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Understanding the Dynamics and the Transformation of American Government


JAMES A. THURBER


This book, a study of campaign management and elections, marries academic wisdom and the practical knowledge of professional political consultants, although the two worlds rarely overlap. Academics use explicit hypotheses and scientific methods for making systematic observations about campaigns and elections, whereas professionals draw generalizations based on direct experience. Campaign consultants “test hypotheses” by winning and losing elections. Both use theoretical perspectives about campaigns and voters, although one is academic and one practical. The common dimension to both worlds is the major changes that have occurred in the way campaigns are waged and elections won or lost in the past twenty years, as especially shown in the 2012 election campaign of President Barack Obama and his opponent, former governor Mitt Romney. This book analyzes the impact of the changes in the 2012 presidential election cycle from a variety of perspectives. The authors show the evolution and innovation in campaign strategy, the use of survey research, the changes in fundraising strategies, the role of communications and media, the use of digital and social media, the advancements in microtargeting and fieldwork, as well as the stability and changes in election law and turnout in 2012.


Academics use large data sets and systematically test hypotheses to make careful statements about voters and elections. They attempt to explain individual and collective political behavior and try to answer questions about who votes and why. When political scientists write about campaigns and how candidates get elected, their approach is based on scholarly analysis rather than experience (Polsby et al. 2012; Kenski et al. 2010; Nelson 2011; Dulio and Nelson 2005; Thurber and Nelson 2000; Thurber 1998). Other political scientists forecast election outcomes, not by the strategies and tactics of the candidates, but by using basic variables in their models that are known before the election and cannot easily be changed in a campaign, such as measures of the state of the economy or the popularity of the incumbent president or party (PS Symposium 2012). Because the state of the economy and the popularity of the president were very poor in this election, many predicted a Romney victory, but strategies, tactics, messages, and innovations in the Obama and Romney campaigns made a difference in the outcome of the election. In short, campaigns matter—a basic conclusion of this book.


Campaign professionals focus on who votes and why, but to develop a winning strategy to attract voters to their candidate, knowing full well that factors such as the state of the economy and the popularity of the candidates make a difference, they try to change voter perceptions in order to win over those barriers, as shown in 2012. When campaign consultants write about campaigns, it is to explain why their candidates have won and to give general advice in how-to-win “manuals,” or to offer anecdotal “insider” accounts of campaigns (Jamieson 2009; Napolitan 1972; Shea 1996). They are hired activists who develop strategies and tactics to influence voters and election results (Dulio and Nelson 2005; Thurber 2001; Thurber and Nelson 2000). They focus solely on how to win. While political scientists try to understand voters, candidates, elections, and the consequences of electoral battles for purposes of governing and developing public policy, campaign professionals use the vast knowledge gained from their previous campaigns. They know what works through their experience of winning or losing elections and are seasoned by their involvement with campaigning (Thurber and Nelson 2000). The strategies and tactics of campaigns are constantly evolving through innovating and testing what works and what does not work in each election cycle. Campaign consultants learn from each other and bring change to each election cycle. In this book we describe and analyze those changes, looking at the 2012 election from a variety of perspectives from both political scientists and campaign professionals.


Campaign consultants often assert that the academic literature on campaigns and elections is either obvious or wrong (Thurber and Nelson 2000), while also admitting that they lack time to read the latest political science research findings. Academics often argue that campaign professionals promote the latest folk wisdom about campaign tactics and do not know what works and what does not until it is too late. The winners possess the “truth,” creating new “geniuses” of campaign management each election cycle, and the wisdom gained by the losers is often even more important. All successful consultants try to learn from their mistakes and from the mistakes of others. Winning consultants pick up more clients and business, while the losers often leave the campaign business and move into issue campaigns and advocacy or public relations.


Academics study campaigns and elections but rarely talk with campaign professionals about what they believe regarding their electoral track record. Academics often may not be aware of the latest developments in campaign strategies, tactics, and tools until an election is over (recent exceptions to this are the studies of Dulio and Nelson 2005; Nelson, Dulio, and Medvic 2002; Johnson 2007; Thurber 2001; Thurber and Nelson 2000). Political scientists study campaign professionals but rarely enter the world of political campaigning. When they do, they bring important contributions to the literature (Johnson 2007).


Mutual distrust often characterizes relations between campaign professionals and academics. Many professionals feel that academic research is not applicable to the real world of election campaigns. On the other hand, academics consider professionals’ practical how-to knowledge unscientific and their general narratives of campaigns simply descriptive histories. They are critical of claims not based on the systematic collection of data and the testing of hypotheses that are part of a broader theory of campaigns and elections. And when commentary from political pundits, journalists, and retired political leaders is added to the mix, it becomes difficult to distinguish reality from myth, marketing, and self-centered political spin.


When the worlds of academics and professionals do converge, however, insights result, as shown in this book. Whether explaining or managing campaigns, whether treating campaign management as a science or an art, academics, professionals, and pundits all agree that American election campaigns have been especially transformed in the last twenty years. Every campaign cycle reveals new strategies and tactics, as shown so clearly in the 2012 election.


In these pages, campaign professionals and political scientists confront each other’s perspectives. They examine changes in the organization and operation of campaigns and the impact of campaign strategies and tactics at the local, state, and national levels that have had a significant impact on American elections in the last three decades. Political consultants are using recent technological advances in microtargeting, the social media, and the Internet to make campaigns operate smarter and faster and often more cheaply. Chapters by campaign professionals and political scientists cover the major elements of campaign advancements and provide different perspectives on the same campaign topic. Our contributors do not always agree. Dialogue between campaign consultants and political scientists offers a new, more complete view of election campaigns that is essential to an understanding of twenty-first-century American campaigns and elections.


Election Campaigns Are Wars: The Battle of 2012


The 2012 campaign was a war between the Democrats and the Republicans. It was a battle for the hearts and minds—and the votes—of the American people. The word “campaign” comes from military usage: a connected series of military operations forming a distinct phase of a war or a connected series of operations designed to bring about a particular result. An election is like a war, complete with “war rooms” and campaign managers. Candidates and campaign organizations are fighting to capture government control and to advance their policies. Campaigns are battles to define public problems and develop policy solutions and, of course, to persuade voters to support those ideas.


