
Elections and Campaigns
L e a r n i n g  O b j e c t i v e s

10-1 Describe the factors that influence the presidential primaries. 

10-2  Explain how campaigns shape the outcome of presidential 

elections. 

10-3 Summarize how voters learn about the candidates in elections. 

10-4  Explain which social groups have been most loyal to the parties 

over time. 

10-5  Describe the key differences between presidential and 

 congressional elections. 

10-6  Summarize the history of campaign finance reform efforts, and 

explain the current state of campaign finance regulation. 

10-7  Describe how elections shape public policy.

Chapter 10

AP
 Im

ag
es

/A
nd

re
w

 H
ar

ni
k

00051_ch10_hr_213-243.indd   213 10/17/15   1:22 PM

Copyright 2017 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



214 Chapter 10 Elections and Campaigns

Federal Election Commission, during the national election 
cycle that ended in 2012, presidential and congressional 
candidates combined total receipts (about $3.2 billion), 
plus those of party committees (about $1.6 billion) and 
PACs (about $2.2 billion), totaled about $7.1 billion.

Thus, we have entered the era of the $7 billion presi-
dential election cycle. The climb there has been steep but 
steady. For instance, in 1980, all presidential candidates 
raised about $162 million. In 2012, all presidential candi-
dates raised about $1.3 billion. Adjusted for inflation, the 
2012 total is about five times the 1980 total. As Table 10.2 
shows, between 2000 and 2012, the amount of money 
received by all presidential candidates (including the two 
party nominees and all their respective primary challeng-
ers) more than doubled: In 2000, 17 presidential candi-
dates had total receipts of about $578 million, while in 
2012, 14 presidential candidates had receipts of roughly 
$1.3 billion. Adjusted for inflation, the 2012 total is about 
1.7 times the 2000 total. Congressional fundraising tells 
much the same tale. Between 2002 and 2012, the total 
receipts of congressional candidates about doubled; 

National elections in the United States in the 21st cen-
tury would be virtually unrecognizable to politicians 
in the early republic. As we saw in Chapter 9, political 
parties once determined, or powerfully influenced, who 
got nominated. In the 19th century, the members of 
Congress from a given caucus would meet to pick their 
presidential candidate. After the caucuses were replaced 
by the national nominating conventions, the real power 
was wielded by local party leaders, who came together 
(sometimes in the legendary “smoke-filled rooms”) to 
choose the candidate, whom the rest of the delegates 
would then endorse. Congressional candidates were also 
often hand-picked by local party bosses. Most people 
voted a straight party ticket. This system endured until 
well into the 20th century.

then
In 1968, Vice President Hubert Humphrey won the 
Democratic presidential nomination without competing 
in a single state primary. His party’s bosses pretty much 
delivered the nomination to him. He competed in a three-
way race for president without having to raise nearly as 
much money as candidates routinely do today. (He lost in 
a close race to Republican Richard M. Nixon.)

nOw
In 2012, an incumbent, Democratic President Barack 
Obama, was running for reelection. On the Republican 
side, the race to be the party’s nominee was relatively 
wide open, with more than a half-dozen serious contend-
ers. Both former Massachusetts Governor Mitt Romney 
(the Republican nominee) and President Obama raised 
money at a feverish pace: By mid-2012, the president 
had held more than 100 fundraising events, nearly three 
times as many as President George W. Bush did in 2004. 
By the end of the campaign, the candidates had raised 
and spent more than $1.3 billion, and that does not 
count the billions raised and spent by the parties or out-
side groups (let alone the money spent on other races).

Within the lifetimes of many living national political 
leaders, campaigns and elections have changed rather 
dramatically: parties went from being important to unim-
portant and back again; media or “media buys” have 
become more important; polling has become ubiquitous; 
and money—and the nonstop fundraising that keeps it 
coming—now matters more than ever.

Perhaps the most striking finding about contempo-
rary elections is the amount of money that candidates 
raise and spend during the election. As Table 10.1 shows, 
in the 2014 midterm elections, all candidates for national 
office raised and spent more than $1.7 billion: more 
than $1 billion in House races, and about $637 million in 
Senate races. According to an April 2013 report by the 

 TABLE 10.1   the 2014 Midterm elections: Money 
raised and spent

total raised total spent

House candidates $1,034,013,175 $960,862,567

Senate candidates $637,151,089 $655,767,975

Total, all candidates $1,671,164,264 $1,616,630,542

Source: Federal Election Commission, 2014 House and Senate 
Campaign Finance Summary.

 TABLE 10.2  2004–2012 campaign receipts

Presidential
number of candidates/total 

receipts

2012 14/$1.37 billion

2008 20/$1.67 billion

2004 12/$904 billion

2000 17/$578 million

congressional candidates

2014 $1.67 billion

2012 $1.87 billion

2010 $1.86 billion

2008 $1.41 billion

2006 $1.44 billion

2004 $1.29 billion

2002 $979 million

Source: Federal Election Commission, FEC Summary of the 
2011–2012 Election Cycle, April 19, 2013; 2014 data taken from 
Table 10.1 above.

00051_ch10_hr_213-243.indd   214 10/17/15   1:22 PM

Copyright 2017 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



Chapter 10 Elections and Campaigns 215

adjusted for inflation, the 2012 total is about 1.5 times the 
2002 total. Whether we will witness $8 billion (or $9 bil-
lion, or more) national election cycles before the decade 
is out remains to be seen, but there would appear to be 
no end in sight to increases in the amount of money that 
candidates, parties, and PACs collect.

Many people lament the fact that so munch money is 
spent on elections, and argue that the consultants, media 
ads, and modern campaign techniques end up empha-
sizing the ephemeral and avoiding the real issues. While 
it is true that media reports of elections leave much to 
be desired (as we discuss in Chapter 12), campaigns do 
stress the issues, and voters respond to their messages 
in reasonable ways. While they are far from perfect, cam-
paigns are ultimately the most important pathway linking 
voters’ preferences to government policy. In this  chapter, 
we show what campaigns do, how voters respond, and 
what this tells us about the link between voters and 
government.

here and abroad
Unlike in many other democratic nations, in America, 
elections have not one but two crucial phases:  getting 
nominated and getting elected. Getting nominated means 
getting your name on the ballot. In the great majority of 
states, winning your party’s nomination for either the pres-
idency or Congress requires effort on your part. As we 
discussed in the previous chapter, the party may help to 
recruit you (and may even provide other services), but the 
candidates themselves needs to staff and run their own 
campaigns. In contrast, in most European parliamentary 
democracies, winning your party’s nomination for parlia-
ment involves an organizational decision—the party looks 
you over, the party decides whether to allow you to run, 
and the party puts your name on its list of candidates.

After working in the Obama administration to create the Consumer 
Financial Protection Bureau, Elizabeth Warren won election to the 
U.S. Senate from Massachusetts in 2012.
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public Funding for National 
political Campaigns

In the United States, national political campaigns are 
funded primarily through private donations by individu-
als, political parties, and interest groups. Only presi-
dential campaigns are eligible to receive public funding, 
and even there, candidates may decide not to accept 
the funds so they are not restricted by a federal cap on 
spending. Despite efforts to regulate campaign contri-
butions since the 1970s, American democracy has a 
longstanding tradition of applying the First Amendment 
protection of free speech to campaign spending, a 
position recently endorsed by the Supreme Court. 
Other advanced industrialized democracies take a dif-
ferent view.

Many democracies around the world rely much 
more heavily on public funding for elections than 
the United States, and have stricter regulations on 
campaign contributions and expenditures. Australia, 
Germany, France, and Israel all provide public funds 
for political campaigns, typically granting funds to 
parties that received a certain percentage of votes 
in the previous election. France and the United 
Kingdom ban paid political ads, and both countries 
as well as Israel provide free broadcasting time for 
candidates. All three countries also impose limits on 
campaign spending.

How do campaign finance rules affect elections? 
In many ways, campaigns in the United States run 
much longer than in other democracies—the coun-
tries listed above typically hold national elections in 
about six weeks, whereas the first candidates for the 
2016 presidential race announced their candidacies 
in March 2015, 20 months before the election. This is 
because public funding typically strengthens political 
parties, whose leaders decide which candidates they 
will support. Unlimited campaign contributions may 
permit relatively unknown candidates to prevail in party 
nominating contests without initial support from the 
top leadership. But winning requires time and money 
in the United States, and the financial costs increase in 
every election cycle. Is money a form of free speech? 
Democracies disagree.

Sources: Law Library of Congress, “Campaign Finance: 
Comparative Summary”; Brennan Center for Justice, 
“Breaking Free with Fair Elections: A New Declaration of 
Independence,” March 2007; Debate between Bradley 
Smith and Thomas E. Mann, “Campaign Finance 
Reloaded,” Los Angeles Times, July 2007.

How we Compare
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216 Chapter 10 Elections and Campaigns

a candidate in 2012, and the same is true for Ted Cruz, 
Ben  Carson, or Bernie Sanders when they ran in 2016. 
While many Americans knew Donald Trump as a reality TV 
star, they did not know him as a political candidate prior to 
his presidential run. Voters’ attitudes toward these candi-
dates changed rapidly over the course of the campaign.

Indeed, a frequent pattern in primaries is for a candi-
date to go from obscurity to popular attention and then 
fade away again.2 Initially, the candidate does some-
thing to attract media attention. This gives the candi-
date exposure, which in turn increases his or her name 
recognition and favorability.3 This increased attention 
leads reporters—and opponents—to investigate the 
candidate’s record more carefully. Invariably, this scru-
tiny turns up negative aspects of the person’s past, and 
then voters turn away from the candidate as they know 
both sides of the story. For example, during the 2012 
Republican primary, many considered Texas governor 
Rick Perry an attractive candidate, and at one point in 
the summer of 2011 shortly after he entered the race, 
he was a front-runner for the nomination. But soon after, 
Perry’s previous statements on Social Security came 
to light, where he’d called it a Ponzi scheme. Other 
Republican candidates criticized him, and his numbers 
dipped sharply. Likewise, Herman Cain, former head of 
Godfather’s Pizza, shot from obscurity to prominence 
on the back of his “9-9-9” plan (his plan to replace the 
U.S. tax system with a 9 percent tax on income, busi-
ness transactions, and sales). Yet after sexual harass-
ment allegations surfaced, Cain’s numbers dropped and 
he soon suspended his campaign.4 In both cases, the 
candidates fortunes shifted rapidly as voters learned 
more information about them.

This pattern highlights the crucial role of media in 
campaigns. While we explore the media more fully in 
Chapter 12, one core finding is that media influence is 

American  political 
parties do play a role 
in determining the out-
come of the final election, 
but both the candidates 

themselves and the party matter. By contrast, many other 
democratic nations conduct campaigns almost entirely as 
a contest between parties. In Israel and the Netherlands, 
the names of the candidates for the legislature do not even 
appear on the ballot; only the party names are listed there. 
And even where candidate names are listed, as in Great 
Britain, the voters tend to vote “Conservative” or “Labour” 
more than they vote for Smith or Jones. European nations 
(except France) do not have a directly elected president; 
instead, the party that has won the most seats in parlia-
ment selects the head of the government, termed the 
prime  minister. As we saw in the last chapter, American 
parties are quite different from their European counterparts, 
and this spills over into differences in their elections as well.

10-1 presidential elections: 
Winning the Nomination
No office in American politics is more important than the 
presidency, and the first step to winning it is to survive 
the primary process. We discussed the invisible primary 
in Chapter 9, the process party elites use to narrow down 
the field to the candidates that they find acceptable. But 
even after a candidate survives the invisible primary, 
they have to survive the actual presidential  primaries and 
caucuses (and they are then actually nominated at their 
party’s convention, as we discussed in Chapter 9).

While political scientists and journalists call this the 
“primary” process, perhaps we should call it the “primary 
and caucus” process, since some states hold causes in 
addition to or in place of primaries. A primary election 
operates as described in Chapter 9. In contrast, a 
 caucus is a meeting of party followers, often lasting for 
hours and sometimes held in the dead of winter in a 
schoolhouse sometimes miles from home, in which party 
delegates are picked. Only the most dedicated partisans 
attend, and those attending caucuses do tend to be 
more ideological than those who vote in primaries.1 To 
win the nomination, a candidate will need to succeed in 
both primaries and caucuses.

