various agencies (mostly Ipsos) and reported by TV
networks in Belgium (VRT; RTBF; VTM; RTL). For Croatia, we include public approval ratings for the two main parties
(HDZ and SDP) based on polls from PromocijaPlus which are regularly reported on RTL news. Finally, for the UK, we
include data for the two largest parties (Conservative Party and Labour Party) from Ipsos MORI polls that were
reported in the Evening Standard newspaper.
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engage in negative campaigning regardless of its potential backlash effect (Skaperdas and Grofman, 1995).
Ideologically extreme parties are at a loss as they are unlikely to be part of the government, and might be
more willing to take the risks of negative campaigning. In addition, the cost in terms of voter backlash will
be lower for these ideologically extreme parties as their voter base expects them to criticize the

established parties.

Method

We analyse our data using multilevel logistic regressions given the hierarchical structure of data
and binary dependent variables. Since our observations are politicians’ speech acts (one speech unit = one
observation) nested within parties and QTs, the model consists of two levels: parties (e.g. speech unit
belongs to party A; N = 39) and QTs (e.g. speech unit spoken in QT 1; N = 261). To control for the fact that
parties reappear and are not unique observations for each QT, we employ a multi-membership modelling
strategy (appropriate for panel data; see Chung and Beretvas, 2012) which crosses parties with QTs in
which they participate (see Figure 1 for a visual representation of the modelling strategy). We dropped
observations of parties not included in the CHES dataset.’® Depending on the dependent variable, the
number of observations in the analyses varies between 18,612 speech units and 6,218 attacks. The main
models presented in the manuscript do not include the control variable public approval. Including the
variable public approval reduces the number of observations substantially and even drops parties from
the model.’ The extended models including the variable public approval are reported in Supplementary
Materials - Appendix E. Lastly, all our models include variables on the politician’s gender (0=Man;

1=Woman), and year dummies.

10'With this approach, we lose 1,432 (7,14%) observations out of 20,044. These observations usually included speech
acts made by independent MPs and MPs from (short-lived) parties with low share of seats in the parliament (e.g.
MLD in Belgium, HGS in Croatia or UUP in the UK). Sensitivity analyses show that including or excluding these
observations is not impacting our main results and findings in any way.

1 Including the public approval variable results in a drop of 6,074 (32.6%) observations out of 18,612 as we lack
public approval data in Belgium between 2010 and 2014 while for Croatia and the UK we do not have approval data
for small parties in the parliament (see also footnote 9).
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Figure 1. A multi-level model crossing levels of parties with QTs
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Note: A hypothetical scenario of two governing, two opposing parties, and two QTs. Parties A and D only participate in one QT
and parties B and C participate in both QTs.

Results

To what extent and in what way does the electoral cycle affect parties’ attack behaviour? The results of
our multilevel logistic regression analyses are reported in Table 2. The findings show significant changes
in parties’ use of attacks, trait attacks, and uncivil attacks throughout the electoral cycle. As time elapses
throughout the electoral cycle, the probability of parties’ overall use of attacks, trait attacks, and uncivil
attacks in QTs increases. We do not find a significant effect of the electoral cycle on the use of policy
attacks, i.e. parties’ use of policy attacks does not significantly increases or decreases throughout the
electoral cycle. The latter also suggests that the rise of trait attacks does not come at the cost of policy

attacks. The results support H1, H3, and H4, but not H2.

Overall, we find empirical evidence that the electoral cycle affects parties’ attack behaviour in
parliaments, which we argue reflects changes in the importance of parties’ goals. The closer to elections
parties and their representatives are, the more vote-seeking they become. Furthermore, similar to
previous work on negative campaigning, we find that party characteristics affect the base levels of parties’
attack behaviour (e.g. EImelund-Praestekzer, 2010; Walter and Van der Brug, 2013; Goovaerts and
Turkenburg, 2022). Opposition parties have higher overall use of attacks and uncivil attacks than
governing parties consistently through time while ideologically extreme parties use more uncivil attacks

compared to mainstream parties.
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Table 2. The effect of the electoral cycle on parties’ use of attacks, trait attacks, policy attacks, and uncivil attacks in

QTs
MODEL 1 MODEL 2 MODEL 3 MODEL 4
DV1: Use of attacks DV2: Use of policy DV3: Use of trait DVa4: Use of uncivil
(1=Yes) attacks(1=Yes) attacks(1=Yes) attacks (1=Yes)
Coef. (S.E.) Coef. (S.E.) Coef. (S.E.) Coef. (S.E.)
IVs
Electoral cycle .012 (.002) *** -.005 (.003) .012 (.002) *** .007 (.002) **

Opposition (ref.)

