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Voting, Campaigns,  
and Elections  11

CHAPTER OBJECTIVES

11.1  Explain the logic of 
elections in a democracy.

11.2  Describe how different 
segments of American society 
obtained the right to vote.

11.3  Discuss the factors that 
affect how people vote.

11.4  Summarize the role of 
campaigns in elections.

11.5  Relate the principal–agent 
theory as it applies to elections.

KEY QUESTIONS

•• If Americans cherish the right to vote, why do so many neglect to 
exercise it?

•• Why is political party identification, which many Americans 
discount, still the best single predictor of how people will vote?

•• If attentive and informed voters are likely to be turned off by 
negative advertisements, why do campaigns pour so much 
money into running them?

•• Does the American system of campaign finance facilitate or 
undermine democratic accountability?

Elections invite citizens to choose leaders and register their opin-
ions on how they have performed. In 2018, Donald Trump asked 
voters to cast their ballot as if he were on it—and many did— 

turning the House over to his opponents for the first time in eight years. 
The Senate remained in Republican hands, for Democrats lost some 
seats in states Trump won in 2016 (like Ben Nelson’s loss to Rick Scott in 
Florida*) but also picked up seats previously held by Republicans (like 
Kyrsten Sinema’s taking the seat held by Arizona’s John McCain*). 
The aftermath of the 2016 and 2018 elections is a divided government—
Democrats hold a clear majority in the House, Republicans added two seats 
to their majority in the Senate, and a Republican sits in the Oval Office.

The change in party makeup was not the only shift to come from the 
2018 elections. Washington is significantly more diverse in 2019, con-
tinuing the increasingly important role of identity in American politics 
and better reflecting the nation’s population. There are 127 women serv-
ing in Congress in 2019, the most ever. Midterm voters also sent the first 
Native Americans, the first Muslim women, and the youngest woman 
ever elected to Congress (Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez*). The election also 
added to the diversity of Congress by increasing the number of LGBT, 
black, Hispanic, and Asian members.

The parties continue to fight to define how best to serve Americans—
and what it means to be an American. Alongside traditional topics like 

*Photos of Sinema, Scott, and Ocasio-Cortez are on the previous page.
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476 PART III: The PublIc’s Influence on nATIonAl PolIcy

prosperity and peace, changing U.S. demographics are making issues related to racial, ethnic, 
and religious identities increasingly important to voters at the polls in both presidential and 
midterm elections. Understanding people’s reaction to the nation’s changing context is key to 
understanding how the parties and candidates compete for votes in 2020 and beyond.

Elections are best thought of as the link between the governed and those who govern 
them. They enable ordinary citizens, in aggregate, to reward or punish elected officials for 
their performance in office and to influence national policy by selecting or replacing leaders 
according to their actions or proposals. Elections not only prompt elected officials to take vot-
ers’ views into account when they make policy choices but also provide a reason for citizens 
to think about and form opinions on issues and candidates. For candidates and their par-
ties, these opinions serve as the raw material of electoral politics. As we saw in Chapter 10, 
Americans are divided on a broad range of political issues. Often, the divisions do not form 
consistent patterns; different groups come together on different issues. The challenge for each 
candidate or party is to find ways to persuade voters of disparate and often conflicting views to 
agree on a common action or candidate and to vote for their side. Building coalitions—getting 
people to agree on an action in the absence of agreement on the purposes of the action—is 
what pluralist politics is all about, and it is as fundamental to electoral politics as it is to govern-
ing. The challenge for voters is to figure out which candidate or party will best serve their inter-
ests and represent their values. The way voters, candidates, and parties attempt to meet these 
challenges is the subject of this chapter. To begin, we need to examine the logic of elections 
and their historical development in the United States.

The Logic of Elections
Democracy in America is representative democracy. James Madison, in defending the 
Constitution in Federalist No. 10, adopted the term republic to emphasize the distinction 
between democracy as eighteenth-century Americans saw it and the proposed new system:

The two great points of difference between a democracy and a republic are: first, 
the delegation of the government, in the latter, to a small number of citizens elected 
by the rest; secondly, the greater number of citizens, and greater sphere of country, 
over which the latter may be extended.

The sheer size of the new nation made self-government by direct democracy impossible 
(imagine the transaction costs). If the American people were to govern themselves at all, they 
would have to do it indirectly through the delegation of their authority to a small number of 
representative agents. But delegation raised the unavoidable danger, immediately acknowl-
edged by Madison, that these agents might use their authority to serve themselves rather than 
the people they are supposed to represent: “Men of fractious tempers, of local prejudices, or of 
sinister designs, may, by intrigue, by corruption, or by other means, first obtain the suffrages 
[votes], and then betray the interests of the people.”

As noted in Chapter 1, any delegation of authority raises the possibility of agency loss. 
Whenever we engage people to act on our behalf, we face the risk that they will put their inter-
ests ahead of ours. Worse, it is often difficult to tell whether they are faithful agents because we 
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cannot see what they do or know why they are doing it. The problem of delegation has no per-
fect solution. One effective, if imperfect, solution adopted by representative democracies is to 
hold regular, free, competitive elections. Elections ameliorate the delegation problem in sev-
eral ways. First, they give ordinary citizens a say in who represents them. Second, the prospect 
of future elections gives officeholders who want to keep (or improve) their jobs a motive to be 
responsive agents. And third, elections provide powerful incentives for the small set of citizens 
who want to replace the current officeholders to keep a close eye on representatives and to tell 
everyone else about any misconduct they detect.

Elections do not guarantee faithful representation; indeed, many Americans today do not 
feel faithfully represented (see Figure 10.5, page 457), even though the United States holds 
more elections for more public offices than any other nation in the world. But the absence of 
regular, free, competitive elections does make it unlikely that ordinary citizens will be repre-
sented at all. Competitive elections in which virtually all adult citizens are eligible to vote are 
the defining feature of modern democratic governments.

The Right to Vote
The practice of selecting leaders by ballot arrived in North America with the first settlers from 
England. So, too, did the practice of limiting suffrage. Every colony imposed a property qual-
ification for voting, and many denied the franchise to Catholics, Jews, Native Americans, and 
freed black slaves. Women were rarely allowed to vote.

Many of these restrictions survived the Revolution intact; only about half of the free adult 
male population was eligible to vote at the time the Constitution was adopted. The story since 
that time has been the progressive, if sometimes frustratingly slow, extension of the franchise 
to virtually all adult citizens (defined as people who have celebrated their eighteenth birth-
days) not in prisons or mental institutions. Every expansion of suffrage had to overcome both 
philosophical objections and resistance rooted in the mundane calculations of political advan-
tage. The triumph of (nearly) universal adult suffrage reflects the powerful appeal of demo-
cratic ideas, combined with profound social changes, the struggles of dedicated activists, and 
the perpetual scramble of politicians for votes.

Wider Suffrage for Men
The property qualifications and voting restrictions brought over from England in colonial 
times reflected the basic social realities there. Most adults were poor, illiterate, and dependent; 
they were servants, tenants, hired hands, or paupers. Members of the upper-class minority— 
a well-born, prosperous, and educated elite—took for granted their right to govern. They 
were not about to risk the existing social order, which served them so well, by extending vot-
ing rights to people whose interests might be better served by changing it. The trip across the 
Atlantic took some of the bite out of the property qualifications. Land was easier to acquire 
and far more evenly distributed in the colonies than in England, so a larger proportion of adult 
men qualified to vote. In the more fluid colonial communities, property restrictions often 
were enforced laxly if at all. By the revolutionary period any “respectable” man—meaning 
white, Protestant, and gainfully employed—was, in practice, allowed to vote in many places.1
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478 PART III: The PublIc’s Influence on nATIonAl PolIcy

The Revolutionary War exerted a powerful influence on the demands to enlarge the fran-
chise. The rallying cry against England of “no taxation without representation,” initially a 
demand for home rule, also implied that anyone who paid taxes should have the right to vote. 
Men who risked their lives in the fight for independence felt entitled to full political citizenship 
regardless of wealth. More important and longer lasting, the ringing pronouncements in the 
Declaration of Independence that “all men are created equal” and enjoy unalienable rights to 
“Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness” and that governments derive “their just powers 
from the consent of the governed” left little ground for denying voting rights to any citizen.

Still, universal suffrage for (white) men was not fully achieved until the 1840s in the wake 
of the triumph of Jacksonian democracy. The rear-guard defense of suffrage restrictions rested 
on traditional arguments: people without a stake in the social order should not have a voice in 
governing it. If every man were allowed to vote, the votes of those dependent on the wealthy 
for their livelihoods—employees, tenant farmers, servants, and apprentices—would be con-
trolled by their patrons, enhancing the power of the rich. If, to avoid such untoward influence, 
a secret ballot were used, the more numerous poor might support unscrupulous demagogues 
promoting schemes to redistribute wealth. The argument for limiting suffrage boiled down to 
this: only the independent and virtuous were fit to govern, and the best evidence of indepen-
dence and virtue was being a property-holding, white, Protestant man.

Gradually, however, this view lost ground to the argument for political equality implicit 
in the Declaration of Independence, and opposition to universal male suffrage became a 
political liability. The more democratic the electorate, the more politically suicidal it was to 
oppose more democracy. French observer Alexis de Tocqueville noted the following with his  
usual clarity:

There is no more invariable rule in the history of society: the further electoral 
rights are extended, the greater is the need of extending them; for after each con-
cession the strength of the democracy increases, and its demands increase with 
its strength. . . . Concession follows concession, and no stop can be made short of 
universal suffrage.2

Suffrage for Women
As Tocqueville correctly observed, the democratic logic that justified giving the vote to all 
white men did not stop there; it also nurtured demands that all adult citizens, regardless of 
race or sex, be eligible to vote. For more than a century, race, sex, and the institution of slavery 
interacted to complicate suffrage politics. The women’s suffrage movement grew directly out 
of the antislavery movement, sharing its underlying ideals and some of its activists. Suffragists 
felt betrayed when the Civil War amendments (formally, if not in practice) enfranchised the 
newly freed black men but not white or black women. The largely successful effort by white 
southerners to purge blacks from the electorate after the end of Reconstruction (see Chapter 
4) raised a major barrier to giving women the vote. Southern whites opposed any action that 
might focus national attention on repressive local electoral practices. As one Mississippi 
senator candidly put it in the 1880s, “We are not afraid to maul a black man over the head if 
he dares to vote but we can’t treat women, even black women, that way. No, we’ll allow no 
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woman suffrage. It may be right, but we 
won’t have it.”3

The resistance to women’s suffrage 
was gradually overcome by a combina-
tion of social change—the expansion 
of education for both sexes, the entry of 
women into the workforce outside the 
home—and political need. Western terri-
tories (later states) were the first to grant 
women the right to vote, not because 
places like Wyoming and Utah were hot-
beds of radical democracy but because 
women were expected to vote for “family 
values” in raw frontier communities. The 
campaign for suffrage sometimes took 
on nativist overtones, proposing to use 
women’s votes to uphold Anglo-Saxon 
civilization; indeed, many suffragists did 
not object to the literacy tests, poll taxes, 
and other devices designed to keep the “wrong” sorts of people out of the electorate. As wom-
en’s suffrage grew at the state and local levels, politicians competing for women’s votes nat-
urally supported further expansion. Once party politicians sensed an irresistible trend, they 
scrambled to make sure their side was not stigmatized for standing in the way. Only south-
ern Democrats held out to the bitter end; the defense of white supremacy trumped everything 
else.4 The Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution, adopted in 1920, finally guaranteed 
women everywhere the right to vote.