For most candidates, the biggest challenge in the 
primary is that they are largely unknown to the public, so 
voters’ attitudes about them are quite malleable. By 2012, 
most Americans had an opinion of President Obama: He 
had been president for four years, and so people’s attitudes 
about him were relatively fixed. But for those running for 
the first time, that was not the case. For example, many 
Americans had never heard of Rick Perry before he became 

caucus A meeting of party 
followers in which party 
delegates are selected.

Senator Ted Cruz (R-TX) shakes hands with a supporter after 
announcing his candidacy for the presidency in March 2015.
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10-2 How Does the Campaign Matter? 217

in the nominees.10 That 
said, because states 
want greater say in the 
process, front-loading is 
unlikely to reverse com-
pletely (though the rules 
issued by the parties 
should limit its growth).

10-2 how Does the Campaign 
Matter?
Once the candidates secure their party’s nomination via 
the primary process, the general election begins. While 
the president is actually elected by the electoral college 
(see Chapter 14), in effect, modern presidential elec-
tions come down to the contest on Election Day. The 
modern general election campaign takes place roughly 
from Labor Day (or the conventions, if they come first) to 
Election Day. That several-month campaign drives who 
will occupy the White House.

It is a truism to say that “campaigns matter.” But how 
do they matter? How do campaigns convince voters to 
select a particular candidate? We argue that campaigns do 
this primarily by three related forces: by assigning credit or 
blame for the state of the nation, by activating latent parti-
sanship, and by allowing voters to judge the qualities of the 
candidates’ character. We take up each one below in turn.

assigning Credit or Blame  
for the State of the Nation
The first thing campaigns do is help voters assign credit 
or blame for the state of the nation. Voters hold the presi-
dent responsible for the overall statement of the country: 
is the economy doing well, are we at war, and so forth. 
Americans may have hazy, even erroneous, views about 
monetary policy, business regulation, and defense pol-
icy, but they likely have a very good idea about whether 
unemployment is up or down, prices at the supermarket 
are stable or rising, or Americans are dying in a foreign 
war. In short, the voters know if the country is (generally 
speaking) headed on the right track or the wrong track.

If things are going well, the incumbent candidate 
(or if the incumbent is not running, the candidate from 
the incumbent’s party) tries to claim credit for the peace 
and prosperity the country is experiencing. In contrast, 
if the country is doing poorly, the challenger tries to pin 
the blame for the poor state of affairs on the incumbent. 
Campaigns help voters connect the state of the nation 
with the party in power—reelect me (or my party) because 
we have been good stewards, or vote out the incumbent 
because he has not been one.11 This is why incumbent 

greatest when people have the least knowledge about an 
issue.5 In a primary election, when voters are just getting 
to know a candidate, the media has a large effect (and by 
contrast, the media’s effect is therefore more attenuated 
in the general election campaign, though still sizable, as 
we discuss in Chapter 12).

But media coverage is not the only factor that matters 
in a primary election. Another key factor is  momentum 
or the bandwagon effect. When a candidate wins, espe-
cially in an upset victory, that generates favorable press 
coverage, which increases name recognition and approval 
of the candidate. Winning once convinces voters that you 
can do it again, which changes the dynamics of the 
 election.6 Obama’s 2008 campaign offers a striking exam-
ple of this phenomenon. Before the 2008 campaign 
began, pundits and politicians alike assumed Hillary 
Clinton would easily walk away with the Democratic nomi-
nation. But then early in the year, Barack Obama won a 
surprising upset victory in the Iowa Caucuses, and the 
momentum swung his way. Though Clinton won the next 
primary in New Hampshire, and the primary process went 
on for months, Obama’s victory in Iowa convinced voters 
that he was electable. Likewise, in 2004, John Kerry’s sur-
prise win in Iowa over Howard Dean significantly boosted 
his campaign as well.7

Any discussion of momentum points to another con-
cern about the primary process: the front-loading of the 
primary calendar. Every state wants their state’s primary 
to “matter,” and state leaders all think the way to do that 
is to move their state’s primary to the front of the calen-
dar. Over time, this has greatly compressed the length 
of the primary season. In 1968, it took 12 weeks for the 
parties to award 50 percent of the delegates in the party’s 
national conventions, but by 2004, it took only five weeks 
(for Republicans) and six weeks (for Democrats) to award 
50 percent of the delegates.8

Concerned about the shortened length of the cam-
paign, the parties have pushed back on front-loading 
somewhat in the last few election cycles. They have issued 
rules about when parties can hold primary elections, and 
states that violate these rules are stripped of some of their 
delegates. For example, in 2012, the Republican Party 
issued rules that only a few states (Iowa, Nevada, New 
Hampshire, and South Carolina) could hold primaries 
before the first Tuesday in March. Wyoming, Michigan, 
and Florida violated these guidelines, and saw their dele-
gate totals cut in half. As a result, in 2012, it took closer to 
10 weeks for 50 percent of the delegates to be awarded.9

Such front-loading may benefit state parties, but it 
harms voters: they have less time to learn about the can-
didates. Furthermore, because so much of the campaign 
happens early in the season, fewer voters get to participate 
in the process: If the key events are the first few prima-
ries, then those in the later states have effectively no say 

momentum When a 
candidate wins (especially 
an upset win), s/he tends to 
do better than expected in 
future contests. Sometimes 
also called the bandwagon 
effect.
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218 Chapter 10 Elections and Campaigns

We should not interpret Figure 10.1 to mean that no 
other issues matter to the campaign beyond the econ-
omy. Other issues matter a great deal: crime, foreign 
policy, education, and many others are hotly debated in 
elections. Foreign policy and terrorism in particular have 
long been central to many election campaigns: how 
the candidate would handle the threat of communism 
was a staple of nearly every election during the Cold 
War, and since 9/11, how the president would handle 
the threat of terrorism has been an issue in every elec-
tion (especially in 2004, shortly after the United States’ 
decision to invade Iraq). Where the candidates stand 
on defense, education, abortion, and so forth matter in 
elections.

But in most years, for most voters, the economy is 
the central issue. For many years, the Gallup Organization 
has been asking respondents what the most important 
problem facing the nation is. When asked during an elec-
tion year, Americans typically say the economy is the 
most important problem, often by a substantial margin.13 
In 2012 just before the election, for example, 72 per-
cent said the economy (including the economy broadly, 
unemployment, the budget deficit, etc.) was the most 
important problem (and similarly, 69 percent named the 
economy in 2008).14 In the cases where the economy is 
not the major issue, it is either typically because the econ-
omy is booming (as it was in 2000), or we face a major 
foreign policy challenge (going back to the Cold War). 
Because the economy is so central to people’s lives, and 

Ronald Reagan spoke 
of “Morning in America” 
in 1984 when the econ-
omy was doing well, but 
challenger Bill Clinton 
spoke of “It’s the Econ-
omy, Stupid!” during a  
reces sion in 1992. In 
2012, the economy was  
slowly recovering, and  

President Obama argued that his administration deserved 
some of the credit for steering the nation out of the depths 
of the recession following the financial crisis (and voters 
were persuaded by that argument).

This idea—that elections are decided based on pun-
ishment or reward for the health of the nation—is known 
as retrospective voting. It is retrospective because 
voters look back on the previous administration and 
make a judgment about whether or not they deserve 
another term in office.12 In contrast, other voters vote pro-
spectively. Prospective means “forward-looking”—we 
vote prospectively when we examine the views the rival 
candidates have on the issues of the day and then cast 
our ballots for the person we think has the best ideas for 
handling these matters. Prospective voting requires a 
lot of information about issues and candidates, and most 
who do it are political junkies who are deeply engaged in 
politics. As a result, prospective voting is a relatively minor 
factor in most elections, whereas retrospective voting is 
much more common.

The quintessential summary of retrospective voting 
came from Ronald Reagan during the 1980 election: “Are 
you better off than you were four years ago?” In that elec-
tion, the economy had soured under Carter, and things 
seemed to be getting worse overseas. Voters decided 
that they were no better off in 1980 than they’d been in 
1976, and they voted Carter out of office. In contrast, 
making that same comparison in 2012, voters decided 
they were better off in 2012 than they’d been in 2008, 
and they reelected President Obama.

This retrospective effect is so strong that political 
scientists can use the fundamentals to predict election 
outcomes reasonably well in advance of the campaign. 
Figure 10.1 shows the relationship between the health 
of the economy in the election year (measured by the 
change in GDP) to the incumbent’s vote share.

Each dot in Figure 10.1 represents a presidential 
election (17 in all, from 1948 to 2012), and the solid 
line shows the relationship between the two (it is the 
so-called regression line). Note that the two are very 
strongly related: the incumbent (or his party) does much 
better when the economy is doing better. Voters reward 
incumbents for a good economy, and punish them for 
a bad one.

retrospective voting Voting 
for a candidate because you 
like his or her past actions 
in office.

prospective voting Voting 
for a candidate because you 
favor his or her ideas for 
handling issues.

 FigurE 10.1  the economy and the Presidential 
vote, 1948–2012
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10-2 How Does the Campaign Matter? 219

activating Latent partisanship
But campaigns do more than help voters assign credit 
and blame for the state of the nation. They also activate 
voters’ latent partisanship. As we saw in Chapter  9, in 
recent presidential elections, more than 90% of vot-
ers support their party’s nominee. This is not just blind 
obedience. Rather, it reflects a process of the campaign 
helping voters understand why they should support their 
party’s nominee. As Professor James Campbell put it, 
“campaigns remind Democrats why they are Democrats 
rather than Republicans and remind Republicans why 
they are Republicans rather than Democrats.”17

Campaigns do this through a variety of meth-
ods, such as campaign appearances, advertisements, 
debates, and so forth, as we discuss later. Through all 
of these methods, however, candidates stress the issues 
that appeal to, and activate, their partisans. These are 
typically the issues where the public sees them as being 
more competent than the other party. As we discussed in 
Chapter 9, for Democrats, these are social welfare issues, 
and for Republicans, national security issues. While both 
parties discuss the economy (as seen above), beyond 
that, they typically emphasize these types of issues.18 
This helps cue voters why they belong to one party or the 
other, and makes them more likely to support their party’s 
candidate.

Of course, we should not conclude from this dis-
cussion that voters never support the opposing party’s 
candidate—clearly, they do. Even in 2012, approximately 
10 percent of partisans support the other party’s nomi-
nee for president (see Chapter 9). Why do we see these 
defections? There are two main reasons. First, voters 
may be out of step with their party on an issue, and will 
therefore defect to the other party. For example, in 2004, 
some Republican voters were displeased that President 
George W. Bush put in place a ban on embryonic stem 
cell research, and hence supported Senator John Kerry.19 

the president is seen as the primary economic steward of 
the nation, the economy is the core issue in almost every 
presidential campaign.

The power of retrospective voting highlights an 
essential truth about elections: the fundamentals mat-
ter a great deal. A simple indicator of the health of the 
economy allows us to predict, with reasonable accuracy, 
the outcome of the election before the main part of the 
general election campaign even begins. The underlying 
health of the nation—the economy, whether we are at 
war or peace, the popularity of the incumbent (which is 
tied to the economy)—is really what drives the election.15

But do not interpret this to mean that campaigns do 
not matter. If campaigns were irrelevant, all of the points 
would lie along the solid line in Figure 10.1 (the regression 
line), and this chapter would be much shorter. Instead, 
we see that in some years, the point is quite close to 
the line, whereas in others, it is further away, suggesting 
the outcome diverged from our prediction based on the 
fundamentals. Just as the fundamentals matter, so does 
the campaign. After all, the campaign is what helps vot-
ers how to assign credit or blame for the fundamentals. 
Furthermore, especially in a close election (like in 2000, 
2004, 1976, and many others), a well-run campaign can 
really make the difference between winning and  losing.16 
The fundamentals get us in the ballpark of the final 
 outcome, but we need to understand the campaigns to 
know the eventual outcome.

