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1
THE NEW POLITICAL
FAULT LINE


Once upon a time, this country divided itself neatly along party lines. Most people voted; those who did not tended to be poorer, less well-educated, and more apathetic, but still party loyal. The line between participants and nonparticipants was a fault line of sorts, but it was not terribly worrisome. Civic duty ideally would involve everyone, but, even falling short of the ideal, we were at least expressing our national will in our elections. Television has changed all that. Now, we are split by a new division: between loyalists and apathetics. On the one hand, media propaganda can often shore up loyalists to vote for their traditional party; on the other hand, that same propaganda is increasingly peeling off a band of citizens who turn from independence to apathy, even antipathy, toward our political institutions.

Pollsters and political scientists first noticed this new fault line in 1964. The number of people who proclaimed themselves independent of traditional party labels rose sharply in the mid-1960s. At the same time, candidates embraced television as a new means of independent communication with the voters.1 Politicians no longer needed the legions of party workers to get their messages across; they could effectively establish personal connections with their constituents using television advertising. In addition, there arose a new class of campaign manager—the media consultant, who typically had worked on Madison Avenue and viewed selling politics much like selling any other product. By the end of the 1960s, media consultants had filled the shoes left vacant by the then-extinct ward healers and precinct captains. Within the political parties, chaos reigned. The old-style politicos in both the Democratic and Republican parties battled and lost to a new regime of populists and progressives, who opened up the parties’ nominating process to all comers. By most accounts, these reforms did even greater harm to the parties, shamelessly opening schisms that in earlier years were smoothed over behind closed doors.2

At the time many observers mistakenly saw in the combination of televised political advertising and the nonpartisan voter the advent of a new age in America. Television advertising was to have produced a new kind of independent politician, not beholden to special interests and not part of the problems that voters increasingly associated with Washington. That day has not dawned. To be sure, the ranks of Independent voters have swollen since 1964, and television advertising is now the mainstay of contemporary political campaigns.3 The political parties, however, remain ascendent in elections and in government. Despite an occasional Independent candidacy and the rise of the personal electoral followings of many candidates, electoral competition is still between Republicans and Democrats.4 What is more, government, especially Congress, has become even more polarized and partisan than ever. The parties in Congress represent two increasingly cohesive and extreme positions.

The electorate has reacted with frustration and anger. In recent years, the political pulsetakers have registered record lows in political participation, record highs in public cynicism and alienation, and record rates of disapproval of the House of Representatives, the institution designed to represent the public will.

The single biggest cause of the new, ugly regime is the proliferation of negative political advertising on tv. Our argument is that a new synthesis in American politics has failed to emerge precisely because of the ways that partisans and nonpartisans react to televised political messages. Like product advertising, successful political advertising reflects people’s beliefs, experiences, and preferences. One consequence of this simple axiom is that political campaigns reinforce the loyalties of partisans. Nonpartisans, by contrast, usually tune out political advertising. They find politicians, politics, and government distasteful; political advertising simply sounds like more of the same. Only negative messages resonate with such attitudes. As political campaigns have become more hostile over the last two decades, nonpartisans have heard plenty to reinforce their low opinions of politics. Unfortunately, negative campaigning only reinforces the nonpartisans’ disillusionment and convinces them not to participate in a tainted process. As a result, nonpartisans have not become the electoral force that they might have. Instead, political advertising has produced a party renaissance, even though partisans are an increasingly unrepresentative segment of the public.

The evidence for this argument is drawn from a four-year study of how political advertisements affect the informedness, preferences, and participatory ethos of the electorate. The results of that study and its implications for American politics are retold in this book.

OUT, DAMNED SPOT

Political advertising is everywhere. In the past, every two years, like clockwork, the American public would be bombarded for a few weeks with televised campaign advertisements; now, with advertising increasingly being brought to bear on such major legislation as trade agreements and health care, it is hard to avoid contact with paid political advertising. The amounts of money spent on political advertising are staggering: hundreds of millions of dollars are poured into what has become the main means of political communication in the United States.5

To most of us, the phenomenon is as troubling as it is familiar. We deplore the extravagant expense; we mistrust the factual accuracy of the claims made by both sides; we question the motives of those who created the advertisements; and, through them, we come to distrust those who choose to make their careers in public service. Public regard for politicians has sunk to an all-time low; by wide margins, Americans believe that governmental institutions inflict more harm than good on their collective well-being. On the one hand, this is very much the era of the “permanent campaign,” in which television advertising has become an essential tool in the perpetual battle for public opinion. On the other hand, the more the campaign rages, the less we seem to respect and like any of its contestants, or even the contest itself.

