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Preface

ew topics have generated greater interest among observers of the

media recently than the widespread use of television advertising
in election campaigns. Commercials have become one of the domi-
nant means of communication in contemporary races. Citizens are
bombarded with millions of dollars’ worth of ads during the political
season.! In today’s world, it is nearly impossible to imagine cam-
paigns without political commercials.

Air Wars: Television Advertising in Election Campaigns, 1952-
71992 addresses two central questions about television advertisements.
First, how much influence do ads have on viewers? Much has been
made about the presumed ability of campaign commercials to alter
public opinion, but there have been few detailed historical studies of
this subject.* Aside from analyses of ad content, which have ad-
dressed changes in the television spots themselves, not many projects
have examined the effects of political commercials over several
decades. This omission makes it difficult to know whether particular
results are limited to the election under consideration or represent a
more general feature.

Second, are campaign ads good for democracy? Many observers
have voiced complaints about democracy in the United States—for
example, that citizens lack knowledge and that the nation’s represen-
tative institutions are weak.* However, few developments have
prompted more concern about the overall health of democracy than
the reliance by candidates for public office on paid television
advertisements. Critics charge that campaign commercials under-
mine democracy by shortening public discourse to thirty-second
segments. Moreover, advertisements are said to distort citizens’

xiii
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assessments of the candidates because of the tendency of individuals ' ,
to engage in “information grazing.” If people only periodically tune
in to the campaign, there is a potential danger to decision making.*

The research reported in this book adopts a fundamentally
different perspective than is found elsewhere in the media studies
field. To explore the impact of the media, scholars have used
psychological models linked to citizens’ exposure to and processing of
information provided by the media.* The assumption is that individ-
ual attributes, such as background qualities and personal orienta-
tions, are the primary explanations of viewers’ responses. Although
these models have been useful for general analysis, they cannot be
used for gauging the impact of campaign commercials. Psychological
perspectives common in news studies need to be supplemented with
material from the broader fabric of campaign politics. Spot advertis-
ing is inherently a political phenomenon in which the context of ad
development, broadcasting, and response is quite important. The
same type of commercial can have remarkably different conse-
quences depending on the electoral setting and behavior_of the
candidates. Therefore, I develop a contextual model of advertising
that looks at the structure of the campaign system, the strategic
behavior of candidates, and coverage by the news media. Paid
advertisements cannot be understood without considering these vital

‘features of the political context.

Chapter 1 introduces the framework upon which the book rests.
Chapter 2 reviews the methodology of advertising research. The
analysis of campaign advertisements poses a number of challenges,
including how best to study ads, how to measure viewers’ reactions,
and how to disentangle the effects of advertising from their possible
influences on citizens. In Chapter 2 I dlSCUSS how I addressed these
challenges.

Chapter 3 investigates the strategic aspects of advertising by looking
at the content of ads from 1952 to 1992. I demonstrate that candidates’
appeals have varied considerably over the years but that the level of
specificity increased in the 1980s and 1990s. Commercials have
become quite negative in style of presentation, although this trend is
not without precedent in the period immediately after World War II.

Chapter 4 studies changes in media coverage of campaign
advertisements since 1952. No aspect of political spots has undergone
more dramatic development than this one. Journalistic attention to
ads has increased substantially over the past forty years. However,
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much of the coverage of advertising emphasizes strategic rationales
behind the commercials and the electoral consequences for candi-
dates, rather than the content of the commercials.

Chapters 5 through 7 investigate voters’ reactions to television
spots. Chapter 5 relies on models of learning to examine the effects
of advertising on views about the candidates. What do citizens learn
about the contestants based on exposure to television ads? Briefly, I
show that ads contribute to citizens’ impressions of candidates’
prospects and images.

Agenda setting is the subject of Chapter 6. How do ads influence
voters’ feelings regarding public priorities? Using citizens’ assessments
of the most important problems facing the country and the most
significant events of the campaign, I investigate how ads influence and
reflect voters’ feelings regarding public priorities. Leaders are able to
shift citizens’ impressions through the ephemeral and media-domi-
nated world of campaign events as well as through public policy.

Chapter 7 examines priming in election campaigns: Can political
commercials change the standards by which candidates are evalu-
ated? I distinguish priming from defusing and show that at various
times television advertising can either elevate (prime) or weaken
(defuse) the importance of particular factors in vote choice. Candi-
dates can have considerable success by defusing matters that are
problematic for themselves or by playing the blame game so that
their opponent is seen as responsible for turning the tone of the
campaign negative.

Chapter 8 discusses the significance for democratic elections of the
results obtained in this study. Elections are the lifeblood of democratic
political systems. They are a means by which ordinary people acting
together determine who leads the country. However, the heavy
reliance on television advertising at a time when the political system
places great emphasis on personal popularity has raised doubts about
the quality of the information presented during election campaigns
and about how voters make decisions. Chapter 8 reviews these
concerns and assesses the contexts in which ads are most problematic.

Acknowledgments

Many people deserve thanks for their assistance with this project.
Steven Ansolabehere, Richard Brody, Doris A. Graber, Kathleen
Jamieson, Dorothy Nesbit, and Michael Traugott gave careful



xvi Preface

readings to earlier versions of this manuscript. Their comments were
quite helpful, and I owe them a lot. In addition, Thomas Anton,
Kathleen Dolan, Ellen Hume, Shanto Iyengar, Tom James, Lynda
Lee Kaid, Marvin Kalb, Patrick Kenney, Margaret Latimer,
Richard Marshall, Robert McClure, Jonathan Nagler, Eric
Nordlinger, Victor Ottati, Thomas Patterson, Nancy Rosenblum,
Annie Schmitt, John Zaller, and Alan Zuckerman made valuable
comments on papers drawn from this manuscript. Dean Alger, Tim
- Cook, Ann Crigler, Marion Just, and Montague Kern shared their
reactions with me during our collaboration on the 1992 media
project.

Outstanding research assistance was provided by a number of
undergraduate and graduate students at Brown University: Rima
Alaily, Christopher Goodwin, Leslyn Hall, Jonathan Klarfeld, Sara
Leppo, Nancy Lublin, Dan Miller, Cristina Munoz-Fazakes, Mar-
tin Sabarsky, Daryl Wiesen, Matthew Woods, and Jonathan
Wyche. This book could not have been written without them. I am
deeply grateful to the scores of students who have taken my
“Campaigns and Elections,” and “Politics and the Mass Media”
courses in recent years. The chance to bounce preliminary ideas off
bright and engaging students was invaluable.

Videotapes of commercials of past races were provided by Julian
Kanter of the Political Commercial Archive at the University of
Oklahoma. Patrick Devlin of the University of Rhode Island also
made available selected ads from previous elections. Marilyn
Fancher of the Broadcast Division at the Republican National
Committee helped arrange permission to use the 1988 Bush ads in
this research. Frank Greer and Alexa Suma provided access to
Clinton’s and Bush’s 1992 ads, respectively. Video Plus provided
copies of Perot’s thirty-minute infomercials. In addition, I benefited
enormously from a number of lengthy interviews conducted with
prominent journalists in 1992: Brooks Jackson of the Cable News
Network, Elizabeth Kolbert of the New York Times, Howard Kurtz
of the Washington Post, Mara Liasson of National Public Radio,
Renee Loth of the Boston Globe, and Tom Rosenstiel of the Los
Angeles Times. My thanks to these individuals for sharing their
impressions with me. Conversations over the years with journalists
in Rhode Island also have sharpened my understanding of cam-
paigns and elections. A thank you to M. Charles Bakst, Russ
Garland, Katherine Gregg, Scott MacKay, John Martin, and Mark




Preface xvii

Patinkin of the Providence fournal; Dyana Koelsch, Jim Taricani,
Doug White, and Patrice Wood at WJAR-TV; Sean Daly, David
Layman, and Barbara Meagher of WLNE-TV; Walter Cryan of
WPRI-TV; Paul Zangari of WSBE-TV, Steve Kass and Arlene
Violet of WH]JJ Radio; and Mary Ann Sorrentino of WPRO
Radio.

Jeanne Ferris of Congressional Quarterly deserves kudos for her
assistance on my manuscript. She made a number of helpful
suggestions, which strengthened the arguments developed in this
book. Nola Healy Lynch improved the manuscript considerably
through a superb job of copy editing, and Laura Carter performed
admirably as production editor despite the difficulties of intercon-
tinental communication. Every author should be fortunate enough to
have editors like these.

The John Hazen White, Sr., Public Opinion Laboratory of the
A. Alfred Taubman Center for Public Policy and American Institu-
tions at Brown University, the Institute for Research in Social
Science at the University of North Carolina, the Inter-University
Consortium for Political and Social Research at the University of
Michigan, and the CBS/New York Times survey operation facili-
tated this analysis by making available data from a number of public
opinion surveys. Jack Combs, research administrator at the
Taubman Center, and Matthew Woods deserve a big thank you for
making sure that our 1992 surveys ran smoothly. A sabbatical leave
at Nuffield College of Oxford University provided a stimulating
environment as I was wrapping up this project. My thanks to Byron
Shafer for helping to arrange the time for writing.

A special debt of gratitude is owed to John Hazen White, Sr.,
president of Taco, Inc., of Cranston, Rhode Island, and his wife,
Happy White. At a time of great crisis within the state, the White
family provided a generous endowment for the Public Opinion
Laboratory at Brown. This timely contribution helped make possible
the analysis presented in this book.

Finally, I would like to acknowledge the financial support of the
National Science Foundation (SES-9122729), MacArthur Founda-
tion, Ford Foundation, Twentieth Century Fund, Joan Shorenstein
Barone Center on Press, Politics and Public Policy at Harvard
University, Everett McKinley Dirksen Congressional Leadership
Research Center, and the following units at Brown University: the
Department of Political Science, the A. Alfred Taubman Center for



xviii Preface

Public Policy and American Institutions, the Undergraduate Teach-
ing and Research Assistantship program of the Dean of the College,
and the Small Grants program of the Graduate School. None of
these individuals or organizations bears any responsibility for the
interpretations presented here.




Chapter 1

Rethinking Ads

rotic images filled TV screens in Georgia before that state’s

March 3, 1992, primary. Television commentator Patrick
Buchanan was challenging President George Bush’s renomination
with a hard-hitting commercial claiming the president had betrayed
the conservative cause by supporting federal funds for homoerotic
art. As scenes of scantily clad, dancing, gay men filled the screen, an
announcer intoned: “In the last three years, the Bush Administration
has invested our tax dollars in pornographic and blasphemous art
too shocking to show. This so-called art has glorified homosexuality,
exploited children, and perverted the image of Jesus Christ. Even
after good people protested, Bush continued to fund this kind of art.
Send Bush a message. We need a leader who will fight for what we
believe in.”* Despite this appeal, Buchanan lost the Georgia
primary to Bush by almost 30 points.