Suffrage for African Americans and Young Americans

Despite ratification of the Civil War amendments, the effective extension of the vote to blacks 
and other minorities came much later as a result of social changes and the political incen-
tives they produced. The story, crowned by the landmark Voting Rights Act of 1965, is told in 
Chapter 4.

The most recent expansion of voting rights—the Twenty-Sixth Amendment (1971), 
which lowered the voting age of citizens to eighteen years—also was a political move, one 
provoked by the Vietnam War. The idea appealed to antiwar activists because young peo-
ple were so prominent in their movement. Politicians who supported the war also endorsed 
the amendment because it enfranchised the troops fighting in Vietnam, most of whom 
were under the age of twenty-one. The movement echoed the logic advanced after the 
Revolutionary War that those who risk their lives on the battlefield ought to have a voice in 
governing the nation they are defending.

Consider, though, what consequences did not ensue from the formal expansions of suf-
frage. The propertyless did not despoil the propertied; hence the conformity cost most 
dreaded by defenders of limited suffrage never materialized. Votes for women did not 

The campaign to give women the right to vote was fueled by the hope that 
their presence in the electorate would improve the moral tone of political life. 
This 1909 cartoon, captioned “Shall women vote? No, they might disturb 
the existing order of things,” suggests that the existing order was thoroughly 
corrupt and thus ought to be disturbed.

Library of Congress
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immediately transform electoral politics in any measurable way: no distinctive pattern of 
women’s voting was evident until the 1980s, following a steep increase in the proportion of 
single working women in the electorate. The only discernible consequence of granting eigh-
teen-year-olds the right to vote was a decline in the percentage of those eligible who turn out to 
vote. The Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments did not prevent a century of racial discrim-
ination at the polls. Only the Voting Rights Act quickly and effectively achieved its goals of 
increasing African American voting in states practicing discrimination.

Who Uses the Right to Vote?
Most Americans agree that the right to vote is the very essence of democracy. On Memorial 
Day and other holidays the nation honors the soldiers who have fought and died for that  
privilege. If the right to vote is so valuable, then, why do millions of Americans choose not to 
exercise it?

It might seem paradoxical that many people who think that the right to vote is worth 
dying for do not bother to go to the polls. But this reality is not paradoxical at all: it is inher-
ent in the logic of elections. The benefits of elections—in both the broad sense of maintaining 
democratic accountability and in the narrower sense of electing a preferred candidate—are 
collective benefits. People enjoy these payoffs even if they have not helped produce them by 
voting. It makes perfect sense for citizens to insist on the right to vote, for it gives leaders a 
reason to care about people’s interests, opinions, and values. But it makes equal sense not to 
bother voting if the only purpose in voting is to influence leaders. After all, the likelihood that 
any single vote will influence anyone or anything is minute. Totaled up, votes are decisive; 
individually, they count for next to nothing. Why, then, spend the time and energy required to 
go to the polls if individual participation, or its absence, makes no difference in the outcome of 
the election? The real question is not so much why millions of Americans do not vote, but why 
millions of Americans forgo free riding and do vote in elections where they are unlikely to be 
pivotal (in small elections where the chances of swaying the outcome are not negligible, it may 
not be rational to free ride!).

The same logic applies to gathering information about the competing candidates and 
parties if a person chooses to vote. There is no point in investing time, energy, or money in 
becoming better informed about electoral options because the payoff for casting the “right” 
vote—for the candidate who would, in the voter’s view, do the best job—is for all practical pur-
poses nil. If there is no real chance that a vote will be decisive, it is of no consequence whether 
the vote is right or wrong. Ignorance, like abstention from voting, is rational.

Followed to its logical conclusion, this line of reasoning would lead to the collapse of elec-
toral politics and thus to the collapse of democracy: no voters, no accountability, no consent 
of the governed. In practice, however, these free-rider problems are overcome, but they are 
overcome quite imperfectly and in ways that have important consequences for how American 
democracy actually works.

The share of eligible voters who go to the polls has varied widely over American history 
(turnout patterns are traced in Chapter 12). The most important change in the past half cen-
tury was the sharp decline in voter turnout between 1968 and 1972. Since then, an average of 
only about 58 percent of the eligible electorate has bothered to register and vote in presidential 

Copyright ©2020 by SAGE Publications, Inc.  
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher. 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



481Chapter  11: Voting, Campaigns, and Elections 

elections; even the hotly contested 2016 presidential race inspired a turnout of only 60 percent 
of those eligible to register. The 2018 midterm elections set a century-long record for midterm 
turnout—nearly half of eligible voters went to the polls. By comparison, in 2014, midterm 
turnout was 37 percent. Variations in turnout pose the questions we address in this section: 
who votes, why, and to what effect? Why do turnout rates vary, and does it matter?

Individual Factors Affecting Turnout
A great deal of research has gone into figuring out who votes, who does not, and how to get 
people who don’t usually vote to do so. Age and education have the strongest influence on vot-
ing, but many other things affect turnout as well. African Americans and Hispanics are less 
likely to vote (taking all other factors into account), as are people who live in southern states 
or states bordering the South. People with deeper roots in their communities (longtime resi-
dents, homeowners, church members, and people with jobs) are more likely to go to the polls, 
as are individuals with greater confidence in their own ability to understand and engage in pol-
itics (internal efficacy, as it is known in political science) and in their ability to influence the 
decisions of government (external efficacy). Turnout also is higher among people with stron-
ger partisan views and electoral preferences and those who live in areas with active parties and 
competitive campaigns. Finally, turnout is higher where legal barriers to registration are lower.

Why is sex missing from this list of influences on voting? Other things being equal, the 
voting rates for men and women were roughly the same for a long time, but recently this has 
started to change—and change steadily year after year. Today, it is estimated that given com-
parable incomes, educations, and ages, a woman is 5 percentage points more likely to turn 
out than a man in presidential elections. Also absent are measures of trust in government and 
beliefs about government responsiveness; the cynical and distrusting are as likely to vote as 
everyone else. This point contradicts a popular explanation for the decline in participation 
between the 1960s and 1990s—that it resulted from the dramatic increase in public cynicism 
and mistrust since 1960.5

The explanation for these general patterns is straightforward. Voting and other forms of 
political participation, such as contributing money or time to campaigns, writing letters to 
elected officials, and attending political meetings, incur costs but produce benefits. People par-
ticipate when they can meet the costs and appreciate the benefits. Those with money, educa-
tion, experience, free time, and self-confidence find it easier to meet the costs; those with a 
greater psychological stake in politics—from a concern with issues, a sense of obligation to 
carry out their duties as citizens, or a strong interest in parties or candidates—receive greater 
benefits (also mainly psychological) from participation. Voting, therefore, is rational for the 
millions of individuals who derive personal satisfaction from going to the polls. Expressing 
themselves through voting outweighs the typically modest cost of casting a ballot.

Institutional Factors Affecting Turnout
Differences in participation cannot be explained completely by individual differences in 
resources and psychological involvement, however. The institutional context—for example, 
variations in registration laws—affects turnout. The more onerous the registration require-
ment, the higher the cost of voting. In the decades after the Civil War, southern states adopted 
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devices such as poll taxes, literacy tests, and the requirement that voters reregister periodically 
to discourage African Americans from voting. In many cases, these practices discouraged 
poor whites from participating as well. But after the Voting Rights Act of 1965 banned literacy 
tests and authorized the Justice Department to oversee voter registration in states with a his-
tory of flagrant racial discrimination, voting among African Americans (and whites) increased 
sharply. Still, the effects of old practices linger. Even with the end of formal and informal restric-
tions on voting and the advent of two-party competition in their region, southerners are nota-
bly less likely to vote than are Americans who reside elsewhere. Schemes to skew the electorate 
for political advantage are by no means a thing of the past. Prior to the 2012 election, more than 
a dozen states adopted a requirement that voters show a picture ID at the polls, raising the cost 
of participation for poor and minority voters, who are less likely to possess driver’s licenses or 
passports. Such groups are also more likely to vote for Democrats, and all but one of the state 
governments that adopted this requirement were controlled by Republicans.

Social circumstances also play a crucial part in stimulating turnout. Social connections 
create personal incentives to participate when, for example, coworkers take note of who is 
performing their citizen’s duty to vote (and who is wearing the “I voted” sticker). These con-
nections also provide plenty of free information through casual conversation touching on 
politics. Even more significant, however, are the deliberate efforts of political activists of all 
kinds to get people to vote. Often, people participate because they are asked, a fact that has 
never been a secret to politicians. The desire to win elections has inspired extensive efforts 

Despite efforts by groups like Rock the Vote to register and mobilize young people, this group votes in 
disproportionately low numbers relative to other groups in the nation. Because they don’t turn out in elections, 
politicians tend to ignore the needs and demands of young people, opting instead to address the concerns of 
those who actually vote on Election Day.
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STRATEGY AND CHOICE

Personal Politics: Mobilization
Beginning in 1998, two political scientists 
at Yale University conducted a series of 
experiments on voter turnout on nearly thirty 
thousand registered voters in New Haven, 
Connecticut. The experiments were done “in 
the field” during actual elections and involved 
canvassing, phone calls, and direct mail—all 
aimed at encouraging people to get out and 
vote in the upcoming election. The League of 
Women Voters was a partner in the project and 
helped in the development of the scripts and the 
implementation of the experiment.6

Through a series of random assignments, a 
sample of registered voters was divided into 
treatment and control groups. Roughly 11,000 
people received no treatments; 7,369 were sent at 
least one mailing but nothing else; 2,686 got only 
personal contact; and 958 were contacted only on 
the phone. The remaining 7,567 people received 
a mix of the mail and phone call efforts. Of 
these three types of voter contact, one emerged 
as massively more effective than the others: 
personal contact. A personal visit increased 
turnout by almost 9 percentage points. The other 
methods didn’t even come close.

To encourage people to turn out and vote, the 
researchers used three different appeals in their 
messaging. The first was a plea to civic duty that 
reminded people that “democracy depends on 
the participation of our country’s citizens.” The 
second focused on the closeness of the election 
outcome, underscoring for voters that their ballot 

could be pivotal. The final message highlighted 
neighborhood solidarity and said, “Politicians 
sometimes ignore a neighborhood’s problems 
if the people in that neighborhood don’t vote.” 
Which one worked the best? As you might have 
guessed, the largest effect seemed to have come 
from the message stressing the closeness of 
the election—and therefore increasing people’s 
chances of being pivotal to the outcome. The 
differences between the messages were large 
(5 percent for neighborhood solidarity and 12 
percent for closeness), but even so, the differences 
were not big enough to be sure that the effects of 
the messages weren’t all the same on average.

The work of these Yale professors and their 
students gave rise to a renewed interest in 
canvassing by both political parties—but with a 
twist. Randomized experiments were built in to 
campaign operations to assess the effectiveness 
of different tactics.

Hyoung Chang, The Denver Post

by candidates, parties, interest groups, and other campaigners to get their potentially free- 
riding supporters to show up at the polls. The massive and effective turnout efforts mounted 
by the Obama campaigns in 2008 and 2012 are cases in point. Not surprisingly, research has 
shown that one of the most effective ways to turn a nonvoter into a voter is through a personal 
appeal—often done at the doorstep—asking the nonvoter to make a plan for how, when, and 
where he or she will vote on Election Day. Personal appeals, and social pressure from others, 
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work well in stimulating turnout. A study by two political scientists in 2008 showed that mail-
ing postcards to registered voters with the names of people who lived on their blocks and who 
stayed home on the last Election Day increased turnout by double digits! No one wants to be 
the person on their block who shirked his or her civic duty.7 The mailing was by far the best 
way to increase turnout in elections.

