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CHAPTER 14
Elections and Campaigns

AP® LEARNING OBJECTIVES

e There are many different processes at work in U.S. federal elections.

« The organization, finance, and strategies of national political campaigns affect

the election process.

AP® ESSENTIAL KNOWLEDGE

e Parties have adapted to candidate-centered campaigns and their role in
nominating candidates has been weakened.
Parties use communication technology and voter-data management to
disseminate, control, and clarify political messages and enhance outreach and

mobilization efforts.
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Natiom' elections in the United States in the 21st cen-
tury would be virtually unrecognizable to politicians
om the early republic. As we saw in Chapter 13 polit-

jcal parties once determined, or powerfully inﬂue'nced
1o got nominated. In the 19th century, the members'
of Congress from a given caucus would meet to pick

eir presidential candidate. After the caucuses were
splaced by the national nominating conventions, the
power was wielded by local party leaders, who
yme together (sometimes in the legendary “smoke-
lled rooms”) to choose the candidate, whom the rest
f the delegates would then endorse. Congressional
andidates were also often hand-picked by local party
osses. Most people voted a straight party ticket. This
stem endured until well into the 20th century.

THEN In 1968, Vice President

‘ Hubert Humphrey won the

emocratic presidential nomination without compet-

in a single state primary. His party’s bosses pretty

uch delivered the nomination to him. He competed in

e-way race for president without having to raise

sarly as much money as candidates routinely do today.

e lost in a close race to Republican Richard M. Nixon.)
In 2016, President Barack

= NO
m Obama could not run for

reelection, as he was completing his second term in
office. Early accounts suggested former Secretary of
State Hillary Clinton—whom Obama narrowly beat
for the Democratic nomination in 2008 —would easily
emerge as the party’s nominee. She was eventually
nominated, but only after a lengthy primary fight with
Vermont Senator Bernie Sanders. The Republican race
was wide open, with more than 16 candidates running
to be the party’s nominee. While most pundits, politi-
cians, and political scientists initially regarded Donald
Trump as little more than an amusing distraction, he
quickly emerged as the frontrunner for the nomination.
While some Republicans tried to stop his candidacy, he
had enough support from voters to eventually become
*Jm@y’s nominee and serve one term as president.
In 2020, the situation was nearly reversed.
President Trump was the clear Republican nominee
“while the Democratic race was wide open, with more
N candidates running to challenge him.
ratic nomination came down to Vermont
ernie Sanders, Massachusetts Senator
Warren, and long-time politician and for-
ic ident Joe Biden. Those in control of the
favored Joe Biden, and, in the end,
n the primary and ultimately defeat
in the 2020 general election.
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Within the lifetimes of many living national poliri-
cal leaders, campaigns and elections have changed rather
dramatically: parties went from being important to
unimportant and (partially) back again;

especially television and the Internet—have become more
e ubiquitous; and money—

mass nu‘di.l -

important; polling has becom
and the nonstop fundraising that keeps it comin
matters more than ever.

Perhaps the most striking finding about contempo-
rary elections is the amounts of money that candidares
raise and spend during them. As Figure 14.] shows, in
the 2014 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.
In the 2016 election, candidates for president raised
$1.5 billion, candidates for Congress raised $1.6 billion,
the party committees raised $1.6 billion, and political
action committees (PACs) raised $4 billion, for a com-
bined total of approximately $8.7 billion.

Thus, we have entered the era of the $8 billion
presidential election cycle. The climb there has been
steep but steady. For instance, in 1980, all presiden-
tial candidates raised about $162 million. Adjusted
for inflation, the 2016 total is more than three times
the 1980 total. Even in the last decade and a half, the
amount of money raised in presidential elections has
increased sharply. In 2000, all presidential candidates
raised about $578 million; adjusted for inflation, the
2016 figure is 1.8 times as much; congressional fund-
raising tells much the same tale. Whether we will wit-
ness the $9 billion, or more national election cycles
in the future remains to be seen, but the amounts of
money that candidates, parties, and PACs collect seem
to increase exponentially.

