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Abstract

This paper examines the relationship between presidential campaign advertising and do-
nations to presidential candidates and national political parties. Using Federal Election
Commission donation data aggregated to the zip code level, combined with Wisconsin Ad-
vertising Project data tracking the number of televised presidential campaign advertisements,
we utilize a natural experimental setup to examine whether increased ads lead to increased
donations. We ultimately conclude, however, that in recent years exposure to more campaign
advertisements has decreased the amount of donations within a particular zip code.

∗We would like to thank Ken Goldstein, Nicole Hair, Matt Holleque, and Jake Neiheisel for talking through
preliminary results with us. A special thanks also to Ken for allowing us to use the 2008 Wisconsin Advertising
Data. This draft is prepared for the American Politics Workshop at the University of Wisconsin-Madison on April
12, 2010.
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1 Motivation

In 2000, George W. Bush spent $5.5 million on campaign advertisements in California - a

state Bush ultimately lost by twelve points, and a state that has not been won by a Republican

presidential candidate since 1988, when George Bush, Sr. carried it over Michael Dukakis. The

question of why Bush, Jr. spent precious advertising money in California, when that money

could possibly have been put to better use in more competitive states like Ohio, Pennsylvania,

Wisconsin, and of course, Florida puzzles many scholars.

One theory is that Bush spent money in California in order to appease donors and to try to

raise additional money in California. Throughout the course of the campaign, however, Bush

benefited from the generosity of California Republicans. According to the Center for Responsible

Politics, Bush raised over $114 million in California, second only to the District of Columbia

in total revenue raised (Rasky 2000). According to a top Bush advisor, the expenditures were

intended to fulfill the campaign’s promise to be a force in California. “There was a commitment

that we made to California early on, and that commitment was time and money,” (Marks 2000).

Others speculate that perhaps Bush spent money in order to assure Californians that he

would look out for their interests after a particularly favorable eight years of Clinton. At the

time, California Republicans argued that the Bush campaign’s “allocation of precious time and

relatively serious amounts of advertising money to California at the end of the campaign is proof

that President Bush would devote Clintonesque attention to the state’s needs,” (Rasky 2000).

Implicitly, both of these arguments claim that Bush advertised in California to satisfy and

appease the Republican base. He wanted to make sure they knew he supported them, and one

way to do so was to commit advertising money to the state. While Bush’s spending spree in the

Golden State did not cost him the election, had he not won Florida, pundits and scholars alike

would have likely questioned his strategy for years. Did the money Bush spent in California

allow him to raise more funds to offset the expenditures? Or, was the money in California wasted

and did it divert precious resources from states that could have benefited from some additional

last-minute advertising efforts?

In this paper, we aim to understand and explain the relationship between individual con-

tributions and campaign advertising. Previous work has examined the role of demographic

characteristics on campaign contributions as well as the influence of geography. However, to our
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knowledge, little work has examined the connection between campaign advertising and individ-

ual’s campaign contributions.

2 Background

Campaign fundraising is significant because of the role money plays in modern presidential

elections. Since 2000, over $1.13 billion has been raised through individual donations and re-

ported to the Federal Election Commission for Presidential general elections; 2008 marked the

first year that a presidential candidate rejected matching funds and elected to continue to raise

money throughout the general election campaign. In doing so, Barack Obama raised nearly

$3.35 million in individual contributions1 from June through November.

Previous political science literature has shown that campaign contributions are affected by

individual demographic characteristics (Brady, Verba and Schlozman 1995; Verba, Schlozman

and Brady 1995). While contributing to a campaign is a costly (both literately and figuratively)

form of participation, and thus associated with individual levels of income and socioeconomic

status, many people who can afford to contribute do not do so while others with much lower

incomes contribute significant sums. In Voice and Equality, Verba, Schlozman, and Brady find

that some individuals have a greater voice in politics than others, and that the inequality reflects

unequal access to such vital resources as money and education. In “Beyond SES: A Resource

Model of Political Participation,” the same authors confirm these findings, arguing that people’s

likelihood of contributing to political campaigns is largely driven by their income and not by

any other socio-demographic factors. In other words, individuals who have money are able to

contribute to political parties and campaigns, while individuals who lack money do not have

that resource available and find other ways to participate.