For candidates and professionals, campaigns are zero-sum games, or even minus-sum games: there are always winners and losers, and more campaigners are disappointed by the election outcome than pleased by it. For academics, on the other hand, campaigns are objects of analysis; they do not represent a personal gamble, a deeply felt ambition, or a commitment to the objective of winning. Campaigns are not political causes but rather a focus of intellectual interest. Academics are interested in why people vote (e.g., explanations of turnout); professionals are interested in how to get them to vote for a particular candidate (e.g., field and microtargeting tactics). Academics study who contributes money to campaigns and why; professionals persuade people to give funds to their candidates. Both need to know the legal framework of campaign finance law. This book joins these two worlds and shows how both the academic and campaign professional perspectives are needed in order to understand election campaigns.


Those who manage election campaigns, be they presidential, congressional, or down-ballot races (local and state candidates), evaluate the existing political environment, develop strategies and plans within that political environment, pursue a strategic theme and message for a candidate, establish an organization, solicit and use campaign money, buy advertising and attempt to use free (news) media, schedule candidates, organize and use a field organization, use opposition research, and conduct survey research and focus group analysis, among a variety of other activities. In the last three decades the basic elements of campaigning have changed dramatically due to the power of the media (especially television and social media), technological advancements, and the professionalization of campaigns. What has not changed is that successful campaigns need to develop an explicit strategy, theme, and message, linked to appropriate tactics.


Campaign Strategy and Message, Funding, and Organization


Campaigns do not happen in a vacuum and they are not predetermined by economic and political circumstances. Prevailing economic and political conditions influence a campaign, and candidates and campaigns in turn can have an impact on those conditions, as was the case with the 2012 election of President Barack Obama.


There are three fundamental elements of campaigning: strategy and message, organization, and funding. On the strength of these three elements, Barack Obama ran a second nearly perfect campaign in 2012. His strategy and message were focused. This contrasted with Mitt Romney’s lack of discipline and wavering message during the primaries and the general election, which depicted him as uncaring about the middle class in America. President Obama’s campaign cultivated a positive image of a president caring about the middle class and the unemployed, and it projected an unfavorable perception of Governor Romney as uncaring and out of touch with the American people.


Some analysts suggested that the widespread disapproval of President Obama during his first term predetermined a loss for him in the 2012 election (PS Symposium 2012). But these analysts and Romney’s campaign consultants underestimated the effects of a candidate’s campaign strategy, tactics, and message on the outcome. A winning campaign pays close attention to campaign fundamentals (Dulio and Nelson 2005; Thurber and Nelson 2000; Medvic 2001, 2006). The most important elements of a campaign are strategy, theme, and message. Raising money, setting the candidate’s schedule, doing opposition research, linking resources to campaign tactics, preparing for debates, advertising on television and radio, and mobilizing supporters to vote all follow from the campaign’s strategy, theme, and message. In a well-run campaign, the message is expressed in communications with voters: television and radio ads, social media, and the direct mail campaign.


Campaign Strategy and Message


Obama’s strategy encompassed a commitment to the fundamentals of campaigning (Thurber and Nelson 2000)—a clear strategy, theme, and message linked to appropriate tactics. Obama’s campaign rarely wavered from its central theme and message. When the Obama campaign faced challenges, such as his poor first debate performance, he returned to the central theme and message of the campaign.


Running a campaign involves a variety of functions, such as scheduling and advance work, press arrangements, issue research and debate preparation, speech writing, polling and focus group analysis, voter targeting and mobilization, print and electronic media advertising and placement, campaign budgeting, legal analysis, and party and interest group action. These demands require a highly disciplined campaign organization (Thurber and Nelson 2004). A campaign manager must know how many votes are needed to win and where these votes will come from. This is not as simple as it may sound. Many pundits thought Obama would not win in 2012 because of the poor economy, but the Obama campaign’s early focus on building a national campaign finance operation with “ground” and “air” operations in the battleground states paid off. By methodically focusing on the battleground states through advertising, social media, microtargeting, get-out-the-vote mobilization, campaign visits, and other tactics, the Obama campaign was able to overtake the early advantage that Mitt Romney had because of the economy and the low rating of the president.


Obama also ran a nearly perfect campaign in terms of message discipline and quick response to criticism or attack. The campaign never let a news cycle go by without responding, often within hours or even minutes. The campaign strategy and message were driven by defining Romney as insensitive to the middle class and out of touch with the needs of the American people. David Axelrod, Obama’s chief strategist, and David Plouffe, the campaign manager, had an obsessive focus on the message of contrasting the president to a negative image of Romney. Romney was not able to finesse the perpetual problem of Republican presidential politics: needing one message to win over a party’s ardent supporters in the primaries and another when trying to capture women, moderates, independents, Hispanics, and the few up-for-grab voters who helped decide the 2012 general election.


The Strategic Raising and Use of Campaign Funds


How a campaign spends money is just as important as how much money is raised. Much has been written about the fundraising prowess of the Obama campaign in 2008 and 2012. In many ways, Obama has changed the way that money is raised in presidential elections. Any serious campaign for federal office requires a sophisticated online fundraising component. Obama and Romney both raised a record of over a billion dollars (which includes money raised during both the primary and general election).


Campaign Organization


President Obama’s organization dominated the media “air war” early, with overwhelming investment in the 2012 battleground states through television, cable, radio, direct mail, social media, and even advertising in video games. He also dominated in the “ground war,” including the organization of field staff and offices. Obama had more staff and offices in more states than Romney in 2012, repeating what he did in 2008 against McCain.


Obama’s staff (paid and volunteer) advantage allowed him to get his message out to more people and to organize more supporters than the Romney campaign did. Campaign staff members worked in local offices that served as gathering places for local volunteers and supporters. Some campaign offices operated phone banks, some served as the gathering point for volunteer door-to-door canvasses, and many served as storefronts where locals could get campaign literature, buttons, and stickers. The campaign’s field staff (which typically makes up the bulk of a campaign’s in-state operation) identified and contacted potential voters, persuaded them to become supporters, and then got them to vote, especially in the target states.


The Obama campaign organization at the national level was made up of experienced, disciplined people who had gone through the 2008 campaign battle. The discipline of their internal organization and message was directly linked to the candidate and a group of well-tested professionals. This was often not the case for Romney.