The assorted demographic and institutional influences on voting produce an electorate in 
which wealthy, well-educated, older white people are overrepresented and the poor, unedu-
cated, young, and nonwhite are underrepresented. Unequal resources are only part of the rea-
son. The other is that people with social advantages are more likely to be mobilized by parties, 
interest groups, and campaign organizations. Political leaders deploy their scarce resources 
efficiently, targeting the people who are cheapest to reach and likeliest to respond. In other 
words, they go after people like themselves (educated and relatively affluent), people already 
organized and identified by membership in voluntary associations, and people whose social 
characteristics already incline them to participate. It takes an extraordinary effort backed by 
abundant organizational resources to counteract this tendency.

In general, the smaller the electorate, the greater its upper-class bias. Logically, a biased 
electorate should produce biased policy because politicians naturally cater to the people whose 
votes control their futures. In times of tight budgets, for example, Congress has been more 
willing to cut social welfare programs benefiting poor people (food stamps, job training pro-
grams, and Aid to Families with Dependent Children) than to cut social welfare programs 
benefiting the politically active middle class (Social Security and Medicare).

How Do Voters Decide?
Casting a vote is making a prediction about the future—that electing one candidate will pro-
duce a better outcome in some relevant sense than electing another candidate. To make such 
a prediction, a voter has to choose the standards for “better” and “relevant” and then deter-
mine which candidate best meets the standards. These choices are made under conditions of 
considerable uncertainty, and because the likelihood of casting a decisive vote is so tiny, peo-
ple find it makes little sense to put much effort into acquiring information that might reduce 
uncertainty. Thus they economize by using simple cues as cognitive shortcuts and by relying 
heavily, if selectively, on the free information delivered by the news media, campaign advertis-
ing, opinion leaders, and their own experience to inform their predictions.

Past Performance and Incumbency
One way to predict the future is to look at the past. Voters may treat an election as a refer-
endum on the incumbent’s or majority party’s performance in office. Has the current agent 
done an adequate job of serving the voters’ values and interests? One simple rule is to vote 
for incumbents who have performed well. The question then becomes, performance on what? 
The answer depends on the office, the circumstances, and what the voter considers import-
ant. Presidents seeking reelection often are held accountable for the national economy—the 
rates of inflation, unemployment, and economic growth. Economic problems probably cost 
Jimmy Carter and George H. W. Bush their jobs, whereas a strong economy contributed to 
Ronald Reagan’s reelection in 1984 and to Bill Clinton’s in 1996. The question famously posed 
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by Reagan captures this standard: “Are you better off now than you were four years ago?” 
Since the New Deal, for example, the change in the nation’s growth rate (the gross domestic 
product) in the first six months of the election year serves as a strong predictor of whether the 
incumbent president’s party will win reelection. When the economy is growing the incum-
bent party is typically returned to office—75 percent of the time to be exact. This robust rela-
tionship provides evidence on the stability of presidential election outcomes and how closely 
they are tied to the government’s performance in office. In 2016, for example, this prediction 
yielded an incredibly close election outcome, one essentially on the 50–50 mark.

Although one party may benefit from the state of the nation’s economy, the other looks 
to focus the election on something else; thus, some presidents also may be reviewed for their 
conduct of foreign policy. Dwight Eisenhower’s success in ending the war in Korea helped 
ensure his reelection in 1956; Carter’s inability to obtain the release of the U.S. diplomats held 
hostage by Iran damaged his reelection chances in 1980. The performance of representatives 
and senators, by contrast, is often measured by their success in providing services and proj-
ects for their states and districts or in casting acceptable votes in Congress (see Chapter 6). 
But some voters hold the president’s party as a whole responsible, casting their congressio-
nal votes according to how well they think the administration has governed. Voters unhappy 
with President Bush and the Iraq War took it out on congressional Republicans in 2006; sim-
ilarly, voters objecting to President Obama, his policies, and the sorry state of the economy 
punished Democratic candidates for Congress in the 2010 and 2014 midterm elections. In 
2006, 2010, and 2018 the president’s party lost majority control of the House and, in 2006 and 
2014, the Senate as well.

Assessing the Issues and Policy Options
How can voters assess performance efficiently? Personal experience supplies a good deal of 
politically relevant information. Looking for a job, shopping at the supermarket, or trying 
to get a mortgage to buy a house teaches people about unemployment, inflation, and inter-
est rates. Taking out a student loan or applying for veterans’ benefits teaches something 
about government programs. Millions of retired Americans are keenly aware of the size of 
their monthly Social Security checks. The threat of a military draft certainly raised the polit-
ical consciousness of college-age Americans during the Vietnam War. Those without direct 
experience with certain issues learn about them through the news media. For example, crime 
became a bigger public issue in the 1990s than it had been a decade earlier—even though the 
crime rate had actually declined—because of the greater emphasis the news media put on it. 
And, of course, Americans needed no direct personal experience of terrorist attacks and the 
Iraq War for these events to shape their judgments of George W. Bush’s fitness for reelection 
in 2004.

Another strategy for predicting which candidate will be the more satisfactory agent is to 
compare the future policy options each represents. By the positions they take on issues, by 
their overall ideological stances, or by their party affiliations, candidates offer choices among 
alternative national policies. Which policy positions matter? The answer depends on the 
voters and current circumstances. For voters with strong views on abortion, any difference 
between candidates on this issue may be enough to settle their choice. Single-issue voters also 
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coalesce around causes such as gun control (its most adamant opponents) and environmental 
protection (its most adamant proponents). Instead of a single issue, other voters may consider 
bundles of issues, choosing between, say, the expectations of lower taxes and more generous 
social spending. The times also may determine which issues become important to voters. 
Civil rights became critical in the 1964 election when the Republican candidate, Senator Barry 
Goldwater of Arizona, voted against the Civil Rights Act of 1964. What to do about Vietnam 
dominated voter opinion while American soldiers were fighting there. Similarly, the wisdom 
of invading Iraq was central to voters’ deliberations in 2004. Iraq was expected to be the central 
issue again in 2008, but with the collapse of housing prices, frozen credit markets, a plummet-
ing stock market, and a looming recession, the economy overwhelmed all other issues. In 2016 
issues like immigration and terrorism played a central role as Donald Trump highlighted a 
series of terrorist attacks in the year prior to the election and stoked people’s fears of undocu-
mented people through his campaign rhetoric.

Voter Cues and Shortcuts
The news media and the campaigns supply plenty of free information about candidates’ posi-
tions on issues and policy promises. But voters cannot take the information at face value, for 
candidates have an incentive to misrepresent themselves (and their opponents) to win votes. 
Voters can deal with this problem by taking cues from opinion leaders (see Chapter 10). In 
electoral politics, opinion leadership is often formalized through endorsements from organi-
zations and individuals. A candidate supported by NARAL Pro-Choice America, Reverend 
Jesse Jackson, or the Sierra Club is certain to have different policy objectives from one 

endorsed by the Christian Coalition, 
the NRA, the National Taxpayers 
Union, or the Tea Party Express.

Voters also make predictions 
based on the candidates’ personal 
characteristics. One set of personal 
considerations includes qualities such 
as competence, experience, honesty, 
knowledge, and leadership skills. 
Another set includes characteristics 
such as sex, race, ethnicity, age, and 
place of residence. The rationale for 
such criteria is straightforward. Voters 
cannot anticipate all the problems 
and issues that will come up after the 
election, nor can they easily moni-
tor the behavior of their elected offi-
cials. Much of what these agents do is 
out of public sight, and much of the 
information they act on is unknown 
to their constituents. Under these 

Affiliations or endorsements from well-known interest groups give voters cheap 
and reliable cues about the policy inclinations of candidates. Here, Republican 
presidential candidate Donald Trump speaks at the National Rifle Association 
(NRA) convention in May 2016, an unmistakable signal to voters on either side of 
the gun control issue that Trump stood with the NRA against greater regulation of 
firearms.
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circumstances, using personal criteria makes a great deal of sense. A candidate’s demographic 
features give voters clues about his or her personal values. Voters feel that people who are like 
them in some tangible way are more likely to think and act as they would in the same circum-
stances. As an African American, Barack Obama faced the challenge of convincing a majority of 
voters that, although he may not look like them, he nonetheless understood their needs and val-
ues and would thus be an effective agent for them. His rival in 2012, Mitt Romney, with a fortune 
estimated to be worth $230 million, struggled to persuade voters of modest means that he could 
nonetheless feel their economic pain. In 2016, Hillary Clinton banked on the fact that a candi-
date’s competence, background, and character could give voters clues about how far he or she 
can be trusted to do the right thing even when no one is watching. She never missed an oppor-
tunity to point out that her opponent, Donald Trump, was unfit for office. Of course, Trump 
did the same and had the help of the director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), James 
Comey, who in the middle of the campaign released a report saying Secretary Clinton was “care-
less” in her handling of classified documents while she was at the State Department.

The most important information shortcut voters use to make predictions is the party 
label. A large majority of voters continue to take their cues from party affiliations, even though 
popular attitudes toward parties as institutions tend to range from indifference to outright 
hostility.8 The party label provides useful information for both performance voting (voting 
for the party in control, or “in-party,” when one thinks the government is performing well; 
voting for the “outs” when one thinks the party in charge is performing poorly) and issue vot-
ing (the typical positions of Republicans and Democrats differ in predictable ways on many 
issues). Most voters drastically simplify their electoral evaluations and decisions by develop-
ing a consistent bias in favor of the candidates of one of the major parties, making the party 
label the most influential “endorsement” of all.

The Power of Party Identification
As the best single predictor of the vote in federal elections, party identification is a central 
focus of modern electoral research (see Chapter 10). Since the 1950s a nationally sponsored 
survey, the American National Election Study, has asked scientifically selected samples of the 
American public a set of questions probing the strength and direction of their partisanship. 
In recent years, a new set of projects, the Cooperative Election Studies, has also started asking 
people the same questions. Respondents are first asked, “Generally speaking, do you usually 
think of yourself as a Republican, a Democrat, an independent, or what?” Those who answer 
“Democrat” or “Republican” are then asked, “Would you call yourself a strong Democrat 
(Republican) or a not very strong Democrat (Republican)?” Those who answer “independent” 
or something else are then asked, “Do you think of yourself as closer to the Republican Party 
or the Democratic Party?” Answers to these questions locate respondents on a seven-point 
scale: strong Democrats, weak Democrats, independents leaning Democratic, pure indepen-
dents, independents leaning Republican, weak Republicans, and strong Republicans. This 
scale serves as the standard measure of party identification.

Party identification has proved to be a strong predictor of the vote in any election in which 
candidates run under party labels. In 2016, for example, about 90 percent of partisans voted 
for their own party’s presidential candidate, whereas independents split their votes 48–42 for 
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Trump. In general, the weaker a survey respondent’s partisanship, the more likely he or she is 
to vote for a minor-party candidate.

The connection between party identification and vote choice varies over time but is always 
powerful. Figure 11.1 shows that in elections from 1956 through 2016, typically about 80 per-
cent of presidential voters were self-identified partisans supporting their party’s candidate. 
Their portion of the electorate has been growing since the 1970s. The proportion defecting  
to the opposing party’s candidate ranged from 7.6 percent to 24.1 percent, and the propor-
tion voting for independent or third-party candidates varied from less than 1 percent to  
15.3 percent. Usually, fewer than 10 percent are pure independents who claim to favor neither 
party. Still, there are enough independents and partisan defectors to keep party identification 
alone from determining who wins or loses elections.

