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The Impact of Campaign Reform on Political Discourse

Abstract

Political reformers have proposed a wide range of initiatives to improve the quality of American election campaigns.  Ideas such as regularized debates, candidate self-regulation, and voluntary codes of conduct have been suggested to improve campaign discourse.  In this paper, we use content data to test the effectiveness of reforms during 2002 United States House and Senate campaigns.  Our analysis is based on a detailed content analysis of news, ads, debates, campaign literature, mailings, and other forms of communication in competitive House and Senate contests.  We also look at the direct effect of reform by comparing districts where pledges to avoid campaign negativity were signed by candidates with those where they were not.  Using these materials, we argue that although individual reform efforts achieved some of their stated objectives, the overall effect of reform activities was not substantial.  These findings have important ramifications for future campaign reform efforts.




At a time when much of the world is turning to democracy, it is ironic that Americans are dissatisfied with the quality of their own political contests.  Politicians are accused of adopting uncivil styles of discourse.  Consultants are charged with engaging in manipulative and/or deceptive behavior.  Observers say candidates are striking any detailed form of substance from their campaign appeals. Voters complain that political campaigns have become overly negative and not very informative.
  According to a 1999 Institute for Global Ethics study, 80 percent of voters believe that attack campaigning "is unethical, undermines democracy, lowers voter turnout, and produces less-ethical public officials."

Given the dissatisfaction that exists regarding American campaigns, a broad range of lobbying organizations has pushed for improvements in how races are conducted. Reform groups such as Common Cause, the Alliance for Better Campaigns, the Institute for Global Ethics, and the Project for Excellence in Journalism have developed ideas such as having more debates and issue forums, providing training schools for consultants and journalists, and strengthening ethical standards that they believe will improve the process.  Foundations such as the Pew Charitable Trusts, the Markle Foundation, and the Ford Foundation, have commited millions of dollars into investigating whether consultant self-regulation and formal accreditation and certification programs for campaign consultants will strengthen campaigns.

Despite the importance of these efforts, few research projects have engaged in a systematic evaluation of the impact of campaign reform on political discourse.  In this article, we evaluate several suggestions that have been made to improve electioneering in the United States.  Using data drawn from a content analysis of news, television and radio advertisements, debates, campaign literature, mailings, and other forms of communication in competitive House and Senate races during the 2002 elections, as well as a direct comparison of campaign conduct “pledge” and “non-pledge” districts, we argue that although individual reform efforts have achieved some of their objectives, the overall effect has not been substantial.  There is little indication that reforms such as improvements in news coverage, pledges to avoid ad negativity, or candidates signing voluntary codes of conduct have been effective at improving campaign discourse.

Campaign Reform and Discourse

Scholars have devoted considerable attention into looking at how institutional changes affect the electoral process.  Writers such as Nelson Polsby have studied the history of party reform in an effort to see how new requirements affect overall performance.
 Individuals such as Larry Sabato and Glenn Simpson have looked at election reform to determine how rules changes alter candidate selection.
  Campaign finance scholars such as Michael Malbin have studied whether fundraising shifts improve the fairness and competitiveness of election campaigns.
  

But there has been relatively little attention to how electoral reform affects the quality of campaign discourse.  In past work, there has been greater emphasis on how reform affects candidate strategies and election outcomes than campaign quality.  Far less examiniation has taken place of what campaign quality is and how it is affected by various types of changes.

Part of the problem has been the difficulty of defining campaign quality and effective discourse.  There is no widely accepted model of effective discourse and quality campaigns.
  Some researchers focus more on the problem of poor quality information provided by media reporters, while others emphasize issues posed by candidate deception and manipulation.  Still others point out the power of special interest groups in skewing campaign discourse, while other scholars complain that voters are not engaged in the political process and are not very informed about their campaign choices.  Certainly many are concerned with the lack of civility in the ways in which candidates communicate with and about each other.  

In addition, there is disagreement over how deleterious particular discourse problems are.
  For example, some writers complain that “negative” advertising depresses voter interest and engagement while others dispute those results. Some see reporters playing a legitimate role in policing ads and serving as a referee for campaign discourse, while others believe journalists are ill-equipped to engage in that type of oversight.   

