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women, who may not only face higher exposure to toxicity, but experience attacks that they and

P oliticians frequently face toxic behaviors. We argue that these behaviors impose a double burden on

others understand to be motivated by prejudice and designed to push them out of office. Using
large-scale image-based conjoint experiments in the United States, Denmark, Belgium, and Chile, we
demonstrate that both politicians themselves and citizens regard messages targeting women politicians as
more toxic than otherwise equivalent messages targeting men. This perception intensifies when messages
mention gender or come from perpetrators who are men. A second experiment to investigate the
mechanisms shows that hostile behaviors toward women are more frequently understood as driven by
prejudice and attempts to remove women from politics. These findings highlight the importance of
understanding how perceptions of perpetrators’ motives affect the severity of political toxicity, and provide

insights into the gendered effects of political hostility.

INTRODUCTION

nline harassment, abuse, and intimidation of

politicians are on the rise (Collignon, Camp-

bell, and Riidig 2022).! Women politicians are
widely suggested to bear the highest burden of these
behaviors (Astor 2018; Dhrodia 2017; Specia 2019).
A cross-country survey of women parliamentarians
shows, for example, that a majority report facing con-
temptuous comments online and having sexually
explicit material concerning them shared on social
media (Inter-Parliamentary Union 2016). There is also
evidence that women politicians—especially high-
profile women—encounter these behaviors more fre-
quently than their counterparts who are men
(Collignon and Riidig 2021; Daniele, Dipoppa, and
Pulejo 2023; Hékansson 2021; Herrick and Thomas
2021; Rheault, Rayment, and Musulan 2019). For some
women politicians, toxic messages and harassment are
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1 We refer to political “toxic behavior” and “hostility” throughout as
a general term that encompasses forms of aggressive behaviors or
expressions directed at others that include, for example, incivility,
intolerance, cyber-bullying, harassment, hate speech, and “trolling”
(Sandberg and Segesten 2022).

now considered “just part of the job” (Terris 2016).
Yet, differences in both exposure to and interpretations
of toxic behaviors directed at women and men politi-
cians could have substantial implications for political
representation. Toxic behavior can affect both the
willingness of women to remain in politics, and whether
ordinary women who observe this behavior aspire to
and run for public office (Every-Palmer, Barry-Walsh,
and Pathé 2015; Maisel 2012). It could also affect
women’s willingness to engage in democratic dialogue
in the public sphere altogether (Every-Palmer, Barry-
Walsh, and Pathé 2015; Maisel 2012; Theocharis et al.
2020; Tromble 2018). In this article, we argue that
understanding these downstream consequences
requires that researchers document not only differ-
ences in the frequency and content of toxic behaviors
faced by women and men politicians but also ~ow these
behaviors are perceived by politicians themselves, who
may be the targets of toxic behaviors, and by ordinary
citizens who witness them.

Theoretically, we argue that women politicians face
what we refer to as a double burden with respect to
toxic behavior: women politicians may not only be
exposed to higher rates of toxic behaviors—the focus
of much of the literature to date—but also experience
these behaviors as more severe due to beliefs about
the gendered prejudices that drive them. Our expec-
tation is that politicians and citizens witnessing hostile
behaviors toward women politicians will perceive
them as more severe than otherwise equivalent behav-
iors toward men. The mechanism, we argue, is that the
severity of hostile behavior is a function not only of a
behavior’s content but also of the perceived motives
and underlying prejudices that drive it. Hostile mes-
sages sent toward women, we expect, will be more
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likely to be perceived as motivated by prejudices and
by a perpetrator’s goal to push women out of office
(as compared to equivalent messages sent to men). If
true, this would suggest that the severity of toxicity
directed at women and men politicians (i.e., its poten-
tial cost to the recipient) depends on the underlying
meaning given to it by the targets of toxic behavior and
those who observe it.

This article thus investigates an under-examined and
pernicious side of toxic behavior, whereby the per-
ceived prejudices that drive negative behaviors in the
political workplace affect understandings of the severity
of their harm. As the literature on discrimination shows,
being subjected to behavior that is perceived as moti-
vated by prejudice magnifies its harm through, for
example, decreasing mental health, increasing physical
illness, and lowering job satisfaction (Dardenne,
Dumont, and Bollier 2007; Dover, Hunger, and Major
2021; Pascoe and Smart Richman 2009).”> Thus, under-
standing how and why toxic behaviors toward women
are considered more severe by the recipients of that
behavior (women politicians) and by those who may
enter politics in the future (citizens) speaks to how the
burden of toxicity can vary by gender even in the face of
what can appear superficially as equivalent behaviors.

To investigate this, we use a series of image-based
conjoint experiments with elected politicians and citi-
zens. We examine the effects of the gender of a politi-
cian who is targeted with a politically toxic behavior by
presenting politician and citizen respondents with pairs
of images of social media conversations that are
designed to visually mimic hostile exchanges on social
media. The experiments, which consist of millions of
possible images, allow us to isolate the causal effect of
the attributes of the perpetrator who sends a hostile
message and those of the politician receiving it, holding
a variety of conversation attributes constant. This
enables us to examine how various characteristics that
are commonly present in online toxic exchanges with
politicians influence the way that politicians and citi-
zens interpret toxic behavior directed at politicians. For
example, this allows us to determine whether contex-
tual characteristics of an exchange (e.g., the gender of
the perpetrator, or whether a message explicitly high-
lights a politician’s gender) amplify or diminish the
impact of a politician’s gender on perceptions of its
severity. This also make it possible for us to document
how sensitive assessments of the link between a politi-
cian’s gender and toxic behavior are to characteristics
of the respondents who perceive them (e.g., political
affiliation, co-partisanship, whether a respondent is a
politician or citizen, gender, etc.).

In a second experiment, we then investigate the
mechanisms that drive differences in understandings of
the severity of hostility toward women and men politi-
cians. This enables us to examine whether the gender of
a politician who is the target of politically hostile behav-
1or affects politicians’ and citizens’ interpretations of the

2 The literature on prejudice-based violent crime unsurprisingly
shows similar findings (McDevitt et al. 2001).

motivations of the perpetrator (e.g., whether driven by
policy differences, prejudice, or a desire to push a
politician out of office). To ensure that our findings
are robust to the idiosyncrasies of individual countries,
we collect data from currently elected politicians and
ordinary citizens in the United States, Denmark, Bel-
gium, and Chile. Due to potential differences in online
exposure and tolerance of toxic behavior between polit-
ical elites and ordinary citizens—especially considering
that the former are the targets of the toxic behavior we
examine—we conduct experiments among both types of
actors in each of these four political systems.

We find strong evidence across countries and
among both politicians and citizens that toxic behav-
iors toward women politicians are assessed as more
severe than otherwise equivalent behaviors toward
men politicians. This result is consistent across respon-
dents, regardless of their gender, partisanship, politi-
cal ideology, and relevant subgroups. Further, in line
with expectations, the effect of targeting women pol-
iticians with hostile messages is stronger when the
perpetrator is a man, and when the message highlights
the gender of the politician.

We also document how the inferred motivations of the
person sending a politically toxic message differ based
on the gender of the targeted politician. In our second
experiment, which we design to evaluate the underlying
mechanisms, we show that respondents interpret the
motives of those who send hostile messages toward
women politicians differently than equivalent messages
sent toward men: messages sent to women politicians are
less likely to be viewed as driven by policy and more
likely to be considered motivated by prejudice or a
desire to push a politician out of politics.