Many people lament the fact that so much money is
spent on elections, arguing that the consultants, media
ads, and modern campaign techniques end up empha-
sizing ephemera and avoiding the real issues. While it
is true that media reports of elections leave much to be
desired (as we discuss in Chapter 16), campaigns do
stress the issues, and voters respond to their messages
in reasonable ways. While they are far from perfect.
campaigns 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 berween
voters and government.

Here and Abroad

Unlike elections in many other democratic nations,
elections in America have not one but two crucial
phases: getting nominated and getting elected. Gerting

g—now
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nated means getting your name on the ballot. In
majority of states, winning your party’s nomi-
for either the presidency or Congress requires
vour part. As we discussed in the previous
the party may help to recruit you (and may
vide other services), but the candidates them-
«d to staff and run their own campaigns. By
st. in most European parliamentary democracies,
2 party's nomination for parliament involves an
yanizational decision—the party looks you over, the
sarry decides whether to allow you to run, and the party
r name on its list of candidates.

’/ ol

FOR SENATE

IMAGE 14-1 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 and became a front-runner in the 2020 Democratic

presidential primary.

ollars, not adjusted for inflation.

maries of the Various Election

American political parties do play a role in determining
the outcome of the final election, but both the candidates
themselves and the party matter. By contrast, many other
Jemocratic nations conduct campaigns almost entirely a5
2 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, 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 ps
ment selects the head of the government, termed th e pr
minister. As we saw in the last chapter, American p: i
quite different from their European counterparts, :
differences spill over into their elections as well.

14-1 Presidential Elec
Winning the Noi

No office in American politics is mo!
the presidency, and the first step to
vive the primary process. We discus
invisible primary, the proces
down the field to the ¢;
able. But even after ¢
primary, they have to s
maries and caucuses

their party’s conv




1. political scientists and journal:
hl,l,cpl:ocess, pc'rhaps we Shmild Cl:ﬁls;s tﬁlﬂtms the
cuS” prOCCSs, smce. Som.e states ho| d - E)r:ln:izry
a o or in pla(fe of primaries. A Primary election addi-
(ion described in Chapter 13. In contrast, 3 cq OPer-
o165 ‘f:l of party followers, often lasting fo, . zl::':us is a
mcenhel d in the dead of winter, in which party dele
ti{11€5d' Only the most dedicated partisans attend a

eneding caucuses tend to be more ideologjcal ’th
att vote In primaries.' To win the nomination,

ho o succeed in both primaries and caucuses
For moSt candidates, the biggest challenge in the ri-

is that they are largely unknown to the publicpso
woterS attitudes ab'out them are quite malleable. Wilen
incumbcm presndcnt runs for reelection—as President
Trump did in 2029—V0ters have a relatively fixed opin-
ion of him or her, since that person has been president for
four years. But many voters will never even have heard of
most other candidates. For example, many Americans had
10 idea who Rick Perry was before he became a presidential
andidate in 2012, and the same was true of Ted Cruz, Ben
Carson, and Bernie Sanders before their 2016 candidacies.
While many Americans knew Donald Trump as a reality
TV star, they did not know him as a political candidate
before his presidential run. Voters’ attitudes toward these
candidates changed rapidly over the course of the campaign.
Indeed, in primaries, candidates frequently go from
obscurity to popularity and then fade away again.’ Ini-
dally, the candidate does something to attract media
attention. This gives the candidate exposure, which in
wrn increases his or her name recognition and favorabil-
ity? This increased attention leads reporters—and oppo-
nents—to investigate the candidate’s record more carefully.

d some-
gates are
nd those
an those
a candidate

Sengy 142 Republican presidential candidate and N'_Z:":t =

gy 2NN McCain in the 2008 primary greets camPEsT Ll

firgy Hampshire. Due to his long tenure in the Senate an e}
Presidential run in 2000, McCain was more familiar to VO

| ma,
M: Challenger, Barack Obama. Although he [0St t‘;g%a
" Maintained his Senate seat until he passed I <77
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I'nvariably, this  scru-
tmy turns up negative
aspects of the person’s
past, causing voters to
turn away from the can-
didate once they know
both sides of the story.