Even democratic theorists are not in agreement as to how much information voters require in order to make informed electoral choices.  In his landmark book on democracy, Robert Dahl specified five criteria for a democratic process:  effective participation, voting equality, enlightened understanding, agenda control, and adult inclusiveness.
  For a nation to be democratic, he argued, it must satisfy every one of those standards.  However, V. O. Key suggested a reward/punishment approach that requires far less voter knowledge.
  According to his formulation, if citizens are satisfied with the performance of the administration, they should vote for members of that administration’s party, while if they are dissatisfied, they should punish it by voting against its members.  Key’s model requires only minimal information on the part of the public.  Citizens are not required to follow policy debates or know much about the details of a candidate’s platform.  Rather, they simply must be able to judge what the parties are doing and the degree to which the administration is providing satisfactory or unsatisfactory performance.    

In spite of the scholarly divisions that exist, there is a widely-shared belief among reform organizations that high quality voter information and civil discourse are vital to democratic elections.   In the view of a number of leading foundations, think tanks, advocacy groups, and academic scholars, elections that are uninformative, overly negative, or deceptive do not help voters choose candidates.  These organizations have spent millions of dollars mobilizing support for rules changes, behavior modifications, and shifts in informal norms and expectations.  A number of groups have sought to promote new avenues for discussion, such as candidate debates, issue forums, and town meetings, that give candidates more time to promulgate their policy views.  They also have pushed “enlightened self-interest” on the part of campaign participants in hopes that industry self-regulation will improve campaign conduct and discourse.  Among the specific ideas developed in this regard have been organizing regularized debates with model formats, convincing candidates to adopt voluntary codes of conduct, and designing an enforceable code of ethics for consultants.  But it is not clear how far these proposals have gone in improving campaign discourse in congressional races.

Data and Methods

To look at the relationship between campaign reform and discourse, we undertook an extensive content analysis of campaign communications in the most competitive 2002 House and Senate races.  This included 22 U.S. House districts (Arizona 1, Colorado 7, Connecticut 2 and 5, Florida 22, Illinois 19, Indiana 2, Kansas 3, Maryland 8, Maine 2, Minnesota 2, Mississippi 3, North Carolina 8, New Hampshire 1, New Mexico 2, Nevada 3, Ohio 3 and 17, Pennsylvania 17, Texas 23, Utah 2, and Washington 2) and five U.S. Senate races (Maine, Minnesota, North Carolina, New Hampshire, and Texas).  

The research on which this article is based was part of an evalutative effort by one of the reform agencies seeking to determine the impact of their efforts.  We focused on 2002 because it was an off-year congressional race with important political stakes.  Control of the House and Senate was at stake, and each party undertook a concerted effort to win control of Congress.  Legislative races have engendered many complaints about nasty rhetoric, weak media coverage, and attack politics.  As such, they constitute a meaningful vehicle for evaluating campaign reform efforts.    
We investigated the most competitive House and Senate races because they are the ones where unfair campaign practices are thought to be of greatest concern.  Competitive races not only determine who controls Congress but are the venues in which candidates have the greatest incentives to engage in uncivil tactics or attempt to mislead voters in order to win a close race.  Most congressional contests are not very competitive.  Indeed, 99 percent of the incumbents seeking re-election in 2002 won (not counting those paired against other incumbents due to redstricting).  The average winning percentage was 69 percent of the vote.  Eighty-two percent of congressional races were decided by margins of greater than 20 percentage points.  

To judge competitiveness in House and Senate campaigns, we relied on assessments reported in the Cook Political Report, the Rothenberg Political Report, the Rhodes Cook Letter, and the views of an advisory board of distinguished consultants chaired by Peter Hart and the late Robert Teeter.  We chose our sample to include the most competitive districts of the 2002 election.  We made sure we had some open seat races, some contests in which incumbents were competitively challenged, and some in which two incumbents ran against each other due to redistricting.  While a few of the races we selected did not end up as extremely competitive as expected, they were all contested as if they would be very competitive during most of the campaign season.  In addition, our sample included nearly all of the races that were in fact close.