In addition to being influenced by demographic factors, contributions to campaigns can also

be influenced by coverage of whether the candidate is winning or losing the race. Mutz (1995)

argues that horse-race spin coverage of presidential nominating contests influences the amount

of money contributed to candidates in those races. She claims that the decision to contribute to

a political candidate often involves a number of strategic considerations, including the likelihood

1This figure only includes contributions documented in the FEC database, meaning it is between $200 and
$2,300.
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that the candidate has of winning the contest. Specifically, she claims that, “evidence to date

suggests that both positive and negative horse-race spin may motivate contributors under dif-

ferent conditions,” (Mutz 1995, 1039). In other words, Mutz finds that in 1988, when horse-race

coverage of Dukakis showed him to be winning the race for the nomination (or gaining ground

in the race), subsequently his campaign donations increased. This study is of particular interest

to us, given that we aim to examine the effects of campaign activities on donations to candi-

dates and parties. However, rather than being interested in media coverage of the horse-race

aspect of politics, we are interested in whether large number of campaign advertisements leads

to increased donations..

In reality, whether or not an individual contributes to a political campaign is likely a com-

bination of personal demographic characteristics as well as mobilization efforts. As Brady,

Schlozman and Verba (1999) point out, party activists, or recruiters, seek out people with char-

acteristics that are already over-represented among participants. They find that the net result

of the recruitment process for political activity in general - and for financial contributions, in

particular - is to exacerbate participatory stratification Brady, Schlozman and Verba (1999,

153). Thus, while most of the contributions literature has focused on demographic and socio-

economic predictors, some work has also examined characteristics of media coverage that may

lead to increased donations. In this paper, we aim to consider the effects of campaign advertising

on individual contributions.

Campaign advertising has been shown to have a significant impact on many political outcome

variables, most notably voter turnout and vote choice. Much less work, however, has focused

on the impact of advertising on dependent variables like campaign contributions. Experimental

work has shown that campaign advertising, specifically negative ads, to have a negative effect on

individuals’ propensity to vote. This effect has been estimated to be as large as five percentage

points (Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1997). Observational work has found less detrimental effects

of negative campaign advertising (Geer 2006; Freedman, Franz and Goldstein 2004) as authors

argue that negative advertisements actually educate the electorate and make them more knowl-

edgeable about campaign issues and therefor more likely to participate in electoral contests. In

terms of vote choice, Franz and Ridout (2010) argue that while there are important differences

in advertising across years, significant and strong advertising and persuasion effects were present
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in the 2008 presidential election.

This paper will extend both the contributions and advertising effects literatures, by asking

what factors affect contributions and examining whether experiencing a large volume of television

advertisements increases contributions to presidential candidates and parties.

3 Data

For contributions data, we relied on the Federal Election Commission’s (FEC) individual

contributions file. This file includes all contributions greater than $200 that were raised during

the entire two-year election cycle (for example 2007-2008 for the 2008 presidential election). 2

From this data, we selected the national party committee contributions and the contributions

assigned to each of the two major party candidates in the 2000, 2004, and 2008 presidential

election years. 3 We included any contributions reported from June 1 - Election Day of the year

of the election and extended that time period to March 1 - November 2 of 2004 (Election Day)

because the primary campaign wrapped up so early on both the Democratic and Republican

sides during that year.

Arguably these data will bias us against finding significant effects of advertising on campaign

contributions. According to Zaller (1992, 1996), those individuals who are likely to be influenced

by campaign advertisements are those who will be least partisan. Individuals who are most likely

to “receive” a campaign message are the same individuals who will be least likely to be influenced

by it. Those who are less likely to “receive” advertising messages would be more likely to be

influenced by them. Zaller (1992) demonstrates the powerful nature of the relationship between

receptivity and acceptance when he explains why we are so unlikely to see opinion change among

individuals. We argue that the same logic applies to campaign contributions. Giving $200 to a

campaign is a significant contribution. Individuals who are likely to be influenced to donate to

a political campaign by a television advertisement are likely not the individuals who would be

likely to contribute $200 or more. In other words, those people who are influenced to give to

2The maximum “hard money” contribution is now indexed to inflation. In 2000, there were virtually no limits
on soft money, but the maximum amount an individual could contribute to a candidate was $1,000. In 2004, after
the passage of the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act (BCRA), the contribution limit to candidates was raised to
$2,000. In 2008, the amount increased again, to $2,300. Also, in 2004, individuals were permitted to contribute
$25,000 to the national party committees and in 2008, that amount increased to $28,500 (FEC 2004, 2007).

3This is the same approach Mutz (1995) took in her study of the influence of horse-race media coverage on
presidential contributions.
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a campaign by a television advertisement are likely to give much less than the $200 minimum

required to be reported to the FEC. Thus, when performing our analysis, we look only at a

specific set of “givers” in determining if advertisements have an effect on contributions.