Overall, our study makes significant contributions to
the literature on gender bias in politics and political
toxicity by demonstrating the divergence in the per-
ceived severity of toxic behaviors when directed at
women and men politicians, even when the behavior’s
content is comparable. Further, we show how interpre-
tations of gendered prejudices and the use of toxicity to
deter women from participating politics are mecha-
nisms driving this result. The implication is that political
toxicity may have larger downstream effects on women
than men through channels beyond the frequency or
type of toxic behaviors themselves. Dealing with toxic
behavior interpreted to be motivated by prejudice and
a desire to expel them from office could, for example,
further decrease women’s willingness to continue in
politics, to run for national office, to enter politics more
generally, or to engage in public dialogue altogether. It
speaks, furthermore, to the reasons why women politi-
cians express more concern about political toxicity
generally (see Section D of the Supplementary Mate-
rial), and anecdotally, why a toxic political atmosphere
is often cited by women, relative to men, as a reason for
leaving office. This article thus highlights the need to
investigate how politicians themselves, and citizens,
understand the toxic behaviors that they may face or
observe in their daily political lives, and the importance
of investigating understandings of the motives that
drive these behaviors.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

When women run for office, research finds that they
tend to win elections at similar rates as men (Darcy,
Welch, and Clark 1994; Fox 2005; King and Leigh 2010;
Thomsen 2020). According to candidate choice exper-
iments, voters slightly prefer women candidates to men
candidates (Schwarz and Coppock 2022). Yet, the pro-
portion of women politicians who aspire to public office
remains stubbornly below parity with men in most
countries (Thomsen and King 2020). Research in polit-
ical science has thus investigated the barriers to repre-
sentation for women in politics, and highlighted
differences in the costs of being a politician for women
and men. These barriers and costs are many, and are
shown to include, among others, being subjected to
gender-based stereotypes, facing weaker opportunities
for development, being expected by voters to hold the
double burden of family and politician, and having to
meet higher standards to qualify for leadership posi-
tions (e.g., Bauer 2019; Bernhard, Shames, and Teele
2021; Bjarnegard 2013; Heath, Schwindt-Bayer, and
Taylor-Robinson 2005; Teele, Kalla, and Rosenbluth
2018).3

A recent important avenue of research examines the
darker costs of public office by investigating the preva-
lence of hostile, threatening, and violent interactions
with members of the general public. Studies show that
majorities of elected politicians in many countries are
subjected to psychologically and physically violent
interactions with the public at some point during their
political careers (e.g., Ballington 2018; Bjarnegérd 2023;
Inter-Parliamentary Union 2016).

Research also shows that such behavior is not equally
distributed across gender. Campaign volunteers who
are women receive more hostile responses than men
volunteers, and women politicians are more likely to be
the targets of psychological or physical violence com-
pared to men (Daniele, Dipoppa, and Pulejo 2023;
Herrick et al. 2019; Yan and Bernhard 2024). This is
especially the case for high-profile women (Hakansson
2021; Herrick and Thomas 2021; Rheault, Rayment,
and Musulan 2019). As recent research suggests, the
disproportionate number of attacks on women are
unlikely to be due to differences in policy positions
between women and men politicians (Daniele,
Dipoppa, and Pulejo 2023).

The consequences for politicians and political rep-
resentation are decidedly negative. Herrick and Frank-
lin (2019) suggest, for example, that exposure to
violence is associated with psychological harm and
decreases in ambitions to remain in office. As one
woman candidate who ran in a recent Canadian elec-
tion remarked: “I would never ever, ever subject
myself to [the abuse I was subjected to as a candidate]
again ...[I]t has damaged my mental health. It has
made me fear for the safety of my family. It has made

3 See also, ACE Electoral Knowledge Network (2023).

me fear for my safety” (Lamensch 2021). In the United
Kingdom, women candidates were shown to modify
their campaign efforts as a result (Collignon, Camp-
bell, and Riidig 2022).

Situations in which politicians encounter toxic polit-
ical behavior have greatly increased with the emer-
gence of social media. As a technology, social media
is double-edged (Tucker et al. 2017). On the one hand,
it is considered by many politicians and staffers as an
essential tool for political communication and repre-
sentation (McGregor 2020). On the other hand, by
lowering barriers to entry for the general public to
interact with their representatives, social media has
increased opportunities for politicians to be exposed
to uncivil and threatening messages, hate speech, and
harassment, among other toxic behaviors (Collignon,
Campbell, and Riidig 2022).

Research into toxic behavior directed at politicians
online (and offline) has increasingly looked at differ-
ences in the frequency and content of these behaviors,
using, for instance, automated text analysis and machine
learning with social media data. Theocharis et al. (2016;
2020) find, for example, that roughly 18% of posts on
Twitter that mention U.S. members of Congress are
uncivil; that members adopting extreme positions are
more likely to be the targets; and that levels of engage-
ment on social media increase politicians’ exposure to
toxic messages and harassment. Rheault, Rayment, and
Musulan (2019) find that toxic messages are more fre-
quently directed at high-profile women politicians than
high-profile men (with mixed results among low-profile
politicians).

Yet, women politicians may be faced with a double
burden regarding toxic behaviors. For one, they may
be more likely to be exposed to higher rates of toxic
behaviors (the focus of the existing literature). They
may also, however, bear a second burden that exacer-
bates the severity of these behaviors: political toxicity
for women can indicate efforts by perpetrators that are
motivated by gendered prejudices and by a desire to
use toxicity to increase the cost for women to run for or
remain in politics—motivations that will not be recog-
nized similarly for comparable attacks on their coun-
terparts who are men. Thus, even if there were
minimal evidence of differences in the frequency of
toxic behaviors, the severity of those behaviors can
still vary depending on how the motivations behind
them are understood. This matters because percep-
tions of the motives and prejudices behind toxic
behavior will shape how politicians targeted by this
behavior assess their severity, and how the public
understands the toxicity of the political environment
that women may encounter if they enter politics. As
evidence suggests in other domains, behaviors driven
by prejudice can have especially harmful effects on the
mental and physical health of those targeted (e.g.,
Dardenne, Dumont, and Bollier 2007; Dover, Hunger,
and Major 2021).

To date, however, we have relatively limited knowl-
edge regarding how politicians and citizens understand
the severity of these interactions (Bardall, Bjarnegérd,
and Piscopo 2020) and how perceptions of the motives
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that drive toxic behavior toward politicians speak to
understandings of prejudices in everyday political inter-
actions. To investigate this, we conduct experimental
studies among elected politicians and citizens in four
democracies to determine how key contextual factors
regarding gender affect perceptions of the severity of
toxic messages directed toward politicians. In doing so,
we contribute to a small body of work on perceptions of
online toxicity. Examples include work on how the
public perceives the incivility of news comments
(Kenski, Coe, and Rains 2017); its impact on news
credibility, political efficacy, and political trust (Borah
2013); and on preferences for regulation of hate speech
(Rasmussen 2024). These studies have predominantly
examined citizens’ perceptions (e.g., Kenski, Coe, and
Rains 2017; Rasmussen 2024; Stryker, Conway, and
Danielson 2016). By conducting experiments among
both politicians and citizens, we uniquely investigate
how the gender of politicians attacked online influences
perceptions of toxic behavior among those who experi-
ence it (i.e., the politicians themselves) and also among
those who witness these interactions (i.e., citizens). Fur-
thermore, by varying additional characteristics of the
conversation and considering heterogeneous treatment
effects among respondents, we can examine how the
effect of a politician’s gender on assessments of its
severity is influenced by the attributes of the message,
its sender, and the individuals observing the conversa-
tion. In Figure 1, we provide a conceptual illustration of
the hypotheses that we discuss in the subsequent sec-
tions, and which are rooted in existing research on
gender stereotypes, social identity, and the role of
women in politics.