. For example, dur-
ing the 2012 Republican
Primary, many con-
sidered 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—he'd
called it a Ponzi scheme. Other Republican candidates criti-
cized him, his numbers dipped sharply, and he exited the
race.* The same dynamic was at play in 2016. Ben Car-
son surged into first place in the crowded Republican pri-
mary field in the fall of 2015. But after the terror attack in
Paris that November, voters became more concerned about
national security, an issue where Carson was weak. After
that, Carson’s numbers dropped and never recovered.’

This pattern highlights the crucial role of media in
campaigns. One core finding (as we will discuss in Chap-
ter 16) is that media influence is greatest when people
have the least knowledge about an issue.” In a primary
election, when voters are just getting to know a candidate,
the media have a large effect. For example, one of several
factors explaining Donald Trump’s success in the 2016

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

momentum When a
candidate wins (especially an
upset win), she or he tends

to do better than expected in
future contests. Sometimes also
called the bandwagon effect

primary season is that he received nearly $2 billion in free
media coverage during the winter and spring months.”
Trump was nearly always in the news while other candi-
dates struggled to get airtime, giving him an advantage.
By the time of the general election, when voters have a
stronger impression of the candidates, the media’s effect is
less significant, though still very important.

But media coverage is not the only factor that marters
in a primary election. Another key factor is momentum
or the bandwagon effect. A candidate’s win, especially in
an upset victory, 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 an election.” Obama’s
2008 campaign offers a striking example of this phenom-
enon. Before the 2008 campaign began, pundits and poli-
dicians alike assumed Hillary Clinton would easily walk
away with the Democratic nomination. But then, early in
the year, Barack Obama won a surprising upset victory in
the Towa 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 lowa convinced voters that he was electable.
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Similarly, in 2016, when
Bernie Sanders narrowly
lost to Hillary Clinton in
lowa but then defeated
her in New Hampshire,
it was clear his campaign
a real

battleground states The
most competitive states in the
presiaential election that either

canaidate could w

n, also called
swing states

would mount
challenge for the Democratic nomination. While Clinton
was ultimately the party’s nominee, Sanders’s early success
helped to propel his candidacy throughout the spring.

Any discussion of momentum points to another con-
cern about the primary process: the front-loading of the
primary calendar. Every state wants its primary to “mat-
ter,” and state leaders all think the way to make that hap-
pen is to move their state’s primary to the beginning of
the calendar. Over time, this has greatly compressed the
length of the primary season. In 1968, it took 12 weeks
for the parties to award S0 percent of the delegates in the
party’s national conventions, but by 2004, it took only
five weeks (for Republicans) and 6 weeks (for Democrats)
to award S0 percent of the delegates.’

Concerned about the shortened length of the cam-
paign. the parties have pushed back somewhat on front-
loading in the last few election cycles, issuing rules about
when parties can hold primaries. As a result of these
changes, in 2012, it took closer to 10 weeks for 50 percent
of the delegates to be awarded."

Some Republicans concluded that the lengthy
2012 primary hurt Mitt Romney, the party’s nominee.
Therefore they voted to change the rules for 2016 to again
frontload the process and make it easier for a candidate to
capture the nomination early on.'" Indeed, they put nearly
half of the delegates required to win the nomination up
for grabs on a single day (March 1, Super Tuesday). While
Donald Trump did not clinch the nomination until late
in the process, more than half of the delegates had been
awarded by mid-March, six weeks after the primary season
began in lowa. While many Republicans had hoped that

IMAGE 14-3 Democratic presidential hopefuls (left to
Pete Buttigieg, Bernie Sanders, Joe Biden, Elizabeth Warren,

and Kamala Harris compete during the third of 11 Democratic
primary debates of the 2020 presidential campaign season.

N

these rules would allow an establishment favoriee »
ture the nomination early——someone] Zlike, 525, Jeb Bugy
they actually helped Donal('i Trump.' As is often - ~
in politics, reforms have unintended consequences.