For campaign activities, we utilized the Wisconsin Advertising Project’s (WiscAds) tracking

of televised campaign advertisements. WiscAds has tracked all airings of candidate, party,

and group advertisements during presidential campaign elections since 2000. We limited our

timeframe to the same time period covered by the FEC data, meaning we are focusing specifically

on the relationship between contributions and advertising during the general election cycle during

the past three presidential elections. Each year has a different number of media markets: there

were 75 included in 2000, 100 in 2004, and 210 in 2008. This creates great variation, so we keep

the years separate in our analysis. In addition, we aggregate the number of advertisements to

the media market, starting in June for 2000 and 2008, and starting in March for 2004, as the

primary “ended” earlier that year.

Again, the selection of this time period should bias us against finding any results because

the time period includes the beginning of the general election campaign, when all “regular”

donors would be expected to max out their contribution to the candidate and the party. We

would not expect these donations to be influenced by campaign activities (including television

advertisements). However, if the “regular” donors do give more due to advertisements, this

could influence the results.4

The benefit of including the longer time frame is that we are able to speak about the rela-

tionship between campaign contributions and advertising over the course of the entire general

election. The downside of such a broad time period is the potential muting of effects as we are

not able to isolate our findings to the specific subset of individuals we believe would be most

influenced to contribute via campaign advertisements.

We aggregate the FEC data to the zip code level, as individual level information does not

allow us to control for important covariates such as income and ethnicity. Instead, we are able

to obtain these demographic variables at the zip code level from the 2000 Census, in order to

provide more robust tests.

4While it may be possible to examine the patterns of individual giving to find out if some “regular” donors
give some money at the start of the general election campaign and then give more money later (either to the
party or the candidate), doing so is beyond the scope of this particular project.
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4 Results

4.1 Comparing Competitive States with Non-competitive States

In order to ask what the effects of advertisements are, we need to first acknowledge that

Presidential candidates advertise differently in states that are less competitive than they do

in battleground states. In particular, competitive states see a significantly larger amount of

television advertisements, as is shown in Figure 1.

No Airings
100 - 4,999 Airings
5,000 - 7,499 Airings
7,500 - 9,999 Airings
10,000 Airings or More

Figure 1: Presidential Campaign Airings - 2008

Since we know there is an inherent difference in advertising in competitive and non-competitive

states, so we first ask if campaign contributions also differ based on competitiveness. In all mod-

els used in this paper, zip codes will be the unit of analysis.

We test this with a least squares regression framework, shown in Equation 1, whereNonComps

is a dummy variable that equals one if zip code z is located in a non-competitive state, using
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three different metrics to decide if a state is competitive. The first metric considers all states

that had margins of victory greater than 10 percent as non-competitive. The second calls the 35

states with the highest margins of victory non-competitive. The final measure looks at the least

competitive 25 states, which are the half of the U.S. that had the highest margins of victory.

TCz is total contributions in zip code z, Incz and Popz are median household income and total

population measured in thousands and are also indexed by zip code. The variables 65Plusz and

Whitez measure the concentration of seniors and whites respectively by zip code. Ruralz is a

dummy measuring whether or not the zip code is comprised of more than half rural areas (i.e.

rural concentration> .5).

TCz = α0 + α1Incz + α2Popz + α365Plusz + α4Whitez + α5Ruralz + α6NonComps + ε (1)

As displayed in the results of Table 1, we can see that competitive and non-competitive states

do not appear to differ in terms of contributions. In 2000, individuals in more competitive states

contributed more. In 2004 and 2008, though, being located in a non-competitive state caused

people to give more, conditional on demographic factors. In none of the three presidential

election cycles, however, were the competitiveness coefficients significantly different from zero.

Other results presented in these models confirm the demographic findings of previous studies,

showing that contributions are substantially higher in zip codes where the median income is

higher and there is a higher concentration of whites and individuals over 65 years of age.

In the following specifications, we examine the effect of advertisements on giving in non-

competitive states. The following sections attempt to determine if advertisements could be used

more in non-competitive states as a tool to increase contributions, or if they actually deter

contributions.

4.2 General Analysis of Ads

First, we would like to estimate the overall effect of advertisements on contributions, using

the number of advertisements as a continuous variable. In doing so, we utilize the natural

experiment that occurs because of the mismatch between state and media market boundaries

(Huber and Arceneaux 2007; Krasno and Green 2008). This natural experiment occurs when
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media markets cross state boundaries, and in particular, when a media market crosses the border

of a competitive and non-competitive state. While candidates do not outwardly advertise in non-

competitive states in general, some areas of states can receive a high level of advertisements.