In the 1888 presidential campaign, supporters of Benjamin Harrison 
rolled a huge ball covered with campaign slogans across the country. 
The gimmick, first used in 1840, gave rise to the phrase “keep the 
ball rolling.”
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the “Natural Born” presidents Clause

Article II, section 1, clause 5 of the Constitution states 
that “no person except a natural born Citizen, or a Citizen 
of the United States, at the time of the Adoption of this 
Constitution, shall be eligible to the Office of the President.” 
During the Constitutional Convention, there was little 
debate on this clause. In Federalist Paper No. 3, John Jay 
wrote of possible “dangers from foreign arms and influ-
ence” (original emphasis), but he did not specifically men-
tion the Constitution’s “natural born” presidents clause.

Eight of the 55 delegates to the Constitutional Convention 
were themselves foreign-born. Among them was Alexander 
Hamilton, born in the West Indies. In Federalist Paper 
No. 67, the first of Hamilton’s essays on the “constitution of 
the executive department,” he answers critics that he says 
have depicted future presidents as “seated on a throne . . . 
giving audience to the envoys of foreign potentates,” and 
have associated the office with “images of Asiatic des-
potism and voluptuousness.” But, like Jay, he makes no 
specific mention of the clause requiring that all save those 
foreign-born citizens alive when the Constitution is ratified 
must be born on American soil to be eligible to serve as 
president. However, in the 19th century, persons associ-
ated with anti-immigrant, anti-Catholic “Nativist” groups 
sometimes invoked the “natural born” presidents clause.

In recent years, the clause has come to wide public atten-
tion twice. In 2003, Arnold Schwarzenegger, the Austrian-
born action-movie star and former champion bodybuilder, 
was elected as California’s governor. In 2004, persons 
supporting Schwarzenegger for a possible run for the 
presidency launched websites and rallied to repeal the 
clause. But the “Amend for Arnold” movement (advo-
cating repeal of the clause through a new constitutional 
amendment) was short-lived. During his 2008 and 2012 
campaigns, Barack Obama was subject to claims by 
various “birther” groups asserting that he was not born 
in Hawaii but in Kenya, or that he once held citizenship 
in Indonesia. Despite ample evidence that Obama is a 
native-born American, in an April 2011 CBS/New York 
Times poll, only 57 percent of respondents said they 
believed the president was born in the United States; a 
quarter said they believed he was not born in the United 
States; and 18 percent said they did not know. In 2011, 
Donald Trump, a real estate tycoon and television per-
sonality, announced that he might run for president, and 
questioned whether the president was a natural-born 
citizen. In 2012, Trump did not run, President Obama was 
reelected, and both the controversy and the clause faded 
from public view.

Constitutional ConneCtions

Judging the Candidates’ Character
A third major component of a campaign is helping voters 
judge the character of the candidates. Voters care about 
the issues, but they also care about a candidate’s charac-
ter as well. Voters not only want a candidate who takes the 
right positions on the issues, but they also want someone 
who has the right traits as well. They want someone who 
provides strong leadership, has integrity, and displays 
empathy (i.e., cares about people like them).21 Voters rely 
on these sorts of judgments because they give them a 
clue as to how a president will behave in office. No one 
can know all the issues that a new president will face once 
in office. But if a candidate has these broad traits, then he 
or she will be more likely to be up to the challenge.

Contemporary campaigns often invoke these traits. For 
example, in the 2004 election, President George W. Bush 
hammered then Senator John Kerry with the argument that 
Kerry was a “flip flopper” who changed his positions on the 
issues whenever it was convenient, implying that he lacked 
integrity and would not provide strong leadership. Polls 
taken in the last days of the election suggest that these 

Second, as we discussed above, if voters are unhappy 
with their party’s stewardship of the nation, they are likely 
to vote for the other party. In both cases, defection, rather 
than party loyalty, is the likely result.

Understanding how campaigns activate partisan-
ship also helps to clarify two other dynamics of electoral 
campaigns. First, over the course of the campaign, we 
see the number of undecided voters decline. Much of 
this decline comes from partisans returning home to their 
party: Watching the campaign, they are reminded of why 
they are a Democrat or a Republican, and they move to 
support their candidate.20 Many who are undecided early 
in the campaign just have not had their latent partisanship 
activated.

Second, this also reminds us that some voters do 
not identify with a party—they are Independents., As we 
saw in Chapter 9, in contemporary American presidential 
elections, both parties will win approximately 90 percent 
of their party’s supporters. But we also saw that neither 
party has enough supporters to win by just appealing to 
its own base. Both parties also need to court Independent 
voters if they want to win elections.

00051_ch10_hr_213-243.indd   220 10/17/15   1:22 PM

Copyright 2017 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



10-3 How Do Voters Learn About the Candidates? 221

the character of the 
candidates. But how 
do campaigns actually 
convey this informa-
tion to  voters? How do 
voters learn which one 
should be credited for 
a booming economy, 
or which one they 
don’t like because he 
lacks integrity? They 
do so through campaign communication. This can take 
many forms, but we can think of them as usefully falling 
into two broad classes: campaign-created communica-
tions (e.g., advertisements, speeches, etc.), and campaign 
events (e.g., debates and conventions). They both help 
inform voters, but in somewhat different ways.

Campaign Communications
As we saw at the outset of the chapter, presidential cam-
paigns now cost in the billions of dollars, several times 
what they cost even a few decades ago. The single 
biggest expense in 2012 was for campaign advertise-
ments—campaigns spent more than $1 billion on them 
(see Figure 10.2). Advertising would include various 
methods of communicating with voters. Most notably, 
this would be television advertisements, though it would 
also include other methods such as direct mail, social 
media platforms, and so forth.

The lion’s share of this money was spent on televi-
sion campaign advertisements. Both campaigns spent 
lavishly on advertisements, especially in pivotal states 
such as Florida, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Iowa, and Colorado. 
Many areas of key states saw both campaigns run several 
thousand ads over the course of the campaign.26 Indeed, 

attacks worked: Two-thirds of voters had heard that Kerry 
was indecisive, and nearly a third of swing voters said it 
would make them less likely to vote for Kerry.22 Similarly, 
in 2012, President Obama routinely critiqued Mitt Romney, 
the wealthy founder of Bain Capital, as a plutocrat out of 
touch with ordinary Americans’ needs, indicating a lack of 
empathy. In the exit polls, voters said that President Obama 
was more in touch with people like them by a 10-point mar-
gin.23 Even when controlling for factors like the economy, 
partisanship, and other key issues, these types of character 
evaluations influence a voter’s decision at the ballot box.24

These sorts of character evaluations are an example 
of a valence issue.25 A valence issue is one where 
everyone agrees; the question is whether or not the can-
didate embraces that view. For example, everyone wants 
the president to be a strong leader, to have integrity, and 
to display empathy, the question is whether or not a par-
ticular candidate has those qualities. Likewise, everyone 
wants a robust economy and a strong national defense, 
the question is whether a particular candidate’s plan will 
help us get there. In contrast, there are also positional 
issues—ones in which the rival candidates have oppos-
ing views on a question that also divides the voters. Many 
of the issues we think about are positional issues: gun 
control, abortion, gay marriage, tax cuts, and many other 
issues are positional issues. As this section has made 
clear, both types of issues matter in elections.

Which Factors Matter Most?
Throughout this section, we explained how campaigns do 
three important things: help assign credit or blame for the 
state of the nation, activate voters’ latent partisanship, and 
allow voters to judge the character of the candidates. But 
which of these are most important? Obviously, all three are 
important, but probably, the ultimate ranking is that partisan-
ship is the most important, the health of the nation second, 
and character third. Partisanship is arguably the most cen-
tral factor, and it anchors most voters to a party election after 
election. The health of the nation is almost equally important: 
voters, except for the strongest partisans, are unlikely to sup-
port their party’s candidate if he or she has performed poorly 
in office. And for voters with weaker ties, or Independent 
voters, the health of the nation is paramount. These are 
the “fundamentals” we discussed earlier that primarily drive 
elections. Finally, character evaluations also matter, but less 
so than these other two factors. Ultimately, however, it is 
important to remember that all of these factors matter.

10-3 how Do Voters Learn 
about the Candidates?
We reviewed what campaigns do for voters: they help them 
assign credit or blame for the state of the nation, they acti-
vate voters’ latent partisanship, and they help voters judge 

valence issue An issue on 
which everyone agrees, but 
the question is whether or 
not the candidate embraces 
that view.

positional issues An issue 
in which rival candidates 
have opposing views but 
that also divides the voters.

 FigurE 10.2  2012 campaign spending, selected items

Advertising
$1.05 billion

Mail
$230 million

Fundraising
$202 million

Payroll
$153 million

Travel
$75 million

Administration
$73 million

Polling
$49 million

Consultants
$38 million

Events
$32 million

Source: Federal Election Commission Reports, December 2012, as 
compiled by The Washington Post, 2012 Campaign Finance Explorer, 
December 7, 2012.
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2012 election

Before the 2012 election, Democrats were in control of 
the White House and the Senate, and Republicans had 
a majority in the House. In the 2012 election, President 
Barack Obama was reelected, defeating Republican 
challenger Governor Mitt Romney by about 51  percent 
to 48 percent in the popular vote and by 332 to 206 
in the Electoral College vote. Democrats netted two 
Senate seats and increased their Senate majority to 55. 
Republicans retained control of the House, winning 234 
seats to Democrats’ 201 seats.

Prior to the 2012 election, there was a great deal of 
speculation that polls showing President Obama ahead 
of Governor Romney were wrong because they sup-
posedly oversampled Democrats. In fact, the polls were 
almost exactly on target regarding “likely voters’” pref-
erences and the composition of the actual Election Day 
electorate. According to the exit polls (as reported by The 
Washington Post), the voting electorate was 38 percent 
Democratic, 32 percent Republican, 53 percent female, 
47 percent male, 72 percent white, 13 percent black, and 
10 percent Latino.

Romney was widely regarded to have won the first 
presidential debate. His campaign spent big money on 
media, especially in 10 states that the polls suggested 
could swing either way. But, by most accounts, Obama 
did better in the second two debates. His campaign 
also spent a lot on media and had a superior “ground 
game” when it came to identifying, registering, and get-
ting likely supporters out to vote, as we discussed in 
Chapter 8.

Obama won Florida and Ohio and every other “swing 
state” except North Carolina. As seen in Figure 10.3, 
he won the support of most women as well as that of 
large majorities of black voters, voters under age 30, 
and Jewish voters (a small percentage of the elector-
ate but important in swing states like Florida). The 
Catholic vote mirrored the national vote, the most loyal 
Democratic voters were black Protestants, and the most 
loyal Republican voters were white evangelicals. No 
Democratic presidential contender has won a major-
ity of the white vote since Lyndon Johnson in 1964. 
Obama received about 40 percent of it in 2012. But in 
2012 whites were a smaller percentage of the actual 

electorate than ever before. Latinos, though they consti-
tuted just 10  percent of the voting electorate, gave about 
70  percent of their votes to Obama.

And while Republicans retained a majority in the House, 
Republicans received slightly less of the total national 
vote for the House than Democrats did. Between 
1954 and 1994, Democrats often had a majority in the 
House that was significantly larger than their share of 
the national vote for the House. This “GOP vote-seat 
gap” in the House ended in 1992, and two years later 
Republicans gained control of the House for the first time 
in 40 years. Democrats regained the House in 2006 and 
lost it again in 2010. While Democrats gained a few seats 
in 2012, they lost seats in 2014, and in both years, the 
Republican share of House seats was larger than their 
share of House votes.

The 2012 elections also brought many firsts, including the 
election of Democrat Tammy Baldwin, now the first openly 
gay politician and the first Wisconsin woman to be elected 
to the Senate. Voters in four states also approved ballot 
measures favorable to same-sex marriage. This outcome 
is consistent with the recent trend in both court doctrine 
and public opinion shifting in favor of gay rights, as we 
discussed in earlier chapters.