The Obama campaign’s online organizing tools that had been honed in 2008 were improved, tested, and changed in 2012. The campaign advanced the use of technology and used new social media forums to communicate the message and to recruit volunteers. Obama’s website served as a recruiting tool for volunteers and donors, and the campaign was constantly reaching out to supporters through its e-mail list, social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter, and other innovative methods of reaching volunteers and voters. These techniques helped turn out volunteers and also crowds at his rallies. Campaign staff and volunteers positioned themselves at these events to get names of supporters and to recruit them to volunteer.


The Obama campaign outperformed the Romney campaign in voter contact. Studies of voter contact efforts indicate that mobilization works. Randomized field experiments have shown that door-to-door canvassing increases the likelihood that individuals will turn out to vote by 8 to 10 percent (Gerber and Green 2000). Professional phone banks have been shown to be less effective than canvassing, but personal phone contacts among peers can be as effective as canvassing. The technical skill and efficiency of the Obama campaign allowed it to expand on traditional voter contact techniques.


Measuring the Organizers’ Performance: Voter Turnout Numbers


Successful campaigns must concentrate their resources on identifying potential voters and ensuring that their supporters in the electorate show up at the polls. Campaigns refer to these efforts as the field campaign, the “ground war,” or Get Out the Vote (GOTV). Obama’s 2012 organization put paid field staff and extensive volunteer networks in every battleground state early (in fall 2011), which helped him turn out voters in November 2012. The extended battle for the Republican nomination did not give Romney the opportunity to organize in traditional battleground states, as had been the case for the Democrats and Obama in 2008. Romney’s long Republican primary battle allowed Obama to quietly organize the “ground war” in more battleground states than the Romney campaign.


Campaigns are dynamic and combative, as seen in the 2012 election. They do not happen in a vacuum, and they are not predetermined by economic or political circumstances. Successful campaigns develop a clear message that focuses on groups of voters that will help the candidate win—party loyalists (the base) and swing voters (often moderate and ideologically in the middle). Candidate Obama understood this. He had the organization, strategy, and money to run a robust ground campaign. Although the political environment and economic conditions had seemed to benefit the Romney campaign in the late spring of 2012, with the president’s popularity falling and a continued poor economy, Obama overcame these difficulties with his unwavering message discipline and his outstanding organization, using technological advancements to target and mobilize voters on the ground and to inspire voters and volunteers through the televised and new media air war.


The 2012 campaign cycle shows clearly that candidates and their campaign managers must evaluate environmental conditions (such as the economy) early and develop campaign strategies and plans that take advantage of them, but must revise their plans when events (like a poor debate performance) call for it. Some think that a campaign plan must be adhered to with almost military discipline and precision. Campaign strategy charts a path to winning the election, but it recognizes that campaigns are dynamic and must be flexible enough to react to events and opponents. Campaigns are frequently underfunded, disorganized, and understaffed, and their personnel often lack enough information to make rational decisions. In order to start with a strategy and plan, it is essential to develop a campaign theme and message, making the best use of campaign resources, reducing liabilities, and establishing a set of objectives whose achievement will maximize the probability of winning an election or attaining a plurality—50 percent plus one of the total votes cast. The campaign plan to achieve this is a program of specific activities designed to accomplish the objectives and eventually to win the election within a given political and economic environment. Campaign strategies and plans must take into account a vast number of factors, such as the candidate, the constituency, the level of office being sought, the nature of the electoral system, the party organization (or lack of it), the economic situation, the financial and political resources available, and the nature of the voters.


Until the mid-1960s, campaign strategy and tactics were solely the realm of political parties. Today they are the domain of professionals: campaign managers, media consultants, campaign finance specialists, pollsters, field (GOTV) specialists, television producers, schedulers, and many others (Dulio and Nelson 2005; Dulio 2004; Johnson 2007; Thurber 2001; Thurber and Nelson 2000; Sabato 1981). In the past three decades campaigns have evolved into complex organizations featuring distinct divisions of labor and elaborate teams of (usually) outside professionals who coordinate with party organizations (Thurber, Magleby, and Patterson 2002). However, recent studies that examine the impact of political party organizing and funding on campaigning suggest that local parties may be playing important roles in campaigns (Thurber, Prevost, and Bohne 2008).


An Overview of This Book


The authors in this book analyze the 2012 presidential election and discuss the major elements of successful campaigns. All campaigns analyze the political environment, choose tactics or tools to implement the campaign strategy, and establish the campaign budget (the allocation of money, time, and personnel to each element of the campaign plan). Campaign tactics are the specific activities designed to achieve the strategic objective: victory in the election. Campaign tactics, managing the message to target groups of voters, are at the operational level of the campaign.


Campaign Strategy and Financing


The critical elements of campaign strategy and planning have evolved with each election cycle, amid dramatically changing methods and tactics for achieving strategic goals, as shown in the 2012 presidential campaign. David Winston, a Republican Party campaign professional with more than thirty years of experience in the field, describes how to develop a successful campaign plan in Chapter 2, “Creating a Winning Campaign Strategy.” In it he argues that a campaign without a plan is a journey without a map. Campaign strategy is about achieving a desired outcome using a structured approach based on understanding existing and potential environmental elements as well as your opponent’s potential strategies.


Strategy requires good instincts, an understanding of politics, historical context, and careful quantifiable and qualitative research. A campaign must be organized into a plan (often written) to present a message to voters about a candidate, but that plan is always subject to change and debate, a dynamic and endless series of dialogues within the campaign to sharpen the focus of the message. It is the compass that points toward victory. According to Winston, good campaign strategies should include five key steps: define a desired outcome; develop situational awareness; identify your opponent’s potential strategies; define a winning coalition; and create a strategic communication plan. Campaign strategy answers the questions of who will vote for the candidate and why. The principles of sound campaign strategy are the same whether the candidate is running for a seat on a school board or for the presidency of the United States. Without a strategy, a campaign becomes a series of unplanned reactions to unanticipated events.


Winston also elucidates four major dimensions of campaign strategy: (1) dividing the electorate into three groups in any given contest (supporters, opponents, and the vast majority of voters who are generally uninterested in the candidate and the campaign); (2) using political research to identify the voters who fall into each of the three groups; (3) selecting a large enough subset of undecided voters to target to effect the outcome of the election; and (4) allocating resources to targeted voters or identifying how to win the necessary numbers of voters by directing campaign resources (money, time, effort, message) to those key voters. Resource allocation is defined by campaign strategy.