For our content analysis, in each district we hired political scientists with expertise in campaigns and elections.  Each scholar used detailed coding protocols developed by the authors for the assessment of communications content during the general election (August 15 to November 5, 2002).  The protocols were pretested by a subset of the scholars during the period before analysis began; inter-coder assessments were evaluated for validity and reliability during the pretest period and throughout the analysis.  These experts were asked to code the tone of campaign communications, the extent of negativity, the substantive content of each message, and the quality of news, debates, and advertising on a number of different criteria.  This detailed assessment of campaign communications produced a data set containing the content analysis of 1,264 individual campaign advertisements (an average of 38 ads per House race and 55 per Senate contest), 39 debates, 625 newspaper or television stories, and hundreds of mailings and pieces of campaign literature during the 2002 general election.

We also employed a research design in which we compared campaign discourse in 27 of the most competitive congressional races in 2002.  In five contests, candidates signed a voluntary code of conduct pledge developed by the Institute for Global Ethics, while in 22, there were no formal pledges to avoid negative, misleading, or deceptive campaign appeals.  Using our content analysis of ads, news, debates, and other forms of political communication, we evaluated whether campaigns in which this particular reform was adopted featured discourse that was more positive, more substantive, and less biased.

The Visibility of Campaign Reform

The first question we addressed was the visibility of campaign reform in competitive House and Senate elections.  We commissioned two telephone surveys designed to measure the visibility of reform.  Right after the election, Peter Hart and the late Robert Teeter undertook a national survey of 197 campaign consultants active in the most competitive 2002 House and Senate campaigns and a national survey of 642 American voters.   The consultant survey was conducted November 6 to 25, 2002 and had a margin of error of plus or minus seven percentage points.  The voter survey was undertaken November 8 to 11, 2002 with a margin of error of plus or minus five percentage points.

Based on these surveys, we found that some reforms were more visible than others.  For example, 91 percent of consultants said there were formal candidates debates in the House and Senate campaign in which they participated, while 82 percent indicated there were issue forums where both candidates appeared.  Fewer consultants, though, indicated their own races had pledges to avoid negativity or specific conduct code pledges.   Indeed, in only 29 percent of these competitive districts did candidates pledge to avoid negative campaigning and in only 25 percent did the candidates agree to specific conduct codes of avoiding negative, misleading, or deceptive campaigning.  Thirty-three percent of consultants indicated they had heard of the Institute for Global Ethics effort to get candidates to sign voluntary code of conduct pledges. 

In contrast, voters saw fewer examples of reform activities, such as debates and issues forums, than reported by political consultants. Forty-six percent of voters said there were debates in their congressional districts, compared to 91 percent of consultants.  Only 44 percent of voters said their districts had issue forums, compared to 82 percent of consultants.  The numbers reported regarding candidate pledges, though, were similar.  Twenty-nine percent of consultants said that one of the candidates had taken a pledge to avoid negative campaigning, about the same as observed by voters.  And, similar to voters, 25 percent of consultants indicated that at least one of the candidates had agreed to abide by a specific code of campaign conduct.

In general, reforms that were simple to observe and generated media attention (such as debates and forums) tended to be more visible than others (such as candidates pledges) that required greater voter attentiveness to the political process.  If there was media attention to the reform, voters were much more aware of the pledge being undertaken in their local race.

Measures of Candidate Discourse

We also looked at the actual discourse in competitive House and Senate races during the 2002 election:  ads, news, debates, and other forms of political communication.  Our assessment of candidate discourse followed from several qualities of effective elections that are widely accepted by reform advocacy organizations.  Leaders in reform organizations believe that electoral discourse should be substantive, not overly negative,  unbiased, and not misleading or deceptive.  

The rationale for these standards from their perspective is that if voters have a choice, they must understand that choice. That is to say, the substance of campaign discourse must make clear to the voters what distinguishes one candidate from another based on experience, past record, proven ability, positions on the issues, the ability to accomplish goals, or a number of other relevant factors.  Candidates need to convey this information to voters in a way that gets through to them and is not too shrill because those types of tactics turn off many voters and discourage them from participating in the electoral process.  Discourse that is biased, misleading, deceptive, or unfair undermines the voter’s task of holding leaders accountable and representing citizen interests in the political process.
   