Consider just three well-known advertisements from recent elections, which together highlight the problem and controversy of political advertising.

“Willie Horton”

In early September 1988, President Bush was running even in the polls with Democratic nominee and Massachusetts Governor Mike Dukakis, when the Bush campaign and their surrogates aired the now-infamous “revolving door” advertisements to suggest that Massachusetts criminals went to prison only to be immediately released. In one particular version, the script and visuals featured a black convicted murderer, Willie Horton, who, while on a weekend furlough from a Massachusetts prison, kidnapped and raped a white woman. The advertisement implied that Governor Dukakis favored lenient treatment of hardened criminals (“Dukakis not only opposes the death penalty, he allowed first-degree murderers to have weekend passes…”), while Vice-President Bush favored the death penalty. The Dukakis campaign did not respond with a rebuttal advertisement. Shortly after this advertisement began playing (and recirculating in endless news reports), President Bush surged ahead of Governor Dukakis in the polls; this shift in public opinion was widely attributed to the effectiveness of the Horton advertisement.

The advertisement itself was factually misleading in several respects: it suggested that many of the furloughed convicts committed kidnap and rape (in fact, Horton was the only one who did), it failed to provide any baseline information for evaluating the overall success of the Massachusetts furlough program under Dukakis, and it implied that Governor Dukakis himself was the architect of the Massachusetts furlough program (which, in fact, he inherited from his Republican predecessor). Last, but not least, the advertisement also appealed to voters’ racial prejudice and stereotypes by highlighting (both in the visuals and in the text) a black perpetrator and a white victim.

“Gays on Parade”

In the 1992 presidential campaign, President Bush was challenged for the Republican nomination by conservative commentator Patrick Buchanan. The Buchanan campaign produced an advertisement linking President Bush with the National Endowment for the Arts. Against the backdrop of scantily clad men parading down the streets of San Francisco, the announcer claimed that “the Bush Administration has invested our tax dollars in pornographic and blasphemous art….” The advertisement went on to link NEA-sponsored works with homo-sexuality and child abuse.

Like the Horton advertisement, Buchanan’s attempt to smear Bush was misleading in several respects. First, viewers were given no information about the share of the NEA budget allocated to controversial projects and artists, much less about the size of the NEA budget as a whole, and second, the scenes portraying gay men were taken from a film funded by the Reagan administration. Moreover, since budgets are set by acts of Congress, Bush’s control over NEA funding was, at best, limited. He could have issued a veto to protest an NEA line item, but he would then have imperilled all other items, and Congress could always override the veto.

The advertisement received widespread attention and comment. While Buchanan failed to wrest the nomination from Bush, his “staying power” in the primaries did force the party to grant him a prime-time speaking slot at their convention; he used his time to hammer at conservative themes of “family values,” projecting an image of the Republican party that was considerably to the right of most voters. Many viewers were so repelled by the convention that it was thought to have contributed to Bush’s defeat in the general election.

“Forged from Tragedy”

In the California gubernatorial campaign of 1990, the Democratic nomination was contested by former San Francisco Mayor Dianne Feinstein (now a U.S. Senator) and California Attorney General John van de Kamp. Three months before the June primary, Feinstein’s prospects appeared slim. She trailed her opponent badly in the polls, her campaign was in disarray, and she had been “fired” by her campaign manager (San Francisco consultant Clinton Reilly).

Until, that is, voters across the entire state were repeatedly exposed to a campaign advertisement. The advertisement began with the playing of ominous music and the flashing of the date November 27, 1978, on the screen. Black-and-white pictures of a disorganized press conference appeared, accompanied by sounds of confusion and emotional distress. Cutting through the noise, Feinstein’s voice rang out authoritatively: “Both Mayor Moscone and Supervisor Harvey Milk have been shot and killed.”

While the advertisement did go on to mention that Feinstein backs the death penalty and is prochoice, it was the turmoil and drama of the opening moments that captured the viewers’ attention. The advertisement suggested that Ms. Feinstein had remained calm and collected (other women are heard screaming in the background) despite the extreme stress of the situation.