Public opinion polling is central to shaping campaigns. Polling directs the development and refinement of strategy, message, and tactics in campaigns. Polls are the best tool available at this time for shaping the strategy and content of a campaign, as described by pollster Glen Bolger in Chapter 3, “The Use of Survey Research in Campaigns.” Bolger describes how surveys are used in election campaigns. He offers a concise history of polling in campaigns, and he explains why polling is done, the methodology of polling, and how to understand polls. He argues that survey research (public opinion polling) is most important to a campaign as a planning tool. Campaigns use polling to make a whole host of decisions throughout the race, such as targeting voters, modifying the message, and reallocating resources of time and money. Polling helps a campaign team put together a road map to win. Polling helps provide message discipline and voter targeting. Campaigns use polls in a variety of ways: to measure the mood of the electorate, to confirm issues and measure intensity, to measure name identification and images, to test potential theses and messages, to determine the impact and intensity of vulnerabilities, to chart movement during the race overall and among subgroups, to determine the impact of a major hit on either (or both) candidates, and to establish credibility. Bolger concludes that polling is the central tool that drives political strategy and focuses the campaign message.


“Money is the mother’s milk of politics,” as the late speaker of the California Assembly, Jesse Unruh, said in the mid-1960s. Money has become even more important in twenty-first-century politics, as shown by the precedent-setting six-billion-dollar 2012 election cycle. There was an unrelenting and sometimes unseemly chase for campaign dollars, spurring candidates to innovate and use any way legal and available to try to raise money.


Sam Garrett, author of Chapter 4, and Anthony Corrado, author of Chapter 5, are two political scientists who study campaign finance. They offer complementary perspectives on the importance of the money chase in 2012 and in campaigns generally. Both scholars describe how the two campaigns organized their finance efforts, focusing on changes in campaign finance law and on where the campaign money came from, how it was collected, and how it was spent. The methods of raising money and the amount of money collected and used in a campaign can raise ethical questions that may become an issue in a campaign, something Obama avoided again in 2012. Skillful use of money is central to a campaign strategy.


Sam Garrett’s chapter, “Money, Politics, and Policy: Campaign Finance Before and After Citizens United,” describes the complex rules of campaign finance and shows how contribution limits and reporting requirements apply to various people and groups. He details substantial changes in permissible campaign spending for the 2012 campaigns. His analysis of history serves as an important reminder that the Supreme Court’s Citizens United decision was the culmination of decades of debate about what should be permitted in campaign finance. Garrett’s history of campaign finance law shows that it has remained more or less constant for more than forty years. He discusses three factors that have shaped federal campaign finance law: (1) Congressional limits on contributions in an effort to reduce the potential for corruption motivated by political money; (2) Occasional congressional attempts to limit spending—distinct from contributions—although the Supreme Court has generally declared spending restrictions unconstitutional; and (3) Congressional requirements to disclose information about which people and groups contribute to campaigns or independently spend funds to influence elections.


In Chapter 5, “Fundraising Strategies in the 2012 Presidential Campaign,” Corrado analyzes the new cycle of strategies and tactics of campaign fundraising in the post–Citizens United world of 2012. The fundraising activity in 2012 was built upon practices that had been used in recent elections, but it evolved because of more permissive rules on campaign funding established well in advance of the election. He highlights the major change that has taken place in the ways candidates, parties, and nonparty organizations raise money. Corrado shows that the 2012 election offered a new strategy to presidential fundraising, one in which multi-million-dollar donors and Super PACs (political action committees) played a major role. He concludes that with an open race for the White House in 2016, it is likely that Super PACs and nonparty organizations will once again be active participants in campaign finance and may prove to be an even more important source of campaign funding. If so, the 2012 election may come to be viewed as the start of a new stage in the evolution of campaign finance: the era of the megadonor.


Campaign Advertising and the Media


Paid advertising and earned media are cardinal elements in a modern election campaign. Most Americans rely heavily on the news media—television, radio, print media, and social media on the Internet—for information about candidates and issues in a campaign. Candidates who have enough money to buy significant amounts of advertising and who attract positive free news coverage (earned media) benefit by becoming better known, which in turn positions them to frame issues and influence voters to support them. The media projects to the public the theme and message of the campaign and is critical to success.


In any electoral system, political communication has several basic functions. The first, name identification, is critical because few voters will vote for a name they do not recognize. The second function, candidate image, may be defined as the answer to the question, what kind of person is this candidate? Competent media consultants do not force their clients into a predetermined mold but instead seek ways to present the real person in a positive light. The third function, issues, forms the basis for discussions of the differences between the candidates. If name identification is carried in signage and headlines, and image identification through pictures, then issues are the body copy. The two tests of legitimacy for the fourth function, attacks on the opponent, are truth and relevance, with the voters as the ultimate judges. The fifth function, defense, often employs the same medium used in the attack and at the same level. Defense tactics include denial, explanation, apology, and counterattack.


Political advertising simplifies complex issues and takes them out of context. Political ads are simply another product of our mass culture, no better or worse than the rest of the media. We must be cautious about condemning ads when they merely reflect our larger media culture. More importantly, we need to understand the role of ads in politics and give Americans the tools to decode them and avoid being manipulated by them. Both positive ads and attack ads prey on people’s emotions—attack ads on fear, positive ads on hope.


Campaign ads must conform to the rules that govern the rest of the mass media culture and accommodate themselves to the conventions of television. In devising ads, candidates and their strategists understand that most undecided and swing voters make up their minds based on televised impressions, symbols, and cues. Political advertising in the television age is more about projecting a likable persona than communicating ideas about governance. Campaigns must find ways to differentiate their candidate from rivals, and they do this by highlighting the one quality that seems to matter most with voters—character.


Political campaigns sometimes shape a candidate’s personal dreams and sometimes a nation’s myths. Conveying a narrative the public relates to and understands is a primary goal of political ads. For example, narratives linking the candidate to the middle-class American Dream, narratives drawn from our distrust of accumulated power, narratives of the candidate as common man, and leadership narratives were all used in the 2012 presidential campaigns.