Election Campaigns
If voters are short of information and uncertain about their choices, the candidates and their 
allies are only too happy to help them out. Experienced campaigners are fully aware of vot-
ers’ reliance on free information and cognitive shortcuts, and they concoct strategies for win-
ning votes accordingly. Each campaign emphasizes selected facts and cues aimed at getting at 
least a plurality of voters to the polls. The choice among strategic options depends on what the 
candidate and campaign staff believe will work in this contest in this year with this electorate. 
Campaigns are intensely pragmatic, opportunistic affairs, highly variable because they must 

 � FIGURE 11.1 Partisan Voting in Presidential elections

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

19
56

19
60

19
64

19
68

19
72

19
76

19
80

19
84

19
88

19
92

19
96

20
00

20
04

20
08

20
12

20
16

P
er

ce
nt

Year

Independents Defectors to independent or third party candidates

Defectors to other major party's candidate Loyal partisans

Source: American National Election Studies.

Copyright ©2020 by SAGE Publications, Inc.  
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher. 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



489Chapter  11: Voting, Campaigns, and Elections 

adapt to circumstances that are highly variable—the office in question, whether the contest is a 
primary or general election, and current political events and issues. Nonetheless, all competi-
tive campaigns have features in common because they face many of the same challenges.

The Basic Necessities: Candidates and Messages
The basic necessities of any campaign are a candidate, a message, and a way to inform voters 
about both. A candidate is a person who can be portrayed as sufficiently qualified and trust-
worthy for the job. Achieving this status is not as simple as it sounds. Members of the House of 
Representatives often run unopposed because no one is willing to take them on in the primary 
or general election. Even more often, members run against candidates so lacking in political 
experience, talent, temperament, or background that voters do not consider them seriously 
as viable choices. Sometimes, although less frequently, senators are equally lucky: Senator 
Jim DeMint of South Carolina, for example, was opposed in 2010 by a candidate who raised 
no money, did almost no campaigning, and was under federal indictment on an obscenity 
charge.9 Who do you think won?

Because potential candidates think strategically, the quality of House and Senate candi-
dates varies with their prospects for success. The smaller the chances of winning, the less likely 
the talented and ambitious are to run (see Strategy and Choice box, “To Run or Not to Run”). 
Presidential contests usually attract plenty of political talent, but even the pool of presiden-
tial candidates may be affected by expectations: when President George H. W. Bush seemed 
unbeatable in 1991 after the Gulf War triumph, some prominent Democratic presidential 
prospects decided not to run, leaving room for Arkansas governor Bill Clinton, a relative 
unknown, to move to the front of the pack.

The 2016 presidential race cast doubt on many of the long-standing beliefs about what 
candidates needed to do to win elections—and what they could do and still remain viable 
options. Donald Trump won the endorsement of only nine newspapers in the nation; few 
copartisans endorsed him; he raised far less money than his opponent and ran many fewer ads 
on television—and he won the presidency. Future candidates should take note, however, of an 
important element of Trump’s candidacy that likely made him the exception rather than the 
rule: his preexisting fame. As one of the world’s richest billionaires, with his name on every-
thing from grand hotels to neckties, Donald Trump was a household name before he even 
declared his candidacy. Add to this his long run as the host of one of television’s most popu-
lar reality shows, The Apprentice, and you begin to understand how people may have believed 
they knew everything they needed to know about Donald Trump before he even started cam-
paigning, something that is unlikely to be true for future candidates who want to follow his 
campaign tactics but don’t have his preexisting level of fame.

Getting out the Message
The message is the answer to the voter’s question: why should I vote for this candidate rather 
than another? It tells voters why, in their terms, this particular candidate is their best choice. 
Messages are shaped by candidates’ theories about the political beliefs, perceptions, values, and 
responses of different segments of the electorate. Uncertainty is so pervasive and good infor-
mation about voters so valuable that campaigns invest heavily in research—if they can afford it.
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STRATEGY AND CHOICE

To Run or Not to Run
Variations in the quality of House and Senate 
candidates reflect the rational strategies 
of people interested in successful political 
careers. Politically ambitious people with the 
skills, resources, and experience to be effective 
candidates hesitate to try to move up the political 
ladder unless they are likely to succeed, for defeat 
will stall, and may effectively end, a career in 
politics. Unless conditions are promising—say, 
the incumbent is in political trouble or the seat 
is open—the strongest potential candidates will 
stay out of the race and leave the field to weaker 
candidates for whom defeat will be less costly to 
their already unpromising careers.

As politicians decide to run or not to run, they 
also gauge the national partisan breezes. A strong 
economy, the absence of party scandal, or a 
president who enjoys the public’s support might 
tilt the election toward the president’s fellow 
party members, whereas the opposite conditions 
will shift the political winds toward the out-party’s 
candidates. Because quality candidates have 
career investments to protect, more will come 
forward when national conditions are favorable 
to their side. Moreover, because the presence of 
quality candidates greatly affects the election 
outcome, their anticipated responses will tend 
to reinforce and magnify the effect of national 
conditions on congressional elections. Think of it 
this way: high-quality candidates wait to run until 
the national context suggests they have the best 
chance of winning.

In fall of 2001 Democratic and Republican 
Party officials were busy trying to entice quality 
candidates to run in the 2002 midterm elections. 
With economic indicators pointing mostly 
toward recession, Democrats were optimistic 
that they might take back control of the House 
and strengthen their grip on the Senate. Then 

on September 11 the terrorist attacks on the 
World Trade Center and the Pentagon totally 
changed the national agenda. Suddenly potential 
challengers in both parties found it unseemly 
to tout their partisan aspirations for political 
office. At the same time, many of the mostly 
Republican incumbents who had been leaning 
toward retirement announced that they would 
do their patriotic duty and serve another term. 
Context matters. Knowledgeable observers from 
both political parties concluded that the terrorist 
attacks and subsequent events deterred many 
quality Democratic candidates and limited the 
party’s prospects in the 2002 elections.

The political climate in 2006 was far different. 
The unpopularity of the Bush administration 
and the Iraq War was apparent well before the 
election (see Chapter 10), encouraging vigorous 
Democratic challenges and discouraging 
potentially strong Republican candidates from 
taking on Democratic incumbents. Anticipating 
a favorable national tide, Democratic operatives, 
candidates, and contributors positioned 
themselves to exploit it. As a result, the 
Democrats picked up thirty Republican seats 
while losing none of their own.a Effectively 
exploiting similarly favorable national conditions 
in 2008, the Democrats picked up another twenty-
one House seats. The tide turned decisively 
in 2010, when popular unhappiness with the 
economy and the general direction of the country 
promised a banner year for Republicans. In 2018, 
the tide turned once again as Democratic voters—
stinging from a narrow loss in 2016—returned the 
House to the Democrats and ushered in the most 
diverse set of House members in history, a direct 
reaction to the focus on identity issues in 2016.

aGary C. Jacobson, “Referendum: The 2006 Midterm 
Congressional Elections,” Political Science Quarterly 122 
(Spring 2007): 1–24.
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Presidential campaigns can afford it, and they use the full range of research techniques. 
They run hundreds of opinion surveys and conduct numerous focus group sessions in which 
a small number of ordinary citizens are observed as they talk with one another about politi-
cal candidates, issues, and events. Presidential campaigns use focus groups to test their general 
themes as well as the specific advertisements promoting those themes. They monitor the effects 
of campaign ads and events with daily tracking polls that sample citizens’ views on a continuing 
basis to measure changes in responses. In 1988 there was nothing accidental about the Bush 
campaign’s relentless attacks on the Democratic opponent, Michael Dukakis, for being “soft 
on crime.” Nor was it simple intuition in 1992 that made Clinton’s campaign manager, James 
Carville, put up the now-famous sign reminding himself and the rest of the staff of their cam-
paign’s most powerful theme: “the economy, stupid.” Nor was there anything mysterious about 
Clinton in 1996 endlessly repeating the vow to protect “Medicare, Medicaid, education, and 
the environment,” or about George W. Bush choosing to define himself as a “compassionate 
conservative” in 2000 and as the nation’s shield against terrorism in 2004, or in Barack Obama’s 
effort to tie John McCain to Bush’s unpopular legacy in 2008, or in the 2012 Obama campaign’s 
depiction of Mitt Romney as a cold-hearted capitalist with retrograde social views. In each case 
the campaign’s research told it that these messages were winners.

In 2016, both the Trump and Clinton campaigns settled on the same idea for their mes-
sages but from opposite points of view. Understanding that the changing demographic 
composition of the country was making people’s attitudes about race and ethnicity more 
important in their political decision-making, both candidates leveraged this in their cam-
paigns. The Trump campaign focused on “making America great again” by identifying 
groups of people as being like “us” or being like “them.” The “us” group included people like 
Trump whereas the “them” group often included the media, protestors, and people who did 
not exhibit “American values.” During the campaign, Trump said he wanted to keep undoc-
umented citizens out of the country, deport those who were currently in the country, and ban 
the entry of Muslims to the country until the government could figure out “what the hell is 
going on.” He proposed a divided nation of “us” versus “them.” The Clinton campaign mes-
sage took exactly the opposite approach to the same idea. Her message, “stronger together,” 
was routinely coupled with images of people from all walks of life—different ethnicities, dif-
ferent kinds of couples, children and adults—everyone together in Clinton’s notion of a strong 
country celebrating its differences. She proposed a unified nation of “togetherness.”

These examples illustrate something else about campaign messages: they are chosen 
opportunistically. Slow economic growth during the administration of George H. W. Bush 
handed the Clinton campaign in 1992 a powerful, ready-made theme, and the campaign really 
would have been stupid not to make the most of it. This holds for the Obama campaign in 
2008 as well; its strongest argument for replacing the Republicans was an economic collapse 
larger than any seen in recent memory. Clinton’s questionable candor about his draft record, 
experimentation with marijuana, and alleged extramarital affairs handed the Bush campaign 
its central message in 1992: Bill Clinton was too untrustworthy to be president. By embrac-
ing “compassionate conservatism,” the younger Bush sought to attract moderate swing voters 
weary of the Democratic administration but repelled by the hardline conservatism displayed 
by congressional Republicans. Bush also vowed repeatedly to “uphold the honor and dignity 
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of the office” of president, a not-so-subtle appeal to voters disgusted by Bill Clinton’s behav-
ior. Imagine how different the 2004 campaigns would have been had the terrorist attacks of 
September 2001 never occurred, or how different the 2008 campaigns would have been had 
the economy been booming and had Bush been popular. The messages candidates use in their 
campaigns depend very much on two things: the national context and who is running against 
them. In 2016, the economy was so mixed that coupled with the Democrats seeking a third 
term in office, the election was predicted to be a very close one from the outset. This is perhaps 
one of the reasons why neither candidate spent much time discussing the nation’s economy—
it didn’t help either one of them very much.

The same opportunistic strategy is applied to congressional races. The House bank scandal 
(see Chapter 6) gave House challengers a powerful message for their 1992 campaigns: vote the 
self-serving deadbeats out of office. The controversial hearings in 1991 over the nomination of 
Clarence Thomas to the Supreme Court provided another stick. Anita Hill’s accusations that 
Thomas sexually harassed her were handled clumsily by a committee of middle-aged men, 
who, many thought, “just didn’t get it.” The result was that a candidate’s sex became an impor-
tant shorthand cue for many congressional voters in 1992, who thus elected nineteen addi-
tional women to the House (raising the total at the time to forty-seven) and four to the Senate 
(for a total of six). In 2018, Donald Trump’s exclusionary rhetoric and the nomination of Brett 
Kavanaugh and subsequent hearings led to the most women ever elected to Congress—127.