The murders of Mayor Moscone and Supervisor Milk, however tragic, were of limited relevance to Feinstein’s bid to be Governor of California. The fact that Feinstein was witness to a grisly double murder is hardly a “qualification” for elective office. (Needless to say, the advertisement did not mention that her primary opponent had extensive experience as a prosecuting attorney and had probably witnessed a lot more blood and guts on the job.)

The Feinstein advertisement was considered a “hit.” In the weeks that followed, Feinstein’s candidacy was rejuvenated; she climbed to a substantial lead in the polls and went on to defeat van de Kamp handily in the primary.6

Why, exactly, are advertisements like these troubling? Do they distort public debate by presenting emotional and symbolic appeals, misleading soundbites, and superficial treatment of policy issues? Perhaps—but perhaps not. If voters acquire relevant and useful information from the barrage of televised advertisements, then it is hard to argue that advertising manipulates us through outright falsehood.

Does advertising distort the “truth” by portraying only a narrow range of issues selected by each candidate? Do advertisements thus still manage to manipulate voters with truths rather than lies, by inducing them to vote against their interests? This is a common charge, even though it would seem to insult voters’ abilities to think for themselves. And what about the connection between politicians and voters? Does the extensive use of broadcast advertising increase or decrease the responsiveness and accountability of elected officials? Do advertisements motivate people to vote, or do they instead increase general feelings of disillusionment with the political process?

These questions are frequently raised in public debate, and media experts of all political stripes have weighed in with endless analysis and commentary. The standard criticisms fall into two basic categories. First, and most often, critics decry the superficiality and lack of informational content of contemporary campaign discourse, which typically consists of thirty-second “spot” advertisements. Campaign themes such as “Morning in America,” “the Revolving Door,” “the Man from Hope,” or “Forged from Tragedy” have been derided for failing to provide any significant information to voters about matters of public policy. Most observers accept as a given that the very nature of broadcast advertising—brief snippets of imagery, slogans, and musical jingles—elevates entertainment over substantive treatment of important problems. In effect, they say, advertising and deliberation are incompatible. Candidates whose advertising campaigns are more visual, dramatic, and eye-catching (i.e., less substantive) are thought to enjoy a significant electoral advantage over candidates who campaign on their policy expertise and problem-solving experience.

In addition to shallowness and superficiality, campaign advertising has also been criticized as being manipulative. Political analysts charge that misleading and deceptive appeals attempt to persuade voters to support a candidate or cause that they would reject if the issues were more clearly or comprehensively presented. According to these critics, since political speech enjoys broad First Amendment protection, the potential for distortion and deception is limited only by the marketplace. It is often thought to be rampant.

It is certainly true that political advertisers often depict events out of context, present misleading information, paint exaggerated or Manichaean portraits of the sponsor, and hurl unsubstantiated allegations at the opposition. “Truth in advertising,” it is safe to say, is not a touchstone of campaign consultants and strategists. In one case, which appears to have involved a stunning display of manipulative intent, the tobacco industry urged California voters to sign a petition to place a referendum item concerning “statewide” regulation of smoking in public areas on the ballot. Many antismoking Californians mistakenly signed the petition thinking that they were supporting a measure to further restrict smoking. In fact, the measure would have undercut tough local antismoking ordinances. (Despite the efforts of the tobacco lobby, the measure was defeated in 1994.) Similarly, the 1988 Bush presidential campaign aired an advertisement describing the polluted state of Boston Harbor. By implying that Massachusetts Governor Dukakis had failed to address environmental degradation in his own state, this message attempted to minimize the stark contrast between the candidates on this particular issue. In fact, Dukakis’s record on environmental issues had earned him the endorsement of environmental organizations; Bush’s record in public office was marked by consistent opposition to the objectives of the environmental movement.

Some media observers have also suggested that fear of manipulation, in the form of being associated with difficult problems, actually deters incumbent officials from attempting corrective actions. The fear of being victimized by attack advertising is thus thought to contribute to irresponsible governance. Curbing the growth of entitlements may be sound public policy, but the common wisdom is that Medicare and Social Security are politically untouchable—in part because such unpopular decisions would be fuel for negative advertising: Candidate X abandons the elderly. For many incumbents, the importance of protecting one’s image from attack advertisements must take precedence over the substantive merits of policy proposals. Perhaps the voters are not the only ones being manipulated by advertising.