The fall campaign was no less eventful. Viewers were saturated
with debates, lengthy interviews by Larry King, Phil Donahue, and
Arsenio Hall, short commercials, and thirty-minute “infomercials”—
the program-length commercials favored by Ross Perot. The three-
way battle between Bush, Bill Clinton, and Perot stimulated volatility
in the preelection polls. Throughout the race, Bush used ads to attack
Clinton’s character and record as governor of Arkansas. But in 1992
Bush could not prevail. Between the poor economy, Bush’s personal
unpopularity, and the backlash that developed against Bush’s advertis-
ing attacks, Clinton won by 43 to 38 percent over Bush. Perot finished
in third place with 19 percent, the best showing for a third party
candidate since Theodore Roosevelt in 1912

The election of 1988 had been different. Early in the summer,
Michael Dukakis was riding high. Gallup had just released a poll in
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which the Massachusetts governor had a 17 percentage point lead
over his Republican rival, Vice President Bush. Even more impres-
sive were the less publicized numbers. Women preferred Dukakis
over Bush by a large margin, and the governor was doing well
among blacks, the elderly, and Democrats who previously had
supported Ronald Reagan. Campaign officials began to talk openly
about a Dukakis presidency.

Meanwhile, Republicans were test marketing some new advertis-
ing material. Over Memorial Day weekend in Paramus, New
Jersey, Bush aides Jim Baker, Lee Atwater, Roger Ailes, Robert
Teeter, and Nicholas Brady stood behind a one-way mirror observ-
ing a small group of Reagan Democrats. Information concerning
William Horton, a convicted black man who—while on furlough
from a Massachusetts prison—brutally raped a white woman, was
being presented. The audience seemed quite disturbed. Atwater later
boasted to party operatives, “By the time this election is over, Willie
Horton will be a household name.”* The words were eerily
prophetic, and Bush went on to beat Dukakis by 53 to 46 percent.

Studying Ads in Context

From the earliest days of the Republic, communications devices
have been essential to presidential campaigns. In 1828, for example,
John Quincy Adams was portrayed in a handbill distributed by
supporters of Andrew Jackson as “driving off with a horsewhip a
crippled old soldier who dared to speak to him, to ask an alms.” A
circular distributed by Adams’s forces meanwhile attacked Jackson
for “ordering other executions, massacring Indians, stabbing a
Samuel Jackson in the back, murdering one soldier who disobeyed
his commands, and hanging three Indians.” ¢

The method, though perhaps not the tone, of communicating with
the electorate has changed dramatically since 1828. Handbills have
disappeared. Newspapers have become less overtly partisan. Radio
became the popular medium, then was supplanted by television.
Throughout these upheavals (or maybe because of them), the media
have remained a compelling topic of interest to observers of the
political scene.

Those who study the media have two main reasons for their
fascination. The first is curiosity about how the media wield
influence. People are not equally susceptible to the media, and
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scholars have tried to find out how media power actually operates.
The second relates to normative concerns about this power: If the
media are influential, what is their effect on the political system?

Early studies of propaganda attributed great importance to
organized information campaigns.® German propaganda efforts in
the 1930s were seen as very threatening because of the ability of the
Nazis to use radio and motion pictures to inflame public passions.
Countless movie reels from that period showed German leaders
inciting huge crowds with Nazi appeals. This was profoundly
disturbing to observers who feared that mass media would become
vehicles for totalitarianism.

Yet these fears receded when later research showed significant
limits on the power of political leaders to manipulate citizens. The
rise of the “minimal effects” model after World War II disputed
earlier results regarding the power of propaganda. The pioneering
work of Paul Lazarsfeld, Bernard Berelson, and others suggested
that candidates faced clear limits on their persuasive abilities.*
Evidence from American general elections in the 1940s and 1950s
demonstrated that voters often made up their minds early in the race
and stuck with their choices despite the fervent appeals of opposition
candidates.

The conflicting findings on the influence of the media generated a
wide range of explanations to account for the differences. A number
of studies found that citizens’ knowledge and sophistication were
longstanding barriers to media influence. Generally, less knowledge-
able people were seen as more susceptible to influence than those
who closely followed public affairs. Preexisting beliefs and values
were also instrumental in determining media influence. The media
are most persuasive when firmly held convictions are absent.
Cognitive consistency theories meanwhile pointed out that it is
painful for average people to be presented with information that
runs contrary to cherished beliefs. Therefore, to avoid this pain, they
expose themselves selectively to the media and screen out informa-
tion they do not like.

But each of these explanations—political sophistication, prior
beliefs, and selective perceptions—emphasizes individual attributes
as the primary determinants of viewers’ response. If television has
modest effects and thus poses little danger, it is because viewers are
sophisticated, engage in “counterarguing,” or screen information. If
agenda-setting research shows much stronger media effects, then
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either strong opinions must be lacking or underlying values must
have been activated.

It is no accident that individual-level explanations have dominated
media studies. The research is based on psychological models and is
conducted in standard ways. Typically, viewers are brought into a
laboratory setting, randomly assigned to groups, and shown different
versions of the evening news. Some designs, such as those of Shanto
Iyengar and Donald Kinder, aim for greater realism by inviting
participants to bring family members and friends and by providing
snacks for those assembled.” But even advanced designs have the goal
of testing propositions derived from political psychology.

Psychological models have been crucial to our understanding of
the news media. For example, research has found that television can
prime voters by altering standards of evaluation. Heavy television
coverage of personal qualities, such as that seen in the 1992
presidential campaign, leads voters to weigh character more heavily
in their assessments of candidates. Furthermore, important new
work has been done on framing, which shows the importance of
interpretation. Viewers blame individual poor people for their -
poverty if the coverage emphasizes episodic events, such as welfare
cheating, but society in general is blamed if stories stress thematic
points, such as the number of people living below the poverty line.*

But there are dangers to relying exclusively on psychological
models. These approaches take respondents out of their social and
political environments, and therefore run the risk of removing
viewers’ judgments from their context. A growing body of literature
emphasizes the crucial role of leaders in structuring public re-
sponses.* Viewers operate within systems defined by elites, and they
relate to information on the basis of broadly defined cultural and
political imperatives.

Raymond Williams argues that not just particular programs, but
the cultural setting and sequence of “information flows,” influence
viewers. A vivid example is found in Kathleen Jamieson’s study of
the 1988 presidential campaign. The effectiveness of Bush’s “Re-
volving Door” ad on Dukakis’s crime record was enhanced by
cultural fears about black men raping white women and from earlier
news stories that had sensationalized Horton’s crime spree. Bush did
not have to mention Horton in this ad for viewers to make the
connection between Dukakis and heinous crimes.* The construction-
ist framework developed by William Gamson, and by Russell
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Neuman, Marion Just, and Ann Crigler, also suggests that one
cannot look only at isolated events but instead must be aware of how
storytelling devices are used to encapsulate political developments.:

A study of the 1992 presidential nominating process by Montague
Kern, Dean Alger, and me illustrates the importance of visually
conveyed narratives to the storage and recall of messages.* As
students of rhetoric long have known, narratives that include
elements of conflict, surprise, or suspense are often used to generate
audience response. Visual symbols that convey emotion and that
relate to voters’ experience are combined with narrative forms. For
example, soft-sell pitches in 1992 emphasized light colors, humor,
self-deprecation, and unexpected images to create positive feelings
toward candidates. Attack messages in 1988 used dark colors,
threatening sounds (drums, metal stairs, and voices), and scary
symbols (a guard with a rifle, a barbed-wire fence, and close-ups of
prisoners escaping) to tell the tale of a presidential candidate
(Dukakis) who seemingly cared more for criminals than for the
€OMmon person.

These ideas are central to understanding campaign advertise-
ments. Commercials cannot be explored in isolation from leadership
behavior and the flow of information. Nor can they be examined
apart from the narratives of political campaigns. The analysis of
thirty-second spots requires a keen awareness of electoral context,
advertising strategies, and media coverage.®

The nature of the campaign system has enormous consequences
for advertising. An electoral structure that leaves far more decisions
to voters has fundamentally altered the dynamics of elite compe-
tition. It has brought unknown candidates to the forefront and has
given them powerful new electronic tools for communicating with
voters. Since past psychological research has demonstrated that the
effects of media vary considerably with voters’ retention of informa-
tion and cues from competing sources, one can hypothesize that low-
visibility elections and candidates will be most likely to benefit from
advertising.*

There are other factors that affect the impact of advertising. First,
a campaign’s overall strategy dictates the timing and content of ads.
Campaigns have become a blitz of competing ads, quick responses,
and attacks on the opposition. Election campaigns feature strategic
interactions that are as important as any individual ads.** Second, to
study advertising one must also look at the news media as an
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influence on effectiveness. Media coverage has consequences for
advertising because reporters incorporate narrative information
about ads in their news stories. \'I:he most effective ads are those
whose basic message is reinforced by the news med@-

The Nature of the Electoral System

The structure of an election defines the opportunities available to
candidates. Campaigners have very different prospects for advertis-
ing depending on how the game is set up. According to Samuel
Kernell, the most common systems in the United States are those
based on institutionalized and individualized pluralism.'* In the
former, politics is an elite bargaining game. Candidates must appeal
to other political leaders and build support through elite endorse-
ments. Citizens participate sporadically, and their interests are
represented largely through intermediary organizations, such as
political parties and interest groups. Individualized pluralism, on the
other hand, involves mass politics in which candidates must demon-
strate public popularity. “Going public” is the watchword as
campaigners travel extensively, address countless rallies, and use
television to communicate their views to the electorate.

A number of observers have outlined how American elections in
recent decades have moved from institutionalized to individualized
pluralism. Structural changes have opened up the electoral process to
an extent unprecedented in American history. The most important
development at the presidential level has been the dramatic change
in how convention delegates are selected. Once controlled by party
leaders in small-scale caucus settings thought to be immune from
media influence, nominations have become open and lengthy affairs
that are significantly shaped by the mass media. As shown in Figure
1-1, the percentage of delegates to national nominating conventions
selected through primaries increased significantly after 1968. From
the 1920s to the 1960s, about 40 percent of delegates were selected in
primaries, with the remainder chosen in caucus settings dominated
by party leaders. However, after rules changes set in motion by the
McGovern-Fraser Commission of the Democratic party following
the 1968 election, about 65 to 70 percent of convention delegates
were chosen directly by voters in presidential primaries.