Hypotheses

Gender of the Elected Representative

Women politicians are widely portrayed (e.g., Astor
2018; Camut 2023; Hunt, Evershed, and Liu 2016;
Lamensch 2021; Mekouar 2019; Morgan 2020; Specia
2019) and shown empirically to experience substantial
amounts of toxic behavior (Collignon and Riidig 2021;
Daniele, Dipoppa, and Pulejo 2023; Hakansson 2021;
Krook 2020; Rheault, Rayment, and Musulan 2019).
These behaviors have been linked to prejudices against
women in politics. Recent evidence suggests that
attacks on women politicians often result from a per-
petrator’s aim to silence or push them out of office as a
form of misogynistic backlash, rather than from policy
disagreements (Daniele, Dipoppa, and Pulejo 2023, see
also Krook 2020; Krook and Sanin 2019). Prejudices
that drive these behaviors could include, for example,
beliefs that women make worse or less legitimate polit-
ical leaders than men (Mo 2015; Vial, Napier, and
Brescoll 2016); that women are less emotionally suit-
able than men for public office (Carnevale, Smith, and
Campbell 2019); that women do not have the necessary
personal qualities for political leadership (Banwart
2010); or that women in politics are failing to uphold
traditional gender norms, triggering hostility and back-
lash (Karpowitz and Mendelberg 2014; Lawless and
Fox 2010; Okimoto and Brescoll 2010; Smith, Paul, and
Paul 2007; Teele, Kalla, and Rosenbluth 2018). Yan
and Bernhard (2024), for example, suggest that the
potential mechanisms driving a higher frequency of
attacks on female-named campaign volunteers could

FIGURE 1. Conceptual Diagram of the Expected Experimental and Respondent-Level Moderators
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be related to the internalized sexist attitudes of perpe-
trators.

Such prejudices we expect are, in general, recognized
by politicians and by many citizens as driving and
magnifying the harm of toxic behaviors toward women.
This would align with the empirical literature showing
that prejudiced behaviors can affect the mental and
physical health outcomes of those who experience or
witness it (Dardenne, Dumont, and Bollier 2007
Dover, Hunger, and Major 2021; Pascoe and Smart
Richman 2009). This also aligns with existing evidence
indicating that the general public, particularly those
who uphold egalitarian ideals, exhibit a heightened
awareness of behaviors stemming from prejudice
(Schmader et al. 2012). In other words, hostile behav-
iors motivated by prejudice are regarded as more
insidious than those driven by, for instance, intense
policy disagreements. The heightened sensitivity and
acknowledgment of the negative impacts of prejudice
toward women should logically also have intensified
alongside the overall reduction in gender-based
biases.* While this internalization of egalitarian values
pertaining to women’s suitability and competence in
politics may not be universal, we can reasonably antic-
ipate that it has progressively raised awareness among
politicians and the public regarding the magnitude and
consequences of gender-related biases. In sum, we
expect that politicians—who know firsthand the harm
of toxic behavior—and citizens, will perceive toxic
messages sent to women politicians as more severe
than equivalent messages sent to men politicians in
our first conjoint experimental study (H1). We test
the proposed mechanism concerning prejudice-driven
behavior in a second experimental study, which we
describe further below.>

This hypothesized difference in understandings of
the severity of toxic behaviors toward women and
men politicians could manifest differently among poli-
tician and citizen respondents. On the one hand, poli-
ticians could exhibit heightened sensitivity to
prejudices directed at women members of their own
social and professional in-group (Smith 1993; Tajfel
1981). Alternatively, this sensitivity might stem from
personal exposure to instances where women politi-
cians have encountered noxious behaviors and the
subsequent repercussions, either through direct obser-
vation or firsthand accounts (H2A). On the other hand,
there are reasons why politicians may be less sensitive
than citizens to toxic behavior toward women politi-
cians (H2B). Evidence suggests that women preemp-
tively adopt male-dominant behavior patterns to avoid
gender-biased judgments (Dittmar, Sanbonmatsu, and

* For example, in the US in 1975, approximately half of American
citizens expressed a belief that men were more emotionally suited for
politics than women. In 2018, that number had dropped nearly
fourfold, to 13% (Carnevale, Smith, and Campbell 2019).

5 The ordering of the hypotheses in this article differs from that in the
preregistration. Section B of the Supplementary Material shows the
link between the hypothesis numbers presented here and those in the
preregistration. All hypotheses documented in the preregistration
are tested and presented in this article.

Carroll 2018; Lazarus and Steigerwalt 2018). Politicians
may therefore be cautious to categorize hostile behav-
ior toward women politicians as more severe to prevent
reinforcing negative gender stereotypes associated with
women in politics.

Gender of the Perpetrator and Gendered Message Content

The tendency to perceive messages to women politi-
cians as more toxic than those to men politicians should
be stronger if they explicitly indicate that a politician is
a women (H3) and are from a perpetrator who is a man
rather than a woman (H4). We expect that messages
indicating the gender of a politician, even if stated
seemingly neutrally, will serve as a heuristic for
whether the sender of a toxic message is motivated by
gender-based considerations. Similarly, messages that
are sent by men can be expected to be perceived as
driven by different motives than those sent by women,
even if the message text is equivalent. When men
engage in political hostility toward women, we expect
that they will be more likely to be perceived as driven
by gendered-based prejudices than if similar hostility
were perpetrated by women. Finally, differences in
assessments of the severity of toxic behavior sent by
men and women could also signify a reduced tolerance
for toxic behaviors directed at women politicians who
might be seen as recurrent targets of such behavior
from men (Amnesty International 2018).