Are these charges of distortion and manipulation deserved? Is the chorus of complaints about thirty-second advertisements and the marketing of candidates on television merited? Our research focused specifically on three problems: distortion (defined in terms of voter information or learning); manipulation (defined in terms of voter choice or autonomy); and demobilization (defined in terms of voter turnout or participation).

Our results are unexpected, in both big and small ways. They suggest that campaign advertising is not “a pack of lies.” In fact, advertising on the issues informs voters about the candidates’ positions and makes it more likely that voters will take their own preferences on the issues into account when choosing between the candidates. Our studies also suggest that the effects of advertisements on voters depend, among other things, upon the partisanship and gender of the sponsoring candidate, the issue being discussed, and the attentiveness of the audience. In these ways, perhaps our research might help political consultants choose the most effective tactic, but it provides no fodder for political reformers.

On the other hand, our most troubling finding is that negative or “attack” advertising actually suppresses voter turnout. Attack advertisements can be, and are, used strategically for this purpose. We would even go so far as to say that negative advertisements may pose a serious antidemocratic threat. In 1993, the Republican political consultant Ed Rollins boasted (apparently falsely) of paying black ministers in exchange for their abstaining from encouraging their congregations to vote. His claim caused an understandable firestorm of controversy. Our claim is in many ways more serious: we believe that candidates who might benefit from low turnout pay for negative advertising to discourage participation. The real concern for Twenty-First Century democracy is not manipulation of naïve voters by sophisticated “image makers,” but the shrinking of the electorate by political strategists who are fully aware of the consequences of their actions.

What about the problem of distortion? Is the traditional argument valid? Clearly, the thirty-second commercial is a somewhat mindless form of communication. Candidates could surely develop their positions and arguments in greater detail were they, like Ross Perot, in a position to campaign on the basis of in-depth “infomercials.” Our evidence indicates, however, that despite the typical advertisement’s brevity and superficial format, voters can and do learn from advertising, even on matters of substance such as the candidates’ positions on the issues. By permitting viewers to form impressions of the sponsoring candidates, advertising simplifies the task of voting. In some respects, the voters who are most likely to learn from campaign advertising are those who lack other sources of information. In terms of information, therefore, advertising works to level differences between the “haves” and “have-nots.”

Our evidence also shows that political advertising is not manipulative. Instead, we find that exposure to advertising reinforces or “awakens” latent partisan predispositions. Voters who tend to prefer Democrats (such as African-Americans or blue-collar workers), for instance, are especially responsive to advertisements aired by Democratic candidates. Individuals for whom the potential for manipulation is presumably greatest—those lacking a sense of party affiliation—are, in fact, the least likely to be persuaded by campaign advertising. Overall, we find that exposure to advertising facilitates voters’ “normal” or expected choice of candidates; voters exposed to campaign advertising are more likely to vote along partisan lines than those not exposed to advertising.

We found many interesting variations on the theme that advertising reinforces voters’ partisanship. The persuasive effects of advertising are dependent upon several factors, including the tone of the advertising campaign, the party of the sponsoring candidate, and the particular issues under discussion. Republican candidates persuade their supporters more effectively with negative advertisements, while Democrats tend to be more persuasive with positive appeals. Moreover, whether voters react to advertising in keeping with their long-standing partisan loyalties itself depends on the issue on which the candidates advertise. Republican voters are especially drawn to “their” candidate when advertisements deal with issues on which the Republican party enjoys a favorable reputation, such as crime, illegal immigration, or national defense. Conversely, Democrats are more persuasive when they advertise on traditionally “Democratic” issues, such as unemployment or civil rights.

There’s a catch to the good news findings of this book, however: advertising polarizes American elections. On the one hand, advertisements are informative and not manipulative, but they are dividing voters into more and more partisan camps. On the other hand, negative advertisements, which account for approximately half of all campaign messages, are shrinking the electorate, especially the nonpartisan electorate. As the independents in the middle stop voting, the partisans at the extremes come to dominate electoral politics. It is the voice of this increasingly small and increasingly polarized voting public that representatives hear.

Is there anything that can or should be done about the poisonous and divisive effects of advertising? Recent history offers one answer. Public concern over superficial and deceptive political campaigns reached fever pitch in the aftermath of the 1988 presidential election. Following the election, reformers took direct aim at campaign advertising. Rather than allowing the candidates and their advertising strategists the freedom to dictate the terms of campaign discourse, the press was urged to play a more interventionist and “interactive” role vis-à-vis the candidates. In particular, reporters were asked to become referees who would alert the public to inaccurate, unsubstantiated, or decontextualized claims in political advertisements. By evaluating the content of campaign advertising on a systematic basis, the goal was to deter candidates from airing misleading or superficial appeals.

