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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

JEL classification: The way people absorb and process politically relevant information is central to their subsequent political

D72 behaviour (in terms of turnout and vote choice). Nonetheless, little is known about how young voters — who

D83 might be more impressionable than more experienced voters — respond to the provision of such information.

:;(1) In this article, we design a between-subject randomised controlled trial that exposes a sample of university
students to positive, neutral or negative information about central government performance before the 2017

Igley“t’_"r ds: Portuguese local elections. We find that young voters update their perceptions more when exposed to negative

ections

First-time voters
Performance information
Randomised controlled trial
Negativity bias news.

news. This negativity bias is stronger for first-time voters. We also find that negative information significantly
affects turnout of initially undecided young voters. Our results imply that sensitivity to information is
heterogeneous and that some young voters may be prone to manipulation through the provision of negative

1. Introduction

Assessing whether and how distinct segments of the population
react to information about government performance is important. For
instance, it can help identify population groups prone to changing
their opinions and behaviour when exposed to fake news (Allcott and
Gentzkow, 2017; King et al., 2017), and may also enable more targeted
and cost-effective information campaigns (Nickerson, 2007a; Bergh
et al.,, 2021). As such, it can have critical implications for electoral
democracy and political accountability (DellaVigna and Gentzkow,
2010). In this paper, we focus specifically on how young voters react to
the provision of political information. Young voters’ political behaviour
has often been found to differ from the rest of the electorate (Holbein
and Hillygus, 2020), either because they turn out less (Smets and

Van Ham, 2013; Foos et al., 2023) or because their preferences diverge
from those of older voters (Becker et al., 2017; Geys et al., 2022). While
considerable academic attention has recently been awarded to youth
voter mobilisation (Nickerson, 2007b; Bhatti et al., 2017; Bergh et al.,
2021; Bergh and Christensen, 2022; Foos et al., 2023), much less is
known about whether and how young voters process and use political
information. We address this question using a randomised controlled
trial, which allows us to evaluate the impact of information provision
on young voters’ perception of incumbent performance as well as their
subsequent voting behaviour.

From a theoretical perspective, we take inspiration from recent
work arguing that voters deal with information analogous to a Bayesian
updating process (DellaVigna and Gentzkow, 2010; Arias et al., 2022;
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Broockman and Kalla, 2022). That is, they adjust their prior beliefs
about the likelihood of a certain hypothesis — such as the high or low
‘quality’ of an electoral candidate, or the benefit of turning out to
vote — when new information becomes available. Crucially, this new
information is often argued to gain in importance when individuals’
prior beliefs are weaker and when less information was available
beforehand (Zaller, 1992; DellaVigna and Gentzkow, 2010; Arias et al.,
2022). Building on these insights, we hypothesise that such a diminish-
ing marginal influence of information makes young voters particularly
persuadable by new information when they vote for the first time or
remain undecided close to Election Day (Bergh and Christensen, 2022).
Reflecting that individuals are generally more responsive to negative
rather than positive information,! we thereby expect that young voters
display an asymmetric reaction to positive and negative information.
As a result, we predict that negative information provided to unde-
cided young voters and neophytes will have the strongest impact on
perceptions of incumbent performance as well as subsequent political
decisions (i.e. turnout and voting behaviour).

To assess these theoretical propositions, we designed a between-
subject experiment that induced exogenous variation in participants’
exposure to information (based on actual articles from mainstream
press outlets). Specifically, we exposed 1,799 university students to
news articles about central government performance in the week before
the 2017 local elections in Portugal. The news had either a positive or
a negative tone, and covered different policy domains (including public
finance, employment, health care, education, road safety and pensions).
A control group was exposed to a neutral news treatment about a
non-endangered Portuguese dog breed. Our analysis then proceeds in
three steps. We first examine whether and to what extent participants
updated their perceptions about the incumbent central government
in response to the treatment. Then, we assess whether the treatment
affected self-reported turnout and voting behaviour in the 2017 local
elections. Finally, we study two sub-groups - first-time voters and
undecided voters (i.e., unresolved one week before the election) — to
provide novel insights about how respondents from these groups may
react to (and use) the information provided differently.>

Our main findings are as follows. First, we find that providing
negative (positive) information induces an expected downward (up-
ward) revision of government performance evaluations in the specific
policy areas covered by the news pieces. The performance update is
equivalent to about one-third of a standard deviation of the mean base-
line performance perception, which reflects a substantial impact. This
confirms that our information treatment was relevant and perceived
correctly by respondents. We then examine individuals’ perceptions of
the incumbent government’s overall performance. The results indicate
that the provision of negative information has a significant and robust
(across specifications) effect on young voters’ overall perception of the
incumbent. The magnitude of the effect is at least —0.094 (on a scale
from —1 to 1), and corresponds to one-fourth of a standard deviation
in this measure. However, we do not find analogous results for positive
information (the effect size is less than 0.03). This more pronounced
sensitivity to negative information confirms the presence of a negativity
bias in young voters.