Nominating reforms have required candidates to appeal directly to
voters for support and in the eyes of many observers have altered the



Rethinking Ads 7

Figure 1-1 Percentage of Nominating Convention Delegates

Chosen Through Primaries, 1912-1992
Percentage
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Sources: For 1912-1988: Stephen Wayne, The Road to the White House,
3d ed. (New York: St. Martin's, 1988),12; for 1992: Congressional
Quarterly Weekly Report, “Nominating Season at a Glance,” Feb-
ruary 1, 1992, 259.

character of the electoral system.”” No longer are candidates dependent
on negotiations with a handful of party leaders. Instead, they must
demonstrate public appeal and run campaigns that win media
attention. Campaigns have become longer and have come to depend
increasingly on television as a means of attracting public support.

Television advertisements now represent the biggest expenditure
of most campaigns. Figure 1-2 charts the percentage of overall
expenditures devoted to radio and television advertising in presiden-
tial general election campaigns from 1952 to 1992. Generally
speaking, advertising costs have risen to about two-thirds of overall
spending. For example, Bush and Clinton devoted about 60 percent
of their general election budgets to campaign spots in 1992. Perot
was less forthcoming about his ad expenditures, but estimates range
from about 70 to 75 percent of his fall budget. This heavy emphasis
on commercials led Massachusetts senator Paul Tsongas to describe
ads as the “nuclear weapon” of the campaign business.*

Some campaigns get far more attention than others. Citizens are
most interested in and knowledgeable about presidential general
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Figure 1-2 Percentage of Presidential Campaign Budget Spent
on Radio and Television Ads, 1952-1992

Percentage
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Sources: For 1952-1980, Herbert Alexander, Financing Politics (Washington,
D.C.: CQ Press, 1984), 4-12; for 1984, Stephen Wayne, The Road to
the White House 3d ed. (New York: St. Martin’s, 1988), 28-31; for 1988,
Patrick Devlin, “Contrasts in Presidential Campaign Commercials,”
American Behavioral Scientist, 32 (1989): 389-414; for 1992, Newsweek,
“How He Won,” November/December 1992 (special issue).

election campaigns, and media coverage is thorough. Voters pay
attention to these contests. Presidential nominating contests and
Senate campaigns, on the other hand, are less visible. Although there
is a fair amount of variation in individual contests depending on the
particular candidates involved, these races generate less citizen
interest and less media coverage. It is much more common for
candidates who are not well known to run in these contests. Not
surprisingly, it takes citizens longer to get to know the contestants.

Differences in electoral settings and individual candidates are
important for the study of television advertisements. Because presi-
dential nominations often feature six or seven candidates who are not
well known, ad effects on citizens’ familiarity with and opinion of
the candidates can be significant. Changes in the electoral process
have also pushed new types of effects, such as campaign momentum,
to the forefront as crucial forces in voters’ decision making. Short-
term strategic factors have become more important as the electoral
system has become more open and the electorate has become less
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dependent on political parties and other traditional sources of
stability. In the chapters that follow I demonstrate that ads have the
most influence in less visible settings and with candidates who are
not well known by the public.

Just as television has emerged as the most important force in
elections, a new era has arisen in campaign finance, with major
consequences for federal contests. Finance regulations adopted in
1974 placed limits of $1,000 per election stage (nominating or
general election) on large contributors. In the nominating process,
candidates must raise money directly from small contributors, which
then are matched by public subsidies. Direct contributions from
individuals to the candidates are banned in the general election, but
indirect contributions—through political action committees, for ex-
ample—and independent expenditures—which are not under the
control of the candidate—are still allowed.

These changes have fundamentally altered the dynamics of
electoral contests. Campaigners who do well in primaries are able to
raise money, while those who fare poorly see their funds dry up
almost immediately. According to former Kennedy staffer Richard
Stearns, “One of the consequences of the campaign finance laws
[was that] ... we made the news media the most powerful actor in
the nomination process. . . . You cannot raise the money nor can you
spend it under these laws to carry your own message directly to the
voters. So you have to begin thinking of ways to influence the press
to carry the message for you. You have to somehow beguile or trap
the media into doing for you what you can’t pay for yourselves.” '

In this situation of limited money, expenditures by organizations
independent of the candidate have become increasingly important in
election campaigns. At the presidential level, Republican groups
historically have outspent Democratic groups, although this was not
the case in 1992. The Democratic National Committee that year
devoted considerable effort to fund raising, and Democrats were able
to air several independently produced ads, such as spots featuring
young people worrying about their economic future. These ads were
widely viewed as effective in helping Clinton mobilize the youth
vote. However, according to Republican operative Eddie Mahe,
independent expenditures are a double-edged sword. Speaking about
his 1980 experience with John Connally, Mahe said, “There was
one thing that was missed. Nobody ever wrote a great deal about the
vast volume of independent advertising that was done for John
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Connally in Iowa, a vast majority of which was very counterproduc-
tive. I mean they were running those four-page newspaper ads out
there—just outrageous, and you could do nothing about it.” *

Public opinion and voting behavior furthermore have undergone
significant changes in ways that are obviously relevant for advertis-
ing. Voters are less trusting of government officials and more
independent of political parties today than they were thirty years
ago. Whereas 23 percent in 1958 agreed that you cannot trust the
government to do what is right most of the time, 75 percent were
untrusting in 1990. Citizens are also less likely to identify with one
of the major parties. Thirty years ago, about 75 percent identified
with either the Republican or Democratic party. Today, less than 60
percent identify with a major party.»

All of these developments have altered the tenor of electoral
campalgns and have led to extensive efforts to appeal to indepen-
dent-minded voters. Writing in the 1830s, Alexis de Tocqueville
worried that the great masses would make “hasty judgments” based
on the “charlatans of every sort [who] so well understand the secret
of pleasing them.”» The prominence today of an open electoral
system has done nothing to alleviate this concern.* It therefore is not
surprising that contemporary campaigns try to influence voters
through television appeals.*

Advertising and Strategic Politicians

Candidates in this new electoral system operate in a situation that
is both highly uncertain and subject to external forces. They need to
demonstrate popularity in a variety of settings. Studies have shown
how crucial strategic decisions are in this type of structure. Gary
Jacobson and Samuel Kernell investigated the strategic aspects of the
decision to challenge an incumbent in congressional elections and the
way in which candidates deploy resources.* Basically, they argue
that these decisions are among the most decisive for congressional
races. The ebb and flow of partisan fortunes depend not just on the
state of the economy and presidential popularity, as is often claimed,
but also on the decisions of strong challengers to run. Years when a
party has recruited high-quality challengers, measured by successful
fund raising and past elective office, are better for the party than
periods when such individuals choose not to run.

It is not as well recognized, though, how important strategic
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reasoning has become in other areas. Television ads provide an
interesting arena in which to look at strategic behavior because they
are directly under the control of candidates and their staffs. Many
other aspects of election campaigns, such as campaign finance and
media coverage, are not solely controlled by the organization.

Spot ads have attracted much less attention from scholars than
other short-term electoral forces.” Early research downplayed the
power of ads to mold public images of candidates. The pioneering
study was the innovative effort of Thomas Patterson and Robert
McClure, The Unseeing Eye.» Looking at both content and effects,
they sought to dispel the concerns of the public and journalists
regarding political commercials. Using a cognitive model of psycho-
logical reasoning based on voters’ knowledge about candidates, these
researchers examined whether television ads enabled voters to learn
more about the policy views or personal qualities of campaigners.
Basically, they found that voters learned more from the candidates’
ads than from the news, because ads addressed some issues whereas
the news was dominated by coverage of the “horse race”—who is
ahead at a given time. The results of Patterson and McClure’s study
were reprinted in leading textbooks.» Popular concerns about the
strategic dangers of ads were minimized as uninformed hand-
wringing. Once again, social scientists appeared to have proven
conventional wisdom wrong.

The study’s results also fit with the general view among election
experts of the 1960s and 1970s that political strategies were not very
decisive in determining election results. The era following the 1960
publication of the classic work on voting behavior, The American
Voter, proclaimed long-term forces, such as party identification, as
the most important. Although a few scholars disputed this interpre-
tation, many argued that short-term factors related to media
coverage, candidates’ advertisements, and campaign spending simply
were not crucial to vote choice. For example, Harold Mendelsohn
and Irving Crespi claimed in 1970 that the “injection of high doses
of political information during the frenetic periods of national
campaigns does very little to alter the deeply rooted, tightly held
political attitudes of most voters.” » Even the later emergence of
retrospective voting models did little to change this interpretation.
Paid ads were thought to have limited capacity to shape citizens’
impressions of the performance of government and the competence of
candidates.
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Recent decades, though, have begun to see some cracks in the
previous consensus. Candidates have started to use commercials
more aggressively, and reporters have devoted more attention to paid ,
advertising. It now is recognized that voters’ assessments of issues are
not dependent just on education and that candidates have the power
to sway voters’ opinions of them. Accumulating evidence from
elections around the country suggests that ads are quite successful in
helping candidates develop particular impressions of themselves and
that ads alter the dynamics of elections.” This is particularly true in
multicandidate nominating contests because there are more strategic
options available with more candidates involved.

Scholarly research furthermore has been able to discover more
about ads. Donald Cundy, for example, argues that candidates can
use ads for image making.» Not simply a means of educating the
public, political commercials can be a potent tactic in the hands of
clever strategists. The reality of undecided voters, open electoral
arenas, and dynamic campaigns often means that short-term deci-
sions made within campaign organizations can spell the difference
between winning and losing.

Because paid ads are so important in contemporary campaigns,
candidates take the development of advertising strategies quite
seriously. Commercials often are pretested through focus groups
and/or public opinion surveys.* Themes as well as styles of
presentation are tried out before likely voters. What messages are
most appealing? When should particular ads be aired? Who should
be targeted? How should ads convey information? Only spots that
are judged favorably and that meet the strategic needs of the
campaign are put on the air.

The content and timing of ads are crucial for candidates because
of their link to overall success. In the fast-changing dynamics of
election campaigns, decisions to advance or delay particular messages
can be quite important. Quick-response strategies require candidates
to respond immediately when negative ads appear or political
conditions seem favorable for certain messages. In recent races,
strategic interactions have been a major factor in election outcomes.
Candidates often play off each other’s ads in an effort to gain the
advantage with voters.