Candidates work hard to convey the message that they do “get it,” that they understand 
and care about the concerns of their fellow citizens. Like other job seekers, candidates pre-
pare glowing résumés highlighting their credentials, experience, and accomplishments. But 
they also try to show that, regardless of their backgrounds, they share some common ground 
with voters of all sorts. Patrician Yale graduate George H. W. Bush advertised his fondness 
for pork rinds and bass fishing to connect with ordinary folks during his campaign in 1988. 
Bill Clinton’s impromptu saxophone jams showed that he could be just one of the gang. It is a 
robust appetite for votes, not food, that leads candidates to eat bagels and lox at a corner deli 
in a Jewish neighborhood in the morning, black-eyed peas at an African American church at 
lunch, and green chili enchiladas at a Mexican American fiesta in the evening. The implicit 
message is empathy: “Though I may not be one of you, I appreciate your culture and under-
stand your needs and concerns, so I can serve effectively as your agent.”

Actions intended to symbolize a candidate’s concerns do not always work as planned, 
however. In 1972 the Democratic candidate, Senator George McGovern of South Dakota, 
displayed his ignorance rather than appreciation of Jewish culture when he ordered milk to 
go with his kosher hot dog while campaigning in a Jewish neighborhood in Queens, New 
York. Handed a tamale while campaigning among Mexican American voters in San Antonio 
in 1976, Gerald Ford took a vigorous bite out of the inedible cornhusk wrapper, a gaffe that 
made all the network news broadcasts. During the 1988 presidential campaign, Michael 
Dukakis reaped widespread ridicule, not enhanced credentials on defense issues, when news 
broadcasts showed him peering out dolefully from under an ill-fitting helmet while riding on 
an Army tank.10 In 2012, Mitt Romney expressed his enthusiasm for the U.S. auto industry 
by telling a Detroit audience, “I drive a Mustang and a Chevy pickup truck. Ann [his wife] 
drives a couple of Cadillacs,” inadvertently reinforcing the Democrats’ depiction of him as an 
out-of-touch millionaire. In each instance, the action conveyed a message subverting the one 
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intended. Campaign advisers may want to display their candidates as all things to all people, 
but the human material often proves recalcitrant.

Acquiring and maintaining a public image appropriate to the office sought is a particular 
challenge for presidential candidates, who are subject to intense scrutiny by both their oppo-
nents and the news media over many months of campaigning. Most presidential primaries 
now take place so early in the election year—roughly two-thirds of the states select conven-
tion delegates for one or both parties by the end of March—that campaigns begin shortly 
after the midterm election, if not earlier. In years with crowded primary fields (at one time six 
Democrats and seventeen Republicans were officially in the race for the 2016 nominations) 
aspirants have to fight for attention and to make sure that they, rather than their opponents or 
skeptical reporters, shape their public images. Candidates blessed with famous names (in 2000 
George W. Bush, governor of Texas and son of a former president, and Elizabeth Dole, holder 
of cabinet positions in the Reagan and George H. W. Bush administrations, president of the 
Red Cross, and wife of the 1996 Republican candidate, Bob Dole; in 2008 and 2016 Hillary 
Clinton; and perhaps the most famous of all, Donald Trump in 2016) and ample money enjoy 
a distinct advantage in these endeavors, but front-runners also become all the other candi-
dates’ favorite targets, and the candidate with the most money doesn’t always win the nomina-
tion, as Howard Dean learned in 2004, Romney learned in 2008, and Jeb Bush learned in 2016.

Televised debates are another special challenge for presidential candidates trying to convey 
the message that they are right for the job. For clear front-runners, especially those not fully com-
fortable in front of television cameras, the risks of damaging missteps during a debate outweigh 
the potential gains from winning it. But the media and public now expect debates, so there is no 
graceful way to avoid them. For challengers and candidates behind in the polls, the nationally 
televised debates offer a chance to share equal billing with the leader and to make up lost ground 
before the largest audiences of the campaign. Independent candidate Ross Perot, for example, 
made the most of his opportunity in 1992, stealing the first debate from Bush and Clinton with 
his folksy style, populist rhetoric, and handmade charts, thereby giving his candidacy a boost.11 
Usually, however, independent and minor-party candidates are excluded; Ralph Nader and Pat 
Buchanan protested vigorously but fruitlessly when they were kept out of the debates in 2000 
on the ground that their support in preelection polls was too low to make them viable candi-
dates and thus eligible to participate. Only Obama and McCain shared the debate stage in 2008; 
Obama, looking younger and calmer than his better-known opponent, was the consensus win-
ner of all three of their debates, giving his candidacy an important boost. Ironically, Obama’s 
first debate with Mitt Romney in 2012 nearly derailed his reelection bid; Romney’s forceful per-
formance and Obama’s lackluster responses turned an Obama lead into a tie in the preelection 
horse-race polls. In 2016, the candidacy of a reality TV star transformed the debates into major 
television events. In 2012, 67 million people watched the first Obama-Romney debate, but 83 
million tuned in for the first Clinton-Trump debate in 2016—the largest audience for a presiden-
tial debate since the first debate more than sixty years ago. The second closest was the single 1980 
debate between Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan, to which 80 million people tuned in.

Debates rarely cover new campaign ground, but they remain popular among the media 
and public because they show the presidential candidates up close under sustained pressure. 
They may also help frame the choice in clear terms for voters, but the effects of debates in gen-
eral elections are largely ignorable.
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Political Advertising and Attacks
The effects of ads, whether promotional or attack, are likely small and fleeting. This is why can-
didates advertise so much—they have to maintain a sustained advertising effort to keep the 
effects from disappearing. It is also why they advertise so much near Election Day—they have 
to keep their message fresh in voters’ minds. Advertisements are special forms of communica-
tion because they combine visual and aural elements in unique ways. Viewers see images and 
words on the screen. They hear background sounds, music, and voice-overs too. Critically, 
they can be seeing and hearing all of these things at the same time. In this way, ads are a special 
medium. Although no single element of the ad may be misleading or untrue, the combination 
of the elements may lead viewers to draw a misleading inference. It’s the way the parts of the ad 
make up the whole that makes political advertising powerful. For example, an ad that shows 
an image of children and a voice-over that says, “The lack of health care in America is a big 
problem” invites viewers to draw the inference that the lack of health care is a big problem 
for kids. But when the ad-maker supplies one more element—an on-screen piece of text that 
reads “14 percent uninsured”—the ad takes on a new meaning. Now, the viewer is led to con-
clude that 14 percent of kids in America are uninsured. It’s actually 14 percent of adults. Only 
5 percent of kids are uninsured. You can watch collections of campaign ads from presiden-
tial races going back to 1952 at the online exhibit called the Living Room Candidate (www.liv 
ingroomcandidate.org). As you watch the ads, pay attention to how the ad-makers use these 
elements to persuade viewers.

Campaign messages emphasizing one candidate’s personal suitability for the job invite 
rebuttals from the other side. Negative or attack campaigning, pointed personal criticism of 
the other candidate, is thus a normal if sometimes ugly component of the electoral process—
and an effective one. Negative ads exploit voters’ uncertainty inherent in the delegation of 
authority to powerful agents. Research suggests that negative ads inform people about both 
candidates and may also increase interest in elections. There is little evidence that people stay 
home on Election Day because they dislike attack ads.12

As negative campaigns have proved effective, candidates have sought to erect defenses 
against them. In 1988 Bush campaign adviser Lee Atwater created a series of attack ads that suc-
ceeded in branding Dukakis, who began the campaign unfamiliar to most voters, as a far-out 
liberal, soft on crime and weak on defense. Four years later, Clinton’s strategists, determined 
to prevent a similar fate for their candidate, organized a rapid response team that blanketed the 
news media with forceful rebuttals of every charge made by Bush or his supporters, often on the 
same day charges were made. They also replied swiftly to negative television ads. For example, 
within forty-eight hours of the broadcast of a spot criticizing Clinton for his tax record while 
governor of Arkansas, the Clinton campaign produced, tested with a focus group, revised, and 
aired its own spot that included some text from the Bush ad with “UNTRUE” stamped across 
it.13 The idea was to counter negative messages before they could sink in. The wisdom of this 
strategy was apparent in 2004, when John Kerry was evidently hurt by his slow reaction to 
charges from a group calling itself the Swift Boat Vets and POWs for Truth that had mounted 
an independent campaign harshly assailing his Vietnam service. In 2008 the McCain cam-
paign’s attempt to portray Obama as someone who, as Sarah Palin put it in her stump speech, 
“pals around with terrorists” was forcefully countered by the Obama campaign (and by Obama 
himself during the third debate), and most Americans came to regard the charge as unfair.14 
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One common explanation among commentators for Romney’s loss in 2012 was his campaign’s 
ineffective response to ads broadcast in swing states during the spring and summer, when many 
voters were just getting to know him, attacking him as a greedy venture capitalist, indifferent 
to the fates of people working for the companies he made a fortune buying, restructuring, and 
selling. Uncovering the effects of campaign ads on final vote choice, however, is challenging, 
because campaigns are cumulative, contemporaneous, and competitive enterprises. In other 
words, one side’s gains may be immediately negated by the other side’s response to those initial 
gains, making the observed effect of all this campaign effort small to nonexistent. The media 
like to report on elections as if they are boxing matches, with one side about to deliver a knock-
out blow, but in reality, campaigns are more like a tug-of-war, with both sides pulling equally 
hard on the rope and the flag in the middle barely moving.15

This was not the case in 2016, which provides a unique chance to sort out whether cam-
paign ads move people. In 2012, the candidates and groups advertising on their behalf ran 
nearly the same number of ads in the general election. In 2016, however, Hillary Clinton 
outadvertised Donald Trump by a factor of about three to one. All told, there were nearly 
390,000 ads aired on behalf of Clinton and 123,000 on behalf of Trump. Interestingly, most of 
Clinton’s advertisements were about the candidates’ fitness for office—namely Trump’s fail-
ings on that score. Nearly 76 percent of the appeals in Clinton’s advertisements between June 
1 and Election Day were about candidate traits. Almost half of Trump’s appeals were about 
this, too. It seems in 2016 both candidates thought their best approach was to frame the other 
person as unfit to serve the highest office in the land (see Figure 11.2).

Between June and October, Clinton outadvertised Trump by at least 80 percent to 20 per-
cent in eighteen states: Alabama, Arizona, California, Colorado, Florida, Iowa, Massachusetts, 
Nebraska, Nevada, New Hampshire, North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, 
Tennessee, Vermont, Virginia, and West Virginia. Trump outadvertised Clinton by at least 80 
percent to 20 percent in only four states: Maine, Michigan, Texas, and Wisconsin.

Using these imbalances and the 
candidate vote share on each day 
in each state (as forecasted by the 
Upshot at the New York Times), you 
can see how the change in each can-
didate’s share of the advertising in 
each state over this period affected 
the change in their vote share over 
the same time. As a candidate’s vote 
share goes up, so do his or her poll 
numbers. In places like Arizona and 
Tennessee, where Clinton was on the 
air nearly alone between June and 
October, she gained nearly 5 points 
in vote share over the same time. 
Because candidates control only their 
own advertising efforts and not their 
opponent’s, they don’t have control 

Negative campaign ads are a staple, if often disdained, component of presidential 
campaigns. The most effective ones take advantage of a candidate’s constraints. 
Here, a super PAC reminds voters of the phrases Donald Trump has used to 
describe women, words like bimbo and fat pig. The ad reminds viewers that Trump 
has routinely disrespected women and is meant to suggest he is unfit to lead.

Priorities USA 

Copyright ©2020 by SAGE Publications, Inc.  
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher. 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



496 PART III: The PublIc’s Influence on nATIonAl PolIcy

over where on the horizontal axis a state ends up. This makes it unlikely that they are just par-
ticularly good at guessing where there are easy votes to pick up by advertising there and more 
likely that the dominance of the advertising space is driving the increasing vote shares. On 
average, Clinton probably picked up about 2.6 points in the places she outadvertised Trump 
between June and October 2016.