To examine candidate discourse, we sought two kinds of evidence related to content and tone.  First, we looked for the degree of substance in candidate messages. Citizens should have the opportunity to know where candidates stand on the issues, what qualifications they would bring to the office, how they would represent the district—each of these in concrete terms, not in meaningless platitudes.  Second, following the lead of reform organizations, we were concerned about the civility and tone of discourse.  In looking for civility, we were acutely aware of the need for precise definitions.  Candidates have become quite adept at crying "Foul" when opponents use negative tactics against them.  The media often pick up on these claims.  However, contrasting one's record with that of one's opponent is a perfectly legitimate tactic for drawing exactly the type of distinction that citizens need to see in order to cast informed votes.  Contrast or comparison ads are not necessarily  negative, particularly if they are done with subtlety.  

In our analysis, we distinguished among positive ads (in which a candidate sought support by emphasizing his or her own positive qualities or record), comparison or contrast advertising (in which a candidate explicitly compared his or her record with that of the opponent), and negative advertising (in which the clear goal of the candidate was to paint an unflattering picture of the opponent, without comparison to the person mounting the campaign).  Substantive campaigns often involved comparing one's record with that of the opponent; campaigns crossed a line when the comparative aspect was lost and the goal was clearly to influence citizens to vote against the opponent.

Reviewing the competitive campaigns that we studied, we found that the candidates' own political communication frequently did not meet the criteria essential for effective democratic elections.  Fully 40 percent of paid media were judged by our academic experts to be low in content, 26 percent were rated as being very biased, and 31 percent were considered to be strongly negative.  Ads sponsored by surrogate organizations were rated as more substantive, but also more biased.  For instance, commercials broadcast by candidates themselves featured less “high” issue content (29 percent) compared to those run by non-candidate organizations such as political parties or interest groups (36 percent).  But non-candidate communications also were coded by our academic experts in each district as more than twice as biased (36 versus 17 percent) and twice as negative (45 versus 17 percent).

There also were distinctions in discourse quality based on the type of communications devices used by candidates and their campaigns.  In particular, we compared television ads, radio ads, direct mail, telephone calls, and campaign literature on the dimensions of issue content, bias, negativity, and specificity.  Direct mail had the highest issue content (41 percent in the highest category) and made the most specific issue statements (14 percent in the highest category).  The emphasis on issues in this medium follows from the campaigns' abilities to narrowcast the message to a receptive audience.  Television advertising, which reaches the broadest audience, was significantly lower in both categories (27 percent and 10 percent, respectively) (see Table 1).  

Radio ads tended to be especially negative.  Fifty percent of radio ads, 36 percent of television ads, and 35 percent of telephone calls were judged to be negative, compared to just 6 percent of campaign literature.  More than a quarter of all of the advertisements analyzed mentioned that the opponent did not share the values of the district (28 percent); only slightly fewer claimed that the opponent was not honest (23 percent) or not caring (17 percent).  Far fewer ads used character traits related to job performance.  Only 7 percent said that the opponent was not a strong leader and 3 percent that he or she was inexperienced.  

If the substantive level of campaign discourse is to be raised, one would hope that the appeals made for voter support would be based on what the public knows about a candidate going into the voting booth, rather than on emotional feelings.  Yet, in our analysis, only 29 percent of the advertisements observed fell into the highest categories of cognitive appeal, while 43 percent were categorized as based largely on emotional appeal.

In terms of factual accuracy, our observers found nearly all of the advertisements analyzed (98 percent) met minimum tests of accuracy.  However, technical accuracy does not necessarily give citizens the information needed to cast informed votes.  Nearly a quarter of the advertisements observed were felt to be misleading (23 percent) and more than half failed to provided adequate context to evaluate the facts presented (56 percent).  Only 10 percent of the observations were characterized as having provided an accurate context.    

The conclusion from these data is inescapable.   In the media that campaigns produce and pay for themselves, they do not give the public the kind of substantive information needed to cast informed votes.  And with appeals sponsored by surrogate organizations, such as parties, groups, or individuals, appeals tend to be more vague, negative, biased, and misleading.  Since surrogates play a role different from the campaigns themselves, reforms aimed only at a candidate’s campaign will not be effective.   Rather, reformers must focus on the broad array of organizations (candidates, parties, groups, and individuals) and the diverse types of tactics (ads, direct mail, leafleting, and phone calls) used to communicate with voters.  Indeed, with the adoption of the McCain-Feingold campaign finance legislation, surrogates in future races will face tougher disclosure rules for campaign activities in the closing weeks of a race, particularly with advertising tactics aimed at broad audiences of voters.  