Strategic considerations also play an important role in targeting
decisions. It is well recognized that not everyone views politics
through the same lens. People differ significantly in their personal
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circumstances and political perspective. Candidates often develop
certain messages with particular constituencies in mind. This is
especially true in regard to negative advertisements.

Attack commercials have attracted public criticism lately as a
strategic device. Negative appeals, of course, are not a new tactic.
‘They have been around since the founding of the country. A quick
review of recent history also reveals a number of races, such as the
Lyndon Johnson-Barry Goldwater contest in 1964, in which attack
advertisements predominated.

However, the strategic thinking behind the use of negative ads has
changed considerably. The conventional wisdom used to be that
candidates should wait until the waning days of the campaign before
going negative in order to avoid the inevitable voter backlash. Today,
in contrast, campaigners-have figured out that as long as both sides
go negative, there is much less risk of a hacklash. Voters cannot
easily punish either candidate for negative ads if both are running
them. It is riskier to go negative in three- or four-way races because
of the possibility that one campaigner will benefit if the others are
seen as more negative. But it has become quite common to go
negative early and often in two-person races.»

Advertising and the News Media

Campaign ads have begun to attract great attention from the news
media. One of the most striking developments of the contemporary
period, in fact, has been the increasing coverage of political advertis-
ing by reporters. Network news executive William Small described
this as the most important news trend of recent years: “Commercials
are now expected as part of news stories.” * Many news outlets have
even launched “Ad Watch” features. These segments, aired during
the news and showed in newspapers, present the ad, along with
commentary on its accuracy and effectiveness.

Scholars traditionally have distinguished the free from the paid
media. Free media meant reports from newspapers, magazines,
radio, and television that were not billed to candidates. The paid
media encompassed commercials purchased by the candidate on
behalf of the campaign effort. The two avenues of communication
were thought to be independent in terms of effects on viewers.

But the increase in news coverage of advertising has blurred or
even eliminated this earlier division between the free and paid
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media. Traditionalists who separate the effects of these communica-
tion channels need to recognize how intertwined the free and paid
media have become. It is now quite common for network news
programs to rebroadcast ads that are entertaining, provocative, or
controversial. Journalists also have begun to evaluate the effects of
campaign commercials, sometimes to the detriment of the candidate
who purchased the ad. It has become clear that the evening news and
the print media are significant audiences for television ads.

Ads that are broadcast for free during the news or discussed in
major newspapers generally have several advantages over those aired
purely as commercials. Oneé strength is that viewers traditionally
have trusted the news media—far more than paid ads—for fairness
and objectivity. William McGuire has shown that the credibility of
the source is one determinant of whether the message is believed.”
The high credibility of the media gives ads aired during the news an
important advantage over those seen as plain ads. Roger Ailes
explained it this way: “You get a 30 or 40 percent bump out of [an
ad] by getting it on the news. You get more viewers, you get
credibility, you get it in a framework.” **

Ads in the news guarantee campaigners a large audience and free
air time. Opinion polls have documented that nearly two-thirds of
Americans cite television as their primary source of news.» This is
particularly true for what Michael Robinson refers to as the
“inadvertent audience,” those who are least interested in politics and
also among the most volatile in their opinions.+

There can be disadvantages to having ads aired during newscasts.
When ads are described as unfair to the opposition, media coverage
undermines the sponsor’s message. The advantages of airing the ad
during the news can also be lost if reporters challenge the ad’s
accuracy. Since favorable coverage cannot be counted on, how
reporters cover ads affects how people interpret commercials.

Comparing Elections

The importance of contextual factors to the analysis of advertise-
ments necessitates the study of more than one election at a time.
Advertising research has been handicapped by a tendency to
investigate single elections. It is difficult with a single-election design
to know how far to generalize the results. It is well known that no
election is typical; every race has its own combination of candidate
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strategies, media reports, and campaign dynamics. Comparing
elections helps researchers produce more general conclusions about
advertisements.

For this reason, the research presented in this book examines
television advertising from 1952 to 1992 in several different types of
elections (presidential general elections, presidential nominations,
and senatorial general elections).«* The period covered here is ideal
for the study of political commercials because it includes the entire
era since campaign spots emerged as an important factor in
presidential races. Dwight Eisenhower pioneered the use of video
clips featuring celebrity endorsements and scenes from press confer-
ences.«* With television viewership encompassing virtually the entire
population, it now would be unthinkable to run a national campaign
without paid television advertisements.

Several categories of advertising effects are addressed in this
analysis. They include the subtle but powerful possibilities of
learning, agenda setting, priming, and what I call defusing. Learn-
ing encompasses the variety of information citizens pick up during
the course of election campaigns. While knowledge concerning
candidates’ issue positions and personal traits is part of this process,
citizens also form impressions concerning candidates’ likability and
prospects for winning.

Agenda setting refers to the political priorities of the nation.« Do
commercials alter citizens’ perceptions of the most important prob-
lem and the most notable campaign event? Campaigners can set the
agenda in many ways, and advertising therefore needs to be analyzed
to determine how it influences viewers’ prioritics.

Priming and defusing are new theoretical approaches that look at
the standards of evaluation used by viewers. Priming refers to efforts
to elevate particular standards, such as character traits or issue
positions; defusing represents activities that lower the relevance of
these standards. Both concepts are far more subtle than what is
generally explored, but candidates have clear incentives to use
campaign advertising to prime or defuse the electorate. If campaign-
ers cannot influence voters directly, they often attempt to alter the
standards in ways that work to their advantage. One therefore must
determine how ads influence citizens’ standards of evaluating can-
didates.
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Chapter 2

The Study of Campaign Ads

hen Eisenhower ran for president, one of his advisers said,

“You sell your candidates and your programs the way a
business sells its products.” * This reference to marketing politicians
like soap has often been cited to illustrate the similarities between
product and campaign advertising. In reality, though, political
commercials have little in common with product ads.*

One big difference is the memorability of campaign spots. Ac-
cording to Nicholas O’Shaughnessy, 79 percent of television view-
ers can recall political ads, whereas only 20 percent can recall
product commercials.* In general, viewers are adept at remember-
ing campaign spots. Unlike product ads, which ceaselessly bombard
television watchers, political commercials are novel evenis. They
come only in election years, and they are often attractive to viewers.
As shown in Figure 2-1, in the year of general election, ad
exposure starts out low but quickly reaches a saturation point of
about 80 percent.

Senate elections are less noticed than presidential general elec-
tions. In 1974, for example, only 68 percent of those queried said
they had seen campaign ads. However, more than 80 percent of this
group reported that they had paid at least some attention to the ads.
There is extensive variation among individual Senate races. Among
larger states represented in the 1974 National Election Study, 74
percent reported seeing ads in the New York campaign that featured
Jacob Javits, Ramsey Clark, and Barbara Keating. Ad visibility also
was high in California (71 percent) and Arkansas (71 percent). The
lowest visibility occurred in Illinois (53 percent), Georgia (56
percent), and North Carolina (56 percent). During a 1990 Rhode
Island Senate campaign between Claiborne Pell and Claudine

17
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Figure 2-1 Percentage of Voters Who Saw Ads During Presidential
Campaign, Selected Years
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Sources: 1972 Patterson and McClure surveys, 1976 Patterson surveys, 1988
CBS News/New York Times surveys, 1992 surveys.

Schneider, 79 percent reported seeing ads in September.

Campaign commercials furthermore have a unique goal: in two-
person races, ads must persuade at least 50 percent of voters to
“buy” the candidate. Very few private organizations demand a 50
percent “market share” from particular products. Commercial ad
pitches that double market share from 5 to 10 percent are considered
wild successes. Numbers of that sort for a politician would be
grounds for firing the consultant!

The context in which people view ads also differs considerably
between political and product advertising. General election cam-
paigns last roughly ten weeks and have a fixed endpoint, while the
battles between Pepsi and Coca-Cola are long-term struggles over
market share. Private corporations monitor the spots of major rivals
and make adjustments from time to time, but they do not need to
respond daily to opposition moves. The strategic nature of electoral
battles, the defined length of the contests, and the extraordinary
amount of press attention generated by campaign events make
political races different.
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To study campaign commercials one must use a multifaceted
approach. Past research often has looked at only one aspect of
advertisements without recognizing the interrelatedness of different
dimensions. For example, a number of books on the analysis of
campaign commercials have limited discussions of the effects of ads
on voters or the implications of advertising for democracy.+ Others
deal only with single election years or particular types of campaigns,
such as the presidential general election campaign.

Since many aspects of the electoral context are important for
advertising, a number of different data sources were used in the
study reported here. Twenty surveys from a number of elections
(including Senate, presidential nominating, and presidential general
elections) were employed to measure citizens’ reactions to television
ads between 1972 and 1992 (see Appendix for details). For an
analysis of media coverage of advertising, I examined New York
Times, Washington Post, and “CBS Evening News” stories about
campaign ads from 1952 to 19925 A study of spot commercials was
used in the analysis of the strategic use of ads from 1952 to 1992.
Interviews with campaign managers, media consultants, and politi-
cal strategists conducted at the Harvard University Institute of
Politics since 1972 provided further material on strategic thinking
within each campaign.

The Problem of Causality

Determining how to isolate the effects of paid commercials from
the contributions of all the other forces that influence voters is at the
center of political communications research. Political consultants
judge the effectiveness of ads by the ultimate results—who wins.
This type of test, however, is never possible to complete until after
the election. It leads invariably to the immutable law of advertising:
winners have great ads and losers do not.

The media often evaluate ads by asking voters to rate them or to
indicate whether commercials influenced them. When voters are
asked directly whether television commercials helped them decide
how to vote, most say ads did not influence them. For example, a
CBS News/New York Times postelection survey in November 1988
found that 80 percent of those who remembered seeing commercials
claimed that ads had had no effect on them. But this is not a
meaningful way of looking at the effects of advertising. Direct
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responses undoubtedly reflect an unwillingness to admit that exter-
nal agents have an effect. Many people firmly believe that they make
up their minds independently of the campaign.” Much in the same
way teenagers do not like to concede parental influence, few voters
are willing to admit that they are influenced by television.

Asking voters about the effects of ads adopts an unduly narrow
definition of those effects. Campaign commercials are seen as
effective if they alter voting behavior. Certainly this is one way of
demonstrating the power of advertising, but it is by no means the
most likely avenue of influence. Even if voters do not recognize the
link, ads can be quite effective if they alter underlying views about
the candidates or the campaign. Commercials also can be powerful
agents for legitimating particular interpretations of political events.