Negative or not, campaign ads are rarely subtle, for their targets are the rationally igno-
rant, marginally involved voters who have not already made up their minds—not the 
informed political sophisticates or the confirmed partisans for whom the information pro-
vided by campaigns is superfluous. As one campaign consultant put it,

The voters have a lot more important things on their minds than political cam-
paigns. . . . Most of the people we are trying to reach with our message don’t think 
about [campaigns] at all until late October. They don’t read all the news magazines, 
the Wall Street Journal, and two local dailies. They don’t watch CNN and C-SPAN. 
They watch “Wheel of Fortune,” and they think about politics and campaigns less 
than five minutes a week.16

Simplicity, repetition, exaggeration, and symbolism (images of home, family, neighbor-
hood, and flag) are therefore the staples of campaign advertising. Accuracy is not a priority; as 
Romney’s chief pollster put it, “We’re not going to let our campaign be dictated by fact check-
ers.”17 Flat-out lies are typically avoided in campaign ads, although 2016 saw a surge in the 

 � FIGURE 11.2 What 2016 Presidential candidates Talked about in 
Advertisements

Trump

Economy Domestic policy Foreign policy

Defense spending Traits

Clinton

34.3%

7.7%
9.9%

2.3%

45.7%

8.7%
5.7%

6.8%

6.5%

76%

Source: Content of ads coded by Lynn Vavreck. Ads can be viewed at the Living Room Candidate (www 
.livingroomcandidate.org).
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number of false claims made during the campaign. Campaigns “source” the facts they use in 
their campaign ads with citations at the bottom of the screen to think tanks or government 
agencies that support their view or information. Of course, a supporting source can be found 
for almost any piece of information, and the same voters who watch Wheel of Fortune are also 
unlikely to know the difference between the Government Accountability Office in the U.S. 
government and the U.S. Office of the Comptroller General, which may—or may not—be as 
objective an arbiter of information.

In the end, a successful campaign comes down to several basics. Its goal is to win a major-
ity of votes, not every vote. Planners begin by using past voting records, polling, and telephone 
or door-to-door canvassing to figure out who is certain to support the candidate, who is up 
for grabs, and who is certain to support the opponent. The central clue here, at least for gen-
eral elections, is the voter’s party identification. The campaign is designed to appeal to the first 
two groups but especially to the second—particularly if, as is usually the case, the first does 
not amount to a majority. Campaign staffs find out where the swing voters live, what they 
care about, and what their mood and concerns are this year. The most sophisticated opera-
tions also now use the reams of commercially available data on individuals’ characteristics, 
values, and tastes in “microtargeting” specific campaign messages to those they think are the 
most susceptible. Campaign strategists work to frame the choice—establish what the election 
is about—in a way that underlines their candidate’s strengths and plays down his or her weak-
nesses. In doing so, they develop a simple, coherent campaign theme that explains both why 
the candidate should be elected and why the opponent should not. Finally, they repeat the 
theme ad nauseam to reach the crucial late-deciding voters who pay almost no attention to 
politics. None of these things, however, can be accomplished without money.

The Other Necessity: Campaign Money
No matter how qualified candidates are or how powerful their message, neither will count for 
much if voters never hear about them. Thus the third requirement of a competitive campaign 
is an effective way to communicate with voters. For most of America’s history, party organi-
zations and newspapers were the chief conduits for political propaganda. Parties organized 
marches, rallies, and picnics; supplied the speakers; did the door-to-door canvassing of poten-
tial voters; and distributed pamphlets, broadsides, and posters bearing the campaign message. 
The campaign itself was a team affair, agitating for the election of all the party’s candidates, 
although the spotlight usually was on the top of the ticket.

After World War II, however, patronage-based party organizations declined, and televi-
sion gained popularity as a campaign medium (see Chapter 12). As a result, parties gradu-
ally lost their central role in campaigns, to the point that by the 1960s campaigns had largely 
become the province of individual candidates and their personal organizations. Candidates 
had to assemble their own campaign teams, raise the funds, hire the consultants and technical 
specialists, and design and execute their own individual campaign strategies, sometimes with 
the help of their national or local party organizations but often without it.

We may now be entering the post-television era—a time when on-demand viewing and 
personally cultivated media environments are beginning to dominate the way people inter-
act with content. In 2016, for example, Donald Trump ran very few television ads relative to 
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Hillary Clinton. Instead, Trump dominated the media environment by tweeting his often 
provocative thoughts regularly. These tweets generated coverage by mainstream media as well 
as new media. More important, this strategy didn’t cost him anything. Tweeting or sharing 
on other social media platforms is free. On the one hand, these platforms may help equalize 
the playing field for candidates, allowing those who cannot or do not want to raise money the 
opportunity to reach some of the same audiences as those candidates who can afford to adver-
tise and do. On the other hand, we don’t want to generalize too much from the campaign of a 
multibillionaire, reality TV star—Donald Trump may be the exception, not the new rule.

Most of the activities of typical campaigns cost money. Modern campaigns for federal 
office are expensive. There is simply no way for most candidates to organize and plan a cam-
paign, do research, develop and package a message, and get that message out to potential vot-
ers on the cheap. Genuine electoral competition that gives voters a choice of agents and gives 
the winners an incentive to remain faithful (lest they be replaced) requires that candidates 
raise and spend money. According to the Center for Responsive Politics, the 2000 presidential 
election cost roughly $1.4 billion. In 2004, that number jumped to $1.9 billion, and in 2008 
it catapulted up to $2.8 billion, the most ever. The 2012 contest was slightly less expensive at  
$2.6 billion, and the 2016 cycle came in at just over $1 billion.

The lack of spending by presidential candidates in 2016, however, should not be taken as 
a sign that the importance of money in politics is waning. The non–presidential year spend-
ing is equally impressive. In 2014, for example, total spending by all interested parties was  
$3.6 billion. Candidates and parties accounted for $2.7 billion of that and outside groups  
$700 million. Individual races were as pricey as ever, but 2016 and 2018 exceeded these num-
bers, making the last congressional races the priciest in history with more than $5 billion 
spent by all interested parties. Senate candidates in competitive races can spend upward of  
$25 million on their campaigns. Even House campaigns can be expensive, with many candi-
dates spending multiple millions of dollars on their efforts.

Regulating Campaign Money
Currently, all of the money spent on major campaigns for federal offices comes from private 
sources.* Privately financed elections inevitably raise two related problems for American 
democracy. First, democracy demands political equality: one person, one vote. But because 
money is distributed unequally, its role in electoral politics threatens democratic equal-
ity. Second, privately financed elections raise the suspicion that elected officials will serve 
as agents of their contributors rather than of their constituents. The dilemma, then, is that 
meaningful elections require money, but the pursuit of money may subvert the very purpose 
of elections.

*Federal matching funds are available for presidential candidates in both the nominating phase of the 
campaign and the general election campaign, separately. Serious (read all) candidates now refuse these 
funds from the government to avoid the spending limits they must adhere to if they accept the money. 
The first presidential candidate to do this in a general election was Barack Obama in 2008. It is unlikely 
any presidential candidates will ever return to using public funds to mount their campaigns for this 
limits what they can spend. In 2016, the limit was $96 million. If they refuse public financing, they can 
spend as much as they can raise. Clinton spent roughly $500 million and Trump about $250 million.
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Efforts to resolve this dilemma through regulation have generally failed. Prior to the 
1970s, campaign money was effectively unregulated. Congress had, from time to time, 
passed limits on contributions and spending, but the limits were easily circumvented and 
never enforced. This casual attitude toward campaign money faded with the spread of candi-
date-centered campaigns and the rise of broadcast campaigning, both of which quickly drove 
up costs. Higher costs accelerated not only the demand for campaign money but also the fear 
that the winners would favor contributors over constituents.

Congress’s response was the Federal Election Campaign Act of 1971 (FECA), exten-
sively amended in 1974. FECA provided partial public funding for presidential campaigns 
and required full public reporting of and strict limits on all contributions and expenditures 
in federal elections. It also established the Federal Election Commission to enforce the law 
and to collect and publish detailed information on campaign contributions and expendi-
tures. The Supreme Court, in Buckley v. Valeo (1976), upheld the reporting requirements and 
contribution limits (to prevent “corruption or the appearance of corruption”) but rejected 
spending limits on the ground that they interfered with political speech protected by the First 
Amendment.18 Presidential candidates, however, could be required to abide by spending 
limits as a condition of receiving public funds for their campaigns. Also in Buckley the Court 
overturned, again on First Amendment grounds, ceilings on how much of their own money 
candidates could spend on their campaigns and on how much anyone could spend to agitate 
for or against candidates independently of candidates’ campaigns.

Concerned that spending limits were choking off traditional local party activity in fed-
eral elections, Congress liberalized FECA in 1979, amending the act to allow unrestricted 
contributions and spending for state and local party-building and get-out-the-vote activities. 
A 1996 Court decision gave party organizations the right to unfettered independent spend-
ing as well.19 Funds for these activities were commonly called soft money, as contrasted with 
the “hard money” raised and spent under FECA’s limitations. When the unregulated soft 
money contributions to party committees ballooned, soft money became the favorite target 
of campaign finance reformers, and in March 2002 Congress passed the Bipartisan Campaign 
Reform Act (BCRA), which among other reforms prohibited parties from raising or spending 
soft party money for federal candidates. Aided by the high emotions generated by the presi-
dential race, the parties countered by raising vastly increased sums of hard money, and many 
former soft money donors redirected their contributions to so-called 527 committees (named 
after the section of the tax code dealing with them) and to 501(c) committees (“charitable” 
groups under the tax code that can finance campaigns if they maintain the notion that they 
are merely informing voters, not advocating the election or defeat of particular candidates). 
Such committees together spent about $500 million on independent campaigns for—or, more 
often, against—the presidential candidates in 2004 and another $400 million in 2008. BCRA’s 
attempt to limit independent campaigning by such groups was struck down by the Supreme 
Court in 2007. The Court went further in 2010, overturning precedent (in Citizens United v. 
Federal Election Commission) to invalidate any restriction on independent campaign spend-
ing by any organization, including corporations and labor unions, on the ground that groups 
enjoyed the same First Amendment protections as individuals.20 The effect of these decisions 
is evident in the growth of nonparty independent and electioneering efforts by groups, which 
grew from $300 million in 2004 to about $1 billion in 2012 and nearly $1.5 billion in 2016.
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POLITICS TO POLICY

Soft Money Finds a New Home
The story of how campaign finance reform led to 
the flood of “soft money” in presidential election 
campaigns, and how reforms aimed at stemming 
the flood merely rechanneled it, exemplify the 
partisan conflicts, dilemmas, and unanticipated 
consequences that vex campaign finance policy. 
With their party in debt after the 1968 election, 
congressional Democrats embraced reform 
proposals that would limit campaign spending 
and finance presidential campaigns with public 
funds. Republican opposition to these reforms 
collapsed in the wake of the Watergate scandal, 
in which campaign finance abuses had figured 
prominently. After Richard Nixon resigned in 
August 1974 to avoid impeachment, his successor, 
Gerald Ford, who like Nixon opposed public 
financing of campaigns, reluctantly agreed 
to sign the Federal Election Campaign Act 
amendments, conceding that “the times demand 
this legislation.”