Judging News Coverage

News reporting can enhance the substantive content of information reaching citizens.  It can add issue information to the discussion, it could be used to call into account those who run misleading campaigns, or it could be employed to contrast the backgrounds and values of the candidates.  In any number of ways, an alert, attentive, and concerned media could enhance the level of political discourse in election campaigns.  However, we find almost no evidence that this was the case in House or Senate elections.
One of the frequent complaints about campaign advertisements is that little can be said in a 30-second ad.  News stories can be longer, but does this greater length permit more depth?  We do not find evidence that gives much hope in this regard.  Nearly 65 percent of the television news stories were one minute in length or less; over 62 percent of the newspaper stories were of fewer than 500 words.  

A frequent criticism of news coverage is that the stories talk only about the campaigns themselves, not about substantive issues.  We found that this still is the case.  Nearly two-thirds of the more than 600 stories coded dealt mainly with the campaign.  Indeed, nearly 90 percent of the television stories—almost all of which appeared late in the electoral season—dealt with the "horse race" and campaign strategy.  In contrast only about one in six stories dealt with policy issues.  Only one-tenth dealt with the performance of incumbents in office.  When our observers were asked to evaluate the quality of the news coverage provided in individual stories, only 8 percent of the stories were coded in the highest category, "coverage provides ample information"; 28 percent felt that the story fell into the lowest category, "coverage lacks appropriate information."

In looking at the specific details of coverage, nearly three-quarters of the stories provided no information on candidate issue positions or very little; nearly seven out of eight did not discuss their past records in any depth.  Over ninety percent failed to go into detail on candidate qualifications or relevant personal characteristics.   That is, the coverage was short, campaign-oriented not issue-oriented, and generally not helpful in providing information about either candidate.

In order to investigate the type of coverage received, we asked observers to code the depth of issue coverage of the stories they were analyzing.  The scale in this case went from "very little contextual information or discussion" to "great deal of information about policy problems and proposed solutions";  52 percent of the stories were coded in the lowest categories, showing lack of depth of coverage, while only 16 percent were in the top categories.  

Finally, we asked for an overall assessment of the quality of the stories on three criteria--overall quality of the coverage, depth of the issue coverage, relevance of the character information provided in the story (see Table 2).  The stories were rated overwhelmingly low on the overall quality of the coverage and on the depth of issue coverage.  The ratings on the relevance of character coverage were more balanced, but most stories did not deal with character coverage at all.

One of the participants in a campaign professionals focus group we conducted summed up his feelings about the media in this way:  “I really agree that the quality of reporting on campaigns is so poor these days that if you want to get better interesting campaigns, you’d have better writing and reporting on campaigns at the local level.  President, Presidential level, it’s fine.  Local level, it’s awful.”  None of the other participants disagreed.  The conclusion that citizens are not getting information they need to make rational decisions on congressional and senatorial elections from the electronic media appears beyond doubt.  Of the 27 detailed case studies we undertook (22 House races and five Senate contests), our local experts concluded that only two media markets covered the policy issues well.  In a minority of markets, therefore, it may be possible to become adequately informed from the print media, but this requires considerable citizen effort.  
The Impact of Voluntary Codes of Conduct:  The Case of the Institute for Global Ethics

In 2000 and 2002, the Institute for Global Ethics (IGE) sought to improve campaign discourse by having candidates sign voluntary codes of conduct pledging to run “clean” campaigns.  To see if these pledges had any impact, we examined discourse differences between the campaigns run in five contests in which candidates signed codes of conduct and 22 elections in which they did not.  IGE is a national reform organization financed by major foundations that has made a concerted effort to get congressional candidates to sign voluntary codes of conduct in which they pledge not to run negative ads or engage in deceptive or misleading styles of appeals.  This organization obtained signed codes of conduct in three races in 2002 (the second congressional district in Maine, the Maine U.S. Senate race, and the third congressional district in Ohio) and two in 2000 (the 17th district of Ohio and the second district in Washington).  We included the two districts from 2000 on the idea that if the reform effort is to be successful, there should be a carry over effect from year to year.  