These innovations had a clear impact on the 1992 campaign. The news media, both print and broadcast, devoted extensive space and resources to interpreting and scrutinizing the candidates’ broadcast advertisements. These “ad-watches” were even used as the basis for rebuttal advertisements in several campaigns, including the presidential race.

The question is, were voters made more aware of the issues and capable of resisting the blandishments of broadcast advertising? Our research answers no, for two reasons. First, since voters are not mere puppets whose preferences can easily be swayed by the “sound and light” of advertising, the ad-watches aimed too low. They assumed ignorant, manipulable voters and produced copy accordingly. Second, for the audience, for whom any given advertisement tends to reinforce partisan inclinations, the ad-watches simply amplified its effects, thus playing into the hands of the candidates and their handlers. More generally, too, we argue that ad-watches miss the main threat. The use of campaign advertising to suppress turnout has escaped universal condemnation presumably because the demobilizing impact of negative advertising has been a well-kept secret, and a tacit assumption among political consultants. By demonstrating that vote suppression is indeed real, our studies suggest that the press could better serve the public by exposing the demobilizing effects of negative advertising than by refereeing the veracity and fairness of advertising content.

Normally, the competitiveness of the campaign marketplace acts as a check on the power of individual advertisers. But in the case of vote suppression, political advertisers seem to play an autonomous role. Unlike the effects of advertising on voter information and voter preference, the problem of voter withdrawal in response to negative campaigns is actually exacerbated by market forces such as competition.

In sum, advertising does pose a serious threat to democracy—but this threat is not one that is usually laid at its feet. Vote suppression is profoundly antidemocratic. It may not be the result of an explicit reaction to a particular message; voters simply grow to dislike negativity and withdraw accordingly. Nevertheless, it is a problem that cries out for consideration, if the free market approach to political speech is not to lead to a political implosion of apathy and withdrawal.

OVERVIEW

Following a chapter in which we explain our methods of research and describe the various campaigns that were studied, we present our findings in four broad thematic chapters. First, we address the debate over the effects of advertising on voter “learning”—the transmission of information about the candidates, issues, or events. As we noted at the outset, the conventional wisdom holds that advertisements are not educational and that exposure to campaign advertising impedes, rather than promotes, voter learning. Our evidence repudiates this claim overwhelmingly. We show that the messages conveyed in campaign advertisements inform voters about the candidates’ positions on the issues. Exposure to advertising also allows voters to develop differentiated images of the candidates, images that play an important role in shaping voting choice.

When voters are exposed to limited amounts of campaign advertising, the information value associated with exposure to advertising is especially high for citizens who are apolitical and uninterested in campaigns. This “captive audience” is insufficiently motivated to follow other forms of campaign communication and is thus especially dependent upon advertising. For these voters, we find that exposure to a single campaign advertisement provides significant “added value” and thus narrows the information gap between more and less motivated voters.

The overall level of voter learning rises with the intensity of the advertising campaign. Voters exposed to advertising from both candidates are more informed, on average, than their counterparts exposed to one dominant advertiser. However, the educational benefits of competitive advertising are greatest for more involved and attentive voters. Competitive advertising results in a more informed and opinionated electorate, but an electorate characterized by sharp disparities between the haves and have-nots.

We also examined the effects of campaign advertising in particular races on voters’ information about candidates contesting other races. In general, we found little evidence of “spillover” in voter learning; the effects of advertising on voter information are campaign-specific.

The next chapter of the book is devoted to the effects of advertising on voter choice (the issue of manipulation). All advertising, be it political or commercial, is aimed ultimately at moving the viewers’ preferences. Surprising as it may seem, social scientists who study campaigns have concluded that campaign communication has little impact on voters. Our results indicate otherwise. We find that even small doses of campaign advertising are sufficient to influence voters’ preferences: exposure to a single advertisement boosts the sponsoring candidate’s share of the vote, on average, by nearly 5 percent. We also find that advertising influences voters indirectly—the issues on which the candidates advertise become more influential as criteria for evaluating the candidates.