In Chapter 6, “Difference of Degree: Issue Agendas in a Polarized Media Environment,” Danny Hayes analyzes the setting of issue agendas in the 2012 campaign. Hayes argues that issue agenda setting is an important element of a campaign because salient issues are more likely to influence voting behavior than those that are not on the public’s radar. Candidates spend a lot of time trying to control a campaign’s issue agenda because they want voters to be thinking about things that give them an advantage and to ignore issues that put them at a disadvantage. Campaign issue agendas in a “transformed media age” or the “post–broadcast media environment” exist in an information environment that is less homogenous than it used to be. News outlets have an incentive to cover the issues that they believe are most interesting and are at the center of political debate—lest viewers and readers turn elsewhere for information. The Romney campaign focused on high unemployment, a failing economy, budget deficits, to a lesser degree welfare, and a failed Obama national security policy exemplified by the attack and deaths at the US consulate in Benghazi. President Obama focused on falling unemployment, an image of Romney as “out of touch with average Americans,” and controversial Medicare budget cuts that were championed by vice-presidential candidate Paul Ryan.


The economy was the number one issue for every news outlet. However, the substance and thrust of economic news was rather different in the partisan media, according to Hayes. That so many people on opposites sides of the political divide agreed about the election’s central issue owes much to media coverage of the presidential campaign. News outlets devoted similar amounts of attention to other issues that were being emphasized by one campaign or the other. The substance of coverage in the partisan media was very different and similarity in the issue agendas of highly partisan news outlets is striking. Partisan media seeks to promote their favored candidate’s fortunes, but do not ignore issues that appear to be disadvantageous to his campaign.


Communication specialist Dotty Lynch, with decades of experience assisting campaigns and covering campaigns for the news media, analyzes the roles of campaign advertising and of media in campaigns in Chapter 7, “How the Media Covered the 2012 Election: The Role of Earned Media.” Lynch defines “earned media” as “positive coverage of an event, issue, or person by the news media which has been initiated by a campaign.” One of the most efficient and cost-effective ways to reach a large audience is through earned media. Earned media is positive news coverage that campaign staff actively work to get. By creating newsworthy stories or events and by offering the stories to local news outlets, campaigns can generate effective media coverage that targets specific audiences with a specific message.


Lynch describes three basic components to earned media: the messenger, the message, and the conveyor of the message through the news media to the public. Lynch analyzes the history of earned media and its evolution in political communications theory. She describes the news environment of 2012 and examines how the attempts to earn positive media, control the message, and set the news agenda were executed. For example, the Obama campaign and their Super PAC, Priorities USA Action, spent millions of dollars “defining” Mitt Romney as a wealthy businessman who cared only about the bottom line. The Romney campaign was busy trying to portray Obama as a well-meaning but failed president and jumped on any opportunity to reinforce that message. She shows that debates, and conventions, and even leaked videos leave a deeper impression than any single story or even set of media stories. She concludes that while the words were negative, pictures of Obama were positive, which gave him an edge. Finally she evaluates how successful the 2012 campaigns were in generating earned media and what lessons candidates and political professionals can learn for the future. Looking ahead to 2016, Lynch argues that it is clear that the Internet will be dominant, although TV is holding its own. Data mining and microtargeting are likely to be even more sophisticated, and campaigns at all levels will be devising strategies for niche audiences. Reporters will be using more technology as well, and YouTube (or the next generation of YouTube) is likely to grow into an even bigger political influence.


Field Organization, Grassroots Campaigning, and the Digital Campaigns


Election campaigns rely on thousands of volunteers and party activists to get out the vote during the critical last few hours that the polls are open. The functions of these field organizations—voter registration, targeting, literature distribution, and GOTV drives—have been integral elements of campaigns and elections since the 1990s. As Karl Rove and President Bush reminded campaign professionals in the 2000 election, and President Obama in 2008, there is no substitute for a well-organized, focused field operation. A strong field operation works the phone banks and streets to identify supporters, reinforce the candidate’s message, persuade voters to support the candidate, and get them to actually vote for the candidate. Field operations need to be linked to the campaign strategy and plan. These operations were formerly performed primarily by the party organization. The party organization is still the most important building block for a campaign, but modern campaigns often obtain the assistance of a field operations specialist.


The purpose and activities of a successful field organization focus on voter contact, which is the heart of the field operation. The structure, duties, and size of a campaign field operation depend on the strategy and plan of the overall campaign. Few successful campaigns have no field operation. Some campaigns that have a field operation still cannot overcome the odds against a particular candidate.


Alan Rosenblatt, social media expert at the Center for American Progress, describes the latest developments in the use of the Internet and digital networks in modern campaigns in Chapter 8, “Dimensions of Campaigns in the Age of Digital Networks.” Although the vast majority of the electorate spends little time going to political sites on the Internet, key constituents do. Several lessons emerge from the study of its use in 2012. First, campaigns must include the Internet in their tactics, maintaining websites, blogs, and meet-ups, and developing innovative ways of contacting voters through the Internet. Second, innovative use of the web in campaigns can provide the volunteers and finances to play a critical part of a candidate’s strategy, as shown with John McCain in 2000 and Obama in 2008. Third, Rosenblatt argues the Internet has revolutionized campaigns and has become an essential part of all successful campaigns. The diversity and range of digital networking tools and the strategies for using them in political campaigns will continue to make a big impact on electoral politics, as they did again in the 2012 presidential campaign. Rosenblatt concludes that these tools are in the hands of voters as well as campaigns. This creates a more chaotic environment for spreading campaign messages than there was in the past. Digital tools provide new solutions for getting the message out and organizing voters and volunteers. He argues that election campaigns must now develop strategies that take into consideration all of the strategic dimensions created by these new technologies. Rosenblatt shows that while strategy, message, and organization remain most important in a campaign, digitally networked technology has altered the playing field, not just in scope and scale but also in more fundamental ways. Network technologies are distinct from other media tools in that they are ubiquitous, unfiltered, powerful, and social. Regardless of technology, campaigns come down to message and organization. With the new media there are three important dimensions: broadcasting a one-way campaign message, building transactional or two-way relationships with voters, and unleashing social masses in support of a candidate. All of these were used in the 2012 campaigns. Rosenblatt argues that the big political change in 2008 and 2012 was the ability of voters to take campaigns into their own hands, to talk to each other, to produce and share their own media content, and to create counter campaigns, which increased the voters’ impact on candidates and the political process.