Respondent Characteristics and Experiences

Finally, we consider how a number of characteristics of
politician and citizen respondents moderate the extent
to which toxic messages toward women politicians are
perceived as more toxic than those toward men. We
expect, first, that tolerance toward hostile attacks on
women relative to those on men will be lower for
respondents who are women than are men (H5). Gen-
der might act as a social identity (Tajfel 1978): those of
the same gender could feel stronger affinity to each
other, for example, due to feelings of group solidarity
with those whose fortunes are linked to one’s own
(Dolan 2008). Studies of voting behavior have found
support for the idea that gender affinity matters, dem-
onstrating that women prefer candidates who are
women, and men prefer candidates who are men
(e.g., Dolan 1998; Plutzer and Zipp 1996; Sanbonmatsu
2002, but see Dolan 2008; Teele, Kalla, and Rosenbluth
2018). Women have also been shown to be more
sensitive to toxic behavior in general (Kenski, Coe,
and Rains 2017), potentially due to different norms in
expression for men and women, or from experiencing
or witnessing higher frequencies of toxic behavior.
Second, we expect respondents’ political ideology to
affect how they judge toxic behavior toward women
politicians, with left-wing respondents being more sen-
sitive to attacks on women than right-wing respondents
(H6). Right-wing parties are frequently associated with
support for traditional gender roles and regard sexism
as less of an issue than left-wing politicians (Craig and
Cossette 2022; Pratto, Stallworth, and Sidanius 1997).
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In the U.S. context, for example, the populist turn of the
Republican party has also used the purported defense
of traditional culture (e.g., restrictions on affirmative
action, quotas, abortion, and gender equality) as a
means to gain support (Norris and Inglehart 2019).
Third, judgments of any political action, and cer-
tainly speech by politicians and reactions to it by others,
is frequently subject to partisan-motivated reasoning,
with judgments interpreted in ways that confirm exist-
ing beliefs (Bolsen, Druckman, and Cook 2014). Poli-
ticians and citizens will likely perceive the motivations
that drive out-partisan perpetrators as more likely
driven by prejudice. We expect, therefore, that the
effect of toxic messages to women politicians compared
to men politicians will be stronger when a respondent is
a co-partisan of the politician being attacked (H7).
Finally, we expect respondents’ own personal expo-
sure to online toxic behavior to play a role, but that the
direction of the conditional effect could go both ways.
On the one hand, those who have experienced online
toxic behavior may be better equipped to empathize
with or be sensitive to women politicians who are
underrepresented in politics (UN Women 2023) and
more likely to be perceived as targeted for prejudicial
and other gender-based reasons. Understanding the
hardships faced by others, either directly or, for exam-
ple, through perspective-taking, is shown to foster sup-
port for others in disadvantaged positions (Adida, Lo,
and Platas 2018; Bor and Simonovits 2021; Kubn et al.
2021). On the other hand, exposure to toxicity could
desensitize respondents to these toxic behaviors in
general and make them less sensitive to potential dif-
ferences in the nature and motivations of attacks on
men and women politicians (Collignon, Campbell, and
Riidig 2022). This desensitization may reduce respon-
dents’ ability to recognize that these behaviors mean-
ingfully affect others, limiting their capacity to
empathize more with women politicians who may be
especially targeted due to their gender. In sum, the
tendency to regard attacks on women politicians as
more severe could thus either be stronger (H8A) or
weaker (H8B) among politicians (and citizens) who
report being subjected to online attacks themselves.

EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN

We test our hypotheses with two sets of preregistered
image-based conjoint experiments (Vecchiato and Mun-
ger 2022) that we included in surveys of elected politi-
cians (N = 2,821) and citizens (N = 5,376) in the US,
Denmark, Belgium, and Chile.® We ran the experiment
in four relatively disparate democracies. These cases
vary, for example, by whether their system is parliamen-
tary or presidential (DK, CL, BE/US) and federal or

© The research design was approved by the institutional review board
at the corresponding author’s university. The study was conducted
online and involved informed and voluntary consent, and respon-
dents were informed that they could end participation in the study at
any time. Citizen respondents were also provided monetary compen-
sation consistent with the survey firm’s market rate.

unitary (DK, CL/BE, US); the percentage of national
politicians who are women (DK 45%, BE 42%, CL
36%, US 29%:; Inter-Parliamentary Union 2024); their
gender inequality rankings (DK 1st, BE 11th, US 44th,
CL 49th; UNDP 2024); ongoing events or social move-
ment actions concerning women'’s rights (e.g., leak of/o-
verturning of Roe v. Wade in the US; the Ni Una Menos
movement against gender-based violence in South
America); and beliefs about the acceptability of
intimate-partner violence against women (DK 0%, BE
3%, US 14%, CL 31%; OECD 2024). These, among
other cross-national differences, enable us to investigate
whether the effects presented in the “Results”
section are specific to one particular political, institu-
tional, or cultural context. For this reason, as specified in
the experiment’s preregistration, effect estimates are
presented both by country and in aggregate.

The surveys of politicians, which consist of a mix of
national, regional and local-level representatives, were
conducted by the authors in Denmark, Belgium
(Flanders), and Chile between March and July 2022,
and by CivicPulse—a research firm dedicated to sur-
veying politicians—in the US, between September and
October 2022 (for details of the politician sample, see
Section C of the Supplementary Material). Surveys of
politicians in the US and Belgium do not include
national politicians due to pragmatic challenges of,
for example, obtaining access to politicians at the high-
est level (e.g., sitting U.S. senators and congressper-
sons). We note that an important benefit of examining
local and national politicians is that, while national
politicians may face more online toxic behavior, attacks
on local politicians are not rare,” and local politicians
constitute an important pool of potential candidates for
electoral office. Women also are more likely than men
to begin their career in politics at the local level
(Berevoescu and Ballington 2021).% As we note further
below, we examine (the absence of) differences in our
results for local and national politicians in Section K of
the Supplementary Material. Finally, surveys of citizens
were conducted by the survey firm Dynata (formerly
SSI Research) between May and October 2022, and are
representative of the voting-age population for each
country (for details, see Section C of the Supplemen-
tary Material). Citizens can be regarded as third party
observers to the actions under study, but also embody
potential politicians or participants in other political
arenas. This is particularly noteworthy due to the
underrepresentation of women in politics generally.
The potential indirect costs of witnessing toxic behavior
toward women politicians may not only affect those
currently in office, but also prospective ones, poten-
tially dampening their ambitions to enter politics.

We conduct two experimental studies to assess how
the characteristics of conversations between ordinary

7 In our surveys of national and local politicians, 60% of national
politicians and 42% of local politicians report exposure to online
toxic behavior.

8 This latter fact has been linked to differences in perceptions
between men and women about their suitability for national office
(Lawless and Fox 2005).
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FIGURE 2. Example of the Paired Visual Conjoint Experiment

Conversation A:

Conversation B:

Mary Smith & @RepSmith - 3h
@ ™ Democratic Party
Protecting our national security means strengthening

our cybersecurity defenses. | meet with defense
professionals today to identify solutions to this threat
to our country and communities.

Q 32 11 58 O 122

Don Hall
- @dhall
Replying to @RepSmith
This is the best this woman's got for deflecting away
from all the scandals? Everyone knows how incompetent
she is. Good luck in the next election moron!

5:52 PM « Feb 26, 2022 -« Twitter Web App

4 Likes

James Thomas & @RepThomas * 9h
™ Republican Party

- If a budget reflects our values, then cuts to education
tell you that a politician doesn't value education in this
country. | will always stand up for our kids, parents,
and the teachers who support them.

Mark Baker
@mbaker
Replying to @RepThomas

| sure hope that only a small number of fools believe this
politician's insincere & idiotic tweets. If more people like
this are voted into office, we're in serious trouble.

3:28 PM + Feb 23, 2022 - Twitter Web App

3 Likes

Note: This figure displays an example of the paired conjoint design, in which the attributes varied are each politician’s gender (name, photo);
ordinary user’s gender (name, photo); politicians’ partisanship; text sent by the politician; toxic message sent by the ordinary user; and

whether the gender of the politician is highlighted in the toxic message from the ordinary user.

citizens and politicians on social media affect how
politician and citizen respondents perceive political
toxicity directed toward women and men. In the first
study, we create images of social media conversations
at scale (millions of images)” to represent all permuta-
tions of a large set of treatment conditions, which we
detail below. These images, which visually mimic toxic
exchanges on the micro-blogging platform Twitter are
presented to politician and citizen respondents in pairs.
An example is presented in Figure 2. In each conver-
sation, an ordinary social media user was shown
responding to a politician. Respondents were told that
they would be shown a series of conversations between
fictitious citizens and politicians, and asked which of the
conversations in each conjoint task they deemed more
disrespectful. We chose to use this term because it is a
relatively neutral term compared to a term like
“toxicity” (which has stronger normative connotations
and is often associated in media with behavior toward
women), or a term like “uncivil” (which is less accessi-
ble/common).'?