Second, we find that our information treatment has no average
treatment effect upon respondents’ turnout or vote choice in the 2017
local elections, which we show is not due to the possibility of treatment
dilution (Angrist, 2006). Third, we illustrate that this average treatment

2 The provision of information as a treatment in a political setting may raise
ethical concerns. To this point, we relied exclusively on information provided
in the general media, which in Portugal is mostly perceived as independent
from political parties and organisations. Furthermore, our research adheres to
all ten Principles for Human Subjects Research approved by the APSA Council
(see also section A of the Online Appendix) and obtained approval from the
ethics committee at [anonymised for review].
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effect masks considerable heterogeneity across respondent groups. The
reaction to negative information is smaller for individuals who report a
higher interest in politics, while inexperienced (i.e., first-time, eligible)
voters exhibit a more pronounced negativity bias and seem to dismiss
positive information. This pattern is consistent with a diminishing
marginal influence of information upon individuals’ decision-making
process (Zaller, 1992; DellaVigna and Gentzkow, 2010; Broockman and
Kalla, 2022). Regarding voting behaviour, we find that negative infor-
mation decreases the likelihood of initially undecided voters casting a
blank vote by 13 percentage points, and increases their probability of
abstention or voting for opposition parties by just over 30 percentage
points. These results extend the findings of previous work showing
that negative campaigning may reduce voter turnout (Lau and Rovner,
2009) and influence voter preferences (Kendall et al., 2015).

Our analysis provides three key contributions. The first contribution
relates to how electoral decisions are affected by information provision.
The potential for information provision to have a heterogeneous impact
on government performance perceptions — and subsequent political
behaviour — among distinct segments of the population has received
only limited attention thus far. To the best of our knowledge, we
are first to look at this issue for young voters. Second, a rapidly
growing literature studies how young voters can(not) be mobilised to
register and/or vote using traditional as well as modern mobilisation
tools (Nickerson, 2007b; Bhatti et al., 2017; Bergh et al., 2021; Bergh
and Christensen, 2022; Foos et al., 2023). We extend this literature by
moving beyond the (important) issue of youth voter mobilisation, and
address how information provision affects young voters’ perceptions of
political actors and their subsequent voting behaviour. As such, we take
one further step towards a broader and more encompassing view of
the drivers of youth political activity. Finally, although the existence
of negativity bias is well-established across a wide number of contexts,
we show that this bias is most prevalent among inexperienced young
voters. This is a significant observation given that these voters are much
more susceptible to and persuadable by news provision. From a public
policy perspective, this observation strongly suggests a need to protect
specific subsets of young voters against disruptive and negative (fake)
news campaigns.

2. Theoretical background and hypotheses

How - if at all — do voters process and use political information?
While many theoretical arguments have been proposed in a rich and
varied literature, we take recent work viewing voter reactions to in-
formation “in a manner analogous to Bayesian reasoning” as our point
of departure (Broockman and Kalla, 2022, p.2). A central premise in
Bayesian information processing models is that individuals update their
priors (or initial beliefs) about the likelihood of something being true
or false when new information becomes available to them. This is not
meant to imply that we believe voters actively use Bayes’ rule to update
their beliefs. Nevertheless, a process whereby individuals partially —
albeit potentially only very minimally — adjust their stance when new
information becomes available seems to match well with empirical
observations across a range of academic disciplines (DellaVigna and
Gentzkow, 2010).