Owing to the limitations of direct questions, it is more valid to
probe advertising effects indirectly. Citizens are asked whether they
have seen ads as well as a series of questions tapping their views
about the candidates, how they evaluate candidates, and the most
important problems facing the country. In conjunction with informa-
tion on the content of media coverage and the strategic goals of
candidates, responses are compared to determine whether ad viewing
is associated with particular impressions that develop.* Since ads are
merely one source of information for voters during campaigns, each
model must include measures for a number of forces generally
thought to structure people’s reactions to political matters (see
Appendix for the wording of the questions).*

One thing that clearly makes a difference is the beliefs citizens
hold before the campaign. It is well established that television
viewers filter political information through the selective lens of
partisanship and ideology. Liberals and conservatives bring different
values and beliefs to the political arena and therefore are likely to
interpret the same event in very different ways. In fact, consultants
often advise candidates to focus on their advertising on topics that are
salient with the public. This allows ads to attract people who are
already interested in the subject and to capture the support of those
with established opinions.

In addition, a citizen’s television exposure and political sophistica-
tion modify the impact of the media. Advertising effects may be
linked to the different types of people most likely to see television
ads. Media exposure often varies with race, age, and sex, while level
of political knowledge is influenced by educational attainment.
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Finally, a person’s interest in politics and general exposure to the
media make a difference. Even if a person’s views of the candidates
seem to be influenced by ads, one must make sure that the effects are
not merely an artifact of general political awareness. This step was
particularly relevant in 1992 because the campaigns found new
media outlets. Since voters’ impressions can be altered in ways that
are independent of campaign ads, advertising studies must examine
all political and media factors to make sure that attributions of
effects to political commercials are not spurious.

Contextual materials are incorporated in the analysis through
comparisons of campaigns over time and in various types of races:
Senate contests for 1974 nationally, 1990 in Rhode Island and North
Carolina, and 1992 in California; presidential nominating races for
1976, 1988, and 1992; and presidential general elections for 1972,
1976, 1984, 1988, and 1992. Strategic interactions are examined
through elite interviews and by looking at exposure to the ads of
multiple candidates. For example, in 1992 people saw the advertise-
ments of several candidates for president, and one must include
exposure to the spots of all leading candidates in order to simulate
the actual campaign. Media coverage of ads is assessed throughout
the campaign.

Other matters that complicate the study of causality include the
so-called projection effect. This model views exposure to paid ads as
a function of voters’ projection based on their preferences in
candidates. That is, viewers display an egocentric bias by projecting
personal views onto their memory of advertising. Checks were run to
ensure that the analysis was not hopelessly contaminated by projec-
tion effects. Correlations between choice of candidate and the ad
exposure scales for various races from 1972 to 1992 reveal that
viewers do not merely project their personal preferences onto the
exposure measures. In general, the correlations were quite small. In
fact, of the candidates whose ads had the highest associations (Carter
in October 1976, Bush in March and early November 1988,
Schneider in 1990, and Helms in 1990), three actually were at odds
with voters’ preferences. The only exception was Carter in October
1976, but the connection was not very strong.

Models that had the strongest results for commercials were
reestimated with a control for choice of candidate to make sure ad
effects were not merely projections of voters’ preferences. I looked at
the impact of advertisements on views about Dukakis’s electability in
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the 1988 Democratic nominating process and on two key 1988
general election agenda items: citing taxation/spending or crime as
the most important problem facing the country. Furthermore, I
examined ad effects on views about the electability of Buchanan,
Bush, and Clinton in 1992 and the crucial 1992 agenda items of
unemployment and the creation of jobs as the most important
problems facing the country. The coefficients for ad exposure were
significant in each model, and this remained true even after the
preferred candidate was included in the equation.

Media analyses are muddied by the fact that some relations in the
advertising area can be nonrecursive in nature. That is, the causal
arrows can point in both directions at once, which leads to problems
in the research. Roy Behr and Shanto Iyengar examined this issue in
their study of agenda setting through television news. They con-
cluded that the assumption of recursivity in agenda setting is on
“solid ground,” but this matter continues to be of concern in the
media studies area.™

Since it is important to be clear about causal sequencing, I
repeated the most important results using techniques developed
specifically to explore the underlying causal processes of theoretical
models.’» As demonstrated in Chapters 5 through 7, these techniques
have the advantage of specifying indirect effects. This step is
particularly relevant to the study of political commercials—their
influence can come through effects on views about the agenda or
attributions of responsibility for negative campaigning.

Surveys versus Experiments

There is a long-running controversy regarding the respective
merits of survey approaches and experimental approaches to study-
ing advertising. Experiments are clearer research designs for isolat-
ing specific causal linkages. Because of the existence of control
groups, which are not subject to experimental treatments, this
approach is able to identify precise effects.

However, experiments ignore the political context and are limited
in terms of generalizability. Experimental designs cannot readily
capture the interactive quality of candidates’ strategies, media
coverage, and electoral context. Because experiments isolate particu-
lar features of advertisements, it is nearly impossible to examine the
joint impact of these factors in an experimental design. It is also
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difficult to apply conclusions reached in laboratory settings to
broader audiences in the field. Not only is it impossible to know
whether experimental participants represent the full range of
relevant voter characteristics, it is not apparent that participants in
experiments follow the same decisional processes as voters do in real
life.

There is no way with experimental designs to reconstruct earlier
viewers’ reactions to the ads they saw. Researchers cannot return to
the 1970s and 1980s with “retrospective experiments” and deter-
mine the impact of ads on the voters of that time. More so than with
media studies in general, advertising research must take place during
the campaign period in which the ads are aired. Because so much of
the behavior of voters depends on the strategic decisions of candidates
and coverage by the media, it is hard to imagine that a research
strategy relying upon experiments could realistically go back and
simulate voters’ assessments of the 1972 Richard Nixon-George
McGovern race, the 1976 Jimmy Carter nomination surge, or the
1988 Bush-Dukakis campaign.

Surveys have some advantages as a research tool. They are based
on random samples of likely voters. This means they can be broadly
representative of the overall electorate. Unlike other approaches,
which are not easily applied to a broader population, surveys are
generalizable. In addition, surveys are based on sample sizes that are
large enough to facilitate subgroup analysis. This characteristic is
particularly valuable for the study of paid ads because targeting is
such an important advertising tactic. The study of advertising
through surveys can uncover shifts in the assessments of key voting
blocs, such as eighteen-to-twenty-five-year-olds, Reagan Democrats,
women, or senior citizens.

Two types of surveys were used in the analysis reported in this
book: cross-sectional and panel designs. Cross-sectional polls provide
snapshots of voters’ assessments at particular times. This type allows
researchers to compare voters who see and pay close attention to
television spots with those who do not. Through the study of both
open- and closed-ended questions, scholars can determine what
effects are associated with varying levels of media usage. Panel
surveys are based on interviews with the same people at two
or more points during the campaign. They are particularly useful
for identifying changes in attitudes as electoral developments
unfold.
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Measuring Ad Viewing

In past studies, it was common to measure viewers’ reactions to
television ads through simple exposure data (seeing versus not seeing
ads). For example, one prevalent technique in experimental research
is to expose viewers to particular commercials and then see how
viewers contrast with nonviewers in their political beliefs. However,
this approach does not incorporate the frequency or attentiveness of
viewing in the analysis. The frequency of ad viewing is important.
Frequent exposure increases the odds of hearing candidates’ mes-
sages, which improves the power of ads to influence viewers. How
attentive viewers are to television advertisements also needs to be
taken into account. Individuals can rank high on television exposure
merely by being in the same room with a television set that is turned
on, but they may score low on the degree of attention paid to the
medium. Attentiveness is particularly salient for television ads that
are brief and sandwiched between half-hour programs.

In this project, I used two different techniques for examining
advertisements: four-point scales of general ad attentiveness and a
dichotomous (yes or no) variable measuring exposure to specific ads,
such as Bush’s “Revolving Door” or Reagan’s “Bear in the Woods.”
Statistical models were developed to explore the effects of four-point
ad viewing scales on learning, agenda setting, priming, and defusing.
The dichotomous exposure variables were used to study the agenda
setting power of specific ads.

The four-point ad scales incorporated measures of both exposure
and attentiveness or frequency of viewing. For example, the 1974
National Election Study asked two questions: “During the recent
campaign did you see any political advertisements on television about
the candidates running for the U.S. Senate?” (yes or no) and
“Would you say you paid close attention, some attention, or no
attention to these advertisements?” These questions were combined
to form the categories of (1) saw no ads, (2) saw ads but paid no
attention, (3) saw ads and paid some attention, and (4) saw ads and
paid close attention. Four-category measures of ad viewing were
created for each of the other election years as well.»

It is possible that the variations in question wording from 1972 to
1992 introduce sources of error into the analysis. But as shown in
Table 2-1, the frequency distributions of the values for these scales
reveal that the differences are clearly related to electoral dynamics
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TABLE 2-1
Frequency Distributions for Ad Exposure Scales,
Selected Elections, 1972-1992

Ad Exposure Scale

Low High
1 2 3 4 N
1972 Presidential
September 33% 28% 23% 17% 71
October 15 31 32 22 635
November 6 18 35 41 637
1974 Senate 32 13 43 12 1,773
1976 Presidential
April 43 15 25 17 462
June 25 22 28 25 361
October
Carter 14 21 33 3 769
Ford 18 20 31 32 769
1984 Presidential 11 21 32 35 1,416
1988 Presidential
March
Bush 71 4 16 10 438
Dukakis 80 4 8 8 789
October
Bush 37 26 24 13 1,289
Dukakis 43 21 23 12 1,270
Early Nov.
Bush 10 11 35 44 1,451
Dukakis 11 11 35 43 1,454
Mid-Nov.
Bush 12 11 36 41 1,586
Dukakis 15 10 36 40 1,587
1990 Senate, R.I.
Pell 21 25 29 25 378
Schneider 29 3 26 14 380
1990 Senate, N.C.
Gantt 23 20 23 34 600
Helms 35 18 18 30 599
1992 Senate, Calif.
Feinstein 20 30 20 29 577
Seymour 27 28 21 24 572
Boxer 20 25 23 32 576
Herschensohn 22 21 22 34 569

(Table continues)
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TABLE 2-1
(continued)

Ad Exposure Scale

Low High
1 2 3 4 N
1992 Presidential
March
Clinton 43 22 17 19 520
Tsongas 42 23 18 16 519
Bush 43 22 16 18 505
Buchanan 36 22 20 22 502
September
Bush 14 17 18 51 587
Clinton 15 17 19 50 592
October
Bush 17 20 20 43 571
Clinton 19 20 21 41 579
Perot 13 18 18 51 583

Sources: See pp. 163-165 in Appendix for further information on each survey.