In a second study, we then investigate the mecha-
nisms underlying politicians’ and citizens’ perceptions

¥ See Section A of the Supplementary Material for details.
10 The term “disrespect” (unlike, say, “uncivil”) can also be more
straightforwardly translated for the three non-English language sur-
veys, with the meaning of the term similar across contexts.

of toxic messages sent to politicians. To do so, we
present respondents with single images of toxic
exchanges, and ask them a set of seven (randomly
ordered) questions that probe how they perceive the
motives of the user who is shown sending the toxic
message. Respondents are asked about the extent to
which they believe that the user is driven by prejudice
or discrimination; by aims to discourage the politician
from staying in politics; by opinion differences with the
politician; by dislike of the politician’s party; by the
user’s dissatisfaction with his/her own life; by a desire to
get a reaction from the politician; and by a desire to get
areaction from other users. These questions allow us to
examine whether citizens who send toxic messages to
women or men politicians are perceived to be driven by
different motivations even if the content of the message
is held constant.

For treatment conditions in the two sets of experi-
ments, we vary six attributes in the social media images.
First, the gender of the politician is varied, as indicated
both by the photo and name of the politician. In total,
eighteen fictitious politicians were used, comprising
nine women and nine men. Given that the experiment
is conducted in four culturally distinct countries, the
names of politicians were chosen to be culturally appro-
priate for each country, drawn from lists of the most
popular first and last names in each country. The
photos of politicians remained consistent across all
countries. Second, and relatedly, the gender of the user
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was varied, with eighteen sets of names and photos that
were distinct from those of the politicians. !

Third, we vary the partisanship of the politician by
displaying a party label under each politician’s name. In
the US, these parties are the Republican Party and
Democratic Party; in the other three multiparty con-
texts, we select major parties from each bloc and across
the ideological spectrum. Respondents whose self-
described party ID matches that of the politicians being
displayed in a social media conversation is considered
an in-partisan, and those indicating a different (or no)
party ID are coded as out-partisans.

Fourth, we create sixteen toxic messages that users
are shown sending to politicians to ensure that respon-
dents are not repeatedly shown the same text. We
develop these messages to allow us to vary whether
the text of the message explicitly highlights the gender
of the politician. As Rasmussen (2024) shows, the
intensity of toxic messages—f{rom mild insults to
threats of violence—heavily influences what ordinary
citizens perceive as toxic. Language that threatens
violence, for instance, is much more likely to be con-
sidered toxic than personal insults. However, because
our aim is to examine the toxicity that elected repre-
sentatives face in their day-to-day work environment
as politicians, we create a set of messages that are
similar in language and tone and mimic the majority of
insulting language used daily on social media toward
politicians. To develop these texts, we collected
replies from ordinary users sent to politicians on
Twitter, and classified them by their level of toxicity
using Google’s Perspective API (Lees et al. 2022;
Wulczyn, Thain, and Dixon 2017). We then qualita-
tively assessed messages classified above the 80th
percentile in toxicity, and used these messages to
create a set of 16 messages that are similar in tone to
these messages that would (1) be plausible responses
to ordinary posts from politicians (detailed below),
(2) fit cross-culturally across the four countries in
which the study in run, and (3) could be edited to
highlight the gender of the politician being targeted by
the message. Political scientists with domain expertise
in each country then translated and commented on
whether each message would be plausible in each
country’s political context to enable the use of the
same toxic comments across countries. For the text
from each of the 16 messages, we then created neutral
and gendered variants. Gendered versions of each
post have each message explicitly refer to the politi-
cian as a man or a woman. For example, in “Conver-
sation B” of Figure 2, the user refers to the politician as
“this man”/“a man,” rather than simply as a politician
(in “Conversation A”).

Fifth, we created texts for ordinary posts from poli-
ticians for each social media post. We developed these
by collecting tweets from politicians, and using them as

1 The set of politicians and users that were to be shown in images to
respondents were checked with subject-matter experts for each
country in which the experiment was run. See Section A.2 of the
Supplementary Material.

a template for posts on a number of topics that would be
plausible cross-culturally. We developed posts from
politicians concerning valence issues (rather than direc-
tional ones), to ensure that they could be used equiv-
alently across the four country contexts. In total, we
created 20 separate posts from politicians that were
evenly split on topics concerning the economy, health
care, education, crime, and national security. These
texts were translated and commented on by political
scientists with domain expertise in each country (see
Section A.2 of the Supplementary Material).

In total, the number of permutations of all attributes
per country ranges between 414,720 and 829,440, (e.g.,
in the two-party U.S. system, there are 414,720 possi-
ble combinations) (details for all treatment conditions
and attributes are presented in Section A of the Sup-
plementary Material). As a result, we generate
roughly 5 million images of social media conversa-
tions, which include all permutations of attributes
across the four countries. We then program survey
software to randomly select from the set of attributes
and display the relevant image. In the survey, each
respondent completed five paired conjoint tasks to
assess differences in perceptions of toxicity toward
politicians, and completed two vignette (i.e., single
image) tasks to assess the potential mechanisms.
Because each image contains a relatively large amount
of information, respondents were first asked to com-
plete the single vignette tasks—which are less complex
—after which they completed the paired conjoint
tasks.!?

We note that one of the benefits of using conjoint
experiments to investigate gender biases is that they aid
in minimizing social desirability bias—a potential prob-
lem in studies of sensitive issues, for example, concern-
ing gender. As Horiuchi, Markovich, and Yamamoto
(2022) show, social desirability bias is minimized when
conjoint designs contain fully randomized attributes
(as we do here), that is, when respondents have the
possibility of seeing, for example, attacks on two
women politicians, two men politicians, or one of each.
In the study and experiment, we also note that no cues
related to gender were given to respondents, who were
told only that the study concerned disrespectful social
media behavior. The purpose of the study was given
only at the end of the survey when respondents were
debriefed on its broader goals. Finally, although recent
research suggests that demand effects are, in general,
null or minimal in experimental research (Mummolo
and Peterson 2019), in the “Results” section, we test
whether respondents show evidence of having

12 After each single vignette conjoint task, respondents were asked a
randomly ordered set of questions about the potential motivations of
the perpetrator. In Section J of the Supplementary Material, we test
whether respondents may be affected by answering these or other
questions. We find no evidence that respondents, either politicians or
citizens, provide different answers to the first single vignette conjoint
task (before they have answered any other question) compared to
any subsequent conjoint task.
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“learned” the purpose of the experiment and exhibited
demand effects by changing their conjoint choices in
later tasks. We find no such evidence.

To analyze the paired conjoint experiment, we calcu-
late the Average Marginal Component Effects (AMCE)
for each attribute of interest, and Average Marginal
Component Interaction Effects (AMCIE) to test our
conditional hypotheses (Hainmueller, Hopkins, and
Yamamoto 2014). For the paired conjoint design, the
outcome variable indicates whether a respondent chose
a given image as the more toxic between a pair of images.
Because respondents complete multiple paired conjoint
tasks, we cluster the standard errors at the level of the
respondent. For the second study, which analyzes a
single vignette experiment, we use linear regression
models with standard errors clustered at the respondent
level. Each outcome in the vignette design is a six
category Likert scale (“strongly disagree” to “strongly
agree”) for each of the seven questions concerning the
perceived motivations of the user who is shown sending
a toxic message to the politician.