Crucially, a core prediction of Bayesian-inspired models is that new
information is deemed more effective or persuasive when individuals’
prior beliefs are weaker and when less information was available
beforehand (DellaVigna and Gentzkow, 2010; Arias et al., 2022). This
is reminiscent of Zaller’s (1992)’s argument that information will have
a lower effect on people with more considerations already in their
‘consideration pool’ (see also Bergh and Christensen, 2022; Broockman
and Kalla, 2022). In practical terms, this line of argument implies
that information will be characterised by a diminishing marginal effect
when more of it is already available. As people learn more about
politics (and politicians), any additional information will thus become
less influential. This is important since young voters voting the first
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time or remaining undecided close to Election Day are likely to have
built up less prior political knowledge compared to more experienced
young voters (Bergh and Christensen, 2022). As such, we maintain
that they will be particularly persuadable by the provision of (new)
information. This leads to our first hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1. Young voters update their perceptions of government
performance more after exposure to information when they vote for the
first time or remain undecided close to Election Day.

Naturally, not all information can be expected to be treated equally.
A large literature illustrates, for instance, that individuals (and organi-
sations) are generally more responsive to negative compared to positive
performance information (Lau, 1985; Baumeister et al., 2001; Nielsen
and Moynihan, 2017; Hong, 2019). Such a negativity bias is particu-
larly prevalent in situations where people are actively encouraged to
compare across alternative outcomes (such as political candidates in
an election). The reason is that explicitly comparative settings shift
“individuals’ relative attention towards potential threats rather than
opportunities in the payoff distribution” (Kuehnhanss et al., 2017,
p-1010). Applying this line of reasoning to our setting, we expect
that young voters in general will display an asymmetric reaction to
positive and negative information. Nonetheless, when combined with
Hypothesis 1, we can further specify this prediction. Indeed, combining
negativity bias with a higher sensitive to news among undecided young
voters and neophytes suggests that the latter subsets of young voters
will display a particularly pronounced impact of negative information
provision. This leads to our second and third hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2. Young voters update their perceptions of government
performance more when exposed to negative rather than positive news.

Hypothesis 3. Young first-time or undecided voters are most respon-
sive to negative rather than positive news.

Finally, changing beliefs need not necessarily become reflected in
changing behaviour. This relationship will depend on the elasticity of
behaviour with respect to beliefs, which is likely to be lower when
initial beliefs are stronger (DellaVigna and Gentzkow, 2010). In other
words, when people are more certain about their initial positions, more
will be required to move them away from this position and any change
in beliefs will have a weaker behavioural impact. In our setting, this
implies that any change in young voters’ perceptions of government
performance is not guaranteed to affect subsequent political decisions
(i.e. turnout and voting behaviour). Yet, given our discussion thus
far (esp. Hypotheses 1 and 3), any such effects are most likely to
materialise among undecided young voters and neophytes. They not
only are expected to show a stronger response to new information, but
their weaker priors also suggest a higher elasticity of behaviour with
respect to beliefs. This leads to our fourth and final hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4. Young first-time or undecided voters are most likely
to adjust their political decisions (i.e. turnout and voting behaviour)
following exposure to (negative) news.
3. Institutional setting and experimental design
3.1. Institutional setting

The Portuguese government is organised into three levels: cen-

tral government, municipalities, and civil parishes.> Municipalities are
responsible for local public services such as education, healthcare

3 In addition, the Azores and Madeira archipelagos have elected regional
governments.
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facilities, and amenities including parks and transportation. The mu-
nicipal government is composed of an executive branch - the Town
Council — and a legislative branch — the Municipal Assembly. All local
government representatives are elected simultaneously every four years
in nationwide local elections (normally two years after the national
elections). All citizens aged 18 and above are eligible to vote.

At the time of our study (2017), there were five main political
parties in Portugal that run in both central and local government
elections. Bloco de Esquerda (BE) and Coligagcdo Democrdtica Unitdria
(CDU) are the left-most political parties, Partido Socialista (PS) is a
socialist party on the centre-left, while to the right we have Partido
Social-Democrata (PSD) and Centro Democrdtico e Social (CDS). Together,
these parties obtained 86% of all votes for the Town Council in 2017
(the remainder was won by other parties, independent candidates and
groups of citizens), and PS won 159 out of the 308 municipalities.
Following the 2015 parliamentary election, PS became the incumbent
central government party, with the parliamentary support of the re-
maining left-wing parties (BE and CDU). Therefore, at the time of our
experiment, participants had enough time to form beliefs about the
performance of the incumbent central government.