Note:  Entries indicate the percentage of individuals falling within each category of the ad
exposure scale.

and level of the election. Not surprisingly, attentiveness increased
during the course of each campaign. For example, in 1988 the
percentage seeing and paying close attention to Bush ads rose from
10 percent in March to 13 percent in October, 44 percent in early
November, and 41 percent in mid-November. Meanwhile, there
were few differences over time in ad viewing between 1972 and
1992. If one compares the last time point for each election, the level
of ad viewing ranged from 41 percent in 1972 to 32 percent in 1976,
35 percent in 1984, 41 percent in 1988, and 41 percent for Clinton
in 1992 (Bush and Perot were at 43 and 51 percent, respectively.)

Senate races, however, were considerably less visible than presi-
dential campaigns at the top of the scale, owing to their less
prominent nature. Twelve percent paid close attention in 1974,
while 14 and 25 percent, respectively, were very attentive to ads for
Schneider and Pell during their 1990 Rhode Island Senate race. The
1990 exposure figures for the ads of Gantt and Helms in North
Carolina (34 and 30 percent, respectively) are higher than for Rhode
Island because the North Carolina poll occurred later in the
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campaign and did not limit recall to a specific period. (Time
references improve the accuracy of recall and limit the risks from
poor memories.) The 1992 California Senate races between Dianne
Feinstein and John Seymour for the two-year term and Barbara
Boxer and Bruce Herschensohn for the six-year term also generated
less ad visibility than did the presidential campaign.

The Use of Recall Measures

Despite the many advantages of public opinion surveys, one must
be cautious in relying on them. Surveys are limited because they use
recall data about television advertising. Recall items are dependent
on respondents’ memory of ad exposure. Scholars have pointed out
the difficulties of these indicators in regard to the evening news and
have called for the development of alternatives.

However, there are conceptual reasons why exposure variables
should be less problematic in ad studies than in studies of the
evening news. Viewers have difficulty remembering whether they
saw the evening news because of the large number of stories shown,
the consistent format of the shows, and the fact that different
newscasts may look alike. In contrast, ads are more easily remem-
bered because they are novel, entertaining, and distinctive. They are
made for particular elections, which also facilitates recall.

Available evidence indeed demonstrates that even when open-
ended questions are asked about ad content—which is a very
challenging request—a relatively high number of voters are able to
describe ads accurately. Patterson and McClure argue that the
novelty of campaign ads encourages citizens to remember them quite
clearly.* When asked to engage in the very difficult task of
describing a specific 1972 campaign ad, 56 percent of the TV
viewers gave a remarkably complete description; only 21 percent
were unable to recall anything at all about the ad. This may be even
more true today, with Ad Watch commentary on television; people
are as likely to see ads on the news as in a paid time slot.

A comparison of results based on recall and program logs reveals
no important differences. Patterson and McClure developed an
innovative perspective for measuring ad exposure based on program-
ming logs derived from the measurement of prime-time television
viewing.” On a program-by-program basis, they asked respondents
to indicate which shows had been watched between 7 o’clock and 11
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o’clock each evening: “Below is a list of nighttime television
programs that are shown in this area once a week. You are to
indicate your own viewing of each of these programs during the past
four weeks. If you never watch the program, check the first box. If
you watch the program now and then, but have not watched it in the
last four weeks, check the next box. Finally, if you have actually
watched the program in the last four weeks, then check the box that
tells how many of the last four shows you have watched” (list of
shows each night for seven nights). The analysis of ads viewed based
on these detailed program logs can be compared with recall using the
following four-point item from Patterson and McClure: “How often
have you heard about the presidential campaign from the following
source? Television advertisements: many times, several times, one or
a few times, or not at any time?”

The substantive results of analyses of citizens’ views derived from
recall measures and program logs were similar in 1972, when both
measures were available. Table A-1 presents an analysis of the effect
of ad exposure on impressions of Nixon and McGovern, controlling
for various political and demographic characteristics.” A positive
number for ads indicates a direct relationship between seeing ads
and believing Nixon was likely to honor commitments to other
nations, while asterisks indicate the statistical significance of the
relationship. It is clear that using either recall or program logs, ad
exposure had a significant, positive effect on views about Nixon’s
honoring commitments to other nations and about his electability to
the presidency. There were no significant ad effects with either
measure for McGovern’s top issue of withdrawing from Vietnam or
for his agenda setting on foreign affairs.” If anything, ad recall items
were a conservative test because they generally showed weaker
significance values than measures derived from program logs. This
suggests that critiques about the limitations of media self-reports are
not very accurate in regard to campaign advertisements.




Chapter 3

The Strategic Use of Commercials

ampaign observers have long complained about the tendency of

candidates to engage in simplistic and emotional advertising.*
For example, in 1952 both parties ran controversial ads evoking
World War II memories. Republicans, in an effort to support
General Eisenhower and break two decades of Democratic control,
reminded voters in a New York Times ad that “one party rule made
slaves out of the German people until Hitler was conquered by Ike.”
Not to be outdone, Democratic print ads informed voters that
“General Hindenberg, the professional soldier and national hero,
[was] also ignorant of domestic and political affairs.... The net
result was his appointment of Adolf Hitler as Chancellor.” *

Nor do strategies that highlight the personal traits of candidates
represent a new development in advertising. The 1964 presidential
campaign between Johnson and Goldwater was one of the most
negative races since the advent of television advertising. Johnson’s
campaign characterized Goldwater as an extremist not to be trusted
with America’s future. One five-minute ad, “Confession of a
Republican,” proclaimed, “This man scares me. ... So many men
with strange ideas are working for Goldwater.” * The most notorious
commercial of that year, though, was Johnson’s “Daisy” ad.
Although it aired only once, its dramatic image of a mushroom cloud
rising behind a little girl picking daisies in a meadow helped raise
doubts about Goldwater’s fitness for office in the nuclear age.

Hard-hitting spots have been around since television ads were
introduced, but few studies have systematically investigated the
strategic use of political advertising.+ Ads are a valuable lens on
strategic behavior because candidates reveal important things about
themselves through their commercials. As stated by Elizabeth

29
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Kolbert, a news reporter for the New York Times, “Every advertis-
ing dollar spent represents a clue to a campaign’s deepest hopes and
a potential revelation about its priorities.” * With their decisions
about message and style of presentation, campaigners provide clues
about their policy views and personal qualities. Through choices
regarding when particular ads are aired, candidates show their sense
of timing, which is important to political dynamics. Their targeting
decisions reveal what constituencies are most valued by the cam-
paign. This chapter looks at ads from 1952 to 1992 to determine
what can be learned from electronic manifestations of strategic
behavior.

Models of Strategic Behavior

Candidates do not choose their advertising messages lightly. Most
campaigners develop commercials based on game plans that guide
organizational decision making. These documents outline the desired
targets of the campaign as well as the themes and issues to be
addressed.« Candidates often test basic messages through polls and
focus groups. Reagan manager Ed Rollins said in reference to the
1984 campaign against Walter Mondale: “We made some funda-
mental decisions at that stage to take [Mondale] on the tax issue . . .
to try to drive [his] negatives back up. ... The decision was to go
with two negative commercials for every one positive commercial. . . .
Let me say the commercials clearly worked, we drove [Mondale’s]
negatives back up again, the tax thing became the dominant issue at
least in our polang, and it helped us get ready for the final week of
the campaign.””

Different models have been developed to explain the choice of
campaign strategies. The model of Anthony Downs suggests that
candidates are political free agents who look for the midpoint of
public opinion and direct their appeals to that place on the
spectrum.* The reasoning is simple. Since to win an election requires
the development of a broad-based coalition, it makes sense for
politicians to aim for the most votes. \

Increasingly, though, Downs’s economic theory of democracy has
been supplanted by party cleavage models, which posit the impor-
tance of party arenas to electoral appeals. As described by Benjamin
Page, party cleavage models argue that candidates’ positions are
affected by party settings and/or the views of primary electorates.
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Candidates of opposing parties often take systematically different
positions.* According to this perspective, candidates are not ideologi-
cal neuters with complete freedom to roam the political spectrum,
Instead, they bring political views and strategic reasoning to bear on
their campaign decisions.

As campaigns have opened up and nominating battles have
become common, the strategic aspect of electoral appeals has
emerged as a political determinant. Candidates face more choices
than at any previous point in American history. A system of
presidential selection based on popular support places a premium on
these decisions. Campaigners who pursue the wrong constituencies,
go on the attack prematurely, or address nonsalient issues generally
end up in political oblivion.

The strategic thinking of campaign elites is significant because it
sets the perimeters of voters’ decision making. Citizens do not reach
their electoral decisions in a vacuum. Instead, they make choices
within the confines of the options presented by leaders. As Goldwa-
ter put it in his 1964 campaign slogan, nothing is more critical than
candidates’ decisions to offer a “choice” or an “echo.”

For these reasons, it is instructive to look at ad content and style of
presentation with an eye toward strategic behavior. Do ad messages
vary by party? Are there differences in electronic appeals in different
stages of a campaign? How have candidates’ presentations changed
over time? What do these patterns tell us about contemporary
elections? The study of these and related questions offers valuable
insights into how the media shape citizens’ decisions.

The Conventional View

The classic criticism of American ads was written by Joe
McGinniss following Nixon’s 1968 presidential campaign. Nixon
entered that race with a serious image problem. His previous loss in
1960 and public impressions of him during a long career in public
service led many to believe he was a sour, nasty, and mean-spirited
politician. His advisers therefore devised an advertising strategy
meant to create a “new” Nixon. As described by McGinniss, who
had unlimited access to the inner workings of Nixon’s advertising
campaign: “America still saw him as the 1960 Nixon. If he were to
come at the people again, as candidate, it would have to be as
something new; not this scarred, discarded figure from their
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past.... This would be Richard Nixon, the leader, returning
from exile. Perhaps not beloved, but respected. Firm but not harsh;
just but compassionate. With flashes of warmth spaced evenly
throughout.” *

The power of this portrait and the anecdotes McGinniss was able
to gather during the course of the campaign helped create a negative
impression of political ads that has endured. For example, Robert
Spero describes the “duping” of the American voter in his book
analyzing “dishonesty and deception in presidential television ad-
vertising.” " Others have criticized ads for being intentionally vague
and overly personalistic in their appeals.