Code and data to reproduce the analysis in this
article are available at the American Political Science
Review Dataverse (Eady and Rasmussen 2024).

RESULTS

Paired Conjoint Experiment

We begin by presenting findings from the paired con-
joint design, where respondents select which of two
pairs of images depicting social media interactions is
more toxic. This allows us to investigate whether the
gender of a politician and other attributes of a conver-
sation cause differences in perceptions of the severity of
the political hostility directed at a politician. In Figure 3,
we present results separately for politician and citizen
respondents. The figure shows the extent that a social
media conversation is perceived as more toxic than
another depending on the treatment conditions of
interest. To conserve space, parameter estimates for

Perceptions of Toxicity

FIGURE 3. Effects of Politician’s Gender, User’s Gender, Co-Partisanship, and Gendered Text on

a. Politician sample

O Pooled estimate @ US

Gender of politician

Woman politician —— .

Man politician ®

Gendered text
Gendered text

Non-gendered text [

Gender of user

Man user J —I<>—
Woman user +
Co-partisan politician
L -—
Co-partisan <
Non co-partisan +
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AMCE (in percentage points)
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b. Citizen sample

Gender of politician
Woman politician <

Man politician ®

Gendered text
Gendered text -<>;

Non-gendered text [

Gender of user

Man user <

Woman user ®

Co-partisan politician

>

Non co-partisan +

Co-partisan

-4 -2 0 2 4 6 8 10 12
AMCE (in percentage points)

sample observations = 19,012 (2,153 respondents).

Note: This figure displays point estimates and 95% confidence intervals for each attribute of interest, with robust standard errors clustered at
the level of the respondent. Effects of each of the 16 toxic message texts and 20 politician message texts not shown. For complete
regression results, see Section N of the Supplementary Material. Citizen sample observations = 53,630 (5,371 respondents); politician
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Gendered

FIGURE 4. Effects of Politician’s Gender Conditional on the User’s Gender and Whether the Text Is

a. Does the effect of a politician's gender depend on
whether his/her gender is mentioned in the toxic message?

Interaction
|
Woman politician Citizen sample —@—
x gendered text Politician sample _O_

Gender of politician

Woman politician

Man politician

Gendered text

_._
_O_

Gendered text

Non-gendered text

-2 0 2 4 6 8 10 12
AMCE (in percentage points)

b. Does the effect of a politician's gender depend on
whether the user sending the toxic message is male?

Interaction

Woman politician ——
X man user —o—

Gender of politician

Woman politician

Man politician T

Gender of user

Man user

Woman user

-2 0 2 4 6 8 10 12
AMCE (in percentage points)

politician sample observations = 19,012 (2,153 respondents).

Note: This figure presents point estimates and 95% confidence intervals for each attribute of interest, and interactions between the
politician’s and user’s gender (panel a), and the politician’s gender and whether the text is gendered (panel b). Robust standard errors are
clustered at the level of the respondent. Coefficients for each of the 16 toxic message texts and 20 politician message texts not shown. For
complete regression results, see Section N of the Supplementary Material. Citizen sample observations = 53,630 (5,371 respondents);

each of the 20 texts from politicians and 16 toxic mes-
sages from users are not shown (complete results in
Section N of the Supplementary Material). First, as
expected from our hypotheses, Figure 3 shows that,
independent of a message’s textual content, toxic mes-
sages sent to women politicians are perceived as more
toxic than those sent to politicians who are men (H1).
Pooling the politician and citizen samples, respondents
are approximately 6 percentage points more likely to
indicate that a conversation is the more toxic one
between a pair of conversations if the targeted politi-
cian is a woman rather than a man (p < 0.001). The
effect of the gender of the politician being attacked is
stronger for respondents who are politicians—that is,
the potential targets of those attacks—than ordinary
citizens (p < 0.05) (H2)."

For completeness, we also show estimates for the
other primary attributes in the conjoint experiment.
In our preregistration, we did not explicitly make

13 In Section J of the Supplementary Material, we test whether the
effect of a woman politician is larger the more conjoint tasks a
respondent completes. This allows us to investigate whether respon-
dents learn the purpose of the study throughout, and thus respond
differently due to potential social desirability or demand effects. We
find no evidence that the effect of a woman politician is different in
the first conjoint task than that in any later task.

10

hypotheses for the main effects of these attributes,
because our focus is on how they moderate the effect
of a politician’s gender. As the figure demonstrates, we
find evidence that toxic messages that note the gender
of a politician are perceived as more toxic than those
that do not. Averaging across the politician and citizen
samples, respondents are 7 percentage points more
likely to a indicate a conversation is the more toxic
one if the message highlights the fact that the politician
is a woman or a man (p < 0.001). Estimates of the
effect of whether the perpetrator is a man (rather than a
woman) is positive in both the politician and citizen
samples, although only statistically significant among
citizens (p < 0.001).'* We find no effect of whether the
politician is a co-partisan of the respondent either
among the politician (p = 0.90) or citizen (p = 0.24)
sample. We note that the results are similar across coun-
tries, with the exception of the effect of a politician’s
gender among ordinary citizens in Chile. Given the num-
ber of potential comparisons between treatment effects,
we do not draw different conclusions specific to Chile, and
leave this for further replication or future research.

14 Estimates of the effect of the gender of the user for the politician
and citizen sample are not significantly different. As for all tests in this
article, statistical power is higher in the citizen sample due to differ-
ences in sample sizes.
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Finally, as a robustness check, in Section G of the Sup-
plementary Material, we examine the main results with
the single vignette design, using as an outcome a rating-
based measure (0-10 scale) of how toxic a conversation
is. Results are consistent with the preregistered paired
conjoint design (see Model 1 in Table G14 in the Supple-
mentary Material). In Section K of the Supplementary
Material, we also show that the magnitude of the exper-
imental effects for local-level and national-level politician
respondents are neither substantively nor statistically
significantly different from each other.

We now test hypotheses concerning two conditional
relationships. First, we examine whether the effect show-
ing that a message sent to a woman politician is per-
ceived as more toxic than one sent to a man politician is
stronger if that message notes the politician’s gender
(H3). Second, we examine whether the effect of a
message to a woman politician is stronger if the perpe-
trator is a man rather than a woman user (H4). Results
from two models testing these conditional effects are
presented in Figure 4, which shows both the interaction
and component terms. We find empirical support for
both hypotheses. When a message is sent to a woman
politician, it is roughly 8 percentage points more likely to

be perceived as the more toxic one when that message
notes that the politician is a woman (p < 0.001) (panel
a). Furthermore, toxic messages sent to a woman politi-
cian are deemed more toxic if it is sent by a user is a man
rather than a woman: messages sent to women politi-
cians are roughly 4 percentage points more likely to be
selected as the more toxic conversation if it is sent by a
user who is a man rather than a woman (p < 0.001)
(panel b). The estimated conditional relationships
shown in panels a and b of Figure 4 are similar when
examined by each country context separately (see
Section E of the Supplementary Material).