Alicia Prevost, political scientist and campaign professional, describes the goals of fieldwork—to identify, communicate with, and mobilize campaign supporters—in Chapter 9, “The Ground Game: Fieldwork in Political Campaigns.” Although the techniques have changed dramatically over the last fifty years, especially in the 2008 and 2012 Obama campaigns, these goals have not. One of the first activities conducted by a campaign organization is voter research: determining which groups of voters are inclined to support them, support their opponent, or be undecided. After classifying voters into relevant groupings, campaign strategists determine the intensity of each group’s support. In addition to group loyalties, campaigners also consider group size and turnout level when designing their targeting strategies. Once the target audiences are determined, demographic, geographic, and polling information is used to create a campaign plan that determines where voter mobilization activities will be conducted, the content of the candidate’s message, and where and how that message will be communicated to voters.


Getting the message out is central because a campaign that is unable to define itself risks being defined by its opponents. The basic goals and strategies of campaign communications are to introduce the candidate to voters, give them a reason to support that candidate, discourage them from supporting the opponent, excite supporters enough to get them to vote, and demoralize opponents’ supporters so they will be less inclined to vote. Personal contact with voters in the form of candidate-citizen interactions in the field allows for spontaneous learning and expressions of concern. Field activities are also used to generate free media coverage and usually play a big role in campaigns for state and local offices.


Prevost argues that although isolating the effects of fieldwork is difficult, it has been found to affect election outcomes. She concludes that campaign fieldwork is good for democracy because it helps increase political participation, efficacy, and support for government by encouraging people to get involved in politics, which was shown by the Obama campaign and presidency.


Campaign consultant Robert Blaemire, author of Chapter 10, “The Evolution of Microtargeting,” analyzes the evolution and the strategic use of microtargeting in the 2012 campaign cycle. The primary goal of a campaign is to win more votes than the opposition. Blaemire traces the history of targeting back to the founding of the country, when candidates met with voters in town squares and even saloons. His history of voter targeting from the eighteenth century to 2012 concludes with an explanation of how modeling is used to extrapolate about larger communities’ predicted voting behavior, a key element of targeting. Models allow campaigns to more precisely select voters based on predictive behavior and to communicate with them on issues they care about. Broad-based early targeting (shotgun approach) and microtargeting (rifle shot approach) give campaigns greater confidence that they are not wasting money. He argues that peer-to-peer contact on the Internet is best, but is still a limited form of targeting. It means the campaign has less control of the message, the method of communication, and determining the targets. The evolution of targeting has brought a trend of more precision and improved ability to focus on the right people with the right message. New technology will continue to speed up this trend in future elections, with a greater level of personalization both in messaging and in the method of contact.


In Chapter 11, “Voter Turnout in the 2012 Election,” Pamela Bachilla, Jan Leighley, and Jonathan Nagler analyze voter turnout historically with a focus on stability and change between the 2008 and 2012 elections. The national turnout among all voters declined between 2008 and 2012, reversing a pattern of increasing aggregate turnout in presidential elections that had persisted since 2000. The authors explore the reasons why, including a lower enthusiasm for President Obama. They also discuss the impact of vastly increased campaign spending stemming from the Supreme Court’s 2010 decision in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, and new voter identification laws that increased the burden for voters. The weather was also a factor in lower turnout in 2012, as election officials scrambled to maintain polling places in states affected by Hurricane Sandy.


Bachilla, Leighley, and Nagler also analyze state and demographic factors influencing voter turnout. In many ways, 2008 was a landmark election. Barack Obama rode to victory as the first African American president, and more women than ever were serious contenders throughout the primary and general races. The authors show that the demographics of the electorate in 2012 were similar to those of 2008. Efforts by campaigns to mobilize turnout through targeting specific voters and choosing strategic campaign messages did affect the final national vote count. Exactly how the efforts of the Obama and Romney campaigns, as well as the many other factors that made 2012 unique, contributed to a decline in national aggregate turnout is a question that will be taken up as better data becomes available in the years following the election.


In Chapter 12, “Election Law Is the New Rock ’n’ Roll,” Chris Sautter, election law and recount expert, describes how election laws have an impact on campaigns. Election rules matter for all levels of elected office, well beyond the presidential nomination process. Sautter analyzes how the regulations and laws governing elections affect how votes are counted, with a special focus on the many changes in election law in 2012.


David Dulio and John Klemanski in Chapter 13, “Republican Strategies and Tactics in the 2012 Primary and General Elections,” offer a history of the 2012 primaries and an analysis of Romney’s general election campaign. The brutal primary battles hurt Romney. Nearly all of Romney’s long list of primary opponents had been atop the polls at one time. The number of debates was high, with at least twenty held between May 2011 and March 2012, making it difficult for the Romney campaign to focus on strategy, message, organization, and fundraising for the general election.


Dulio and Klemanski conclude that campaigns matter. They argue that the primaries weakened Romney, and that while his strategy was sound, the implementation of his strategy was not. The Romney campaign failed tactically when its high-tech voter identification and turnout effort fell short on Election Day. Voter turnout was down in 2012 compared to 2008, and Democrats had a six-point turnout advantage. If the Romney campaign had done a better job presenting a clear message and getting their voters to the polls, the result may have been different.


Conclusion


Candice J. Nelson concludes the book with Chapter 14, “Campaigns Matter,” which summarizes and analyzes the impact of the many changes in the 2012 election cycle. New election administration rules, changes in campaign finance, the evolution in the use of social media, innovations in microtargeting, and other technological developments all had a transforming influence on the 2012 election. Nelson also evaluates the economic and political predictors used by political scientists and the campaign strategies used by candidates to explain what mattered in the 2012 presidential and congressional elections.