We make no claims that these five races are representative in any sense.  For example, the two Maine races took place in a state with a tradition of clean campaigns.  As early as 1982, two U.S. Senate candidates, George Mitchell (D), then serving as an appointed senator and seeking reelection, and David Emery, then a congressman seeking to move to the Senate, jointly urged outsiders not to come into the state with negative advertising because it was not in the Maine tradition.  Maine candidates have signed voluntary codes for three election cycles prior to this one.  The second district in Washington turned out to be one of the least competitive of the campaigns we predicted to be competitive, in part at least because the challenger never mounted an effective challenge.   The two Ohio races were for open seats.  In Ohio 3, the Democrat never came as close to holding what had been a Democratic seat as analysts predicted.  In Ohio 17, the seat vacated by the convicted James Traficant, both candidates wanted to demonstrate that they were different from Traficant and thus avoid any kind of negative association.  

With those caveats, we compare IGE and non-IGE districts on three discourse dimensions:  issue content, bias, and tone (see Table 3).  Our goal was to see whether the IGE districts featured “better” discourse, according to the standards employed by reform organizations.  In general, districts where IGE obtained signed conduct pledges had a higher issue content, were perceived to be less biased, and had a more positive tone than did the non-IGE campaigns, and these differences were statistically significant.

While these data show encouraging signs regarding the impact of reform, the low levels of association imply that any claims regarding significant improvement are not very strong.  When one combines this finding with IGE’s inability to have voluntary codes of conduct signed in many congressional districts, one has to be skeptical of systematic impact.  For the vast majority of the country, this reform was not implemented in any formal way.  For that reason, it is hard to judge this specific reform as being very successful because so few congressional candidates agreed to its provisions.    

An Assessment of Ad Discourse

The final question we analyzed was the factors that affect campaign discourse.  Using our dataset of 1,264 individual campaign ads, we undertook a multivariate analysis of the determinants of advertising discourse.  We employed dependent variables measuring three modes of discourse (issue content, campaign tone, and issue bias).  For our independent variables, we looked at a variety of forces thought to be important in elections and thereby relevant for campaign discourse.  Among the independent variables we examined were the party of the candidate, whether the race was an open-seat election, whether a candidate or non-candidate sponsored the communication, whether the candidate personally appeared in the communication, and whether the appeal relied upon emotion or cognition.  

The three dependent variables (advertisement tone, issue content, and issue bias) were coded on five-point scales, with one representing the least desirable trait in a campaign communication (e.g., strongly negative tone, low issue content, and extreme levels of bias) and five represents the most desirable trait (e.g., strongly positive tone, high issue content, and no bias).  For the independent variables, candidate party was coded one for Democrat and zero if otherwise.  An open seat race was coded one if an open seat race and zero if otherwise.  A candidate-sponsored communication was coded one if candidate sponsored and zero if otherwise.  Whether the candidate appears personally in the ad was coded one for a personal appearance and zero if otherwise.  Levels of emotional and cognitive appeals were coded on a five-point scale, with one representing none of that type of appeal and five representing strong appeals of an emotional or cognitive nature.  In all cases, a positive coefficient indicates that the independent variable produces movement in a positive direction for the dependent variable, and a negative coefficient indicates that the independent variable produces movement in a negative direction for the dependent variable.  
Table 4 shows there were several factors that contributed to negative ad tones.  These were the advertisement not being sponsored by the candidate’s own organization (i.e. advertisements sponsored by party committees or other interest groups), the candidate not appearing personally in the advertisement, the advertisement making a highly emotional appeal, and the advertisement having been run on behalf of a Democratic candidate.  The last factor relates, we assume, to the fact that the Democrats were the party in opposition, and therefore in a position where they employed hard-hitting messages.  