Such front-loading may benefit state parties, bue
harms voters: they have less time to learn about the Q‘:t
didates. Furthermore, because so much of the g "
happens early in the season, fewer voters get to Participg.
in the process: if the key events are the first few pri
ries, then those in the later states have cECCtivcly s
in the nominees."” That said, because states wan¢
say in the process, front-loading is unlikely to reverse
completcly———though the rules issued by the parties should

limit its growth somewhat.

14-2 How Does the
Campaign Matter?

Once the candidates secure their party’s nomination via the
primary process, the general election begins. The modem
general election campaign takes place roughly from Labor
Day (or the conventions, if they come first) to Election
While we like to think that the president is elected on
Election Day in November, according to the Constitution,
the Electoral College actually selects the president when
it meets in December. Indeed, although Hillary Cl;
received more popular votes than Donald Trump did-
almost 3 million more—Trump became president by wis
ning more electoral votes. We discussed the Electoral Colleg
in more detail in Chapter 6; we note here again that it |
enormous implications for campaign strategy. With
exception of Maine and Nebraska, states award their ¢
toral votes in a winner-take-all format, so that even if
candidate receives barely more voters than the o
candidate wins all of the state’s electoral votes. Fo
in 2016, Donald Trump beat Hillary
by more than 10,000 votes of nearly 5
a margin of victory of 0.2 percent. D
margin, Trump won a// 16 electo
winner-take-all system is why P
many recounts in the 2020 ele
of victory still secures all the el




¢ from election to election. The candidates and
i SUITOBA(ES blanket these states with campaign ads and
ces, and as a result, voters in these states are better
':I:form d about the issues and the candidates.' This high-
lights 3 point to which we will return below: campaigns do
belp 10 inform and educate voters!
[t is true to say that “campaigns matter.” But how do
they matter? How do campaigns convince voters to select a
icular candidate? We argue that campaigns do this pri-
(narily through three related forces: by assigning credit or
blame for the state of the nation, by activating latent parti-
cnship, and by allowing voters to judge the qualities of the
andidates 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
president responsible for the overall state of the country:
Is the economy doing well? Are we at war? Americans
may have hazy, even erroneous, views about monetary
policy, business regulation, and defense policy, but they
likely have a very good idea about whether unemploy-
ment 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 whether the country is (in gen-
eral) 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. Cam-
paigns 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. 'S This is why incumbent Ronald Reagan
spoke of “Morning in America” in 1984 when the econ-
omy was doing well, but challenger Bill Clinton spoke of
“Its the Economy, Stupid!” during a recession in 1992.
This idea—that elections are decided based on punish-
ment or reward for the health of the nation—is known as
Fetrospective voting. It is retrospective because voters look
back on the previous administration and make a judgment
.‘b°‘“ whether or not the incumbents deserve another term
in office.'s In contrast, other voters vote prospectively. Pro-
ective means “forward-looking”—we vote prospectively
en we examine the rival candidates’ views on the issues
of the day and then cast our ballots for the person we think
the best ideas for handling these matters. Prospective

“.m"s requires a lot of information about issues and can-
didates, and most who do it are political junkies who are
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deeply engaged in poli-
tics. As a result, prospec-
tive voting is a relatively
minor factor in most
elections, whereas retro-
spective voting is much
more common.

The quintessential

summary of retrospec-
tive voting came from Ronald Reagan during the 1980

clection: “Are you better off than you were four years
ago?” The economy had soured under Carter, and things
seemed to be getting worse overseas. In that election,
voters decided that they were no better off in 1980 than
they were 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 were in
2008, and they reelected President Obama.

These same contrasts played out in 2016 as well. Look-
ing back, voters recognized some improvements (though
relatively modest ones) in the economy between 201 2and
2016. But perhaps more important, they also recognized
that those gains had been distributed quite unevenly, and
many people were angry that economic elites—rather than
ordinary Americans—had benefitted the most."” Reflect-
ing this, more than 70 percent of Americans were dissatis-
fied with the nation’s direction in 2015 and early 2016."
This allowed Donald Trump to play the classic role of the
opposition party, and he argued that Clinton—as the suc-
cessor to President Obama—would continue policies that
did little to help ordinary Americans, and would instead
benefit only the wealthy and well-connected. Trump capi-
talized on voters’ anger, and argued that he would enact
policies, including policies on trade and immigration, that
would benefit more middle- and working-class Americans.
While this approach worked in 2016, it failed President
Trump in 2020 as the majority of voters believed they were
not better off in 2020 they were in 2016.