The principles and process of campaign management described in this book contributed mightily to the outcomes of American elections in the last three decades and to the 2012 campaigns of President Barack Obama and Governor Mitt Romney. The basic thesis of this book is that election campaigns influence voter behavior—that campaigns matter. Few changes have transformed American elections more in the past three decades than the professionalization of campaign management and the evolution of new strategies and tactics. What began in the 1960s as the waning of political parties evolved into the increased importance of campaign professionals, which has become a major industry, involving at least six billion dollars raised and spent in the 2012 election cycle (Nelson 2011; Dulio and Nelson 2005; Thurber and Nelson 2000; Dulio 2004). We describe what political scientists know about campaigns and what professionals know. The rivalry and collaboration between political scientists with their scientific knowledge and professionals with their campaign experience are central themes of our book. Campaign professionals are a staple of contemporary elections. This book describes and evaluates this crucial development—the professionalization and continued transformation of American political campaigns in 2012.
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Creating a Winning Campaign Strategy


DAVID WINSTON


Introduction


More than twenty years ago, I was sitting at my desk at the National Republican Congressional Committee watching a show on C-SPAN. It was a lecture on targeting by Democrat Mark Gersh at American University’s Campaign Management Institute. Later I would discover he was the Democratic Party’s leading expert on redistricting and targeting. For the next two hours, I sat fascinated by what Mark had to say; by the time he finished, I had learned the fundamentals of targeting through the prism of the opposition party. This turned out to be a valuable perspective indeed. For the past five national elections, Mark and I have been the Democratic and Republican analysts for CBS, calling races on election night. We’ve become friends and colleagues, and I laugh about the origins of my targeting education. He doesn’t find it quite as funny.


My point is that strategy, like targeting and other elements of campaign management, is partisan in terms of implementation but not definition. The principles of good strategy apply equally to Republicans and Democrats. The harder question to answer is, “What is strategy?” A lot has been written and said about this sometimes confusing but central component of a winning campaign, whether the strategy is designed for the beaches of Normandy or for a congressional district in Long Beach.


My favorite maxim about strategy was written by Sun Tzu, the fifth-century BC author of the Art of War. He said, “Strategy without tactics is the slowest route to victory. Tactics without strategy is the noise before defeat.” Two thousand years later, when it comes to strategy, not much has changed.


There are as many definitions of strategy as there are strategists, but here is mine:


            Strategy is achieving a desired outcome using a structured approach based on understanding existing and potential environmental elements and your opponent’s potential strategies.


This chapter focuses on the foundation of a winning campaign: strategy. Crafting a successful strategy takes good instincts, an understanding of politics, historical context, and detailed quantifiable and qualitative research. Driving the process are five key steps that the campaign manager must undertake with support from the candidate, the campaign’s consultants, and other key players.


        •   Define a desired outcome.


        •   Develop situational awareness.


        •   Identify your opponent’s potential strategies.


        •   Define a winning coalition.


        •   Create a strategic communications plan.


After taking these steps, this same group must agree on the final strategy and get behind it to achieve success.


“Think New”


Before leaping into the process of putting together a winning strategy, every campaign manager must avoid the natural tendency to think as they have always thought. Remember the early critics who scoffed at the 2008 Obama campaign’s decision to change the dynamics of the presidential race by expanding the pool of participants? That was a strategic decision that took some new thinking.


History backs up this idea. In the 1930s, the French General Staff hoped to discourage a German invasion by building the Maginot Line. The French embraced a “static defense” that was based on what they had learned in World War I. The Germans, focusing on the future, out-thought them by developing a strategic doctrine based on mobility, which completely overwhelmed the French strategy.


Now, fast-forward to the 2008 election. While the McCain campaign was busy running a base strategy, as George W. Bush had done successfully in 2004. Barack Obama understood that the political environment had changed dramatically over the past four years and crafted a strategy that would leave the GOP scratching its collective head, wondering what happened. In both examples, the losers clung to the past while the successful strategists beat their opponents by “thinking new.”


Break the Rules


One of the ways to think new is to break the rules. Here’s what I mean. See if you can solve the following puzzle, but be warned. Solving it takes some new thinking. The task is to connect the nine dots with three lines, but do it without lifting your pen or pencil from the paper.


[image: ]


Here’s the answer.
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This is tritely but accurately called the “outside the box” solution. Most people fail to find the answer because they instinctively view the nine dots as a box and internally create a rule that says, “stay in the box.” An important structural element is at work here. To solve the puzzle, you have to consciously decide to break rules and do things differently. Breaking rules is one of the critical elements of being creative.


For example, when Steve Jobs conjured up the iPhone, the design process got off to a rocky start. Jobs tossed the first design because the case clashed with the display, the element of the iPhone that was paramount in Jobs’s eyes. It meant delay of the launch and redesign of much of the phone’s interior hardware, but Jobs insisted that the look meet his design standard, and in doing so he also set a new creative standard. He broke the rules.


Competitors scoffed at the $500 price tag. Steve Ballmer, president of Microsoft, told CNBC that the phone “doesn’t appeal to business customers because it doesn’t have a keyboard.” Ballmer was fighting the last battle in the cell phone wars, thinking like the French General Staff. Ninety million iPhones later, Apple has become one of the world’s richest companies.


Change Perspective


Another way to think new is by changing your perspective. Here’s another puzzle to try. Remove three sticks and leave four.
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If you look at this puzzle as a group of objects, you won’t solve it, but if you can transition your thought process to view it as a graphic, you can find the answer. Here it is.
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Thinking new is often the crucial component in winning strategies. The 2010 congressional election for the House is a good example. Unlike the McCain presidential campaign’s dated perspective, which was especially ineffective against an opposing campaign that embraced all things new, John Boehner and House Republicans learned the lessons of the 2006 and 2008 elections, changed their perspective, and thought new.


In 2006, the Republican majority coalition fell apart. The GOP lost a number of key constituencies—married women with children, middle-income voters, independents, and Catholics. The impact of these demographic losses in important states was obvious. For example, Republicans lost Catholics by eleven points nationally.


The results in 2006 should have set off alarm bells. Instead, the McCain people decided to run a tactical, base campaign. The strategy was to get out the base in large numbers everywhere, appeal to certain targeted constituencies in key electoral states, like Catholics in Ohio and Pennsylvania, and cobble together an Electoral College victory much as Bush had done.


The campaign failed to understand that voters in what I call the Big Middle had abandoned the GOP in 2006 and nothing had happened in the interim to bring them back. A nationalized campaign to reach and attract those voters was their only hope of victory. The McCain campaign should have changed perspective, looked beyond the base, and found a strategy to rebuild the Republican coalition.


For the 2010 election, President Obama, like McCain in 2008, devised a strategy based on the past. His strategy was to simply increase the Democratic base turnout of the 2006 congressional election. What he failed to realize was the level of dissatisfaction with his performance. Base voter groups had a higher level of participation in 2010 than in the 2006 election, when Democrats had won by eight points and had taken both the House and the Senate. Liberal Democrats, women, African Americans, and urban voters increased their participation in 2010, while younger voters and Hispanics matched their 2006 level of turnout.