Yet even though political advertising is highly persuasive, it is not necessarily manipulative. In general, unless given good reasons for doing otherwise, Americans vote along partisan lines. Our analysis of voter manipulation focuses on this benchmark role of partisanship. We find that advertisements influence voters in concert with long-standing partisan predispositions. That is, not all viewers are equally affected by advertising—the effects of advertising on voting preference are concentrated disproportionately among voters who share the partisanship of the sponsor. Advertising thus strengthens the importance of partisanship as a determinant of voting choice. Moreover, we also find that the persuasiveness of advertisements depends on the fit or match between the candidate’s message and voters’ Stereotypic beliefs about the political parties. Republican candidates, for example, are especially able to score points with advertisements calling for “law and order,” while Democrats are particularly effective when their advertisements deal with unemployment and jobs programs. Overall, we conclude that advertising is persuasive, but not manipulative.

In Chapter 5 we come to the nub: the effects of advertising on citizens’ involvement in the campaign. Since the classic studies of the 1940s, political scientists have taken for granted that voter activation and mobilization are the principal objectives of campaigns. We argue, however, that the shift from party-based to media-based campaigns has meant that campaigns can be either mobilizing or demobilizing depending on the nature of the advertising campaign. Both in our experimental results and by comparing a number of 1992 Senate campaigns, we show that exposure to negative advertising, in and of itself, produces a substantial decrease in voter turnout. We also show that exposure to negative advertising increases voters’ cynicism about the electoral process and their ability to exert meaningful political influence.

Unlike our findings on persuasion, the demobilizing effects of advertising are not conditioned by the direction of voters’ partisan affiliation. Voters who identify with the “target” of the attack are no more likely to withdraw than voters who identify with the attacker. However, following exposure to negative advertising, voters with no sense of partisan identity are significantly more likely than partisans to lose interest in voting. To these voters, negative advertising is a signal of the dysfunctional and unresponsive nature of the political process itself.

The next chapter of the book examines the argument that campaign “markets” condition the impact of political advertisements. As anticipated by the framers of the Constitution, potentially antidemocratic effects of advertising can be countered by providing voters with the opportunity to watch advertisements from rival candidates. With respect to voter information, we find that the doctrine of “more speech” does work as intended. Voters become especially informed when they have the opportunity to watch advertisements from both the contestants. With respect to voter autonomy, our results demonstrate that competitive advertising campaigns influence voters’ preferences jointly or reactively, rather than separately. Because the effects of one candidate’s advertisements are conditioned or counteracted by the effects of the opponent’s messages, voters become less subject to the influence of any particular candidate. In short, the presence of competition makes advertisers interdependent rather than independent actors; the effects of any one candidate’s advertising depend upon the advertising strategy of the opponent(s).

Unfortunately, the interdependence of candidates only seems to strengthen the candidates’ incentives to attack one another. Examined from a strategic framework, our findings in Chapter 6 support one of the most popular axioms of candidate strategy—the importance of counterattacking when attacked. Especially since Michael Dukakis’s loss to George Bush in 1988, the folklore has come to include Roger Ailes’s dictum—“when punched, punch back.”7 We find that candidates are driven to attack not because negative messages are more persuasive, but because that is the most prudent way to head off possible attacks by the opposition.

A further dialogue of sorts occurs between the “free” (news) and “paid” (advertising) channels of campaign communication. As described earlier, the legacy of the 1988 election was to make political advertising especially newsworthy. Most major media outlets now regularly feature ad-watch reports in which a particular political advertisement is scrutinized for its accuracy and veracity. We monitored the effects of representative ad-watch reports on voters. In Chapter 6, using examples from the 1992 campaign, we explain our finding that this new form of campaign journalism has a long way to go before it realizes its stated objective of empowering voters. It becomes almost amusing to see how exposure to ad-watch reports boosts support for the “targeted” advertiser and therefore plays into the hands of the candidates.

We conclude the book with lessons for the practice of democratic politics and for proposed reforms of the electoral process. The most important implication of our research, we argue, concerns the tradeoff between the right to vote and the right to political expression. Does negative advertising embody a sufficient threat to democratic norms to warrant some form of governmental regulation, or is the time-honored doctrine of “more speech” the appropriate answer? How should we weigh the public interest in free expression against the competing public interest in widespread political participation? When, if ever, should politicians’ expression be restrained or subjected to incentives to modify its form or content?

