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ABSTRACT 

Citizens United v. FEC changed the rules for interest groups concerning the sponsorship of 

political advertisements that feature federal candidates.  In particular, it opened the door for 

corporations and unions to sponsor pro-candidate ads close to an election that explicitly call for 

those candidates’ election or defeat.   As a consequence, it raised concerns among many over the 

role of outside groups in the electoral process.  The effect of the ruling is apparent in the 

increased volume of interest group advertising in House and Senate races in 2010, as 

demonstrated in this article.  But a related question is as important: are interest group ads 

persuasive, moving vote totals at levels that could tip close elections?  This paper investigates the 

possibility of such effects, finding evidence in the affirmative.  Such an empirical effect is 

particularly relevant as groups use the Citizens United ruling to expand their presence in future 

federal elections. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 2 

Citizens United and Campaign Advertising in 2010 

 The 2010 midterm elections were the first in the wake of the Citizens United v. FEC 558 

U.S. 50 (2010) decision, which was issued in January 2010.  The Supreme Court ruled in that 

case, after hearing oral arguments in March 2009 and then again in September, that corporations 

(and by implication) unions, were free to sponsor direct advocacy messages in federal elections.  

These groups had previously been barred from sponsoring such communications, and 

progressive campaign finance reformers almost immediately expressed concern about the 

implications of the ruling.   A New York Times editorial argued, “The court's ruling…will allow 

corporate money to play far too important a role in federal elections. It was wrong on the law, 

and terrible as policy” (4/20/10).  The Washington Post said something similar: “[The ruling] 

was dangerous because corporate money, never lacking in the American political process, may 

now overwhelm both the contributions of individuals and the faith they may harbor in their 

democracy” (1/22/10).  

 Such claims are premised on the assumption that interest group advertising buys either 

votes on Election Day or policy in Congress.  The research in this article explores the first claim 

by reviewing the role of outside groups in the midterm elections of 2010 and by looking 

explicitly for evidence of an effect of their advertising on election outcomes.  We begin with a 

brief examination of the legal changes that were the consequence of Citizens United and review 

the level of political advertising in 2010 in comparison to previous campaigns.  Next, we 

consider the placement of interest group ads across the country, looking for evidence that interest 

group ads benefited the overall balance of advertising in House and Senate races.  Finally, we 

leverage aggregated election results at the congressional district and media market level to 

determine whether there is a relationship between ad buys and outcomes.  The results suggest 
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that interest group-sponsored television ads are significantly related to the performance of House 

and Senate candidates, though not in all circumstances.  Moreover, the size of such effects often 

rival the impact the impact of candidate and party ads.  The article finishes with a consideration 

of the implications of these findings and a preview of what to expect from interest groups in 

future elections. 

 

Citizens United in Context 

 The Citizens United decision was an historic one.  At issue in the case was the 

applicability of disclosure rules for an anti-Hillary Clinton documentary that appeared on-

demand for cable subscribers.  Was the creator of the documentary required to report the 

expenditures used to place the movie on television to the FEC?  Was the group required to reveal 

its donors?  Did the documentary (and short, broadcasted advertisements for it) amount to an 

express advocacy message opposing Hillary Clinton?  Such questions were important, as they 

pointed to particular gray areas in campaign finance laws, but initially the case seemed to revolve 

around these fairly narrow questions of what constituted a political advertisement.   

 When the U.S. Supreme Court heard arguments in March 2009, it pressed the 

government on how far campaign finance regulations could go, and the conservative Justices 

appeared irked at the theoretical boundaries offered by government lawyers, specifically the 

implication that the government might have the power to censure the publication of some books.  

As such, the Court reframed the case to be about the constitutional justification in general for 

restricting corporations from expressly advocating for federal candidates.  Although the Justices 

did not ask about the prohibition on corporate contributions to candidates, which remained in 

place, they raised the possibility that corporations and other groups had free speech rights under 
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the First Amendment to advocate independently for candidates.  In January 2010, the Court 

issued its ruling on the side of Citizens United, creating a firestorm among reformers on the left. 