3.2. Experimental design

The 2017 Portuguese local elections took place on October 15t. We
conducted three survey rounds between September 18th and October
6th. (i) In the baseline survey, two weeks before the election, we
collected information about demographic background, political prefer-
ences, awareness and interest, and planned voting behaviour. (ii) In the
treatment survey, one week before the election, we randomly exposed
participants to factual information bundles about central government
performance. This coincided with the campaign period, in which re-
spondents were likely to be exposed to other external information (for
a similar approach, see Nickerson, 2007b; Bhatti et al., 2017; Bergh
et al.,, 2021; Foos et al.,, 2023).* (iii)) In the follow-up survey, we
collected self-reported voting behaviour (turnout and vote choice) in
the week after the election. Additional details can be found in Appendix
A, where Figure A.1 shows a timeline, and Table A.1 summarises the
information collected in each survey.® We implemented the experiment
at two universities in Lisbon (Nova SBE and ISCAL).® All surveys
were administered paper-based, in a classroom, either at the beginning
or the end of a lecture. The implementation protocol included a set
of instructions that was read aloud, before the questionnaires were
distributed. Participants were invited to take part in a study about the
upcoming election and could opt out by not completing the survey(s).
They were asked to construct a unique, anonymous identifier based
on a sequence of numbers from their birth date and phone numbers,
used in all survey rounds to allow merging. We provided no monetary
incentives.

Since most of our sample were undergraduate students and the legal
voting age in Portugal is 18 years old, about 41% of respondents were
first-time voters and few would have developed strong voting experi-
ence. This is important to test for heterogeneous effects of information
provision related to previous voting experience.”

4 The official campaign period starts two weeks before the election date
and ends two days prior to the election, as defined by Law 1/2001.

5 The experiment was pre-registered at https://www.socialscienceregistry.
org/trials/2539. As indicated in this registration, we targeted a sample of
young voters who had never voted before as well as more experienced voters,
such as to allow heterogeneity analysis across these two subsamples.

6 At Nova SBE, each survey was implemented in a different round as
described above. Owing to the academic calendar at ISCAL, we collapsed the
baseline and treatment surveys into one, implemented in the week preceding
the election.

7 Testing for heterogeneity induces concerns regarding sample sizes and
statistical power. Appendix Table A.2 shows that our sample size enables us
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We should note at this point that while classroom experiments such
as ours have been used to gain novel insights about young voters’
political behaviour (e.g., Bennion and Nickerson, 2016), university
students are obviously not representative of young people in general.
They are, for instance, characterised by higher income and education
levels and having parents with higher education and employment levels
(more details below), all of which make them more likely to become
politically active than young voters outside universities (Smets and
Van Ham, 2013). Hence, one might worry about the external validity
of a student sample and its ability to generalise to the population of
young voters. A large-scale field experiment where young people are
recruited also beyond the university setting would be more beneficial
from this perspective. Yet, the potential ethical implications of such
a field experiment would also be much larger, particularly when the
expectation is that people update their beliefs after news provision
and adjust their electoral behaviour on this basis. In the end, we
opted for a student sample as politically attentive/interested young
individuals offer a best-case scenario to study the potential impact of
information provision on their political choices and behaviours (for a
similar argument in a different setting, see Arceneaux and Nickerson,
2009; Bergh et al., 2021; Bergh and Christensen, 2022). Null effects
in our setting would indeed make it highly unlikely that any effects
materialise among less politically interested young people.

3.2.1. Information treatment

We employed a between-subjects design, relying on six different
policy areas — public finance, healthcare, pensions, education, youth
employment, and road safety — to reduce the likelihood that our re-
sults are influenced by a specific one. Each participant was randomly
exposed to either positive or negative information about central govern-
ment performance in two of these policy areas. The treatment consisted
of two actual news articles, on two different policy areas, to increase
the likelihood of the treatment being informative for respondents. The
articles were selected from mainstream outlets — two newspapers and
one news radio — according to the following criteria: (i) recentness,
to guarantee timeliness, relevance and accuracy; (ii) availability of
positive and negative news on the same policy area from the same
outlet, with similar dates, to the extent possible. Table 2 lists the
sources for each article and the respective date, ranging from October
14, 2016, to September 24, 2017.

The effectiveness of the treatment hinges upon (i) the subjects’
trust on the news outlets; (ii) the perception of the information as fair
and unbiased; and (iii) the subjects’ interpretation of the treatments as
positive (resp., negative). In terms of (i), note that the selected outlets
are among the most trusted in Portugal, with scores of 7.19/10 for
Expresso (the highest amongst newspapers in Portugal), 7.07/10 for
Diario de Noticias, and 7.04/10 for Piblico, according to The Reuters
Institute at the University of Oxford (Newman et al., 2019). The most
trusted outlet is included in all the treatments.