Political commercials do not have a great reputation among
contemporary viewers either. An October CBS News/New York
Times survey during the 1988 presidential general election asked
those exposed to ads how truthful they considered commercials for
each candidate. The Bush ads and Dukakis ads scored the same:
only 37 percent felt they were mostly truthful. The remainder
believed that campaign commercials were either generally false or
had some element of falsehood.

Even more interesting were overall beliefs about the impact of
television ads. People felt the strongest effects of ads were to
influence general feelings about the candidates and the weakest were
in the communication of substantive information. Fifty percent said
ads made them feel good about their candidate, while only 25
percent said ads had given them new information about the
candidates during the fall campaign. Citizens furthermore believe
that today’s campaigns are more negative than those of the past.
When asked whether the 1988 race had been more positive, more
negative, or about the same as past presidential campaigns, 48
percent of the respondents said it had been more negative. Perhaps
1988 reached a high in’ negativity; in 1992, 36 percent felt that the
presidential race was more negative than past contests."

Studies of the effects of ads have rarely paid much attention to the
dimensions of evaluation. Many criticisms of commercials have
failed to define the elusive notion of substance or distinguish it from
image-oriented considerations. One exception is a study by Leonard
Shyles, who draws a distinction between image, which he defines as
“character attributes of candidates,” and issues, which he defines as
“current topics and civic concerns linked to the national interest.” **
There can be no clear distinction between image and issues, since
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many ads are based on a combination of substantive matters and
character attributes. In fact, a number of commercials use discus-
sions of substantive points to create an impression of knowledge,
experience, or competence; this mixture further complicates assess-
ments of ad content.

This problem notwithstanding, there have been several efforts to
investigate the content of ads. Such research generally has attempted
to assess the quality of the information presented to viewers. In
keeping with the interest in issue-based voting during the 1970s and
recognizing the centrality of policy matters to democratic elections,
much of the work on ad content focused on the treatment of issues.
Surprisingly, in light of popular beliefs about the subject, most of the
research has found that ads present more substantive information
than viewers and journalists generally believe.

Richard Joslyn has undertaken one of the most thorough and
systematic efforts in his 1980 study of 156 television spot ads aired
during contested general election campaigns. He measured whether
political issues were mentioned during the ad. His research revealed
that 79.6 percent of presidential ads mentioned issues. Based on this
work, he argues that “political spot ads may not be as poor a source
of information as many observers have claimed.” *

Others have reached similar conclusions. Richard Hofstetter and
Cliff Zukin discovered in their analysis of the 1972 presidential race
that about 85 percent of the candidates’ ads included some reference
to issues. In comparison, only 59 percent of the news coverage of
McGovern and 76 percent of the news coverage of Nixon had issue
content. Likewise, Patterson and McClure demonstrate, in a content
analysis of the 1972 race, that issues received more frequent coverage
in commercials than in network news coverage. Robinson and
Margaret Sheehan report in regard to 1980 CBS news coverage that
41 percent of the lines of news transcript contained at least one issue
mention.™

These projects have attracted considerable attention because they
run contrary to much of the popular thinking and press criticism
about media and politics. At the normative level, the findings are
reassuring because they challenge conventional wisdom warning of
the dangers of commercials. Rather than accepting the common
view, which emphasizes the noneducational nature of ads, these
researchers claim that commercials offer relevant information to
voters.
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But there has been little follow-up work on these important
analyses. Few studies have extended the investigation to recent
elections. Since much of this past research has focused on single
elections, without considering how to generalize the results, it
remains to be seen whether the results stand up over time. In
addition, past research has ignored the variety of ways in which
substantive messages can be delivered, beyond direct policy men-
tions.'* For example, character and personal qualities are increas-
ingly seen as vital to presidential performance. It is therefore
important to assess the full range of the content of ads in order to
reach more general conclusions about the rhetoric of candidates.

Typical versus Prominent Ads

The study of ad content poses several problems. Foremost is the
dilemma of how to come up with a representative sample when the
full universe of ads from 1952 to 1992 is not available. One
approach, which was common in the past, is to use convenience
samples based on ads the scholar is able to obtain. However, it is
difficult to establish how representative the ads in a convenience
sample are. Thus, it is impossible to generalize and account for the
results.

Research is complicated because not all ads are equally important.
A random sample has the unfortunate tendency to weight important,
frequently aired ads the same as less important ads. The failure to
distinguish prominent from less-important commercials is troubling
because in each presidential year certain ads attract more viewer and
media attention than others. These ads are the most central to the
candidates. In addition to being aired most frequently, prominent
ads are discussed and rebroadcast by the media.” Owing to the
general noteworthiness of these ads and their heightened exposure
through the free media, they are the most likely to be influential with
voters. It therefore makes sense to investigate commercials generally
regarded as the crucial ones in particular campaigns as well as ads
typically run by the candidates.*

Since there is no single approach that incorporates each of these
dimensions, I look at two types of ads representing different aspects
of content: typical ads and prominent ads. To examine typical ads, I
drew a random sample of 150 presidential thirty- and sixty-second
spot ads aired from 1972 to 1992. These ads come from lengthy lists
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of spots collected by the Political Commercial Archive at the
University of Oklahoma.

I also studied prominent ads as defined by Kathleen Jamieson,
the leading historian of political advertisements. For every presi-
dential campaign since 1952, Jamieson, on an election-by-election
basis, has described the presidential campaign ads that were
newsworthy, entertaining, flamboyant, or effective. 1 used her
detailed histories to compile a list of 324 prominent spot ads from
1952 to 1992 This set is a complete enumeration of all the spot
ads cited by Jamieson, but it is not designed to be a random sample
of all ads from this period. Rather, it is a listing of all the
commercials judged by one ad historian to have been among the
most visible and important ones in given years. Using a single
Judge facilitates comparability over time; Jamieson presumably
employed consistent criteria for selecting prominent commercials.
Reliance on a single historian, of course, does not ensure a full list
of prominent ads.» Every historian has to make choices, given the
limits of time and space, about which commercials to include in a
listing. But a perusal of New York Times and Washington Post
coverage reveals that Jamieson was generally successful at identify-
ing the commercials that attracted media attention. Most of the
spots mentioned in stories are included among the prominent
commercials described by her.

Appendix Table A-2 lists the party, candidate, campaign stage,
and chronological breakdowns for the prominent ads. It is obvious
that not all candidates who ran for president during the period are
represented in this set, nor should they be. For example, there are no
ads in this sample for Phil Crane, John Connally, and others who
were also-rans. There is a much better representation, however, of
prominent ads each year for the party nominees and major challeng-
ers. The commercials included in this analysis come from both the
presidential nominating process (N = 60) and the presidential
general election (N = 255), while 4 dealt with congressional races
and 5 dealt with ballot measures. Overall, there were 145 Republi-
can ads, 159 Democratic ads, and 20 independent candidate or
referenda ads. The period from 1960 to 1976, when there were a
number of competitive Democratic primaries, slightly overrepresents
Democratic ads, while the time from 1980 to 1992 slightly over-
represents Republican spots. Intercoder reliability scores were com-
puted for the content categories. In general, the scores were well
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within the range of acceptability, as about 85 percent of the content
codes were consistent between reviewers.

For the typical and prominent ads, codes were compiled for each
commercial based on the year of the election, type of election
(presidential general election or nominating stage), sponsoring party
(Republican, Democrat, or other), and content of the ad. Ad
messages were classified into the areas of domestic concerns, interna-
tional affairs, personal qualities of the candidates, specific policy
statements, party appeals, or campaign process. Specific policy
appeals involved clear declarations of past positions or expectations
about future actions. General categories were subdivided into more
detailed types of appeals. Domestic concerns included the economy;
social welfare; social issues; crime, violence, and drugs; race and civil
rights; taxes and budgets; corruption and government performance;
and energy and the environment. International affairs consisted of
war and peace, foreign relations, national security and defense, and
trade matters. Personal qualities included leadership, trust and
honesty, experience and competence, compassion, independence, and
extremism. Party appeals were based on explicit partisan messages
(such as the need to elect more Republicans) and references to party
labels. Campaign appeals included references to strategies, personnel
matters within the campaign, electoral prospects, or organizational
dynamics.

The Paucity of Policy Appeals

Issue information in advertising can be assessed either as action
statements or as policy mentions. The former refers to specific policy
statements, that is, clear statements of past positions or expectations
about future actions. For example, Reagan’s 1980 ad promising a
“30% federal tax cut” that would benefit every group and offer the
government an actual gain in revenue was an action statement.
Johnson’s criticism of Goldwater for past statements proposing that
Social Security become a voluntary retirement option was a specific
policy mention, although Johnson never made clear whether Gold-
water still supported this proposal. (One of the ads supplied the
dates of Goldwater’s statements.)

Few discussions of domestic or international matters reach this
level of detail, however. The more common approach is the policy
mention, in which general problems of the economy, foreign rela-
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tions, or government performance are discussed, but no specific
proposals to deal with the matter are made. For example, an
Eisenhower ad about the economy in 1952 showed a woman holding
a bag of groceries and complaining, “I paid twenty-four dollars for
these groceries—Iook, for this little.” Eisenhower then said, “A few
years ago, those same groceries cost you ten dollars, now twenty-
four, next year thirty. That’s what will happen unless we have a
change.” »* This commercial obviously does not suggest a plan for
combating inflation, although it does portray the painfulness of price
increases.

There are interesting differences between prominent and typical
ads, as well as between the parties, that have consequences for the
way candidates are viewed (see Table 3-1). Typical ads (27 percent)
were more likely than prominent ads (22 percent) to contain the type
of specific policy appeals defined as action statements. Prominent ads
were more likely to emphasize personal qualities (31 percent) and
domestic performance (32 percent) than were typical ads (23 percent
and 27 percent, respectively).

Small differences were apparent between the parties in level of
specificity. Typical ads for Republicans included more specific
pledges (31 percent) than typical ads for Democrats (25 percent).
The same was true for prominent ads (22 percent for Republicans
and 20 percent for Democrats). However, there were bigger partisan
differences in other areas. Prominent ads for Republicans were more
likely to emphasize international affairs (13 percent) than prominent
ads for Democrats (4 percent), whereas those for Democrats were
much more likely to emphasize personal qualities (39 percent) than
were those for Republicans (26 percent). Typical ads for Democrats
more often referred to domestic performance (32 percent) than did
typical ads for Republicans (19 percent).