 Although some, including President Obama, argued that the decision overturned 100 

years of Court and legislative precedent, that was not entirely correct; in 1907 Congress banned 

corporate contributions to federal candidates, not expenditures on their behalf (Corrado 2005, 

12).  More accurately, the Court in Citizens United overturned restrictions on corporate and 

union electioneering established in the 1974 congressional amendments to the Federal Election 

Campaign Act, and upheld by the Supreme Court in Austin v. Michigan Chamber of Commerce, 

494 U.S. 652 (1990).   

 Additionally, the case may not have been as unprecedented as many suggested.   In 2007, 

the Supreme Court decided in FEC v. Wisconsin Right to Life 551 U.S. 449 (2007) to scale back 

many existing restrictions on corporate and union lobbying ads—many of which amounted to 

virtual campaign ads attacking or supporting candidates.  At issue was the perplexing matter of 

what constituted an electioneering ad or a constituent lobbying ad.  What if a group, for example, 

wanted to air an ad spurring citizens to contact members of Congress and urge them to vote for 

or against a bill in the House or Senate?  If such a message coincided with an election, did that 

matter?   The Bi-Partisan Campaign Reform Act of 2002 had defined any radio or television ad 

featuring a candidate within 60-days of a general election or 30-days of a primary to be 

electioneering.  The Court in Wisconsin reversed its earlier endorsement of that standard (in 

2003’s McConnell v. FEC 540 U.S. 93 (2003)), and in effect opened the door for interest groups 

to craft ads that seemed concerned with issues but also contained attacks or promotional 

statements about incumbents who happened to be running for re-election.  Wisconsin most 

importantly allowed these ads to be paid for with union or corporate treasury funds. 



 5 

 As a consequence, the decision in 2010 was hardly out of left field.  The Court had 

signaled in recent years its more conservative and deregulatory perspective on election law 

matters (Hasen 2008).  In addition, despite the new legal allowance for airing pro-candidate ads, 

the level of such advertising in the congressional elections of 2010 was not drastically (or 

historically) high.  (See also Franz 2010a.)  In Table 1, using data from the Wisconsin 

Advertising Project and the Wesleyan Media Project, which tracks and codes all political ads in 

top U.S. markets, we show the percentage of political ads sponsored by interest groups in the six 

election cycles between 2000 and 2010.1  The table includes all interest group ads that featured 

federal candidates at any point in the election year.   The percentage of group-sponsored ads was 

quite high in 2010, but it was still lower than the percentage of group-sponsored ads in the House 

elections of 2000 and the presidential elections of 2004.  The percentage of total ads sponsored 

by groups in Senate races did reach a new high in 2010, but that was a only slight increase over 

2008.2  Ironically, the strong interest group presence in the 2004 presidential context (one in 

every fifth political ad that year) occurred in the first election cycle after Congress passed the Bi-

Partisan Campaign Reform Act, one goal of which was the reduction of political ads sponsored 

by interest groups.   Because the data from earlier years in Table 1 included only the top 75 or 

100 media markets, we also list in the table the ad buys for all 210 markets in years for which the 

                                                
1 The Wisconsin Advertising Project (http://wiscadproject.wisc.edu/) was in operation between 
2000 and 2008.  The Wesleyan Media Project (http://election-ad.research.wesleyan.edu/) tracked 
political ads in 2010 (and has subsequently secured the 2006 data).  Data are publicly available 
from the Wisconsin Advertising Project for the 2000, 2002, 2004, and 2008 election cycles.  It is 
important to note that the data discussed here and in the remainder of the article account only for 
local broadcast and national cable ads.  Local cable buys (i.e., ads purchased from a cable 
provider to be aired on cable channels in a particular city) are not tracked. 
 
2 This point can also be seen by looking at a report from the Center for Responsive Politics:  
http://www.opensecrets.org/news/2011/05/citizens-united-decision-profoundly-affects-political-
landscape.html.  See Slide 2 
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data are available.  The percentages barely change when we include all media markets in the 

country as opposed to only top markets. 

 [Table 1 here] 

The aggregate figures in Table 1 are a bit disingenuous, however, because the level of 

interest group advertising varies widely across election contests in a given year, and interest 

groups are heavily involved in the most competitive of House and Senate races (Franz 2008, 

chapter 6).  In order to examine more precisely the influence of outside groups in the 2010 

congressional races, Figure 1 shows the total Senate ad airings within each media market that 

were sponsored by independent groups.3  The maps show the “air war” during the fall campaign 

only, beginning with September 1.  Each media market in which interest groups advertised is 

shaded on the map of the continental United States, with darker shades indicating more total 

advertising.  Clearly, independent groups were involved in a variety of Senate races across the 

country, as the shaded media markets stretch from New Hampshire to Florida and California.  

And although the total that came from interest groups varied considerably, it was quite high 

(over 2,000 ads) in several media markets including Las Vegas (the key race involving Majority 

Leader Harry Reid) and Denver (the Ken Buck/Michael Bennett contest), as well as Kansas City 

(the Blunt/Carnahan race), Saint Louis (the Blunt/Carnahan and the Kirk/Giannoulias match-

ups), and Nashville (the Kentucky race between Jack Conway and Rand Paul). 