Does the effect of whether a politician is a woman or
man differ depending on the characteristics of politician
and citizen respondents? To test our subgroup hypothe-
ses, we calculate separate estimates for respondent sub-
groups separated by respondents’ gender (HS); political
ideology (H6); whether respondents are co-partisans of
the politician being attacked (H7); and whether respon-
dents indicate having themselves experienced harassment
on social media (H8A/H8B). Results are presented in
Figure 5. They show that the magnitude of the effect of
whether a toxic message is sent to women instead of men
politicians does not meaningfully differ depending on key

FIGURE 5. Effects of Politician’s Gender on Perceptions of Toxicity by Respondent Subgroup

a. Politician sample

Respondent gender

b. Citizen sample

Respondent gender

Respondent is a co—partisan
of the politician

Non co-partisan

_._

Woman L ——
Man _ o
Respondent ideology Respondent ideology
Right-wing
Left-wing

Respondent is a co—partisan
of the politician

_._

Co-partisan
Respondent experience with
social media harassment

No exp. w/ harassment

Exp. w/ harassment

0 2 4 6
AMCE (in percentage points)

—.—

Respondent experience with
social media harassment

10 0 2 4 6 8 10
AMCE (in percentage points)

for whether the politician is a woman for whether the politician is a woman

Note: This figure presents point estimates and 95% confidence intervals of the effect of the gender of a politician on perceptions of toxic
behavior for respondent subgroup characteristics. Robust standard errors are clustered at the level of the respondent. Effects for each of the
16 toxic message texts and 20 politician message texts not shown. For complete regression results, see Section N of the Supplementary
Material. Average politician sample observations per subgroup = 9,049 (1,167 respondents); avg. citizen sample observations per
subgroup = 24,380 (2,690 respondents).
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respondent characteristics (with similar results by sub-
group when examined by country contexts, see Section E
of the Supplementary Material). Understandings of dif-
ferences in the severity of political hostility toward
women and men politicians, in other words, are widely
recognized. Finally, we note that we also test a number of
more complex conditional relationships (using triple
interaction terms), which for reasons of space, we present
in Section I of the Supplementary Material.

Mechanisms

Our results above demonstrate that equivalent mes-
sages sent to women politicians are systematically con-
sidered more toxic than those sent to men politicians. In
this section, we investigate why. To do so, we examine
how politicians and citizens understand differences in
the motivations that drive the perpetrators of political
hostility. We ask, in other words, whether politicians
and citizens use heuristics about toxic behavior toward
politicians to make inferences about the motivations
driving toxic behaviors.

We investigate this by using a second, single-image
conjoint experiment. In this experiment, respondents
were presented with single images of conversations
between a politician and a user and asked questions
designed to measure their perceptions of the motiva-
tions that drove the perpetrator to send a toxic mes-
sage. This allows us to examine whether the gender of
a politician affects assessments of an array of motiva-
tions associated with harmful intentions. As out-
comes, we ask the extent that a respondent believes
that the perpetrator is driven by prejudice or discrim-
ination; by a desire to discourage the politician from
being in politics; by opinion differences with the politi-
cian; by dislike of the politician’s party; by dissatisfaction

with his/her (the user’s) own life; by a desire to get a
reaction from the politician (i.e., “trolling”); and by a
desire to get a reaction from other users.

As in the first, paired conjoint study, we include in
our models all attributes that were randomized within
the conversation. We fit an OLS regression model for
each outcome, where our quantity of interest is the
effect of a politician’s gender on respondents’ assess-
ments of a perpetrator’s motivations. Standard errors
are clustered at the respondent level.

Results for the effect of a politician’s gender on each
outcome are presented in Figure 6. We calculate effect
estimates separately for politician and citizen respon-
dents. As the figure shows, assessments of the motiva-
tions of a user who sends a toxic message to a politician
depends on whether the targeted politician is a woman
or a man, independent of the message content. Users
who send toxic messages to women politicians are per-
ceived to be (1) more strongly motivated by prejudice
(p < 0.001), (2) more driven by a desire to use harass-
ment to discourage a politician from being in politics
(p < 0.01, politicians; p < 0.05, citizens), and (3) less
driven by policy differences (p < 0.05, politicians; p =
0.25, citizens). These results demonstrate that politicians
and citizens both recognize that gendered prejudices,
not policy differences, tend to drive toxic behavior
toward women politicians. We show in Section E of
the Supplementary Material that these results are similar
when disaggregated by country context.

In Section H of the Supplementary Material, we also
examine these results specifically for women and men
politicians, that is, those who themselves face toxic
behavior, and will interpret the motivations of perpe-
trators from the perspective of being a woman or man.
We show that women politicians themselves interpret
the motives of attacks on women politicians as driven

FIGURE 6. Effects of a Politician’s Gender on Perceptions of the Motivations behind a Toxic Message

a. Politician sample

Motivated by prejudice —— ——
To discourage politician from being in politics — ——

Opinion difference with politician - ——@—— —O—

Dislike of the politician's party —0O— ——

Dissatisfaction with own life —— —O—

To get a reaction from the politician —O— ——

To get a reaction from other users —]— —P—

-1 0 1 2 3 -1 0 1 2 3
Coefficient

b. Citizen sample

Note: This figure presents point estimates and 95% confidence intervals for the effect of a politician’s gender on seven separate outcomes.
Each point represents the effect of politician gender on a separate each mechanism, as estimated from seven separate models. Effects for
each of the 16 toxic message texts and 20 politician message texts not shown. For complete regression results, see Section N of the
Supplementary Material. Robust standard errors are clustered at the level of the respondent, with country fixed effects. Average citizen
sample observations = 10,617 (5,331 respondents) per outcome; average politician sample observations =4,350 (2,223 respondents) per
outcome.
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FIGURE 7. Effects of Politician’s Gender on Perceptions of Whether a User Is Prejudiced Conditional
on Whether the Message Is Gendered and the User’s Gender

a. Woman politician x gendered text

Interaction

1
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b. Woman politician x man user
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Coefficient

Note: This figure presents point estimates and 95% confidence intervals for each attribute of interest. Effects for each of the 16 toxic
message texts and 20 politician message texts not shown. For complete regression results, see Section N of the Supplementary Material.
Robust standard errors are clustered at the level of the respondent, with country fixed effect. Citizen sample observations = 10,618 (5,331
respondents); politician sample observations = 4,351 (2,223 respondents).

by prejudice and a desire to push them out of office. We
show, furthermore, that the magnitude of the effect of a
woman politician facing toxic behavior on perceptions
that the perpetrator is driven by prejudices is twice that
for women politician respondents than that for men
politician respondents (p = 0.06). In other words,
women politician respondents are more likely to per-
ceive attacks on women are the result of prejudice than
men politician respondents. In Section G of the Sup-
plementary Material, we show further that assessments
of a user sending a toxic message as being driven by
prejudice or a desire to push a politician out of office
are positively associated with the extent that respon-
dents perceive a social media interaction as toxic
(ratings of the severity of a toxic exchange).

Finally, we investigate these results further by exam-
ining whether the extent to which a message sent to a
woman politician is seen as driven by prejudice depends
on whether the toxic message notes the gender of the
politician or is sent by a user who is a man. Results are
presented in Figure 7. As would be expected, Panel a
shows that prejudice is more likely to be perceived as the
motivation of a toxic message that is sent to a woman
politician when that message notes the gender of the
politician (p < 0.001). Panel b shows similarly that the
effect of a politician being a woman is magnified when
the perpetratorisaman (p < 0.001). In Section F of the
Supplementary Material, we present analogous results
for whether toxic messages sent to women are more
likely to be seen as driven by motives to push the
politician out of office when sent by a perpetrator who

is a man or if the message notes the gender of the
politician. These analyses present weaker evidence of
conditional relationships.