Use of the new system in the 1976 elections 
exposed an unanticipated problem. To meet 
spending limits, the presidential campaigns 
focused on mass media advertising to take 
advantage of its efficiencies and maintained 
tight central control of all other campaign 
activity to avoid violating the law. State and 
local parties had little chance to participate, 
and the absence of the familiar paraphernalia 
of grassroots campaigns—bumper stickers, 
lapel buttons, yard signs—was widely noted and 
lamented. To preserve a role for local parties and 
grassroots activists in presidential campaigns, 
Congress in 1979 amended FECA to permit 
state and local parties to raise and spend money 
on party building, voter registration, and get-
out-the-vote activities. No limits were placed 
on contributions or expenditures for these 
purposes, and, until the law was amended again 
in 1988, the sums involved did not even have to 

be reported to the Federal Election Commission. 
These funds were nicknamed “soft money” to 
distinguish them from the tightly regulated 
“hard money” governed by the public funding 
system.

Permissive interpretations by the Federal 
Election Commission and the federal courts 
of what constituted “party building” allowed 
presidential candidates to raise and spend 
unlimited sums under the legal fiction that 
they were merely helping fertilize the grass 
roots. Consequently, presidential campaign 
finance became almost as wide open as it 
had been before the reforms of the 1970s. For 
years, partisan disagreements kept Congress 
from reforming the system, but finally in 2002, 
scandals surrounding the collapse of energy 
giant Enron, a generous donor of both hard and 
soft campaign money to both parties, induced 
majorities in both houses to pass the Bipartisan 
Campaign Reform Act despite strong opposition 
from Republican leaders. Among other things, 
BCRA banned soft money contributions to the 
parties, completely depriving them of this source 
of funds.

But soft money did not disappear. Tax-exempt 
groups organized under regulations in section 
527 of the revenue code can raise unlimited 
money to spend on voter mobilization, issue 
advocacy, and almost any other campaign 
activity as long as they refrain from expressly 
advocating the election or defeat of a federal 
candidate and do not coordinate their activities 
with parties or candidates. In response to 
BCRA, most large soft money donors shifted 
to supporting 527 committees, whose financial 
participation in federal elections jumped from 
$151 million in 2002 to $405 million in 2004. 
With the Supreme Court’s 2010 decision in 
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The Flow of Campaign Money
Although proponents of the original FECA had hoped to rein in the costs of campaigns, the 
flow of campaign money has continued to outpace inflation. Total funding from all sources 
for the general election campaigns for president rose from $453 million in 1996 to $676 mil-
lion in 2000, $1.3 billion in 2004, and more than $2 billion in 2008, 2012, and 2016. Spending 
in House and Senate campaigns also has continued to grow since FECA took effect, rising by 
averages of about 9 percent in House elections and 12 percent in Senate elections (in infla-
tion-adjusted dollars) from one election year to the next. Both supply and demand have 
driven campaign spending up. The supply of contributions continues to grow because the 
stakes represented by elections are so great, and the Internet has made it easier to connect with 
like-minded citizens and donors.

Although presidential candidates typically raise and spend about the same amount of 
money, House and Senate spending averages mask the huge variation in the amounts avail-
able to individual congressional candidates or spent on their behalf. Some candidates raise 
and spend millions, whereas others have to make do with almost nothing. A select minority of 
races attract heavy independent spending; the rest are largely ignored.

All types of contributors and independent spenders, with the possible exception of the 
candidates themselves, distribute their funds strategically. They avoid wasting resources on 
hopeless candidacies, preferring instead to put their money behind their favorites in races 
they expect to be close, where campaigning and therefore campaign spending might make a 
difference. Contributors also favor likely winners whose help they might need after the elec-
tion. In practice, then, congressional incumbents, usually safe—or, at worst, in tight races for 
reelection—have the least trouble raising campaign funds. How much they actually acquire 
depends in good part on how much they think they need; the safer they feel, the less they raise 
and spend.

Does it matter how much candidates for down-ballot races are able to raise and spend? It 
matters only to the degree that a lack of money prevents candidates from getting their mes-
sages out and reaching voters. Campaign money has little to do with the results of general 
elections for president. The presidential candidates’ campaigns always are at least adequately 

Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission 
tossing out all limits on independent 
spending, including campaigns paid for out 
of corporate and union treasuries, the total 
spent independently on federal campaigns by 
parties and political action committees reached 
nearly $1.5 billion in 2016. In April 2014, in 
McCutcheon v. Federal Election Commission, the 
Supreme Court removed the aggregate limit that 
individuals could give to candidates and parties, 

too, although individuals must still adhere to the 
limits per candidate or party.

Sources: Dollar Politics, 3rd ed. (Washington, DC: 
Congressional Quarterly, 1982), 8–24; Frank J. Sorauf, 
Inside Campaign Finance (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 1992), 147–150; Steve Weissman and Ruth Hassan, 
“BCRA and the 527 Groups,” in The Election after Reform: 
Money, Politics, and the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act, ed. 
Michael Malbin (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2006); 
http://reporting.sunlightfoundation.com/2012/return_on_
investment; and Center for Responsive Politics.
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financed, and huge sums of additional money are now spent by party organizations and inde-
pendent committees on the candidates’ behalf. Add to this the abundant free information the 
media transmit about presidential candidates, and the resources are nearly always balanced—
of course the content of these things may not be balanced!

Campaign money does matter in presidential primaries, in which rationally ignorant 
voters cannot rely on party labels as default cues and so need to know something about the 
candidates. Well-known candidates have a leg up, but lesser-known contenders, to have any 
chance at all, need to get the attention of voters, which almost always requires spending sub-
stantial sums of money. Held in January or February at the beginning of the primary sea-
son, the Iowa caucuses and New Hampshire primary once gave unknowns such as Jimmy 
Carter (1976) and Bill Clinton (1992) an opportunity to parlay relatively inexpensive early 
successes into fund-raising bonanzas for later primaries (see Chapter 12). But with so many 
states now holding primaries in February and March, candidates have little time to exploit 
unexpected success and cannot compete effectively without raising a great deal of money 
before the election year begins. In fact, the year before the election is now called the “invisible 
primary” because of the importance of fund-raising leading up to those first contests in the 
election year. In 2016, despite raising more money than any other contender, Jeb Bush was 
unable to turn his fund-raising success into votes. Donald Trump, who had raised virtually 
no money in the year before the election, went on to come in close in Iowa and win New 
Hampshire—setting the trajectory for his subsequent nomination. Money is not the key to 
winning—strategy, messaging, and a candidate’s comparative advantage are all important 
elements of success.

In House and Senate races, money—specifically, the lack of it—is frequently decisive. 
Typically, half of Senate incumbents and 70 percent to 80 percent of House incumbents win 
by default because their opponents spend too little money to make a race of it (see Figure 11.3). 

Broadly speaking, campaign finance now operates through two parallel systems. Money going directly to candidates or 
parties is subject to limits on the size of contributions and full public disclosure of sources. Presidential candidates who 
accept public funds also must observe spending limits, though McCain was the last candidate who did so (and for the 
general election only). But in the other system, money raised and spent outside of the parties’ and candidates’ campaigns 
is not subject to limits or, in some forms, disclosure of contributors. In practice, this means that any citizen who wants 
to invest any amount of money in campaign activities can find a legal way to do so, and anonymously at that. These 
anonymous sources of funds have become known as dark money.
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Voters tend to reject candidates they know nothing about in favor of those they recognize. In 
the elections held from 1980 through 2008, an average of 92 percent of House voters and 96 
percent of Senate voters recognized the incumbent’s name. Awareness of the challengers was 
much less common; over the same period only 54 percent recognized the House challenger’s 
name and 77 percent the Senate challenger’s name. Challengers who do not improve substan-
tially on these averages have no chance of winning, and few can do so without heavy campaign 
spending. But campaign spending has little effect on awareness of incumbents because voters 
already are familiar with them before the campaign begins.21

Campaign money, then, is much more important to challengers (and obscure candidates 
of any kind) than it is to incumbents or other well-known candidates. In House elections the 
more challengers spend, the more likely they are to win, but few spend enough to be compet-
itive. Most House challengers spend less than $200,000. As challenger spending increases, so 
does the likelihood of winning. Curiously, though, the opposite appears true for incumbents. 
They are much more likely to spend at high levels, yet the higher their spending, the more 
likely they are to lose.

This surprising fact is a by-product of the strategies pursued by contributors and can-
didates. The more threatened incumbents feel, the more they raise and spend, but the 

 � FIGURE 11.3 Incumbent versus challenger: campaign spending in contested  
house elections
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Note: The data include primary and general election expenditures for major-party general-election candidates only.
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additional effort does not fully offset the threat that provokes it. For incumbents, then, 
spending lavishly is a sign of electoral weakness that is ultimately registered at the polls. For 
challengers, higher spending is a sign, as well as a source, of electoral strength. Challengers 
with better prospects (attractive candidates with potentially effective messages) are able 
to raise more money; and the more they spend, the more professional their campaigns, 
the more voters they reach, and the more support they attract. Challengers do not have to 
outspend incumbents to win. Indeed, only 20 percent of the successful House challeng-
ers in the past decade spent more than the incumbents they defeated. They simply have to 
spend enough to make their case. When both candidates spend enough money to mount  
full-scale campaigns, the content of the campaigns, not the balance of resources, determines 
the outcome.

How Are Campaign Funds Spent?
Once candidates have raised campaign money, they have to decide how to spend it, unless, like 
many congressional incumbents, they face such feeble opposition that they are free to pass it 
on to other candidates, donate to party committees, or stash it away for some future contest. 
No one is certain about the most effective way to use scarce campaign resources. The most 
commonly expressed view is that “half the money spent on campaigns is wasted. The trouble 
is, we don’t know which half.”

Because a fundamental goal of every campaign is to reach voters with the candidate’s 
message, the largest expense is advertising, with television and radio ads leading the way. 
Presidential and Senate campaigns make heavier use of television advertising, whereas House 
campaigns use more “persuasion mail.” The reason is efficiency. Media markets in large met-
ropolitan areas may include as many as thirty House districts (e.g., greater New York). Thus 
House candidates opting for broadcast advertising have to pay for a station’s entire audience, 
not just that fraction living in the target district. Mailings, by contrast, can be targeted pre-
cisely to district residents. Still, House campaigners with enough money often use television 
even where it is inefficient because it is the only way to reach many potential voters and avoids 
the risk of campaign brochures being tossed out as “junk mail.”

Only a small proportion of spending goes for traditional campaigning—speeches, rallies, 
soliciting votes door to door, and shaking hands at the factory gate. Yet these activities remain 
a major part of every campaign because candidates hope to extend their impact far beyond the 
immediate audience by attracting news coverage. Campaigns display considerable imagina-
tion in coming up with gimmicks that will gain free media exposure; indeed, campaign pro-
fessionals work so hard for it that they prefer to call it “earned” media. One particularly brave 
House challenger even traveled with a large pig to underline his opposition to the incumbent’s 
“pork barrel politics.” What local TV station could resist the visuals? Another tactic is running 
paid ads designed to provoke controversy. The ensuing news coverage then spreads the mes-
sage to an audience much larger than the one originally exposed to the ad. Of course in 2016, 
Donald Trump pioneered the use of Twitter as a way to garner free media coverage. It is hard 
to believe that when Barack Obama became president in 2008, no prior officeholder had ever 
had a mobile device. There was considerable discussion before Obama’s inauguration about 
whether the president would be allowed to carry a Blackberry! (The reason was security con-
cerns about presidential communications.)
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In pursuing favorable news coverage, presidential campaigns were already in a class by 
themselves, but Trump took things to a new level. Modern presidential campaigns are basi-
cally made-for-TV productions. Candidates tolerate grueling travel schedules, participate 
in countless carefully staged events, and compose pithy “sound bites” and tweets—short 
comments designed to be excerpted—to get their messages on the news and out to the vot-
ers. Although the media have changed, there are a lot of similarities between the goal of 
George H. W. Bush’s “Read my lips. No new taxes” in 1988 and Donald Trump’s “I refuse 
to call Megyn Kelly a bimbo. That would not be politically correct” in 2016. Large rallies are 
another successful example of staged events aimed at generating media coverage. Whether Bill 
Clinton and Al Gore’s bus tour, Barack Obama’s stadium speeches, or Donald Trump’s over-
night sold-out crowds, candidates view these events as ways to demonstrate popularity and  
enthusiasm—all for a TV audience far beyond the location of the event itself. Presidential 
candidates also exploit soft news and entertainment shows. In recent elections, both parties’ 
candidates have made multiple appearances on television’s talk and comedy shows. In 2008, 
Sarah Palin and Hillary Clinton went on Saturday Night Live to joke with Tina Fey and Amy 
Poehler, who had been parodying them in the comedy show’s sketches, and John McCain 
went on David Letterman’s show to stop the needling Letterman had been giving him for 
having canceled an appearance a few weeks earlier. In 2015, Donald Trump made multiple 
appearances with Jimmy Fallon on the Tonight Show and also hosted Saturday Night Live. The 
campaigns take these events seriously, for these shows likely reach audiences who do not oth-
erwise pay much attention to political news.