But on election night, despite a better base turnout than in 2006, Democrats lost to Republicans by a seven-point margin. How could a slightly better turnout composition for Democrats end up generating such a dramatically different outcome? The president had assumed that the Democratic coalition of 2006 was still intact and supportive. But he failed to understand the level of dissatisfaction with his policy priorities and the lack of economic progress during his first two years.


In contrast to President Obama’s base strategy, John Boehner’s strategy was to try to build a majority coalition based on the idea of “winning the issues.” His belief was that in a center-right country, the center-right party should win if they focused on issues, specifically jobs and the economy in the current environment.


President Obama blamed Republicans, and specifically George Bush, for the country’s economic problems, claiming they had put the economic “car” in the ditch and he had spent two years trying to get it out. He argued that now wasn’t the time to give the keys back to “the folks who got us in the ditch in the first place.” This partisan message appealed to the Democratic base but alienated independent voters who saw the president as focused on health care when millions were out of work.


John Boehner’s Republican narrative, derived from the “winning the issues” strategy, rested on one basic question—“Where are the jobs?”—reflecting the central question on voters’ minds. Republicans were generally successful in defining a new issue direction with the help of the Republican “Pledge to America,” which voters were broadly aware of even if they were not familiar with the specifics. Boehner’s emphasis on voters’ top issue—jobs—was also in direct contrast to President Obama’s agenda of the previous two years, which focused on issues designed to satisfy his political base (e.g., health care, green energy, and even the stimulus package).


As a result, the closing arguments of these two strategies resulted in a decisive outcome favoring Republicans as they made significant progress with a number of important swing voter groups. But the key was their extraordinary success with the political center-independents. In 1994 Republicans gained the majority, winning independents by a fourteen-point margin. In 2006 Democrats gained the majority, winning independents by eighteen points. In the 2010 election, Republicans won independents by nineteen points. Embracing the “winning the issues” strategy wasn’t an easy sell to the House GOP conference. It forced both the leadership and members to think differently and change perspective, but on election night 2010, Republicans were back in the majority and tasked with governing based on issues.


When developing their strategy, too many campaigns today fight the last election. Don’t be afraid to change perspective as you develop your plan.


Step 1: Define a Desired Outcome


Now that you have your head in the right place and are ready to think new and act differently, the first step on the journey to a winning strategy is settling on a desired outcome: your goal. In the business world, it could be increasing sales by 10 percent. In college, it might be getting a 4.0 grade point average. In political races, it usually means winning the election by a 50-percent-plus-one margin. Political outcomes are a little easier to determine than most. Your goal could be a number higher than 50 percent, but in most political contests, the desired outcome is no more complicated than setting a winning percentage.


Seeking a mandate to govern rather than simply winning an election is one exception to the norm. David Cameron, leader of the Conservative Party in Great Britain, said the purpose of a political party is not to win elections but to prove it is ready to govern. To govern successfully often requires a mandate and that usually means setting a goal several points higher than 50 percent plus one.


But whatever the strategy—in politics, business, the nonprofit sector, or even war—the first step to defining a successful outcome is to ask the right questions in order to define your goal clearly and develop a strategic plan to achieve it. In politics, the goal may seem obvious, but sometimes we ask the wrong questions, sometimes literally.


In 2010, Barack Obama asked the wrong question: What do I need to do to increase turnout in the same Democratic coalition that won in 2006? Passing health care and blaming Republicans wasn’t the answer voters wanted in 2010. Boehner and House Republicans asked the right question—Where are the jobs?—and supported their argument with the “Pledge” that outlined how they would govern. Obama focused on turnout while Republicans focused on winning the issues.


Another example of asking the right question occurred in 1994, when Newt Gingrich decided to ask why the GOP should continue to run campaigns based on the notion that “all politics is local.” After all, it was Democratic Speaker Tip O’Neill who coined the phrase. Gingrich answered his question by deciding to nationalize the 1994 congressional elections. He violated all kinds of Republican doctrine based on the belief that candidates win locally, one race at a time. He picked up over fifty seats in one election.


In 2006 DCCC chair Rahm Emanuel looked at the playing field and said, in essence, “If there are only thirty competitive seats, we can’t win.” Democrats won that election because Emanuel asked the right question: “How can we turn forty more seats into competitive contests?” He tasked Mark Gersh with finding them. Ultimately, expanding the field, coupled with a favorable political environment, allowed Democrats to win back Congress. Other factors were important—fundraising and candidate recruitment—but Emanuel changed the dynamics of the election cycle when he asked the key question.


Step 2: Develop Situational Awareness


For most nonpresidential races, the bottom line is pretty simple: get the strategy right by developing a winning coalition. This takes us back to the second part of my definition of strategy: using a structured approach based on an understanding of the existing and potential environmental elements.


To do that, campaigns must engage in something called “situational awareness” The US Navy defines this as “the degree of accuracy by which one’s perception of his current environment mirrors reality.” In politics, your ability to assess the environment will determine, in large part, whether your campaign succeeds or fails. To understand situational awareness, a campaign manager must begin with an analysis of the existing elements that impact the political environment.


A word of warning before you begin: It’s important to understand that every manager embarks on a campaign with personal biases. That’s not necessarily good or bad. It’s just a fact. We all grow up in different places and in different families with different views and values, go to different schools, and have a variety of friends and influencers. The key is to recognize your biases and incorporate them in a way that expands your options but does not limit your decisions. For example, I was once a senior fellow for statistical analysis at the Heritage Foundation, so I view issues through the prism of conservative economics. That perspective would be in total sync with most Republican candidates I might work for. But if I were a campaign manager for a Republican running on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, I would have to factor that bias out of my decision making because most people in that area probably wouldn’t agree with me. It’s important to remember that the campaign manager is not the candidate. The manager’s job is to help get the candidate elected.


So, let’s take on situation awareness.


Assessing the Existing Elements


Party Registration and Identification


First and foremost, you must know the party registration and identification numbers for your race by heart. This is an absolute necessity. The numbers tell you the size of your voter pool—how many Republicans, Democrats, and independents—and where to find them. Without these basic numbers at the core of your strategy, you cannot win. The wider the gap in party registration numbers, the less chance a party has to compete. Maryland and Massachusetts are good examples of states in which Democratic party registration can overwhelm even good Republican candidates statewide.
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