In a representative democracy, political demography is 
electoral destiny, and a political party that gets badly out 
of sync with any large subpopulations or with trends in 
public opinion usually suffers until it gets new leadership 
and forms new electoral coalitions. By mid-century, one 
in three citizens will be Latino. People under age 30 were 
about 19 percent of the voting electorate in 2012, up from 
17 percent in 2004 and 18 percent in 2008. Women vote 
at higher rates than men do. And blacks and other sub-
populations that once held more conservative views on 
issues such as gay rights have shifted their opinions in 
a progressive direction. In the wake of the GOP’s losses 
among these groups, the party’s leaders were grappling 
with how to compete in the future. What will they do, and 
what, if any, difference will it make to electoral outcomes? 
In Figure 10.3, we report exit poll results from 2012. 
Based on these figures, what would you recommend that 
Democratic and Republican Party leaders do to prepare 
for Election Day 2016?

How tHings work
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Source: The New York Times 2012 Presidential Election Poll.
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half of ads were negative, and in 2000, less than one-third 
were negative.29

Are such advertisements harmful? Many implic-
itly assume so. But this is perhaps premature because 
it conflates a negative ad—that highlights a candidate’s 
shortcomings on the issues—with a deceptive or dirty 
ad—one that distorts the truth or engages in personal 
attacks on a candidate. Just because an ad is negative 
does not mean it is dirty or deceptive: one can critique 
and be truthful.30 While some negative advertisements 
devolve into personal attacks and falsehoods, many of 
them are ads that critique an opponent’s stance on the 
issues or record in office. While mudslinging is not help-
ful, ads that portray where the candidates stand on the 
issues are.

As a result, negative advertisements (at least those 
that focus on issues) are typically more informative than 
positive advertisements. Positive advertisements tend 
to traffic in happy platitudes with little substantive detail, 
whereas negative ads tend to offer actual critiques on the 
issues.31 Negative advertisements can be a valuable tool 
for learning about the issues.

But whether an ad appeals to our emotions or not, 
and whether it is positive or negative, the real question is, 
Do advertisements work? In particular, we can ask three 
questions: Do advertisements change who turns out to 
vote, do they inform voters, and do they change voters’ 
assessments of the candidates?

First, advertisements do not seem to increase turn-
out very much.32 As we discussed in Chapter 8, many 
other factors determine whether or not someone turns 
out to vote, and political advertising contributes little 
beyond these factors. Second, as we saw above, ads, 
especially when they discuss substantive issues, can 
inform voters and help them learn where the candidates 
stand on the issues of the day.33 Finally, advertisements 
also shape how voters think about the candidates. 
Advertisements shape people’s assessments of the can-
didates’ traits (factors such as strong leadership, integ-
rity, and empathy, discussed earlier), and they also seem 
to impact overall candidate likability.34 It is fair to say that 
advertising works.

But it is important to point out, however, that adver-
tising does not determine election outcomes. This is true 
for two reasons. First, these effects are modest, not mas-
sive. The studies cited above find that advertisements 
change the outcome by a few percent at most, and these 
effects decay very rapidly. Scholars can detect the effects 
of an ad for a day or two after it airs, but it fades away 
after that.35 Even ads that are repeated again and again 
have relatively small effects in the end. Simply running 
more advertisements will not fundamentally reshape the 
election. Second, at the presidential level, because the 
campaigns are relatively evenly matched, the effects from 

in many areas, one cannot watch TV during an election 
year without being bombarded by television advertise-
ments. To see the ads that were aired in 2012 and other 
elections, visit the Living Room Candidate (http://www.
livingroomcandidate.org).

Anyone who has seen campaign advertisements on 
television knows that many, if not most, of them share 
two features: they appeal to emotions, and they make 
negative attacks. Emotional appeals have become 
ubiquitous. A comprehensive study carefully analyzed 
thousands of political ads.27 A plurality, it found, was 
purposely designed (everything from the images used to 
the music playing in the background) to appeal mainly 
to voters’ fears (impending war, losing a job, etc.). A 
smaller but significant fraction was more focused on stir-
ring positive emotions (patriotism and community pride). 
Interestingly, such ads do not simply work on the unin-
formed. Instead, they have larger effects on those who 
are the most informed and engaged with politics, sug-
gesting that even the most “sophisticated” among us 
can fall prey to such ads.28

Second, most political ads are negative. Simply 
put, a negative advertisement is an advertisement that 
directs the viewers’ attention to the downsides of a can-
didate (rather than their beneficial qualities); such ads are 
sometimes called attack ads. In 2012, negative ads from 
President Obama emphasized the fact that Bain Capital—
the company founded by Mitt Romney—outsourced many 
jobs during his tenure there, suggesting that Romney was 
not sympathetic to the plight of ordinary workers. Negative 
ads from the Romney campaign emphasized the growth 
of government debt and sluggish economic recovery dur-
ing the president’s first term. Such ads dominate the air-
waves: according to an analysis by the Wesleyan Media 
project, nearly two-thirds of advertisements in 2012 were 
negative. This is up sharply over time: In 2004, less than 

Many blame negative campaign ads for voters’ unhappiness with 
campaigns. 
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of the convention. Previously, the conventions were held 
almost a month apart. But starting in 2000, the conven-
tions have occurred much closer together, and in 2008 
and 2012, the conventions occurred in back-to-back 
weeks near Labor Day. When the conventions were a 
month apart, each party’s message had time to sink in 
and be absorbed by voters. But today, with the conven-
tions occurring in such rapid succession, that limits their 
potential effectiveness.38

The debates also serve as an important source of voter 
information about the candidates. The debates are typi-
cally the largest audience a candidate reaches during the 
campaign: in 2012, approximately 70 million Americans 
watched the first debate between Barack Obama and 
Mitt Romney (this was almost double the number who 
watched either candidate’s acceptance speech at the 
conventions). The debates also give the candidates an 
opportunity to show how they function under pressure, 
as they have to tackle questions from the moderator and 
audience and still get their message across.

Much like the conventions, the media’s coverage 
of the event strongly colors how people respond to the 
event. While millions do tune in to watch the debate itself, 
they also see pundits discuss it in the hours, days, and 
weeks that follow. Indeed, the post-debate commentary 
can often be just as influential for voters as the actual 
debate itself.39 The media typically declares one candi-
date the winner, and then that candidate receives a boost 
in his standing in the polls.

This bump to the winner’s poll numbers is typically 
quite modest, however—only a few points at most. Why 
do debates move opinion less than the conventions? 
The debates take place much later in the election sea-
son (usually in October) and, by that point, most viewers 

one campaign’s advertisements cancel out the effects 
from the other campaign’s advertisements.36 Part of the 
reason candidates spent more than a billion dollars on 
ads is that they need to match their opponent’s ads: 
if Romney ran ads in an area, then Obama responded 
in kind (and vice versa). This quickly escalates the cost 
without necessarily changing the outcome very much, 
as the ads cancel each other out. Neither side can back 
down, however, because that would give their opponent 
an edge (ads from one side that are not answered by the 
other side could have a larger effect). The end result is a 
great deal of spending without much of an effect on the 
overall outcome.

Campaign events
Beyond advertisements and other forms of communi-
cation from the campaigns, voters also learn about the 
candidates from the campaign events themselves. In 
particular, two campaign events are particularly important 
to voters: the parties’ nominating conventions and the 
presidential debates. These events matter because they 
are the way in which most people actually encounter the 
candidates in their own words beyond 30-second televi-
sion ads. For many voters, this is their longest sustained 
interaction with the candidates.

As we saw in Chapter 9, the party’s convention is 
the formal mechanism used to nominate the party’s can-
didate for president (though the real decision is made 
months earlier in the primaries by the voters). The con-
vention is the party’s chance to make its case to the vot-
ers for why their nominee should win the election. The 
convention culminates with the nominee giving his or 
her acceptance speech, but in the days leading up to it, 
other party luminaries and rising stars also make the case 
for the nominee and the party. Such events are espe-
cially valuable for the party because they get to speak 
directly to voters without any rebuttal from the other side. 
Furthermore, not only does the party get to broadcast 
its message, it typically also gets highly favorable press 
coverage during the event, which will also move voters 
toward the party’s nominee in the days and weeks follow-
ing the convention.37

As a result of this sustained one-sided coverage 
and favorable coverage, candidates traditionally got a 
sustained “bump” from the convention: their poll num-
bers went up following the convention (though this boost 
quickly dissipated in most elections). Figure 10.4 shows 
that convention bump over time.

As we can see in Figure 10.4, in some years, there 
have been truly large convention bumps of 10 and even 
15 points. Interestingly, however, the average size of the 
convention bump has decreased over time. This could 
be due to many factors, but one likely factor is the timing 

President Barack Obama and Republican challenger Mitt Romney 
square off in a debate during the 2012 election.
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 FigurE 10.4  historical convention bounces, 1964–2012  
(gallup Polls, registered voters)

Source: Various Gallup Polls: Candidate Support Typically Up Five Points After 
Convention, August 23, 2012, http://www.gallup.com/poll/156845/candidate-support-
typically-five-points-convention.aspx; Romney Gets No Bounce From Last Week’s GOP 
Convention, September 4, 2012, http://www.gallup.com/poll/157262/romney-gets-no-
bounce-last-week-gop-convention.aspx; and Obama Gets Three-Point Convention 
Bounce, September 11, 2012, http://www.gallup.com/poll/157406/obama-gets-three-
point-convention-bounce.aspx.

have made a decision and are unlikely to be swayed. 
Indeed, for many Americans who have picked a can-
didate, debates are mostly an opportunity to cheer for 
him or her.40

That does not mean, however, that debates do not 
matter. The evidence suggests that debates can matter 

for any remaining undecided voters, as well as for waver-
ing partisans (those who are not currently supporting 
their party’s nominee).41 For example, in the first debate in 
2012, Mitt Romney had a stronger than expected perfor-
mance and was the consensus winner according to the 
post-debate commentary. Perhaps not surprisingly, then, 
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10-4 Building a Winning Coalition 227

Which groups divide their support more evenly between 
them? Is it women? Young voters? Someone else? To 
answer these sorts of questions, we need to examine the 
level of support for the parties from different demographic 
groups over time. Figure 10.5 shows how various salient 
social groups have voted over the previous 60 years.

African Americans are the most loyal voters in the 
Democratic coalition. In every election but one since 
1952, two-thirds or more of all African Americans voted 
Democratic; since 1964, more than four-fifths have 
gone Democratic. Usually, Jewish voters are almost as 
solidly Democratic, although their support for President 
Obama fell somewhat in 2012. Most Latinos have 
been Democrats, though there are differences among 
Cuban Americans (who often vote Republican) and 
Mexican Americans and Puerto Ricans (who are strongly 
Democratic). In recent elections, turnout rates among 
Latino voters have begun to rise. After losing the growing 
Latino vote by a lopsided margin again in 2012, many 
Republican leaders vowed to make new and concerted 
efforts to win more Latino votes in time for the 2016 pres-
idential campaign season; we shall see what happens.

Over time, women and young people have become 
more important Democratic constituencies as well. 
Since the 1980s, women have been trending toward the 
Democratic Party, and in recent years, have tended to 
favor Democrats by a several-point margin, while men 
are increasingly Republican. Young people used to split 
their votes more evenly between the parties, but since 
the 1990s, they have favored Democratic candidates 
(in  recent years, by substantial margins). At the same 
time, older voters have begun to favor Republicans, 
 suggesting an emerging age gap.

The parties also divide relatively sharply along income 
lines. Those in the bottom third of the income distribu-
tion have consistently favored Democrats, while those 
in the top third have consistently favored Republicans 

Romney’s standing in the polls jumped after the debate 
by about four points. But much of this shift was due to 
undecided Republicans coming back to Romney.42 This 
debate, like many other campaign events, activated latent 
partisanship and helped to bring wavering partisans back 
into the fold, and no doubt also helped undecided voters 
make up their minds as well.

Beyond the debates and conventions, journalists 
are always trying to claim that various events are “game 
changers”: this rally or that speech will be the one that 
fundamentally alters the dynamic of the election. One 
study of the 2012 election found that over the course 
of the campaign, journalists called 68 different events 
“game changers,” when most were anything but.43 In 
the end, most campaign events do not really change the 
dynamics of the race because the dynamics are driven 
by the underlying fundamentals. Campaigns—and cam-
paign events—certainly matter, but they matter more at 
the margins.