These findings are particularly important for a reform agenda.  The results argue, essentially, that reformers cannot concentrate on candidates and their campaigns—because the candidate organizations are not the worst offenders.  It appears quite likely that candidate organizations take the high road for strategic reasons.  If surrogates run the negative campaigns, the candidates themselves can appear to be above the fray while the negative message still gets out. As one of our focus groups participants put it,  “[T]he third parties are doing the dirty work, and they’re integrated.  I mean, they’re coordinated, although there are legal issues with some of that, but it allows the candidates to kind of emerge on the high ground while the third parties do the bad work . . . .” 
Not going negative in advertisements in which the candidate appears personally follows from the same strategic thinking.  If one goal of reform is to decrease the negative content of campaign discourse, effective means become apparent.  Candidates should be encouraged to convey their own messages, both in the sense of sponsoring advertisement and delivering those messages from their own lips. This principle, a key tenet of the McCain/Feingold campaign finance reform legislation, is supported by our analysis.
Factors linked to high issue content of advertisements included party, being an open-seat election, being candidate sponsored, and relying extensively on cognitive appeals.  In our analysis, Democrats ran more issue-oriented and cognitive-based advertisements because they were questioning the party in power.  Open seat races tend to be more issue-oriented because two candidates, less well known by and large than the incumbent in a race in which one is running, are trying to create an impression of who they are and why they deserve support.  Again, the important findings here are that issue content rises when the candidate’s own personal organization sponsors the advertisement and when the candidate personally delivers the message.  Candidate organizations sponsor advertisements with high issue content because they want to be taken as serious people seeking popular support.  To do this, based on our analysis, they talk about the issues important to the public and to themselves.  This is valuable discourse, from the standpoint of representative democracy.    
The most important result regarding the bias of advertisements relate to the same factors as discussed above.  The ads that are most biased are those where the candidates do not personally appear.  Such appearances in a biased ad could hurt their reputations and lead to a political backlash against them.  Better to leave negative and misleading appeals to third parties.  That strategy is less risky to the individual candidate.

Conclusion

The lesson from this analysis seems clear.   Campaign discourse does not rise to an appropriate level, campaign tone is too negative, and news and ad content is insufficient for citizens to make informed judgments.   And non-candidate organizations (such as parties and groups) bear considerable responsibility for the poor quality of campaign discourse.  Only a portion of the problems we have documented come from the candidates themselves.  Some of the most important deficiencies arise from political party committees or interest groups.    

These results demonstrate that some aspects of the McCain/Feingold campaign reform legislation are on target.
  Requiring greater disclosure from organizations using the candidate’s picture or image in the closing weeks of the campaign makes good sense.   Regardless of whether the communication is sponsored by candidate organizations, political parties, or interest groups, there is a compelling public benefit to demands for parties and interest groups which engage in electoral advocacy to be seen as political groups seeking to influence the election.  They should be treated as campaign participants so voters can hold them accountable for their actions.  Since their communications currently tend to be the most biased, misleading, and negative, voters need to know enough about these organizations to evaluate their role in the election. 

However, in other respects, we do not believe that there is substantial evidence of systemic change taking place through many of the other ideas suggested by reform organizations.   In particular, we find little evidence in support of the view that pledges to avoid negativity, the promotion of ethical standards within the campaign consulting profession, pushes for best practices in campaign conduct, and improved consultant training and certification are going to lead to better campaign discourse, at least based on the standards favored by reform organizations.  
Pledges to avoid negativity, for example, have not been widely employed and are subject to political manipulation.  When one candidate “goes negative” in the middle of an election campaign, the other candidate typically responds with the justification that "the other person started it."  With pledges to avoid negativity (however the term gets defined), candidates in competitive races are not motivated to stick to the pledge because it is too easy for each side to blame the other for the escalation and mislead voters and journalists about blame for uncivil discourse.  


Models of campaign reform that are not very visible, such as those featuring industry self-regulation, voluntary codes of conduct, behind-the-scenes training, or enlightened self-interest on the part of candidates and consultants also are not likely to be effective.  Professional campaign associations tend to be weak.  It is clear that the American Association of Political Consultants (AAPC), the major professional association of political professionals, has little power to sanction consultants who engage in bad behavior.  Indeed, the AAPC is not an appropriate vehicle for ethics reform because many consultants are not members of the organization, it does not have a history of effective enforcement, and consultants who are members do not believe it should play that role.     
For campaign reform to be effective, advocates must take into account the incentives campaigners have to conduct their campaigns and the "political" nature of elective politics.  Elections are inherently conflictual.  Candidates, parties, and groups compete to present themselves in the most favorable light.  They take positions and engage in strategies designed to attract voters.  To the extent that taking positions makes them come across well, they will be quite specific on the issues.  And if campaigning in a misleading manner causes them to look bad, the disincentives from taking such action will be strong.  