Regarding (ii), we note that the variety of outlets tackles pos-
sible concerns of different political leanings. Moreover, Portuguese
newspapers are notable for a very low level of ideological bias. The
average response to the question “The political orientation of the most
prominent journalists is well-known to the public” in the European
Media Systems Survey 2013 is equal to 3.6 in Portugal, 1.14 standard
deviations below the mean of 5.3 for the 34 countries surveyed (on
a scale of 1 to 10). This data also shows that Expresso and Diario de
Noticias are perceived by the respondents as locating in the centre of
the political spectrum, i.e., they get average scores between 5.3 and

to detect a 5 percentage point change in young voters’ opinions about central
government performance with 77% (64%) certainty at 90% (95%) confidence
level. Similar tests were also performed with comparable results for our other
outcome variables (i.e. voter turnout and party support; full details upon
request).
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6.2 (where 0 means left and 10 means right), aligned with the average
value of this variable, which is 5.6 for the 34 countries.® We further
highlight that Portuguese newspapers never publicly endorse political
candidates (unlike in, say, the UK or US).°

Finally, to confirm that the negative and positive treatments were
perceived as such by the subjects, (iii), we conducted a survey in 2022
among students at the same university. Each respondent was presented
with a random draw of 4 to 5 articles used in the original experiment.
Subjects were then asked to rank the performance of the government
in office at the time of the news articles in each specific policy area
covered in the articles (on a scale between —10 and 10, with a neutral
option). The results confirm that the news articles are perceived as
expected, and that the absolute value of negative evaluations is equiva-
lent to that of the positive evaluations. A more detailed account of this
validation survey and the respective results is presented in Appendix
B, and it confirms that the news articles are perceived as expected.
Moreover, the absolute value of negative evaluations is in line with that
of the positive ones.'’

We created six positive, six negative and one neutral information
bundle (13 versions in total), whose composition in terms of policies
is detailed in Table 1. Using twelve different information bundles
reduces the likelihood of contagion across different treatment groups,
an important concern given that the surveys were administered in class,
and control and treatment subjects sit side-by-side in close physical
space (see Section 3.2.2). This approach also mitigates the possibility
that the source of the material or any perceived difference in the
degree of negativity/positivity of a specific news item influences the
information treatment effects. The control group articles (with similar
length and format as the treatment ones) were policy neutral, about a
non-endangered Portuguese dog breed not targeted by public policies
(i.e. Serra da Estrela). In all cases, news articles were edited to avoid
salient visual differences across bundles, and they included the headline
(in larger bold font), an abridged version of the original text, and a
graph or a picture. In the first article, we included a graph created
from actual data to support the information conveyed in the text,
visually similar across positive and negative bundles. The second article
included a picture related to the policy area, which was the same for
the positive and negative treatments; see examples in Figures A.4 and
A.5 in the appendix.

We treat participants with information about the central (as opposed
to local) government at the time of local elections. This choice aims
at mitigating the risk of dilution, since general elections involve the
dissemination of large quantities of information about central govern-
ment policies. Even so, this information remains relevant to voters
for at least three reasons. First, politicians’ partisanship correlates in
terms of expected policies across different government levels (Geys and
Vermeir, 2014; Schonhage and Geys, 2020). Second, voters may use
local elections to show (dis)approval of the central government (Marien
et al.,, 2015). Third, Ashworth et al. (2018) show that incumbents’
electoral outcomes are affected by shocks outside their control — such
as hurricanes or policy outcomes at other levels of government — which
provide rational voters with opportunities to infer information about
incumbents. We return to this in our validity checks in Section 4.3.

3.2.2. Sampling and randomisation

All surveys were administered by the research team in 71 classes
(attended by 4 to 120 students). In-class implementation allowed us
to conduct the field work in a short time period around the election.

8 Publicly available data, retrieved from https://www.mediasystemsineuro
pe.org/emss2013.htm (Popescu et al., 2013).

9 The relative lack of polarisation of Portuguese news outlets, when com-
pared to other European countries, is confirmed by Santana Pereira and Nina
(2016), Magalhaes (2009) and Graca (2017).

10 We thank an anonymous referee for suggesting this survey.
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