Government

-2.044 (.056) ***

-.692 (.093) ***

.014 (.084)

-.438 (.099) ***

Ideological extremity

1362 (.758)

-.186 (.928)

1.023 (.967)

2.511 (.730) ***

Man MP (ref.)

Woman MP

-.197 (.043) ***

.289 (.083) **

-.358 (.068) ***

-.452 (.086) ***

Belgium (ref.)

Croatia .181 (.202) -.094 (.276) .044 (.268) -.699 (.224) **
UK -.061 (.250) -.597 (.301) t .206 (.320) -.037(.232)
Constant .110 (.251) 1.961 (.348) *** -.908 (.326) ** -1.897 (.285) ***
Variance (Parties) .437 (.082) 475 (.104) .554 (.107) .343 (.080)
Variance (QTs) .349 (.026) .548 (.051) .399 (.041) .338 (.054)

N (total) 18,612 6,218 6,218 6,218

N (QTs) 261 261 261 261

N (min. per QT) 29 7 7 7

N (max. per QT) 168 82 82 82

AIC (empty model)

20.338 (0= 22.385)

6.416 (0= 6.726)

8.218 (0= 8.538)

6.085 (0= 6.405)

Note: Models are multilevel logistic regression analyses. The dependent variables are all dichotomous (1=Yes; 0=No). All models
include year dummies, but these are not displayed. Models with the variable public approval included are available in
Supplementary Materials - Appendix E. 1p<0.1; *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001

The findings are clearly visible in Figure 2, which presents the post-estimated predicted
probabilities of our regression analyses. Firstly, the top left graph shows that a party’s probability of
attacking in a speech act increases by 74.5% (from .209 to .364) throughout the electoral cycle when
comparing their behaviour in the first QT after an election with the last QT before an election. Secondly,
the probability of using policy attacks decreases by only 5.9% (from .836 to .787), while the probability of
trait attacks and uncivil attacks increases respectively by 49.2% (from .358 to .535) and 46.3% (from .142
to .208) comparing parties’ behaviour in QTs at the start with the end of the electoral cycle. Overall, Figure
2 shows that these shifts in parties’ use, type, and nature of attacks throughout the electoral cycle are not

only significant but also substantial in size.
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Figure 2. Predicted probabilities of parties’ use of attacks and their types (policy/trait) and nature (incivility) during
the electoral cycle
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Note: Vertical lines indicate 90% confidence intervals holding all other variables at their mean

Furthermore, we find some evidence for H5, the notion that not all parties’ attack behaviour is
equally affected by the electoral cycle and that the electoral cycle affects risk-acceptant parties’ attack
behaviour more than risk-averse parties (Supplementary Materials - Appendix F.1; F.2; F.3). Namely,
parties losing in polls are more prone to attack closer to an election (top in Figure 3). Interestingly, both
governing and opposing parties show an increase in attack behaviour, but the effect is significantly
stronger for governing parties. This may be attributed to the need for coalition parties to differentiate
themselves from each other (Imre et al., 2023; Fortunato, 2021). Moreover, both governing and opposing
parties increase their use of trait attacks towards the end of the electoral cycle, but the effect is
significantly stronger for opposition parties (right-bottom in Figure 3). This increase in trait attacks comes
at the expense of policy attacks for opposing parties (left-bottom in Figure 3). Lastly, when it comes to
parties’ ideological extremity, we do not find that the electoral cycle has a different effect on parties’

attack behaviour, conditional on their level of ideological extremity.
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Figure 3. Predicted probabilities of attacks when interacting electoral cycle with public approval (above) and
probabilities of policy/trait attacks when interacting electoral cycle with party status (below)
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Note: The full regression output for all graphs is available in Appendix F.1 and Appendix F.2 (for above: Table F.1; for below: Table
F.2). Vertical lines indicate 90% confidence intervals holding other variables at their mean.