Appeals to enlightened self-interest within the campaign profession are doomed because campaigners have clear incentives to win.  Political professionals will use whatever strategies sway the electorate.  Regardless of whether appeals are misleading, negative, or biased, candidates and their supporters will employ what works and avoid tactics that backfire or create negative publicity for themselves.  Only those reforms which tap into this incentive structure and are visible to voters and journalists are likely to be successful.  One of the biggest problems in American elections now is that there is little media coverage of campaigns.  Several consultants told us that reforms which were not covered by reporters tended to be ignored by candidates and not taken very seriously during the campaign.  If criticism about campaign tactics is in the media, both candidates and consultants pay close attention to it.  And if there is little coverage, campaigners will ignore the reform effort.  Visibility is a key factor in policing campaign conduct and improving campaign discourse.     



	Table 1  Percentage of Paid Campaign Communications Possessing Various                                       Characteristics, by Medium

	
	Campaign Literature
	Direct Mail
	Radio Ads
	Television Ads
	Telephone Call

	High Issue Content ***
	24% 


	41% 
	21% 


	27% 


	20% 



	Biased Issue Presentation *
	25% 


	28% 
	35% 


	25% 


	19% 



	Negative Tone ***
	6% 


	28% 
	50% 


	36% 


	35% 



	Relevant Character Information *
	19% 


	20% 
	24% 


	17% 


	3% 



	Clear Statements on Issues ***
	6% 


	14% 
	6% 


	10% 


	3% 



	For differences between categories, *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001

	Source: Candidate Advertisement Dataset.  


	Table 2  Summary Evaluations of Campaign News Coverage

	
	Overall Quality of Coverage
	Depth of Issue Coverage
	Character Coverage

	Low
	54%
	61%
	37%

	Moderate
	21%
	19%
	28%

	High
	25%
	19%
	36%

	
	N = 625
	N = 519
	N = 323

	Source: Single News Story Dataset.  Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding.  


	Table 3  Summary of Paid Media Content for IGE and Non-IGE Districts

	
	Issue Content
	Bias
	Tone

	
	IGE
	Non-IGE
	IGE
	Non-IGE
	IGE
	Non-IGE

	1 low/extreme bias/strong negative
	19%
	18%
	2%
	11%
	15%
	22%

	2  
	12
	23
	9
	18
	5
	10

	3 medium/some bias/mixed
	23
	29
	34
	32
	18
	16

	4
	32
	21
	33
	26
	19
	15

	5 high/no bias/strong positive
	14
	9
	22
	14
	43
	37

	N 
	171
	1067
	166
	1027
	175
	1069

	Kendall’s tau-c
	.073**
	.116***
	.061**

	*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001

	Source: Candidate Advertisement Dataset.  IGE districts are ME-2, OH-3, OH-17, WA-2, and ME Senate.


	Table 4  Impact of Specific Paid Campaign Communications Characteristics on                              Communication Tone, Issue Content, and Issue Bias

	
	Ad Tone
	Issue Content
	Issue Bias

	Candidate Party
	-.20 (.08)**
	 .25 (.06)***
	.29 (.06)***

	Open Seat Race
	-.08 (.08)
	-.22 (.06)***
	-.02 (.06)

	Candidate Communication
	 .43 (.08)***
	-.36 (.06)***
	.24 (.06)***

	Candidate Appears Personally
	1.53 (.09)***
	.20 (.07)**
	.70 (.07)***

	Level of Emotional Appeals
	-.37 (.03)***
	.05 (.03)
	-.29 (.03)***

	Level of Cognitive Appeals
	-.08 (.04)*
	.69 (.03)***
	.10 (.03)**

	Constant
	3.71 (.22)***
	.73 (.17)***
	3.14 (.19)***

	N
	1199
	1194
	1153

	Adjusted R Square
	.37
	.37
	.30

	*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001

	Source:  Candidate Advertisement Dataset.  The numbers presented in this table are unstandardized OLS regression coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses.  
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