10-4 Building a Winning 
Coalition
Earlier in the chapter, we argued that campaigns primar-
ily focus on three factors to persuade voters: assigning 
credit and blame for the state of the nation, activating 
voters’ latent partisanship, and helping voters judge the 
candidates’ character. As a result, these factors largely 
shape a voter’s decision in the ballot box. If we want to 
understand how voters will cast their ballot, these are the 
factors to understand.

While valuable, this sort of analysis does not tell 
us how the parties each construct a winning coalition. 
Which groups are the base of support for each party? 

Vice President Joe Biden and U.S. Representative Paul Ryan  participate 
in the 2012 presidential campaign’s vice-presidential debate.
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 FigurE 10.5  group support for the Democratic nominee, 1952–2012
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10-5 Congressional Elections 229

(those in between have swung between the parties). 
Interestingly, some have argued that low-income whites 
have come to heavily favor Republicans because of the 
party’s stance on social issues such as abortion and 
gay marriage. The evidence, however, suggests that it 
is not the case, and low-income whites remain largely 
Democratic.44

Catholics once favored Democrats more heavily, but 
over time, they have become more of an electoral bell-
wether, splitting their support between the parties much 
more evenly. In 1960, Catholics heavily supported John F. 
Kennedy (a Democrat and fellow Catholic), but they also 
voted for Nixon and Reagan—both Republicans. Since 
the 1990s, Catholics have split their vote just about equally 
between the parties. The same is true of Protestants: Sixty 
years ago, they were solidly Republican, but today, they 
support Democrats and Republicans at similar levels.

In contemporary elections, perhaps even more rele-
vant than your religious denomination (Protestant, Catholic, 
Jewish, or other), is your commitment to that faith. Those 
who attend church more frequently (of any denomination) 
tend to favor Republicans, and likewise, those who do 
not attend church (or profess no religious affiliation) have 
moved more strongly toward the Democratic Party.

Looking across these various divides, however, what 
becomes clear is that few demographic groups overwhelm-
ingly favor one party or the other. Yes, African Americans 
and Jews heavily favor the Democrats in most elections, 
but most other groups favor one party or the other by a 
relatively modest amount, often less than 5 percentage 
points. This suggests that neither party can afford to write 
off any demographic group, and that either party’s candi-
date needs a broad coalition to capture the presidency.

10-5 Congressional elections
So far in the chapter, we have focused almost exclusively 
on the presidential election. But this is not the only elec-
tion in American politics: We also go to the polls to elect 
members of the House and Senate (not to mention doz-
ens of state and local officials). Congressional elections 
are very similar to presidential elections in many ways, 
and many of the factors we reviewed earlier—the health 
of the economy, partisanship, and judgments about the 
candidates’ character—matter a great deal here as well. 
But there are also a number of important differences as 
well. Here, we focus on three particularly key ones that 
give Congressional elections their own unique dynamics.

the Incumbency advantage
In presidential elections, the incumbent (i.e., the sitting 
president) typically receives 50–55 percent of the vote—
most presidential elections are close, hard-fought 

contests, as we men-
tioned above. In con-
trast, in Congressional 
elections, many incum-
bents win with an over-
whelming share of the 
vote (often more than 
60 percent of the vote). 
In most election years, 
the vast majority of 
incumbents—often more 
than 90 percent—are reelected to Congress. In the 2012 
elections, 90 percent of House incumbents and 91 per-
cent of Senate incumbents were reelected. In 2014, the 
House reelection rate was 95 percent, and in the Senate, 
“only” 82 percent of incumbents were reelected; recall 
that several Democratic Senators went down to defeat, 
such as Kay Hagan in North Carolina, Mark Pryor in 
Arkansas, and Mark Begich in Alaska. Since the mid-
1960s, the incumbent reelection rate has never dropped 
below 80 percent in the House or 60 percent in the 
Senate (see Figure 13.2 in Chapter 13 for a depiction of 
the incumbent reelection rate over time). Not only are 
incumbents more likely to be reelected, they do better 
than otherwise similar challenger would. Scholars esti-
mate that House candidates today get several percent 
more of the vote than an otherwise similar challengers 
would (with Senate candidates getting a similar, albeit 
smaller, boost).45 Clearly, incumbents do quite well in leg-
islative elections.

Political scientists have studied this phenomenon 
extensively, and argue that this incumbency  advantage  
reflects a number of factors that favor incumbents over 
challengers in Congressional elections. We discuss these 
factors in more detail in Chapter 13 on Congress, but we 
briefly review several of the main factors here. One impor-
tant factor is the members’ ability to do constituency 
 service. Members of Congress—unlike the president—are 
very likely to actively provide services to those that they 
represent. Members can help a constituent track down a 
lost Social Security check, help apply for a small business 
loan, or, more generally, intervene on a constituent’s behalf 
with a federal agency. Indeed, almost every member of 
Congress has a section on his or her website to encour-
age constituents to reach out and contact them if they 
need help with some aspect of the federal government. 
Members of Congress want to be of service to those they 
represent.

Second, members of Congress also have the ability 
to claim credit for every bridge, road, and project in their 
district. They can point to their ability to help secure funds 
for the district as a reason to reelect them year after year. 
In both cases, this helps members build a reservoir of 
support that is not tied to partisanship, but rather to the 

incumbent The person 
already holding an elective 
office.

incumbency advantage 
The tendency of incumbents 
to do better than otherwise 
similar challengers, 
especially in congressional 
elections.
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230 Chapter 10 Elections and Campaigns

their challengers. All of these—and many more reasons—
help to explain why members of Congress are so fre-
quently reelected.

redistricting and Gerrymandering
Since 1911, the size of the House has been fixed at 
435 members, except for a brief period when it had 
437  members owing to the admission of Alaska and Hawaii 
to the Union in 1959. Once the size was decided, it was 
necessary to find a formula for performing the painful task 
of apportioning seats among the states as they gained and 
lost population. The Constitution requires such reappor-
tionment every 10 years (a process also known as redis-
tricting). A more or less automatic method was selected 
in 1929 based on a complex statistical system that has 
withstood decades of political and scientific testing. Since 
1990, under this system 18 states have lost representation 
in the House and 11 have gained it. Florida and California 
posted the biggest gains, while New York, Ohio, and 
Pennsylvania suffered the largest losses (see Table 10.3).

members themselves. If a Democratic member helps a 
Republican constituent apply for a government program, 
then that constituent is more likely to vote for that mem-
ber of Congress despite their partisan differences.46

Members of Congress also have an important name 
recognition advantage. Members of Congress are much 
better known than most challengers. After all, the incum-
bent Congressperson has already been elected once, and 
can more easily command media attention. Furthermore, 
they can use the franking privilege (the ability of members 
of Congress to send mail to constituents) to communi-
cate their accomplishments in office to their constituents. 
Such efforts boost the name recognition and standing of 
incumbent members of Congress.

Finally, members enjoy an enormous  fundraising 
advantage over challengers. Sitting members of Congress 
have the ability to raise funds throughout their term, and 
often have much more cash than their potential oppo-
nents (who typically struggle to raise money). Despite 
efforts to limit the influence of money in politics (discussed 
below), members of Congress almost always outspend 

Qualifications for entering Congress and privileges of Serving in Congress

representative

•	Must be 25 years of age (when seated, not when 
elected)

•	Must have been a citizen of the United States for 
seven years

•	Must be an inhabitant of the state from which 
elected (Note: Custom, but not the Constitution, 
requires that a representative live in the district that 
he or she represents.)

senator

•	Must be 30 years of age (when seated, not when 
elected)

•	Must have been a citizen of the United States for 
nine years

•	Must be an inhabitant of the state from which 
elected

judging Qualifications

Each house is the judge of the “elections, returns, and 
qualifications” of its members. Thus, Congress alone can 
decide disputed congressional elections. On occasion, it 
has excluded a person from taking a seat on the grounds 

that the election was improper. Either house can punish a 
member—by reprimand, for example—or, by a two-thirds 
vote, expel a member.

Privileges

Members of Congress have certain privileges, the most 
important of which, conferred by the Constitution, is 
that “for any speech or debate in either house they shall 
not be questioned in any other place.” This doctrine of 
“ privileged speech” has been interpreted by the Supreme 
Court to mean that members of Congress cannot be sued 
or prosecuted for anything that they say or write in con-
nection with their legislative duties.

When Senator Mike Gravel read the Pentagon Papers—
some then-secret government documents about the 
Vietnam War—into the Congressional Record in defi-
ance of a court order restraining their publication, 
the Court held that this was “privileged speech” and 
beyond challenge (Gravel v. United States, 408 U.S. 
606, 1972). But when Senator William Proxmire issued 
a press release critical of a scientist doing research on 
monkeys, the Court decided the scientist could sue 
him for libel because a press release was not part of 
the legislative process (Hutchinson v. Proxmire, 443 
U.S. 111, 1979).

How tHings work
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10-5 Congressional Elections 231

other candidates from the 
president’s party (such as 
members of Congress), a 
 phenomenon known as 
 coattails.48 This  generates 
a surge in  support for the 
 president’s fellow parti-
sans. As a result, when a 
new president is elected, 
typically he brings in more 
members of his own party 
with him to Congress.  
For example, after the 
2008 elections, 21 more 
Democrats joined the 
House, and after 2012, 
the Demo crats gained 
eight more seats.

But in the subse-
quent midterm elec-
tion, without the appeal 
of the president at the 
top of the ticket, many 
of those voters stay 
home, and support for 
the party’s candidates declines. With the president at 
the top of the ticket, his partisans flock to the polls, and 
his party does better with Independents. But in the mid-
term elections, without the president running, his parti-
sans stay home, especially those who are more marginal 
 voters.49 The surge in the on-year election means that the 

surge and decline 
Tendency for the president’s 
party to do better in 
presidential years when he 
is at the top of the ticket 
(the surge), but to do worse 
when he is not because 
many voters are less 
enthusiastic and stay home 
(the decline).

coattails The alleged 
tendency of candidates 
to win more votes in an 
election because of the 
presence at the top of the 
ticket of a better-known 
candidate, such as the 
president.

When such reapportionment and redistricting takes 
place, many complain there has been  gerrymandering, 
which means drawing a district boundary in some bizarre 
or unusual shape to make it easy for the candidate of one 
party to win election in that district. This would seem to 
make it much easier for incumbents to win reelection: One 
district can be made heavily Democratic by packing many 
Democratic voters into it, thereby making it easier for a 
Democrat to win reelection in that district. There is some 
truth to this claim, but only some, as there are many com-
peting pressures put on drawing districts. Many states 
(and the courts) mandate that districts be of roughly equal 
population, follow natural political boundaries (like towns), 
be contiguous (i.e., be able to travel from any point in the 
district to any other), and so forth. This puts significant con-
straints on what districts can be drawn. So while gerry-
mandering impacts Congressional elections, the effects 
are less than many claim.47

On-Year and Off-Year elections
The U.S. holds presidential elections every four years, but 
congressional elections every two years. In general, the 
president’s party loses seats in the midterm election. As 
we can see in Figure 10.6, in every midterm election since 
1938, the president’s party has lost seats except for 1998 
and 2002.

What explains this striking pattern? Political scientists  
call this pattern surge and decline. In a presidential elec-
tion year, the president’s supporters show up at  
the polls to vote for the president. They also vote for  

gerrymandering Drawing 
the boundaries of legislative 
districts in bizarre or 
unusual shapes to favor one 
party.

number of seats

states after 1990 census after 2000 census after 2010 census change

gained/Maintained seats

Arizona 6 8 9 13

California 52 53 53 11

Florida 23 25 27 14

Georgia 11 13 14 13

North Carolina 12 13 13 11

Texas 30 32 36 16

Lost seats

Illinois 20 19 18 22

Michigan 16 15 14 22

New York 31 29 27 24

Ohio 19 18 16 23

Pennsylvania 21 19 18 23

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census

 TABLE 10.3  changes in state representation in the house of representatives
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232 Chapter 10 Elections and Campaigns

Source: The American Presidency Project, “Seats in Congress Gained/Lost by the President’s Party in Mid-Term Elections,” http://www.
presidency.ucsb.edu/data/mid-term_elections.php, accessed February 2015.