We also conducted sensitivity analyses to check the robustness of our findings (Supplementary
Materials - G.1; G.2; G3; G4). We found that the effects of the electoral cycle on parties’ attack behaviour
are consistent across different operationalisations of the electoral cycle variable and that the electoral
cycle of second-order elections during the study period did not affect the impact of the first-order election
cycle on parties’ negative campaigning in parliament. We also performed jack-knifing, dropping one
country and electoral cycle at a time. The results supported hypotheses H1, H3, and H4 across all countries
and electoral cycles, including H2 when the period of Michel government in Belgium (2014-2019) is
omitted. Moreover, when we include the control parties’ standing in public approval polls in our main
models using the smaller dataset, the effect of the electoral cycle on parties’ attack behaviour is similar,

including for parties’ use of policy attacks (H2). The probability of using policy attacks significantly
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decreases by 11.5% (from .845 to .747) comparing parties’ behaviour in QTs at the start with the end of

the electoral cycle (see Supplementary Materials - Appendix E).

However, it is worth noting two country exceptions. Firstly, in Belgium, incivility was generally
used consistently regardless of the electoral cycle. We posit that two factors account for this finding. On
the one hand, the substantial presence of populist and extremist parties in parliament, including both the
right and left of the ideological spectrum, contribute to the persistent use of uncivil rhetoric, as their usage
of incivility does not come with significant repercussions. On the other hand, the necessity for mainstream
parties to form and maintain broad coalitions contribute to their minimal use of incivility throughout the
electoral cycle. Secondly, in the UK, public approval did not impact parties’ use of attacks throughout the
electoral cycle. Instead, it was the opposition parties that predominantly took risks by increasing trait
attacks closer to elections. We attribute this to the importance of office goals, which can be achieved by

winning an election in the UK unlike in Croatia and Belgium (see also Walter et al., 2014).

Conclusion

This study brings a better understanding of how institutional characteristics such as the electoral cycle,
i.e. the period between two consecutive elections, affects parties’ attack behaviour in parliament and
helps to build a general theory on negative campaigning. Firstly, this study makes a theoretical
contribution as it provides grounds for understanding parties' incentives to engage in negative
campaigning from a longitudinal time frame. In doing so, we built upon previous studies that claim that
parties’ objectives shift throughout the electoral cycle affecting parties’ strategic behaviour (Mdller and
Louwerse, 2020; Schwalbach, 2022; Seeberg, 2020). Specifically, we argued that vote-seeking goals
become increasingly important to parties closer to elections, which affects parties’ decision calculus on
negative campaigning, which is generally considered a vote-seeking strategy. Closer to the elections the
potential benefits of attack behaviour increase as well as parties’ willingness to take a risk. Therefore,
when the election draws closer parties not only engage more in negative campaigning but also in riskier
attack behaviour, especially parties that are more affected by electoral incentives and risk acceptance.
Secondly, this study contributes to the literature on negative campaigning and parliamentary behaviour
as it is one of the first studies to empirically examine parties’ attack behaviour throughout multiple
electoral cycles. Work on attack behaviour often ignores temporal dynamics, including the electoral cycle,

and tends to analyse parties’ behaviour in short-term and static campaign periods.
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The research results suggest that parties indeed become more vote-seeking and not only attack
more but engage in riskier attack strategies, such as trait attacks and uncivil attacks towards the end of
the electoral cycle. In addition, this demonstrates that the notion of permanent campaigning is not
consistently present throughout the electoral cycle in parliamentary question time sessions, despite their
high media coverage and exposure to citizens. That is, parties exhibit less campaigning-oriented behaviour
in the early stages of the electoral cycle. Lastly, not all parties are equally affected in their attack behaviour
by the electoral cycle. We find evidence that risk-averse parties, especially those losing in the public
approval polls and parties in the opposition, are more likely to engage in riskier attack behaviour towards

the end of the electoral cycle.

Still, our study is not without shortcomings. Firstly, we focused on a specific set of parliamentary
sessions, namely QTs. It is plausible that parties’ attack behaviour in these sessions differs from broader
plenary debates and committee sessions (see Karlsson et al., 2022). We do not expect the impact of the
electoral cycle on parties’ attack behaviour to disappear if different parliamentary sessions are examined,
but studying QTs potentially overestimates parties' use of attack behaviour: QTs are designed to scrutinise
the government and are the parliamentary sessions which receive the most media attention. The field
would furthermore benefit from examining the impact of the electoral cycle on parties’ attack behaviour
in other venues such as press releases or social media. In addition, we only examined parties’ attack
behaviour in three different countries. To further advance the theory on negative campaigning, it is crucial
to examine parties' attack behaviour in electoral cycles across a wider range of countries. More cases
could shed light on how other contextual characteristics, apart from the electoral cycle, affect parties' use

of negative campaigning or interact with the electoral cycle.
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