The party differences reflect interests within each party and have
consequences for how each party is viewed by the public. The
greater attention paid by Republicans to international affairs and by
Democrats to domestic areas is consistent with party coalitions. It
also helps to explain why Democrats are viewed as weak on foreign
policy and Republicans are seen as inattentive to domestic matters.
The public and the media take cues about party priorities from the
visibility of issues in political advertising.

These results offer little encouragement regarding substance in
campaigns. Even if one follows the lead of other scholars and uses
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TABLE 3-1
Content of Prominent and Typical Ads, 1952-1992

Prominent Ads Typical Ads
Personal qualities 31% 23%
Domestic performance 32 27
Specific domestic policy 18 20
Specific foreign policy 4 7
International affairs 8 11
Campaign 5 8
Party 2 3
N (324) (150)

Sources: Prominent ads: Kathleen Jamieson, Packaging the Presidency, 2d ed. (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1992) for campaigns 1952-1988, and “CBS Evening News™ tapes
for 1992 campaign. Typical ads: Political Commercial Archive tapes, University of Oklahoma
for campaigns 1972-1988, and campaign ad tapes for 1992 campaign.

Note: Entries indicate the percentage of ads devoted to each type of appeal.

the less demanding standard of policy mentions regardless of
specificity, the overall level of substantive information is not impres-
sive. Joslyn, as well as Hofstetter and Zukin, combines specific
policy statements with more general discussions of domestic perfor-
mance and international affairs to form a broader measure of
substantive appeals. According to this more general standard, 62
percent of prominent ads contained policy mentions and 65 percent
of typical commercials did. These figures are considerably lower
than the 85 percent found by Hofstetter and Zukin for 1972 and the
79.6 percent uncovered by Joslyn for his sample of races.

The unwillingness of candidates to discuss policy or to propose
plans of action creates obvious difficulties for models of issue-based
voting. If candidates do not make statements about how they would
deal with policy problems, then voters who might cast ballots based
on the issues face barriers. Most commercials are not very specific,
and they fail almost completely as policy blueprints.

Of course, even mentioning issues allows voters to incorporate
broader notions of accountability into their choices. If candidates
mention unemployment in an ad but do not say what they will do
about the problem, the ad can serve an agenda-setting or a priming
function. The mention may increase the importance of employment
policy in voters’ priorities or in campaign coverage by the media.
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Scholars may turn to performance-based models, such as retrospec-
tive voting models, under which voters do not require detailed policy
information to hold leaders accountable. Since the field of voting
studies has evolved in recent years from issue- to performance-based
models, it is important to recognize that ads may be influential even
if their specific policy content is limited.

Shifts over Time

There is little reason to treat all elections the same or to assume
that every contest engenders the same type of advertising appeals.
Based on obvious differences in strategic goals among presidential
aspirants and shifts in voters’ priorities over the years, one would
expect extensive fluctuations in commercials from election to elec-
tion. To see exactly how advertising messages have changed, it is
necessary to study ads from a series of elections.

It is commonly believed that ads have become less policy oriented
and more personality based in recent years. But when one looks at
changes in the making of policy appeals, it is obvious that prominent
ads in the 1980s and 1990s were more substantive than those of
earlier periods (Figure 3-1). Twenty-six, 45, and 41 percent of
commercials, respectively, in 1984, 1988, and 1992 included specific
statements about public policy.” These are much higher than figures
from earlier periods. The only other period when specific policy
messages were common was the 1960s (23 percent in 1964 and 31
percent in 1968). However, as has been found in other areas of
research, the 1960s were an anomaly in terms of specific policy
mentions. The more common pattern in other historical periods was
a relatively low level of specificity.

Despite beliefs to the contrary, commercials in recent elections
have not become more personalistic than those of the past.
Although there are wide fluctuations from election to election, the
trend line actually is down in this area. Ads based on personal
qualities reached their high points in 1960 (69 percent of all
appeals), 1976 (50 percent), and 1980 (42 percent), but dropped
back to lower levels of 9, 21, and 21 percent, respectively, in 1984,
1988, and 1992. It appears that races that had the greatest
emphasis on personal qualities involved challengers who were
either unknown or inexperienced. For example, in 1960 many
questions were raised about the qualifications and experience of
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Figure 3-1 Prominent Ad Content by Election Year, 1952-1992
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Sources: For 1952-1988, Kathleen Jamieson, Packaging the Presidency, 2d ed.

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), and for 1992, CBS Evening
News tapes.

John F. Kennedy. Similarly, ads during the Ford-Carter contest in
1976, the Reagan-Carter-Anderson campaign in 1980, and the
Bush-Clinton-Perot race of 1992 devoted a great deal of attention
to personal characteristics, such as leadership, trustworthiness,
and experience. But these emphases were more a matter of
defusing or highlighting personal qualities important in a par-
ticular race than a manifestation of any general trend toward
personalistic politics.

It also is interesting to examine variations in ad categories over
time. Table 3-2 presents the breakdowns of prominent ads for the
broad categories of domestic matters (specific domestic policy appeals
combined with general domestic performance), international affairs
(both specific and general mentions), personal qualities, party
appeals, and campaign-related messages. Party appeals were stron-
ger in the 1950s than in any period since then. Twelve percent of
prominent ads in 1956 emphasized appeals to party, the highest of
any election in this study. In fact, for many elections from 1960
through 1992, there were no prominent ads that featured direct
party pitches.
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TABLE 3-2

Content of Prominent Ads, 1952-1992
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1952 1956 1960 1964 1968 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992

Domestic
Matters

Economy

Social
welfare

Social issue
Crime, vio-

lence, drugs
Race,

Civil rights
Taxes,

budget

Corruption,
government
performance

Energy,
environment

International
Affairs
War and

peace
Foreign
relations

National
security,
defense

Trade
Personal

Qualities

Leadership

Trust-
worthiness,
honesty

Experience,
competence

Compassion
Independence
Extremism
Party
Campaign
N

62%
50

6

0
(16)

62%
25

12
12
0
0
12
0

24% 39% 30%
0 0 0
12 31 12
0 0 6
0 4 12
12 0 0
0 0 0
0 4 0
0 0 0
6 19 37
0 15 25
6 4 12
0 0 0
0 0 0
69 27 18
25 0 0
0 0 6
25 4 6
0 0 0
19 0 0
0 23 6
0 0 0
0 16 12
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Sources: Kathleen Jamieson, Packaging the Presidency, 2d ed. (New York: Oxford Univer-

sity Press, 1992) for 1952-1988, and “CBS Evening News” tapes for 1992 campaign.
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The 1956 election may have been a high point in terms of the
strength of party appeals in the post-World War II era. The classic
study of voting behavior, The American Voter, argued that party
identification was the dominant structuring principle of public
opinion.* It may be no accident that most of the authors’ data came
from the 1950s. In that decade, it made sense for candidates to
incorporate partisan pitches in their television advertising: partisan-
ship allowed them to win votes from the electorate. Hence, we see
Republican Eisenhower and other members of his cabinet exhorting
viewers to give them a “Republican Congress.” *

However, after the 1950s, party loyalties in the American public
began to decline. In their research, reported in The Changing
American Voter, Norman Nie, Sidney Verba, and John Petrocik
show how party identification and party-based voting ebbed in
strength.** Independents began to rise as a percentage of the overall
electorate, and candidates rarely made advertising appeals based on
party.

Advertising shifted toward other topics. Not surprisingly, given
the nature of the times, war and peace issues rose during the
Vietnam period. Fifteen percent of ads in 1964 and 25 percent in
1968 discussed war and peace topics. For example, in 1964 some of
the Johnson advertising effort against Goldwater emphasized the
danger of war and Johnson’s record of preserving the peace. In the
1968 Democratic nominating race, print ads for Eugene McCarthy
attacked Robert Kennedy for his brother’s decision to send troops to
Vietnam: “There is only one candidate who has no obligations to the
present policies in Vietnam and who is under no pressure to defend
old mistakes there.” Another noted that “Kennedy was part of the
original commitment. . . . He must bear part of the responsibility for
our original—and fundamentally erroneous—decision to interfere in
Vietnam.” In the general election, both Nixon and Hubert Hum-
phrey ran spots emphasizing Vietnam. For example, Nixon tried to
tie his Democratic opponent to the unpopular war. In contrast, a
voice-over in a Humphrey ad criticized Nixon’s refusal to discuss
Vietnam: “Mr. Nixon’s silence on the issue of Vietnam has become
an issue in itself. He talks of an honorable peace but says nothing
about how he would attain it. He says the war must be waged more
effectively but says nothing about how he would wage it.” *

Meanwhile, domestic economy and tax/budget matters attracted
considerable attention in the late 1970s and the 1980s. When the
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economy started to experience the twin ills of inflation and unem-
ployment, a phenomenon that led experts to coin a new word,
stagflation, advertising began to emphasize economic problems. In
1976, 17 percent of ads addressed economic concerns, while 31
percent in 1980 and 30 percent in 1984 touched on the economy.
One has to harken back to the early 1950s to find elections with as
much emphasis on the economy. Tax and budget matters were also
particularly popular during this period. Republicans have repeatedly
run ads challenging past Democratic performance, and Democrats
have criticized Republican failures to deal with federal deficits.

There have been some interesting nonissues on the advertising
front. Until 1992 advertisements on social issues, such as abortion,
busing, and the Equal Rights Amendment, were not very common.»
With the exception of a George Wallace ad against school busing in
1968 and a 1980 Carter commercial in which actress Mary Tyler
Moore told viewers Carter had “been consistently in favor of any
legislation that would give women equal rights,” * political spots
generally have avoided these subjects. Social issues undoubtedly are
seen by candidates as very divisive, and campaigners appear reluc-
tant to take clear stands in their ads on these matters. In fact, a 1989
decision by Virginia gubernatorial candidate Douglas Wilder to
incorporate abortion rights advertising in his campaign attracted
considerable attention precisely because of the novelty.

But a change of tactics in 1992 altered this situation. Along with
other challengers around the country, Indiana congressional candi-
date Michael Bailey used graphic anti-abortion footage during his
race to unseat Rep. Lee Hamilton. The goal obviously was to attract
media attention and raise public awareness. Yet there is little
evidence in overall results that this effort worked. Of the thirteen
congressional candidates in 1992 who relied on this tactic during the
nominating process, only two won their primaries and none won in
the general elections.»

The Impact of Campaign Stage

Television ads used to be the near-exclusive purview of presiden-
tial general elections. As noted earlier, the nominating process was
an elite-based activity in which party leaders exercised dominant
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