 FigurE 10.6  house seats won or Lost by the President’s Party in Midterm elections, 1946–2012
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president’s party picks up seats normally held by the other 
party, but without the president at the top of the ticket, in 
the off-year election, those seats are more difficult to hold. 
So while Obama helped bring more Democrats into office 
in 2008 and 2012, in the two midterm elections of 2010 
and 2014, his party’s fortunes declined: Democrats lost 
63 seats in the House of Representatives in 2010, and 
13 seats in 2014. Relative to the 2008 and 2012 elec-
torates, the 2010 and 2014 electorates were more con-
servative and Republican, older, whiter, and more male.50 
As we discussed earlier, these groups tend to favor 
Republicans somewhat (see Figure 10.5), so Republicans 
did somewhat better in Obama’s two midterm elections. 
In the 2006 midterm elections, with Bush in the White 
House, the electorate was more pro-Democratic, and 
so Democrats did better (gaining 31 seats and control of 
Congress). Because of this pattern of surge and decline, 
the party controlling the White House typically loses seats 
in the midterm election.

10-6 Campaign Finance: 
regulating the Flow of 
political Money
We opened the chapter by noting the vast sums of 
money that now flow through presidential and congres-
sional elections, and throughout the chapter, we have 
explained what this money buys and how that matters 

to election outcomes. But that still leaves several impor-
tant questions about the effects of money on elections. 
Here we try to answer three questions: Where does cam-
paign money come from? What rules govern how it is 
raised and spent? What has been the effect of campaign 
finance reform?

the Sources of Campaign Money
Presidential candidates get part of their money from 
 private donors and part from the federal government; 
congressional candidates get all of their money from pri-
vate sources. In the presidential primaries, candidates 
raise money from private citizens and interest groups. 
The federal government will provide matching funds, dol-
lar for dollar, for all monies raised from individual donors 
who contribute no more than $250. (To prove they are 
serious candidates, they must first raise $5,000 in each 
of 20 states from such small contributors.) The govern-
ment previously gave a lump-sum grant to each political 
party to help pay the costs of its nominating convention, 
though President Obama signed legislation ending that 
program in 2014. In the general election, the government 
pays all the costs (up to a legal limit) of major-party can-
didates and part of the costs of minor-party candidates 
(those winning between 5 and 25 percent of the vote).

This system of public funding of presidential elec-
tions was put in place starting with the 1976 election as a 
response to the Watergate scandal (see below). However, 
in recent elections, more and more candidates have opted 
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10-6 Campaign Finance: Regulating the Flow of Political Money 233

in a presidential general 
election (though as we 
saw above, candidates 
have begun to opt out of 
this system in recent 
years).

The new law helped 
increase the amount 
of money spent on 
elections and, in time, 
changed the way money  
was spent. As Figure 10.7 
shows, over the last sev-
eral decades, different 
types of PACs have pro-
liferated or dropped off. 
In each election since 
2002, PACs have given 
over $250 million to con-
gressional candidates. In 
its April 2013 report on 
the 2011–2012 federal election cycle, the Federal Election 
Commission reported that 7,311 PACs had total receipts of 
nearly $2.3 billion. The PACs that figured most prominently 
in that funding were the 1,851 corporate PACs (which had 
$361 million in receipts) and the 1,251 “nonconnected” 
PACs (which had $824 million in receipts). These latter PACs, 
many organized around a particular political ideology or set 
of issues, included the so-called “super PACs” (discussed 
below). Indeed, this category has exploded in recent years: 
In the 2013–2014 cycle, there were more than 1,500 super 
PACs alone, making the nonconnected PACs the largest cat-
egory by far in that election cycle.

The 1973 campaign finance law produced two 
 problems. The first was independent expenditures. 
A PAC, a corporation, or a labor union could spend what-
ever it wanted supporting or opposing a candidate, so 
long as this spending was “independent,” that is, not 
coordinated with or made at the direction of the candi-
date’s wishes. Simply put, independent expenditures are 
ordinary advertising directed at or against candidates.

The second was soft money. Under the law, indi-
viduals, corporations, labor unions, and other groups 
could give unlimited amounts of money to political par-
ties provided the money was not used to back candi-
dates by name. But the money could be used in ways 
that helped candidates by financing voter registration 
and get-out-the-vote drives. Many saw such activities, 
however, as de facto spending on candidates (by, for 
example, showing people a photo of a candidate, 
encouraging people to vote for that candidate’s party, 
but not naming that candidate, the ad could be paid for 
with soft money). Such activities therefore became 
controversial.

political action 
committees (PACs) A 
committee set up by a 
corporation, labor union, or 
interest group that raises 
and spends campaign money 
from voluntary donations.

independent expenditures 
Spending by political action 
committees, corporations, 
or labor unions to help a 
party or candidate but done 
independently of them.

soft money Funds obtained 
by political parties that are 
spent on party activities, 
such as get-out-the-vote 
drives, but not on behalf of a 
specific candidate.

out of the public funding program. In 2000, George W. 
Bush became the first candidate to opt out of public fund-
ing in the primaries (but not the general election); in 2008, 
Obama became the first candidate to opt out of public 
funding during the general election; and in 2012, both 
major party nominees turned down public funding for the 
general election. By opting out of matching funds, candi-
dates are free to spend as much money as they can raise 
privately (by accepting the federal matching funds, candi-
dates must abide by spending limits). What will happen to 
this system in 2016 and beyond remains to be seen.

Congressional candidates get no government funds; 
all their money must come out of their own pockets or be 
raised from individuals, interest groups (PACs), or the politi-
cal parties. Contrary to what many people think, most of 
that money comes from—and has always come from—
individual donors. Because the rules sharply limit how 
much any individual can give directly to candidates, most 
donations are relatively modest amounts ($100 or $200) 
given by ordinary people, rather than a few rich plutocrats.51

Campaign Finance rules
During the 1972 presidential election, men hired by 
President Nixon’s campaign staff broke into the head-
quarters of the Democratic National Committee in the 
Watergate office building. They were caught by an alert 
security guard. The subsequent investigation disclosed 
that the Nixon people had engaged in dubious or illegal 
money-raising schemes, including taking large sums from 
wealthy contributors in exchange for appointing them to 
ambassadorships. Many individuals and corporations 
were indicted for making illegal donations (since 1925, it 
had been against the law for corporations or labor unions 
to contribute money to candidates, but the law had been 
unenforceable). Some of the accused had given money 
to Democratic candidates as well as to Nixon.

When the break-in was discovered, the Watergate 
scandal unfolded. It had two political results: President 
Nixon was forced to resign, and a new campaign finance 
law was passed.

Under the new law, individuals could not contribute 
more than $1,000 to a candidate during any single election. 
Corporations and labor unions had for many decades been 
prohibited from spending money on campaigns, but the 
new law created a substitute: political action commit-
tees (PACs). A PAC must have at least 50 members (all of 
whom enroll voluntarily), give to at least five federal candi-
dates, and must not give more than $5,000 to any candi-
date in any election or more than $15,000 per year to any 
political party. In addition, the law made federal tax money 
available to help pay for presidential primary campaigns and 
for paying all of the campaign costs of a major-party candi-
date and a fraction of the costs of a minor-party candidate 
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Major Federal Campaign Finance rules

general

•	All federal election contributions and expenditures 
are reported to a Federal Election Commission.

•	All contributions over $200 must be disclosed, with 
name, address, and occupation of contributor.

•	No cash contributions over $100 or foreign 
contributions.

•	No ceiling on how much candidates may spend 
out of their own money (unless they accept federal 
funding for a presidential race).

individual contributions

•	An individual may not give more than $2,600 to any 
candidate in any election.

•	An individual may not give more than $32,400 to 
any national party committee; $10,000 to any state, 
local, or district party committee; and $5,000 to any 
other political committee (per year).

Political action committees (Pacs)

•	Each corporation, union, or association may 
 establish one.

•	A PAC must register six months in advance, have 
at least 50 contributors, and give to at least five 
candidates.

•	PAC contributions may not exceed $5,000 per can-
didate per election or $15,000 to a national political 
party.

ban on soft Money

•	No corporation or union may give money from its 
own treasury to any national political party.

independent expenditures

•	Corporations, unions, and associations may 
use their own money to fund “electioneering 
 communications.” PACs may fund electioneering 
communications up to their expenditure limits.

Presidential Primaries

•	Federal matching funds can be given to match 
 individual contributions of $250 or less.

•	To be eligible, a candidate must raise $5,000 in each 
of 20 states in contributions of $250 or less.

Presidential election

•	The federal government will pay all campaign costs 
(up to a legal limit) of major-party candidates and 
part of the costs of minor-party candidates (those 
winning between 5 and 25 percent of the vote) who 
accept federal matching funds.

How tHings work

 FigurE 10.7  growth of Pacs, 1979–2014
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The suit brought together a number of organizations that 
rarely work together, such as the American Civil Liberties 
Union and the National Right to Life Committee. The 
suit claimed that the ban on independent spending that 
“refers to” clearly identified candidates 60 days before an 
election is unconstitutional because it is an abridgement 
of the right of free speech. Under the law, an organiza-
tion need not even endorse or oppose a candidate; it is 
enough that it mention a politician. This means that 60 
days before an election, an organization cannot say it, 
for example, “supports (or opposes) a bill proposed by 
Congresswoman Pelosi.”

Newspapers, magazines, and radio and television 
stations are not affected by the law, so they can say 
whatever they want for or against a candidate. One way 
of evaluating the law is to observe that it shifts influ-
ence away from businesses and unions and toward the 
media.

In McConnell v. Federal Election Commission (2002), 
the Supreme Court decided to uphold almost all of the 
law. As we saw in Chapter 5, it rejected the argument 
of those who claimed that speech requires money and 
decided it was no violation of the free speech provisions 
of the First Amendment to eliminate the ability of cor-
porations and labor unions (and the organizations that 
use their money) to even mention a candidate for federal 
office for 60 days before the national election. In 2007, 
however, the Court backed away from this view. An ad 
by a right-to-life group urged people to write to Senator 
Russell Feingold to convince him to vote for certain judi-
cial nominees, but it did not tell people how to vote. The 
Court decided this was “issue advocacy” protected by 
the First Amendment and so could not be banned by the 
McCain-Feingold law (Federal Election Commission v. 
Wisconsin Right to Life).

Two more recent decisions have further relaxed 
campaign finance rules. In the 2010 Citizens United deci-
sion (Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission), 
the Court narrowly decided, in a five-to-four decision, 
to overturn the ban on corporate and union funding 
of campaign ads. The decision kept in place the limits 
on donations to candidates, but allows corporations, 
unions, and other groups to spend unlimited funds call-
ing for the support or defeat of particular candidates 
(and also helped to give rise to so-called “super PACs,” 
as we explain below).

In 2014, in McCutcheon v. Federal Election 
Commission, the Court overturned the aggregate biennial 
limits on contributions to national parties and candidates. 
By law, individuals were limited in how much they can give in 
total to candidates, parties, and other political committees. 
So, prior to the McCutcheon ruling, individuals could give 
no more than $48,600 in total to all candidates, and could 
give no more than $2,600 to any candidate—any individual 

a Second Campaign Finance Law
Reform is a tricky word. We like to think it means fixing 
something gone wrong. But some reforms can make mat-
ters worse. For example, the campaign finance reforms 
enacted in the early 1970s helped matters in some 
ways by ensuring that all campaign contributors would 
be identified by name. But they made things worse in 
other ways by, for example, requiring candidates to raise 
small sums from many donors. This made it harder for 
challengers to run (incumbents are much better known 
and raise more money) and easier for wealthy candi-
dates to run because, under the law as interpreted by 
the Supreme Court, candidates can spend as much of 
their own money as they want.