When it comes to media coverage, the rich get richer, and the poor get ignored. The best-
funded campaigns (for president or hotly contested Senate seats) get the most attention from 
the news media. Poorly funded candidates may be desperate for news coverage because they 
cannot afford to buy airtime, yet the very fact of their poverty makes them look like sure los-
ers and therefore not worth covering. Campaigns that must depend on the news media to 
get their messages out invariably fail. Trump, of course, was different because he was already 
famous as a reality TV star and billionaire.

A large share of congressional campaign funds pays for expenses not directly connected to 
reaching voters. One study found that nearly a quarter of the money spent went into overhead—
staff salaries, office and furniture rental, computers and other equipment, telephone calls, travel, 
legal and accounting services, and the like. Every serious campaign now also has a digital pres-
ence and branding designed to attract volunteers and contributors as well as to get out the cam-
paign’s message. Fund-raising is another major expense, particularly for Senate candidates, who 
spend 20 percent of their money on just raising more money. Because of their larger constituen-
cies, Senate candidates usually have to raise bigger sums than House candidates do.

Where Are Presidential Campaign Funds Spent?
Presidential candidates invest heavily in television advertising, the most effective way to reach 
an electorate of more than 100 million people. In recent elections the campaigns have together 
spent hundreds of millions of dollars on television time. Decisions about where to spend the 
money are dominated by the design of the Electoral College (see box “The Electoral College”),  
which encourages a strategy of focusing on states with large numbers of electoral votes that 
are not securely in one party’s camp rather than on the national electorate. Whoever wins the 
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The Electoral College
Where the Big States Hold the Cards
The Constitution’s formula for allocating 
electoral votes to each state is simple: number 
of senators plus the number of representatives 
equals the number of votes in the Electoral 
College. This formula heavily favors the 
populous states, which not only have a lot of 
electoral votes but, following a rule adopted by 
all states except Nebraska and Maine, award all 
their electoral votes to the candidate receiving 
the most votes. This winner-take-all rule means 
that California with its 55 electoral votes, Texas 
with 38, and New York and Florida with 29 
each carry the most electoral weight. Based on 
the 2010 census, the ten most populous states 
in the nation control 256 of the 270 electoral 

votes needed to elect a president. By contrast, 
the thirteen least populous states have only 46 
electoral votes—fewer than those held by the 
largest state, California.

The largest states do not necessarily see the 
most action, however, because some of them 
are reliably in one party’s column. In recent 
elections, California and New York have been 
safely Democratic, while Republicans have 
had a lock on Texas. White House hopefuls 
plan their campaign stops accordingly, heavily 
crisscrossing those vote-rich states that are not 
firmly in one party’s hands—such as Florida, 
Ohio, North Carolina, and Virginia in 2012—at 
the expense of the vote-poor states and those not 
considered in play.

The states in Proportion to Their electoral Votes, 2012–2020
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An ongoing criticism of the Electoral College 
system is that a candidate can win a plurality 
of the popular vote nationally but still not be 
elected because of failure to gain a majority in the 
Electoral College. This happened to presidential 
candidates Andrew Jackson in 1824, Samuel J. 
Tilden in 1876, Grover Cleveland in 1888, Al Gore 
in 2000, and Hillary Clinton in 2016. Jackson and 
Cleveland succeeded, however, in their next runs 
for the office. More typically, the electoral vote 
merely exaggerates the margin of victory of the 
winner of the popular vote. In 1992, for example, 
Bill Clinton won 43.3 percent of the popular vote 
but 68.7 percent of the electoral vote; Barack 
Obama won 52.6 percent of the popular vote but 
67.7 percent of the electoral vote in 2008, and 
51.1 percent of the popular vote but 61.2 percent 
of the electoral vote in 2012. The 2000 and 2004 

elections, however, proved exceptions to the 
rule. In 2000, George W. Bush’s share of the 
popular vote (47.8 percent) nearly equaled his 
slice of the electoral vote (50.4 percent); the two 
figures were equally close in 2004, when Bush 
won 50.7 percent of the popular vote and 53.2 
percent of the electoral vote. Despite the lack 
of fidelity between the margins in the popular 
vote and the Electoral College vote, bounding 
contests by geography has some advantages. 
One of them is the ability to contain the effects 
of fraud. If someone managed to manipulate the 
vote in two large metropolitan areas, like New 
York and Los Angeles, for example, the Electoral 
College makes it difficult for this manipulation to 
determine the outcome of the election, more so 
than under a method that relied solely on popular 
vote margins.

most popular votes in a state, except for Maine and Nebraska, gets all of its electoral votes no 
matter how narrow the margin of victory.* The object of a presidential campaign, then, is to 
piece together enough state victories to win at least 270 electoral votes.

When the election is expected to be close, the obvious strategy is to concentrate on states 
that polls indicate could go either way and to ignore entirely states that seem locked up by 
either side. For example, in 2012, the campaigns focused on a narrow set of so-called bat-
tleground states that preelection surveys suggested were seriously in play. Both candi-
dates invested heavily in the largest of these states in 2012—Florida (29 electoral votes), 
Pennsylvania (20), Ohio (18), and initially Michigan (16; the Romney campaign ceded 
Michigan early in the fall). But in 2016, only Hillary Clinton was on the air for much of the 
summer. She focused on some of the same states as the candidates did in 2012—Florida, 
Pennsylvania, and Ohio—and outadvertised Donald Trump in those states by nearly two to 
one. But she set aside places like Michigan and Wisconsin, where Trump was outadvertising 
her over the summer. The vast majority of the TV campaign ads were broadcast in battle-
ground-state media markets, with Florida and Ohio seeing the majority. Most are also shown 
on broadcast television networks during and around the local and morning news programs.

Even a large imbalance in advertising, however, may not be able to overcome controver-
sial events that get reported in the news. As Election Day drew near in 2016, lingering doubts 
about Clinton’s use of a private e-mail server reemerged as the FBI director sent a letter to 
Congress regarding e-mails between Clinton and her aides that were discovered on a laptop 

*In Maine and Nebraska the electoral vote can be divided if one congressional district votes for a can-
didate who loses statewide.
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the bureau had just seized as part of the Anthony Wiener sexting investigation. After the 
news broke, the Clinton campaign went on the air with ads in Michigan and Wisconsin, but 
even after the FBI director exonerated Clinton a few days later of any additional wrongdoing 
in the matter of the server, she lost both Michigan and Wisconsin, along with Ohio, Florida, 
and Pennsylvania. These losses gave Trump more than enough Electoral College votes, and he 
became the president-elect of the United States on November 8, 2016.

The story of the 2016 election is more complicated than Trump’s Electoral College victory 
implies. Despite handily winning the Electoral College, Trump lost the popular vote by nearly 
3 million. This is largely a function of the fact that Clinton did better than Obama in 2012 in 
places like California, Arizona, and Texas (places with large populations of Latino voters), but 
she did worse almost everywhere else, particularly in places like West Virginia, Ohio, and Iowa.

The 2016 election provides two examples of money not being the key to winning—Jeb 
Bush in the primaries and Clinton in the general election—but these unexpected outcomes 
both have one thing in common: Donald Trump. Because of this, it is premature to generalize 
about future elections and the role of campaigns and money.

The Logic of Elections Revisited
Despite all the problems with U.S. elections, they work remarkably well to preserve American 
democracy. Regular, free, competitive elections guard the nation against the dangers that 

Democratic presidential candidate Hillary Clinton speaks at a campaign rally in Michigan just one day before 
the election in 2016. Despite her campaigning in several key states in the days leading up to the election and 
a barrage of advertising, Clinton lost Michigan along with Wisconsin and Pennsylvania. Winning just 77,000 
more votes in these three states would have given her the advantage in the Electoral College and the White 
House.
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inevitably arise when citizens delegate authority to governments. Elections allow citizens, as 
principals, to pick their agents and to fire and replace those whose performance falls short. The 
threat of replacement provides elected officials with a powerful incentive to listen to their con-
stituents. Elections also create incentives for entrepreneurs and organizations to solve the free-
rider and coordination problems that beset citizens acting as collective principals. Aspiring 
leaders and their political allies compete for votes by keeping an eye on officials and informing 
citizens about their shortcomings, paying the information costs that individual citizens would 
not rationally pay. Similarly, by getting out the vote on Election Day they turn citizens who 
might otherwise rationally abstain from casting a ballot into voters. They also bear much of 
the cost, through polling and focus groups, of keeping track of what citizens want from their 
agents in government, again making up for the lack of rational incentives for individual politi-
cal expression. But all of these activities cost money, and the campaign finance system presents 
its own set of agency problems that are not easily solved.

Elections also induce candidates and campaigns to help solve the massive coordination 
problem faced by millions of voters trying to act collectively to control or replace their agents. 
By offering competing frames for a voting decision, they clarify and focus the electoral choice 
to the point where rationally ignorant voters can manage it. Candidates’ opportunistic choice 
of issues puts voters’ concerns on the agenda and helps make election results intelligible: in 
2012, for example, a crucial issue really was the appropriate strategy for invigorating the econ-
omy and bringing down the deficit. When candidates form relatively stable coalitions with 
other would-be leaders—that is, combine into political 
parties—they narrow the choices to a manageable num-
ber, often as few as two. Indeed, party labels simplify voters’ 
choices across offices and over a series of elections. They also 
allow voters to hold elected officials collectively responsible 
for their performance in office. In other words, elections 
create strong links between public opinion and government 
action. But they do so only because politically ambitious peo
ple have found that it serves their own purposes to engage in 
the activities that forge the links. One durable institutional 
by-product of political ambition pursued under American 
electoral rules, the party system, is the subject of the next 
chapter.
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REVIEW QUESTIONS
1. What are the potential problems with delegating 

authority to representatives in government? How 
do elections help reduce these risks?

2. What benefits do people get from voting? Which 
of these benefits do they still receive if they per-
sonally do not vote?
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3. Voting, in effect, makes voters choose between 
a future governed by candidate A and one gov-
erned by candidate B. Most voters can’t predict 
the future. What tools allow voters to make these 
predictions of future performance?

4. What is the most important personal characteris-
tic for predicting a person’s vote in a federal elec-
tion for president or Congress?

5. What is the most important aggregate statistic in 
predicting which party is likely to win a presiden-
tial election?

6. What do candidates spend most of their money 
on? Is money enough to win? Does it help all can-
didates equally? What type of candidate benefits 
the most from increased spending?
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National conventions display party politics in its most colorful and distilled form. Here, Donald Trump and his running mate, Mike 
Pence, are greeted with unrestrained enthusiasm by delegates to the 2016 Republican National Convention.
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