For instance, though New Jersey was not competitive in 2000, southern New Jersey is part of

the Philadelphia media market. Since Pennsylvania was competitive and many ads were aired

in the Philadelphia media market, southern New Jersey was still exposed to the same level of

advertisements as competitive states. Northern New Jersey, on the other hand is part of the

New York media market and residents there were not exposed to advertisements because neither

New York nor New Jersey was competitive in the 2000 presidential election.

We will use the following regression framework shown in Equation 2, where TCz is total

contributions in zip code z, Incz and Popz are median household income and total population

measured in thousands and are also indexed by zip code. As before, the variables 65Plusz

and Whitez measure the concentration of seniors and whites respectively by zip code, and

Adsm, Negm, and Polm are measured at the media market level such that zip code z falls in

media market m. Adsm measures the total number of advertisements aired in the media market

while Negm and Polm measure the concentration of negative advertisements and advertisements

focused on policy issues respectively.

We run separate regressions for each election year (2000, 2004, 2008), since we argue that the

elections are inherently different. To aggregate the results would mask differences that might

be inherent to each particular election. Since our data are at the zip code level, we also include

state-level fixed effects to absorb all state-level variation.

TCz = α0+α1Incz+α2Popz+α365Plusz+α4Whitez+α5Rural+α6Adsm+α7Negm+α8Polm+ε

(2)

Table 2 shows the results of the regression in Equation 2. Again, we include only non-

competitive states, using all three definitions of competitiveness (margin of victory less than 10

percent, 35 least competitive states, 25 least competitive states). We find that the effects of

advertisements are small and insignificant in 2000 and 2004, but in 2008, they are significantly

negative meaning that controlling for the demographic characteristics of the zip codes, areas that
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receive more advertisements contributed less to the presidential parties and candidates. The

quantity of advertisements in 2008 may have actually turned off some contributors to giving as

much. One could postulate that this is because non-competitive states saw more advertisements

as a signal that the candidates were not stretched for money. Also, it is important to point out

that our results are consistent with (Brady, Verba and Schlozman 1995) in that contributions

are increasing in population, median household income, and the percent of senior citizens living

in an area.

Next, we will repeat this regression (in Equation 2) in terms of party-specific contributions,

but with a few modifications. First, in Equation 3, we look at total Republican contributions

as a function of demographics and advertisements. We expect that Republican contributions

will increase as the number of Republican ads increases, but in disaggregating Republican from

Democratic ads and contributions we can see whether this is the case. A priori we would expect

that if a Republican “giver” watched a Kerry ad in 2004, he/she would not think about giving

money, or would be less likely to give money at all. Thus we expect β6 (and hence γ6) to be

negative or zero.

TRCz = β0 + β1Incz + β2Popz + β365Plusz + β4Whitez + β5RAdsm + +β6DAds+ ε (3)

TDCz = γ0 + γ1Incz + γ2Popz + γ365Plusz + γ4Whitez + γ5DAdsm + γ6RAds+ ε (4)

Table 3 shows the results of these models for both Democratic and Republican contributions.

Here, we include only the first definition for non-competitive states (margins of victory less

than 10 percent.)5 In 2000, we see that Republican contributions are actually decreasing in

Republican advertisements and are increasing in Democratic advertisements. While this is

unexpected, it could be the case that in 2000, seeing a Gore advertisement may have alarmed

Bush supporters in non-competitive states; it could have served as a signal to Republicans that

Bush needed more money in order to compete. However, this was not the case for Democrats in

2000, as Democratic contributions are increasing in Democratic advertisements and decreasing

in Republican advertisements, as we would expect. In both 2004 and 2008, we find the signs

5The results do not change when we use either of the other definitions, however.
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that we expect for both Democratic and Republican advertisements: increasing in same party

advertisements and decreasing in opposite-party advertisements.

Again, it is important to remember that this study focuses only on “givers,” as this is the

information available in the FEC dataset. We expect the advertisements to be a reminder to

givers to contribute, and perhaps contribute more than they were already planning to do. We

also find that in addition to the demographic effects we found with our total contributions

results, we also see that Republican contributions are decreasing in rural areas, which means

that conditional on being a giver, zip codes located in rural areas give less than those in non-rural

areas.