After the 2000 campaign, a strong movement devel-
oped in Congress to reform the reforms of the 1970s. The 
result was the Bipartisan Campaign Finance Reform Act 
of 2002, which passed easily in the House and Senate 
and was signed by President Bush. After the 1970s laws 
were passed, the Supreme Court, in Buckley v. Valeo 
(424 U.S. 1, 1976), upheld federal limits on campaign 
contributions even as it ruled that spending money to 
influence elections is a form of constitutionally protected 
free speech (hence candidates were free to give unlim-
ited amounts of money to their own campaigns). That 
precedent had pretty much held, but the new law made 
three important changes. First, it banned soft money 
contributions to national political parties from corpora-
tions and unions. After the federal elections in 2002, 
no national party or party committee could accept soft 
money. Any money the national parties get must come 
from “hard money”—that is, individual donations or PAC 
contributions as limited by federal law. Many feared this 
would substantially weaken parties, as they had become 
dependent on soft money donations to fund their opera-
tions. But, as we discussed in Chapter 9, the parties 
changed their tactics and are raising more money today 
than ever before.

Second, the limit on individual contributions was 
raised from $1,000 per candidate per election to $2,000 
(and indexed that limit to rise with inflation; the limit for the 
2013–2014 election cycle was $2,600).

Third, “independent expenditures” by corporations, 
labor unions, trade associations, and (under certain cir-
cumstances) nonprofit organizations are sharply restricted. 
Now none of these organizations can use their own money 
to refer to a clearly identified federal candidate in any adver-
tisement during the 60 days preceding a general election 
or the 30 days preceding a primary contest. (PACs can still 
refer to candidates in their ads, but of course PACs are 
restricted to “hard money”—that is, the amount they can 
spend under federal law.)

Immediately after the law was signed, critics filed 
suit in federal court, claiming it was unconstitutional. 
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236 Chapter 10 Elections and Campaigns

generally do not change how they give to candidates 
depending on who is in power. By contrast, trade and 
corporate PAC money tends to follow power: After 
the Democrats regained the House in 2006, scores of 
trade and corporate PACs started giving Democrats far 
more money and Republicans far less. The Wine and 
Spirits Wholesalers PAC gave 23 percent of its money 
to Democrats in 2005 and 65 percent of its money to 
Democrats in 2007; the Home Depot Inc. PAC gave 
13 percent of its money to Democrats in 2005 and 46 
percent of its money to Democrats in 2007—and so it 
went for numerous other trade or corporate PACs (see 
Table 10.4 for a list of the top 20 PAC contributors in 
2013–2014). After the Republican Party won control of 
the House in 2010, shifts in PAC spending happened 
yet again. As we discuss in the next chapter, for most 
PACs, their goal is to gain access to politicians and make 
friends, not to support a particular ideology, hence they 
give more to whichever party is in power.

New Sources of Money
If money is, indeed, the mother’s milk of politics, efforts 
to make the money go away are not likely to work. The 
Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act, once enforced, imme-
diately stimulated people to find other ways to spend 
political money.

The most common were 527 organizations. 
These groups, named after a provision of the Internal 
Revenue Code, are designed to permit the kind of soft 
money expenditures once made by political parties. In 
2004, the Democrats created the Media Fund, America 
Coming Together, America Votes, and many other groups. 
George Soros, a wealthy businessman, gave more than 
$23 million to organizations pledged to defeat George W. 
Bush. The Republicans responded by creating Progress 
for America, The Leadership Forum, America for Job 
Security, and other groups. Under the law, as it is now 
interpreted, 527 organizations can spend their money on 
politics so long as they do not coordinate with a candi-
date or lobby directly for that person. As early as the 
2004 elections, 527 organizations raised and spent over 
one-third of a billion dollars.

Two other outside groups have joined 527 organiza-
tions in recent years. First, there are the “super PACs” 
(technically known as “independent expenditure-only 
committees”). These super PACs were born after the 
Citizens United decision and several other related deci-
sions and rule changes. Super PACs can raise and spend 
unlimited amounts of money from corporations, labor 
unions, individuals, and other groups, whereas traditional 
PACs have strict limits on how much they can accept 
from any individual. Super PACs must operate indepen-
dently of campaigns and candidates; they may not be “in 

527 organizations 
Organizations under section 
527 of the Internal Revenue 
Code that raise and spend 
money to advance political 
causes.

super PAC A group that 
raises and spends unlimited 
amounts of money from 
corporations, unions, and 
individuals but cannot 
coordinate its activities with 
campaigns in any way.

could give the federal 
limit to only 18 candi-
dates. McCutcheon kept 
the limits on how much 
anyone could give to 
a particular candidate, 
but overturned the limit 
on the aggregate rules. 
So now an individual 
may give the federal limit 
($2,600) to as many can-
didates as he or she likes 
(the decision made a 
parallel set of rulings with 
respect to parties).

If the past is any guide, neither recent changes nor 
the existing legal maze will do much to keep individuals, 
PACs, party leaders, and others from funding the candi-
dates they favor. Nor should we be surprised if groups 
continue to steer contributions much as one might expect.

For instance, PACs dedicated to a party, a policy 
position, or a cause (e.g., pro-choice PACs that favor 
Democrats and pro-life PACs that favor Republicans) 

Financing elections
•	Buckley v. Valeo (1976): Held that a law limiting 

contributions to political campaigns was con-
stitutional but that one restricting a candidate’s 
expenditures of his or her own money was not.

•	McConnell v. Federal Election Commission 
(2002): Upheld 2002 Bipartisan Campaign 
Reform Act (popularly known as “McCain-
Feingold” law) prohibiting corporations and labor 
unions from running ads that mention candidates 
and their positions for 60 days before a federal 
general election.

•	Federal Election Commission v. Wisconsin 
Right to Life, Inc. (2007): Held that issue ads 
may not be prohibited before a primary or 
 general election.

•	Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission 
(2010): Overturned part of 2002 law that had 
 prohibited corporate and union funding of 
 campaign ads.

•	McCutcheon et al. v. Federal Election 
Commission (2014): Overturned aggregate limits 
on individual contributions to candidates and 
national parties.

landmark Cases
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Second, 501(c)4 
groups (also called 
social welfare organi-
zations) have also 
emerged as important 
political funders. 501(c)4 
groups, named after the 
section of the tax code 
that created them, have 
existed for many years, 
and are groups that are dedicated to promoting social 
welfare. Many community and civic groups fall into this 
category, such as civic leagues and many local volunteer 
fire departments, not to mention groups like the Sierra 
Club, the AARP, and the National Rifle Association. Such 
groups are allowed to engage in politics so long as poli-
tics is not their focus: No more than 50 percent of their 
money can be spent on politics. Such groups have an 
attractive feature that super PACs do not. Super PACs 
(like a regular PAC) must disclose their donors, but a 
501(c)4 group does not. Such groups are therefore 
sometimes called “dark money” groups, since the identity 

501(c)4 group A social 
welfare organization that 
can devote no more than 
50 percent of its funds to 
politics. Sometimes referred 
to as “dark money” groups 
because they do not have to 
disclose their donors.

concert or cooperation with” the candidate, his or her 
campaign organization, or a political party. So, for exam-
ple, a super PAC television ad for a given candidate must 
be funded and fashioned without that candidate, his or 
her campaign managers, or the candidate’s party leaders 
being involved in any way.

Super PACs have become major sources of cam-
paign dollars in recent elections. According to an April 
2013 report by the Federal Election Commission, in 
2011–2012, the “independent-expenditure only” commit-
tees spent nearly $800 million, more than was spent by 
traditional corporate, union, and trade PACs combined. 
With super PACs, all PACs spent more than $2.1 billion, 
and PACs outspent the party committees, which spent 
“only” about $1.6 billion. In 2014, according to the Center 
for Responsive Politics, 1,322 super PACs raised over 
$695 million and spent about $348 million.52 To put these 
2014 numbers in perspective, in that same election, the 
Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee and the 
National Republican Congressional Committee together 
spent only $134 million, or less than 40 percent of the 
spending from super PACs.

Pac name total amount
Democrat 

Percentage
republican 
Percentage

National Association of Realtors $3,822,955 48% 52%

National Beer Wholesalers Association $3,213,000 44% 56%

Honeywell International $3,002,603 44% 56%

National Auto Dealers Association $2,805,350 29% 71%

Lockheed Martin $2,629,750 42% 58%

American Bankers Association $2,537,375 23% 76%

AT&T Inc. $2,507,250 40% 60%

Operating Engineers Union $2,488,462 80% 20%

Credit Union National Association $2,470,650 49% 51%

International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers $2,440,214 97% 3%

Blue Cross/Blue Shield $2,363,050 39% 61%

Northrop Grumman $2,350,750 43% 57%

National Association of Insurance & Financial Advisors $2,326,750 38% 62%

American Association for Justice $2,214,500 96% 4%

Boeing Co. $2,190,000 42% 58%

National Rural Electric Cooperative Association $2,160,522 28% 72%

Laborers Union $2,146,749 85% 15%

Comcast Corp $2,135,750  48% 52%

Plumbers/Pipefitters Union $2,124,000 93% 7%

American Crystal Sugar $2,096,499 56% 44%

Source: Center for Responsive Politics, “PACS: Top PACs,” https://www.opensecrets.org/pacs/toppacs.php, accessed February 2015.

 TABLE 10.4  top 20 Pac contributors to candidates, 2013–2014
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What Would You Do?

Memorandum

to: Senator Henry Gilbert 

From: Peter Clark, legislative analyst

subject:  Vote on bill to eliminate super 
PACs

In the wake of the 2010 Citizens 
United and several other decisions, 
super PACs (independent 
expenditure-only committees) have 
become a major source of campaign 
 spending in recent years, spending 
almost $350 million in the 2014 
election, more than the Democratic 
and Republican Party’s campaign 
committees combined. Concerns 
over this record spending have led 
your colleagues to introduce a bill to 
ban such super PACs.

NEWs

>  would banning super Pacs enhance Democracy?
Given record levels of spending by super PACs in the 2012 and 2014 elections, some in Congress are calling for a ban on super PACs. Some argue that banning these organizations would reduce public concerns about corruption, and lessen the role of the wealthy in the political process, but critics charge that such restrictions would violate the First Amendment and harm voters.

arguments for:
1. These groups allow the wealthy (and corporations 

and unions) to have too much say in the political 
process. They can outspend other groups and 
shape the messages voters hear in the election.

2. There is no evidence that super PACs cause corrup-
tion, but it produces the appearance of  corruption 
or a quid pro quo. This weakens citizens’ trust in 
our government.

arguments against:
1. Political spending is a form of political speech, and 

is protected by the First Amendment. This includes 
spending by super PACs.

2. By sponsoring political ads, super PACs can inform 
voters and provide them with information they need 
to make a choice between candidates.

Your decision  vote to ban super Pacs   vote not to ban super Pacs
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much incumbent spending helps the incumbent, the lit-
erature is clear that challenger spending greatly benefits 
challengers.54 If challengers are to win, they need access 
to money.

Given these concerns about funding, some states 
have passed laws to have public financing of state legis-
lative elections. The idea is that the state provides fund-
ing for elections, which means that potential candidates 
do not need to go and raise money on their own to be 
competitive candidates (and in some states, candidates 
are prohibited from raising private funds if they take the 
public money).55 According to the National Conference 
of State Legislatures, 14 states offer at least some pub-
lic monies, and several states such as Connecticut and 
Arizona offer public funding to candidates for all state-
wide offices and the state legislature. Studies of these 
systems suggest they have some important benefits, in 
particular, by freeing legislators and others from needing 
to raise money, they do spend more time interacting with 
constituents and otherwise doing their jobs.56 This sug-
gests there may be upsides to public financing, though 
such a system is very unlikely to be implemented on the 
federal level.

10-7 the effects of elections 
on policy
To the candidates, and perhaps to the voters, the only 
interesting outcome of an election is who won. To a 
political scientist, the interesting outcomes are the broad 
trends in winning and losing and what they imply about 
the attitudes of voters, the operation of the electoral 
 system, the fate of political parties, and the direction of 
public policy.