CONCLUSION

Hostile political behavior toward politicians is an
important societal concern, due to its broad effects on
the quality of political discourse, but more critically
because it can undermine the quality of representation.
Politically toxic behavior is especially problematic
if its harm is more severe for politicians who are
currently underrepresented in politics, such as women
(UN Women 2023). For instance, differences in under-
standings of toxic behavior might discourage women
from entering politics altogether or have physical and
mental health consequences for incumbent politicians
who might leave politics.

Not surprisingly, researchers have therefore focused
on differences in the frequency and content of hostility
directed at women and men politicians (e.g., Collignon
and Riidig 2021; Daniele, Dipoppa, and Pulejo 2023;
Hakansson 2021; Herrick and Thomas 2021; Rheault,
Rayment, and Musulan 2019, see also Yan and Bern-
hard 2024). This is an important and growing area of
research. In this article, however, we argue that women
are faced with a double burden from toxic behaviors.
Not only may women politicians be exposed to higher
rates of these behaviors, but they must also deal with
what those attacks mean about their place as women in
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politics. Consequently, the severity and potential costs
of these behaviors are a function not only of their
content and frequency, but also of the perceived
motives and underlying prejudices that fuel them.
Much like in many legal regimes where prejudice-
driven psychological and physical violence is consid-
ered an aggravating factor in assessing the severity of a
crime (Jenness 2007), so too do the politicians who may
be exposed to it recognize that prejudices aggravate the
harms of political toxicity on women politicians. To
understand the severity of toxic political behavior, it
is thus important to consider how these behaviors are
understood both by those who actually experience
them—elected representatives—and by members of
the wider public who witness them and may consider
entering politics.

We investigate this by unpacking how elected politi-
cians and citizens understand toxic behavior toward
elected representatives. Using image-based conjoint
experiments in the US, Denmark, Belgium, and Chile,
we show that when women politicians receive toxic
messages, they are widely perceived to be more severe
than equivalent messages sent to men. This finding
holds regardless of whether respondents are politicians
or citizens, with stronger effects among politicians, that
is, those best positioned to understand the conse-
quences of these behaviors. These differences in gen-
dered understandings of political hostility are also
widely shared across various population subgroups,
including those separated by gender, political affilia-
tion, and co-partisanship. For instance, we find no
evidence that respondents are more sensitive to attacks
on women politicians who might be seen as part of their
potential in-group, for example, because they share the
harassed politician’s gender or political party. More-
over, the difference in the perceived severity of toxic
messages sent to women and men politicians is greater
when the message is sent by a perpetrator who is a man
or references a politician’s gender.

Our results underline how the inferred motivations
of perpetrators affect assessments of a toxic behavior’s
severity, regardless of its content. We show that a key
reason why such behavior directed at women politi-
cians is perceived as more severe than equivalent
behavior toward men is that it is often perceived as
being motivated by gender biases rather than by policy
disagreements. Empirically, we demonstrate that social
media users who send toxic messages to women politi-
cians are perceived as more likely (1) to be driven by
prejudice, and (2) to use political hostility as a weapon
to push women out of office. Moreover, toxic interac-
tions targeting women are understood as less likely to
be driven by policy. Overall, our results illustrate how
the motivations that underlie toxic behaviors amplify
understandings among politicians and citizens of
their harm.

These findings have important implications for
understanding the consequences of political toxicity
for women politicians. If these perceptions are similar
in real-world toxic interactions, it follows that political
hostility will have more pronounced detrimental effects
on women politicians than their counterparts who are
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men. There is substantial anecdotal documentation to
suggest this, with numerous instances of women politi-
cians citing the toxic environment associated with being
a politician as a reason for their unwillingness to run, or
rerun, for office (e.g., Astor 2018; Camut 2023; Hunt,
Evershed, and Liu 2016; Lamensch 2021; Mekouar
2019; Morgan 2020; Specia 2019).

Our results also speak to the mechanisms at work in
other research. Recent work provides systematic evi-
dence, for example, that facing political violence has
differential consequences for women and men. It shows
that, among politicians who are subjected to attacks,
women mayors are less likely to rerun for elections than
mayors who are men and are also the victims of an
attack (Daniele, Dipoppa, and Pulejo 2023). The
authors, furthermore, present suggestive evidence that
the perpetrators of attacks on women mayors are likely
driven by gender-based motivations, an observational
finding consistent with the mechanisms in our experi-
mental results. Similarly, Yan and Bernhard (2024)
show that women who engage in politics are more likely
to face toxic behavior than men, and speculate that the
potential mechanisms driving these differences in
behavior may be related to the internalized sexist
attitudes of perpetrators. Our findings add to these
studies by tapping into the mechanisms driving such
behaviors and showing that the interpretation of the
motivations behind them by politicians can exacerbate
the severity of these behaviors, even if their frequency
or content were similar.

We note that while our research is an important
contribution to understanding how politicians them-
selves interpret the actions of those engaged in toxic
behavior, our experiments do not directly estimate the
effects of perceptions on the wide array of potential
downstream outcomes. Although perceptions of the
severity of toxic behavior and the prejudices attached
to them may decrease willingness to remain in or run
for office, they could also, for example, increase sym-
pathy among the public for those affected. This aligns
with evidence from a recent meta-study indicating that
women running for office may be advantaged—or, at
least, not disadvantaged—compared to men (Schwarz
and Coppock 2022). There is scope in future research,
therefore, to consider the pathways through which
perceptions of toxicity affect those involved. Such work
should look into how politicians’ interpretations of the
motives behind online and offline psychological and
physical hostility affect the employment of women
politicians and their political decision-making, both
quantitatively and qualitatively (see, e.g., Clayton
et al. 2020). Research would also benefit from examin-
ing the accuracy of politicians’ perceptions of toxic
behaviors, including whether they underestimate or
overestimate the extent to which the behaviors faced
by male and female politicians are differentially moti-
vated by gender-based prejudices.

Additionally, there is an opportunity to explore
whether animosity aimed at politicians who belong
to underrepresented groups other than women
(e.g., racial or religious groups) is influenced by com-
parable prejudices. For example, in Section L of the
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Supplementary Material, we show suggestive evi-
dence in our sample of politicians that otherwise
equivalent attacks on politicians of color are seen as
more toxic than those on white politicians. Moreover,
although we find that respondent-level characteris-
tics, such as gender, partisanship, and ideology do not
substantially moderate the effect of a politician’s
gender on perceptions of the severity of toxic behav-
ior, there is also scope to examine whether additional
characteristics do. Egalitarian attitudes, often associ-
ated with the ideological left, or benevolent sexism,
often associated with the ideological right, may nev-
ertheless moderate the effects presented in this arti-
cle. At the same time, such attitudes should be highly
correlated with ideology, which we do not find is a
meaningful moderator. Finally, research could test
the robustness of our findings with alternative out-
come measures beyond disrespect to investigate how
the gendered effects of witnessing online toxic behav-
ior compare to other forms of attacks on politicians,
such as threats, demonstrations, or acts of physical
violence.

In sum, our findings have substantial significance for
the study of toxic behavior toward politicians from
groups who are underrepresented in politics, and on
politically toxic behavior more broadly. They highlight
the importance of assessing the quality of democratic
dialogue and its darker manifestations by moving
beyond analyzing its content and frequency. By con-
sidering how perceptions of political interactions
between politicians and citizens vary depending on
the characteristics of those involved, and their inferred
motives, we can make significant strides in this
endeavor. Doing so deepens our understanding of the
repercussions of political toxicity for underrepresented
groups and the potential downstream consequences for
political representation.
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