We also consider a variety of reform proposals aimed at curtailing the “antisocial” effects of advertising and conclude that, like previous efforts to reform the campaign finance laws, most would only strengthen the hostile climate of contemporary political campaigns. The evidence reported in this book suggests that the current marketplace of ideas in which candidates slug it out to woo the support of an increasingly small electorate is gradually eroding the participatory ethos of the American public and cannot be counted on to produce political campaigns that get large numbers of citizens to the polls. A more promising route to campaign reform, we argue, involves strengthening the party organizations. It is the parties, after all, and not the candidates who have the incentive to keep participation high and to bring nonpartisan voters back into the fold. Although Americans have never warmed to the idea of strong party organizations, they are our best hope for reversing the growing apathy of the American electorate.



2
THE STUDIES


Forty years after the onset of large-scale campaign advertising, there is surprisingly little agreement over the effects of broadcast advertising on voters and elections. Obviously, the candidates and their political strategists impute considerable power to the thirty-second advertisement. Academic researchers, however, have been hard-pressed to identify any effects and have concluded that campaigns in general and campaign advertising in particular are relatively unimportant determinants of electoral outcomes. In fact, political scientists routinely forecast presidential and statewide elections using models that ignore campaign-related factors altogether. Presidential elections, for instance, are thought to hinge on the state of the country’s economy and the popularity of the incumbent president, with the competing campaigns having negligible effects on the outcome.1

For a multi-billion-dollar industry to leave no traces of influence on its targets is mysterious. And despite the claims of the academics, such an influence is hardly demonstrated. The primary impediment to a more sophisticated and thorough understanding of the effects of political advertising has been technical. Most of the “minimal effects” evidence uncovered by researchers in the political communication field rests on sample surveys or polls. Surveys are ill-equipped to detect the effects of campaign advertising. This chapter describes a more powerful alternative to surveys—the controlled experiment.

Survey researchers who study the effects of campaigns rely on the logic of correlation. A representative sample of voters is contacted (generally over the phone) and asked various questions about their exposure to campaign messages. How often do they watch television news, listen to talk radio, read a newspaper, or converse about politics? Which prime-time programs do they watch? Do they remember watching any campaign advertisements? Which candidate do they prefer and why? And so on.

Responses to these questions provide the basis for assessing the effects of campaign communication. In an important study of the 1972 campaign by Patterson and McClure, for instance,2 survey respondents who reported watching television news frequently were considered under the potential influence of news reports, while those who could recall having watched a Nixon or McGovern advertisement were thought to be under the potential influence of advertising. For each medium of communication, Patterson and McClure compared users with nonusers. They discovered that people who could recall an advertisement were more informed about the candidates’ positions on the issues than those who could not, whereas people who watched the news frequently were not as “advantaged” as those who watched the news less frequently. On the basis of this pattern of differences between users and nonusers, Patterson and McClure concluded that campaign advertising was more informative than television news coverage.

This inference, however, is questionable on several grounds. Individuals’ memory for past events is notoriously frail, especially when the “event” in question concerns what they saw or did not see on television. Some survey respondents may have surmised that since it was election time, they must have seen a political advertisement. Among participants in our experimental studies who were exposed to no campaign advertisement, for example, 20 percent claimed to have seen one. Alternatively, many people who were unable to recall watching an advertisement may in fact have done so (repeatedly), only to then forget it. In our experiments, nearly half of all people who were exposed to a thirty-second advertisement could not recall that they had seen a political advertisement just one-half hour later.3 In short, survey measures of exposure to campaign communication are likely to be riddled with errors. Since exposure to communication is basic, survey researchers are at an inherent disadvantage in the search for communication effects.

Even if we were to assume that survey researchers’ indicators of exposure were “true,” their ability to monitor the effects of campaign advertising would still be hindered. Consider the case of advertising recall. People who are able to remember a political advertisement differ in innumerable ways from those who cannot. In addition to having better memories, they are likely to be more interested in politics, more devoted to the candidates, more concerned about the issues, and more likely to vote. In Patterson and McClure’s study, was it exposure to the candidates’ advertisements that made voters who could recall watching an advertisement more aware of where McGovern and Nixon stood on the issues? Or was it their greater interest in politics that made them both more informed and more likely to attend to political advertising? Even worse, was it their superior information that allowed them to remember campaign advertisements? In general, the presence of multiple differences between voters deemed to be ad-watchers and nonwatchers makes it difficult for survey researchers to isolate the effects of advertising on any particular political response. While those who pour hundreds of millions of dollars into campaign advertising would like to know just what they get for their money, so far most survey researchers studying the effects of campaign communication have come away empty-handed.