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 14.2 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 14.2 represents a presidential elec-
tion (18 in all, from 1948 to 2016), and the solid line
shows the relationship between the two (this is the so-
called regression line). Note that the two are strongly
related: the incumbent (or his party) does much better
when the economy is doing better. Voters reward incum-
bents for a good economy and punish them for a bad one.

We should not interpret Figure 14.2 to mean thar no
other issues matter to the campaign beyond the economy.

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.
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—hid The Economy and the Presidential
Vote, 1948-2016
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Source: GDP growth data from the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis,
hitps.//fred.stlouisfed.org/, as published in February 2017; election
returns come from Dave Leip’s Atlas of U.S. Presidential Elections,
http://uselectionatlas.org.

Other issues matter a great deal: crime, foreign policy,
education, and many others are hotly debated in elec-
tions. Foreign policy and terrorism in particular have long
been central to many election campaigns: how the candi-
date 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 ter-
rorism has been an issue in every election (especially in
2004, shortly after the United States’ decision to invade
Irag). In 2016, the candidates sparred not only over the
economy but also on issues of race relations, health care,
trade, immigration, and responses to terrorist groups such
as ISIS. The issues matter in campaigns.

But in most years, for most voters, the economy is
the central issue. For many years, the Gallup organization
has been asking respondents to identify the most impor-
tant problem facing the nation. When asked during an
election year, Americans typically say the economy is the
most important problem, often by a substantial margin."
Just before the 2012 election, for example, 72 percent said
the economy (including the economy broadly, unemploy-
ment, the budget deficit, and so on) was the most impor-
tant problem; similarly, 69 percent named the economy
in 2008.% In the cases where the economy is not the
major issue, it is either typically because the economy is
booming (as it was in 2000) or because we face a major
foreign policy challenge (going back to the Cold War).
Because the economy is so central to people’s lives, and

the president is seen as the primary cconomic seey,
the nation, the economy is the core issue in almqg
presidential campaign.

In 2016, the economy was, as usual, seen as the Mo
important issue in the election. But then, only 31 Percen;
named it as the most important problem; the feMainge,
were split among a wide variety of issues (race relationg
dissatisfaction with government, health care, etc.) 2t Ag “
discussed above, economic considerations were an impor.
tant issue in the campaign, but as we discuss below (see gy
“How Things Work: The 2016 Election” box on Page 353
other factors also played a key role in this election, .

The power of retrospective voting highlights an essen-
tial truth about elections: the fundamentals matter 5 great
deal. A simple indicator of the health of the economy
allows us to predict, with reasonable accuracy, the out-
come of the election before the main part of the genera|
election campaign even begins. The underlying health
of the nation—the economy, whether we are at war of
peace, the popularity of the incumbent (which is tied to
the economy)—is really what drives the election.?

But do not interpret this to mean that campaigns do
not matter. If campaigns were irrelevant, all of the points
in Figure 14.2 would lie along the solid line (the regression
line), and this chapter would be much shorter. Instead,
we see that in some years, the points are quite close to the
line, whereas in others, they are farther away, suggesting
the outcomes diverged from the predictions based on the
fundamentals. Just as the fundamentals matter, so does
the campaign. After all, the campaign is what helps voters
know how to assign credit or blame for the fun )
Furthermore, a well-run campaign, especially in a d
election, can make the difference between winning an
losing.”® The fundamentals get us in the ballpark of th
final outcome, but we need to understand the campa
to know the eventual outcome.

ard of
t Wcry
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vating Latent Partisanship

Act - domore than help voters assign credit and blame
C “mpmsmre of the nation. They also activate voters’ latent
. r As we saw in Chapter 13, in recent presidential
st " ore than 90% of voters supported their party’s
flccfi"’“s‘ This is not just blind obedience. Rather, it reflects a

nof':; fihe campaign helping voters understand why they

PMd apport their party’s nominee. As Professor James
houl ol put it “campaigns remind Democrats why they
Camp rather than Republicans and remind Repub-