Figure 10.8 shows the trend in the popular vote for 
president since before the Civil War. From 1876 to 1896, 
the Democrats and Republicans were hotly competitive. 
The Republicans won three times, the Democrats twice 
in close contests. Beginning in 1896, the Republicans 
became the dominant party, and except for 1912 and 
1916, when Woodrow Wilson, a Democrat, was able 
to win owing to a split in the Republican Party, the 
Republicans carried every presidential election until 1932. 
Then Franklin Roosevelt put together what has since 
become known as the “New Deal coalition,” and the 
Democrats became the dominant party. They won every 
election until 1952, when Eisenhower, a Republican and 
a popular military hero, was elected for the first of his two 
terms. In the presidential elections since 1952, power has 
switched hands between the parties frequently.

Still, cynics complain that elections are meaning-
less: No matter who wins, crooks, incompetents, or self- 
serving politicians still hold office. The more charitable 
argue that elected officials usually are decent enough, 

of the donors is not known. Political spending by these 
groups is on the rise: According to the Center for 
Responsive Politics, spending by these groups grew from 
only about 5 million in 2006 to more than 300 million in 
2012.53 The ultimate impact of this money, however, 
remains to be seen.

Money and Winning
But does all of this money matter? Does money change 
who is elected president? At the presidential level, the 
answer is not really. In the primary process, it does not 
change the winner: After all, Sheldon Adelson spent mil-
lions in the 2012 Republican Primary to support Newt 
Gingrich to no avail (and other wealthy donors spent 
lavishly to support Santorum and other losing candi-
dates). The ability of wealthy donors to keep a cam-
paign afloat, however, could change the dynamics of 
the race in the future.

In the general election for president, money is typi-
cally not an issue: Both candidates are typically relatively 
evenly matched, and their spending tends to track one 
another. For example, the single largest campaign expen-
diture for presidents is television advertisements and, as 
we discussed earlier, one party’s advertisements largely 
cancel out the other’s (generating a small, but important, 
net effect). As we have seen, three main factors typically 
shape presidential elections: political party affiliation, the 
state of the economy, and the character of the candidates.

At the congressional level, however, money matters a 
great deal more. In many congressional elections, spend-
ing is highly uneven. As we discussed above, incumbents 
can raise money much more easily than challengers can, 
and this sets up an asymmetry. And of course there’s an 
irony here: Challengers, not incumbents, need money 
if they are to be competitive. Challengers are not well 
known, and need to spend money to spread their mes-
sage to the voters. While there is some debate about how 

Republican candidate Mitt Romney meets with donor Sheldon 
Adelson during the 2012 election.
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240 Chapter 10 Elections and Campaigns

but that public policy remains more or less the same no 
matter which official or party is in office.

This cynical view is, in our opinion, wrong. American 
public policy does change in response to the pressure of 
elections.

In a parliamentary system with strong parties, such 
as that in the United Kingdom, an election often can 
have a major effect on public policy. When the Labour 
Party won office in 1945, it put several major industries 
under public ownership and launched a comprehensive 
set of social services, including a nationalized health care 
plan. Its ambitious and controversial campaign platform 
was converted, almost item by item, into law. When the 
Conservative Party returned to power in 1951, it accepted 
some of these changes but rejected others (e.g., it dena-
tionalized the steel industry).

American elections, unless accompanied by a 
national crisis such as a war or a depression, rarely pro-
duce changes of the magnitude of those that occurred 
in Britain in 1945. The constitutional system within which 
our elections take place was designed to moderate the 
pace of change—to make it neither easy nor impos-
sible to adopt radical proposals. Elections do produce 
changes in policy, though they are often quite modest 
ones in normal circumstances.

Yet with dramatic elections, even the American sys-
tem can produce dramatic changes. The election of 1860 
brought to national power a party committed to oppos-
ing the extension of slavery and Southern secession; it 

took a bloody war to vindicate that policy. The election 
of 1896 led to the dominance of a party committed to 
high tariffs, a strong currency, urban growth, and busi-
ness prosperity—a commitment that was not significantly 
altered until 1932. The election of that year led to the 
New Deal, which produced the greatest single enlarge-
ment of federal authority since 1860. The election of 1964 
gave the Democrats such a large majority in Congress 
(as well as control of the presidency) that there began 
to issue forth an extraordinary number of new policies 
of  sweeping significance—Medicare and Medicaid, fed-
eral aid to education and to local law enforcement, two 
dozen environmental and consumer protection laws, the 
Voting Rights Act of 1965, a revision of the immigration 
laws, and a new cabinet-level Department of Housing 
and Urban Development.

In view of all these developments, it is hard to argue 
that the pace of change in our government is always 
slow or that elections never make a difference. Studies 
by scholars confirm that elections generate significant 
shifts in public policy. Many promises from campaigns 
are actually put into action, both at the presidential and 
congressional levels.57 While many think that politicians 
do not keep their promises, this is partially a function of 
the fact that the media tends to focus on cases where 
candidates do not implement their promises (and often 
does not report when they do; we return to this point in 
Chapter 12).58 Even in “ordinary” times, elections shape 
the policies produced by the government.

 FigurE 10.8  Partisan Division of the Presidential vote in the nation, 1856–2012
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10-7 The Effects of Elections on Policy 241

Another study examined the party platforms of the 
Democrats and Republicans from 1844 to 1968 and all 
the laws passed by Congress between 1789 and 1968. 
By a complex statistical method, the author of the study 
was able to show that during certain periods the differ-
ences between the platforms of the two parties were 
especially large (1856, 1880, 1896, and 1932) and that 
there was at about the same time a high rate of change 
in the kinds of laws being passed.59 This study supports 
the general impression conveyed by history that elections 
often can be central to important policy changes.

Why then do we so often think elections make little 
difference? It is because public opinion and the politi-
cal parties enter a phase of consolidation and continu-
ity between periods of rapid change. During this phase, 
the changes are digested, and party leaders adjust to the 
new popular consensus, which may (or may not) evolve 
around the merits of these changes. During the 1870s and 
1880s, Democratic politicians had to come to terms with 
the failure of the Southern secessionist movement and 

the abolition of slavery; during the 1900s, the Democrats 
had to adjust again, this time to the fact that national eco-
nomic policy was going to support industrialization and 
urbanization, not farming; during the 1940s and 1950s, 
the Republicans had to learn to accept the popularity of 
the New Deal.

Elections in ordinary times are not “critical”—they 
do not produce any major party realignment, they are 
not fought out over a dominant issue, and they provide 
the winners with no clear mandate. In most cases, an 
election is little more than a retrospective judgment on 
the record of the incumbent president and the existing 
congressional majority. If times are good, incumbents 
win easily; if times are bad, incumbents may lose—even 
though their opponents may have no clear plans for 
change. But even a “normal” election can produce dra-
matic results if the winner is a person such as Ronald 
Reagan, who helped give his party a distinctive political 
philosophy, or Barack Obama, the nation’s first African 
American president.

Campaign Finance reform: entrepreneurial politics

In recent years, the role of money in politics has once again 
come to the fore, especially in light of the record-breaking 
spending of super PACs and other groups in the 2012 and 
2014 elections. Some reformers have called for legislation 
to either outlaw or more tightly regulate such groups (and 
to regulate the flow of money in politics more generally). 
One such proposed reform was Senator Tom Udall’s con-
stitutional amendment that would have allowed Congress 
to issue more regulations on money in politics. The legisla-
tion (S.J. Res 19) was debated in September 2014, but fell 
short of the 60 votes needed to invoke cloture advance to 
a final floor vote (the motion failed 54–42–4; see Senate 
Vote 261).

Such efforts are examples of entrepreneurial politics. 
Reforming the system imposes concentrated costs on 
those who are large contributors in the status quo, since 
their activity is what would be most strongly limited. 
Furthermore, such efforts would also impose costs on 
political parties. As we discussed in Chapter 9, the parties 
have broken fundraising records in recent years in part by 
relying on the donations of wealthy individuals who con-
tribute large sums. Both of these groups are well posi-
tioned to oppose reform.

In contrast, the primary benefit of reform would be to all 
Americans, who would benefit from a decreased percep-
tion of corruption and a greater sense of fairness. As we 

discuss in Chapter 11, there is little evidence that money in 
politics directly leads to corruption, but many Americans 
think it does, which threatens their trust in the govern-
ment. However, as we discussed in Chapter 1, reforming 
this area would take a policy entrepreneur to mobilize the 
public, which has not yet happened.

The other way (as we discussed in Chapter 1) for entre-
preneurial politics to succeed is for there to be a change 
in the salience of the issue. While many Americans 
report they are dissatisfied with the current system, 
and think there is too much money in politics, few want 
Congress to make it a top priority. This suggests that 
unless there is a significant change in opinion, or an 
entrepreneur appears, that the status quo is likely to 
remain in place.

poliCy dynamiCs: inside/outside tHe box

Source: Lydia Saad, “Half in U.S. Support Publicly Financed 
Federal Campaigns,” Gallup, June 2013.
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242 Chapter 10 Elections and Campaigns

10-1  Describe the factors that influence the 
presidential primaries.

In primaries, candidates are much less well known, 
and many briefly surge in the polls and then fade 
away just as quickly. Because voters do not much 
about the candidates yet, media coverage plays a 
larger role. Momentum also matters a great deal: 
Candidates who win early in the process often (but 
not always) have an advantage in later contests.

10-2  explain how campaigns shape the 
outcome of presidential elections.

Campaigns shape outcomes by focusing on three 
key factors for voters: assigning credit or blame 
for the state of the nation (especially the state of 
the national economy), activating voters’ latent 
partisanship, and allowing voters to judge the 
character of the candidates. These three factors—
the state of the nation, the voters’ partisanship, and 
the candidates’ character—are three of the most 
important factors in shaping a voter’s decision at 
the ballot box.

10-3  summarize how voters learn about the 
candidates in elections.

Much of what voters learn about candidates 
comes through the media, especially through 
campaign advertisements (which are the single 
largest expense for most national campaigns). 
Such advertisements affect what voters know 
and feel about the candidates. In most elections, 
because advertisements are roughly equally 
balanced, the net effect is rather small. Citizens also 
learn from various campaign events, in particular, 
party conventions and debates.

10-4  explain which social groups have been 
most loyal to the parties over time.

Since the mid-1960s, African Americans have been 
especially loyal to Democrats and, more recently, 
so have younger voters, lower-income voters, 

less religious voters, and women. In contrast, 
more religious, older, and wealthier voters have 
become more Republican. Because most of these 
differences are rather modest, however, neither 
party can afford to write off any group.

10-5  Describe the key differences between 
presidential and congressional 
elections.

Congressional elections have three key differences 
from presidential elections. First, there’s the 
incumbency advantage: congressional incumbents 
typically do better because of the perks of their 
office. Second, because House districts are redrawn 
every decade, district boundaries can change, with 
implications for how members behave (though 
with fewer implications than many believe). Finally, 
because of the surge and decline in voter turnout, 
the president’s party almost always does worse in 
midterm elections.

10-6  summarize the history of campaign 
finance reform efforts, and explain 
the current state of campaign finance 
regulation.

The modern campaign finance system dates to the 
aftermath of the Watergate era, and put in place 
strict limits on donations. Numerous reform efforts 
have been proposed and passed, but none have 
significantly altered the role of money in politics. 
Today, much of the concern centers around outside 
groups (such as super PACs) and their role in the 
process.

10-7  Describe how elections shape public 
policy.

When there is a dramatic shift as a result of an 
election (such as 1860, 1932, or 1964), policy can 
change dramatically as a result. But even in more 
normal times, who wins elections has important 
implications for the policies they enact.

L e a r n i n g  O b j e c t i v e s
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Federal Election Commission: www.fec.gov

Project Vote Smart: www.vote-smart.org

Election history: http://clerk.house.gov

Electoral college: www.archives.gov/federal-
register/electoral-college/

Campaign finance: www.opensecrets.org
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of how ads move voters and influence people who 
are most well informed about politics.

Black, Earl, and Merle Black. Divided America: The 
Ferocious Power Struggle in American Politics. New 
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how evenly balanced the two parties are in all parts 
of the country.
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Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2013. An 
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about elections, and what that tells us about the 
2012 race.
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Alignment and Realignment of Political Parties in the 
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the economy drives presidential elections (because 
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