4.3 Binary Treatment Effects

Next, to exploit variation in advertisements in non-competitive states, we perform a difference-

in-differences procedure and estimate the difference in mean contributions between the areas that

received and did not receive the levels of ads of a competitive state. The treatment zip codes

are those that received the level of advertisements of a competitive state, but were located in a

non battleground state in the given election year. The control are the zip codes that received

the level of advertisements of a non competitive states (meaning approximately zero) and are

located in a non battleground state in the given election year. Controlling for demographics as

before, we will compare these means, using the following diff-in-diff regression framework, which

will also include state fixed effects. In equation 4, we keep a similar framework to those above,

but we use a dummy, Treat for whether or not the zip code received the treatment, instead of

the level of advertisements.

We use three different levels as treatments and present results for each. The first treatment

condition is the least restrictive. A zip code is considered to have been treated if over 1,000

advertisements were aired over the course of the general election. If ads were spread out evenly

across the five month time period in 2000 and 2008 and across the seven month time period in

2004, this amounts to only 7 and 5 ads per day respectively.6 The second treatment condition is

whether or not residents in the zip code were exposed to more than 5,000 advertisements, and

the third is for over 10,000 advertisements.

6Advertisements are not spread evenly throughout the period. They instead peak closer to election day, but
this serves only as an illustration.
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Cz = δ0 + δ1Incz + δ2Popz + δ365Plusz + δ4White+ δ5Treat+ ε (5)

Table 4 shows the results for total contributions. Here, we see that in 2000, viewing over

10,000 ads appears to cause givers in non-competitive states to increase contributions. Coeffi-

cients in subsequent election years do not reach levels of statistical significance, but contributions

are decreasing in advertisements in both 2004 and 2008.

We also regress this separately for parties. 7 Currently, this allows us to determine whether

the treatment conditions defined in the previous section of the paper affect Republican and

Democratic contributions differently.

Table 5 illustrates the results for just Republican contributions while Table 6 shows results of

the treatments on Democratic contributions. Interestingly, in 2000, increased advertising seems

to increase Republican contributions.8 However, in subsequent years, more advertising causes

Republicans to contribute less. This could be in part attributed to sheer volume of advertisement

increase from 2000 to 2004 and 2008. Since advertisements are more geared toward competitive

states, these non-competitive states may actually be less likely to contribute now due to an

increase in advertising. In Table 6, the signs for the Democratic results are the same as for

the Republican treatment, but are smaller in magnitude and less significant. These findings are

particularly interesting, since Table 1 showed that individuals in non-competitive states in 2004

and 2008 may actually contribute more than those in competitive states.

5 Discussion

Ultimately, we find that presidential campaign advertising has a generally insignificant ef-

fect on donations to presidential candidates or the national political parties. In cases where

advertising does have an effect, that effect is negative, meaning that in areas where people see

more campaign advertisements, they are less likely to donate to political campaigns. We posit

that this could be because of voter fatigue in these states; individuals living in non-competitive

7Ultimately we will include a control variable for the partisanship of the geographic area; since this is not
likely to be available at the zip code level, we will probably include at the county or media-zone level. Including
this variable will allow us to ask if Republicans in Democratic states give more than Democrats in Democratic
states, as it may give them the sense that they have more of an impact on the election.

8When we use party-specific treatment levels, our results do not change.
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states who see a lot of campaign commercials may be reminded of the election, but they do not

increase their giving because of their increased awareness. In fact, in some years, they donate

less than their counterparts in zip codes where no advertisements are aired.

In terms of party-specific effects, results indicate inconsistent patterns between advertising

and contributions. When the number of ads is modeled continuously, in 2004 and 2008, the

variables behave as we expect - a large number of Democratic ads corresponds to an increase

in Democratic contributions and a large number of Republican ads corresponds to a larger

number of Republican contributions - but the variables do not reach conventional levels of

statistical significance. In 2000 however, Democratic contributions are increasing in Democratic

advertisements, but so are Republican contributions; Republican contributions are decreasing

in both.

When considering advertisements as a dummy variable - either treated or untreated - ad-

vertisements are only statistically significant in 2000 and only when over 10,000 spots are aired.

In this circumstance, advertising has a positive effect on total contributions, controlling for

demographic factors. In terms of party-specific results, we again see inconsistent results. Re-

publican contributions appear to be more sensitive to advertisements aired in non-competitive

states; when higher dosages of ads are aired, Republican contributions are lower. Democratic

contributions, on the other hand do not generally appear to be affected by ads. Circling back

to our original question as to whether George W. Bush’s advertising in California led to more

donations to his campaign, we find the hypothesis diffcult to support. While this paper does

not examine the timing of advertising to the timing of donations, over the course of the general

election campaign, advertising does not appear to have a positive effect on campaign donations.

Further research may attempt to address some of the time-series questions.
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