The alternative to the sample survey is the controlled experiment. It is no accident that experimentation is the methodological paradigm of choice in all scientific disciplines. Because the researcher himself manipulates the phenomenon under investigation, he knows that the experimental participants were either exposed or not exposed to it. In the case of advertising, an “experimental” group is shown a particular advertisement, and a “control” group is not shown the advertisement. Because participants are assigned to the two conditions on a purely random basis, the researcher can be confident that the conditions will be no different from each other in composition.4 These two basic features of the experiment—the ability to exercise physical control over the experimental stimulus and the use of comparison groups that are equivalent in all respects but the presence of the experimental stimulus—provide researchers with the all-important ability to attribute any observed difference between the experimental and control groups to the effects of the experimental stimulus. If, for example, the experimental group proves to be more informed than the control group, the researcher knows that this difference was caused by exposure to political advertising, and nothing else.

Of course, experiments are not without their own liabilities. Most experiments are administered upon “captive” populations—college students who must serve as guinea pigs to gain course credit. As the eminent experimental psychologist Carl Hovland warned many years ago, college sophomores are not comparable to “real people.”5 A further weakness of the typical experiment is the somewhat sterile, laboratory-like environment in which it is administered, an environment that bears little resemblance to the noise and confusion of election campaigns. Clearly, a considerable leap of faith is required to generalize experimental results to the real world.

Our own studies were designed to overcome the limited generalizability of the experimental method. The experimental participants represented a fair cross-section of the electorate, the experimental setting was casual and designed to emulate “real life,” and our studies all took place during ongoing political campaigns characterized by extensive advertising.

GENERALIZABLE EXPERIMENTS

We enhanced the realism and generalizability of our studies in several ways. Campaigns do not occur in a vacuum, and most voters hold a variety of beliefs and expectations about the parties and candidates. We were able to capture the interplay between “old” and “new” information because each of our experiments took place during an actual campaign and featured real candidates—Democrats and Republicans, liberals and conservatives, males and females, incumbents and challengers—as the advertisers.

Second, the advertisements used in our experimental studies were highly realistic. They were either selected from advertisements being used by the candidates at the time or were produced by us to emulate typical campaign advertisements. In the case of our own productions, we spliced together footage from actual advertisements or news reports using studio-quality editing technology, making it difficult for all but the most sophisticated viewers to detect any differences between the experimental manipulations and the “real thing.”

Not only did we rely on real instead of artificial presentations, our manipulations were also unobtrusive and presented in a “natural” setting. We embedded the experimental advertisements (and, in some cases, news reports) in a fifteen-minute recording of a recent local evening newscast. Candidates advertise heavily during local news programs (because the audience for news includes a large proportion of likely voters) and the appearance of the experimental campaign advertisement in the local newscast was thus inconspicuous.6

Significantly, the use of local news as the vehicle for the advertising manipulation permitted us to incorporate important elements of news coverage. In some cases, our studies focused on the joint effects of news and advertising. Following the 1992 Los Angeles riots, for instance, we produced advertisements that called for “law and order” and paired these advertisements with news stories about widespread looting during the riots. In other cases, we paired campaign advertisements with “ad-watch” reports that analyzed the advertisements.

We further minimized the aura of the “research laboratory” by presenting the experimental news tapes in an informal, living room—like setting. The viewing room was furnished with a couch, easy chairs, coffee table, and potted plants. Participants could snack on cookies and coffee while they watched the news, and in most cases participants came accompanied by a friend or co-worker.

We also enhanced the validity of the results by diverting participants from the true objectives of the study. Had we explained our interest in the effects of advertising at the outset, participants might have felt it necessary to pay careful attention during the commercial breaks (which would have been uncharacteristic of normal viewing patterns). We sought to eliminate the potentially biasing effects of “experimental demand” by telling participants that the research concerned “selective perception” of local news (“Do Democrats and Republicans really see the same news?”). Since the experimental stimulus consisted of a segment of a local newscast, this account of our intentions was intuitively credible. At the end of the study, of course, we fully informed the participants of the true purpose of the study.
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