1S Dfmocrats : »
o hy they are Republicans rather than Democrats.”

lianz: :mpaigns do this through a variety of methods, such
 ampaign appearances, advertisements, debates, and
i” ;onh: we discuss these methods later in the chapter.?”
%muah all of these methods, however, candidates stress the
s that appeal 1, and activate, their partisans. These are
:pica”" the issues for which the public sees them as being
o competent than the other party. As we discussed in
Chaprer 13, for Democrats, these are social welfare issues,
1 for Republicans, national security issues. While both
s discuss the economy (as seen above), beyond that,
they ypically emphasize these types of issues.?® This helps
e 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 discussion
tat voters never support the opposing party’s candidate—
dearly, they do. Even in 2016, approximately 10 percent of
partisans supported the other party’s nominee for president
s Chapter 13). Why do we see these defections? There
e two main reasons. First, voters may be out of step with
their party on an issue and therefore defect to the other
party. For example, in 2004, some Republican voters were
lipleased that President George W, Bush put in place a
ban on embryonic stem cell research, and hence supported
Senator John Kerry.?” Second, as we discussed above, if vot-
;‘m Uﬂ}}appy with their party’s stewardship of the nation,
d;Y ue likely 10 vote for the other party. In both cases,
“ion, rather than party loyalty, is the likely result.
Undcrstanding how campaigns activate partisanship
Paign:lp;- t clarify two other dynamics of electoral cam-
ovey d{e irst, the number of undecided voters declines
o parct?urse of a campaign. Much of this decline comes
¢cam 5ans returning home to their party: watching
g oy ap ;’cg“' dfc)' are reminded of why they are a PcmO-
idage s Publican, and they move to support their can-
It hayg Ay who are undecided early in the campaign
g had their latent partisanship activated.
?dtnufy thildm also reminds us that some voters do not
lflchﬂpter 13‘.Party—thcy are Independents. As e S0
u“hs, B " > Ul contemporary American pmidenual elec-
tp ) Parties will win approximately 90 percent of
* SUpporters. But we also saw that neither party
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has enough supporters to
win by just appealing to
its own base. Both parties
also need to court Inde-
pendent voters if they
want to win elections.

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. Voters want a candidate who takes the right positions
on the issues; but they also want someone who has the
right traits as well—someone who provides strong lead-
ership, has integrity and honesty, and displays empathy
(i.e., cares about people like them).? Voters rely on these
sorts of judgments because they provide clues 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. Bu 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.
Indeed, in 2016, much of the campaign focused on the
candidates’ character, both in the news media and in the
advertisements and messages from the candidates them-
selves. For example, nearly 75 percent of Secretary Clinton’s
television ads, and nearly one-half of President Trump’s,
were about the candidates’ character (and as we will see in
Chapter 16, the media were similarly focused on charac-
ter, rather than the issues).” Secretary Clinton’s ads argued
that Mr. Trump lacked the temperament to be president,
and 63 percent of voters agreed with her that he did not.
Among this group, Clinton won 79 percent to 19 percent.
Similarly, many of President Trump’s messages stressed
that Secretary Clinton was dishonest; he often called her
“crooked Hillary” in his speeches. Around 61 percent
of voters said that Hillary Clinton was not honest or
trustworthy, and Trump won these voters 72 percent to
20 percent.”’ Campaign messages emphasizing the candi-
dates’ character (and especially their character flaws) had
a strong effect on voters in 2016 and an arguably stronger
effect on voters in 2020. Even controlling for other factors
(such as the health of the economy, issues, and partisan-
ship), assessments of a candidate’s character matter.

These sorts of character evaluations are an example of
a valence issue.” A valence issue is one on which every-
one agrees; the question is whether or not the candidate
embraces that view. For example, everyone wants the
president to be a strong leader, have integrity, and display
empathy; the question is whether a particular candidace
has those qualities. Likewise, everyone wancs a fobusy
economy and a strong national defense, the question is

valence issue An issue on
which everyone agrees, but the
question is whether the can-l

didate embraces the same view.