[Figure 1 here] 

 Figure 2 paints a similar picture for advertising in U.S. House races.   Advertising 

sponsored by outside groups was quite widespread, touching media markets in every single state 

                                                
3 The ad totals are mapped to media markets.  Since some media markets cross state boundaries, 
there are a number of markets that receive advertising from more than one House or Senate race.  
The totals in the maps that follow put all ads in a market together. 
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in the Lower 48 (some by virtue of market spillover across state boundaries).  Interest groups 

were very active in New Mexico’s 1st and 2nd congressional districts, which are covered by the 

Albuquerque market, as well as Michigan’s 7th (the Lansing and Grand Rapid markets), Ohio’s 

16th (the Cleveland market), and Virginia’s 5th and 9th  (the Roanoke market).  There was also 

notable activity in the northeast, where advertising in Burlington, Vermont, Boston, and 

Portland, Maine, made appeals to voters in both of New Hampshire’s congressional districts.  

Group-sponsored advertising was also heavy in New York’s 23rd and Maine’s 1st congressional 

districts. 

[Figure 2 here] 

 All told, interest groups are clearly powerful players in key House and Senate races, and 

this was no more true than in 2010.  In fact, as shown in Table 1, interest groups exceeded 13 

percent of the total ad buys in both the House and Senate contexts, whereas in previous elections 

(such as in 2000 or 2008), higher levels of advertising tended to focus on only one chamber of 

Congress.  Outside groups tend to focus their efforts on the elections deemed most competitive 

or potentially competitive, and at times can constitute a substantial chunk of the total air war.  On 

the other hand, 2010 should be put in its proper context.  Although the level of advertising from 

interest groups was higher than in previous elections, in the aggregate, it still constituted only a 

fairly modest proportion of overall advertising.  Candidates and parties remain the dominant 

players.  Still, the fundamental question remains, particularly in those places where groups 

concentrated their efforts: did group advertising make any difference on the outcome of the 

election?   

 

Interest Groups and Advertising Advantages  
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 A wealth of scholarship indicates that television advertising, taken as a whole, can 

influence the votes that people cast on Election Day (Franz and Ridout 2007; Shaw 2006; 

Johnston, Hagen, and Jamieson 2004; see also Franz 2010b for a review of the literature).  When 

they work and how they work is just now receiving more detailed empirical investigation from 

political scientists (Brader 2006; Gerber, Gimpel, Green and Shaw 2011; Ridout and Franz 

2011), though it is generally thought that the key to a successful advertising campaign is 

ensuring that people hear your message more than they hear the message of your opponent.  

Thus, the larger the ad advantage, the greater the number of votes a campaign should attract.  

Still the size of these effects is generally quite small.  An ad advantage of 1000 spots, for 

instance, has been estimated to increase vote share by no more than a percentage point or two—

and often less—depending on the election and the estimate (Franz and Ridout 2007; Johnston, 

Hagen, and Jamieson 2004; Shaw 1999).   

 Rarely, however, have scholars examined whether the impact of advertising varies 

depending on its sponsor.  One exception to the dearth of scholarship is Magleby (2004), which 

finds no differences by ad sponsor on vote intention in a study of advertising effects in the 2000 

presidential election. Using experimental designs, however, Pfau and colleagues (2001, 2002) 

found that candidate ads have a greater impact on citizen interest in the campaign and knowledge 

about the candidates, suggesting that voters pay closer attention to these ads.  In contrast, 

research by Garramone (1985) indicated that a group-sponsored attack ad was more persuasive 

with voters than a comparable candidate-sponsored ad.  Groenendyk and Valentino (2002) 

reached a similar conclusion based on an experiment they conducted, but it is important to note 

that their analysis used an existing, well-known interest group as a sponsor (the Sierra Club) 

whereas many ads aired nowadays are sponsored by previously-unknown “groups” that lack 
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members and are little more than legal entities.  The most recent experimental analysis of interest 

group ad effectiveness by Brooks and Murov (forthcoming) is noteworthy because it compares 

the influence – measured by persuasion minus backlash – of an ad aired by an “unknown” 

independent group compared to an identical candidate-sponsored one.  Although the authors find 

no difference in the persuasiveness of the spots, they do find a difference in backlash.  

Candidates are punished more for sponsoring attack ads than if unknown groups air the same 

attack on their behalf.   

 Theoretically, should we expect ads sponsored by interest groups to have a different 

persuasive impact than ads sponsored by candidates or political parties?  On the one hand, there 

is reason to believe that ads sponsored by outside groups should have little impact on viewers.  

For one, most of these ads are sponsored by organizations that people have never heard of 

before, and thus people may find it difficult to gauge their expertise on the issues about which 

they speak—or to assess their credibility.  Perceived credibility is the key to persuasion, but 

credibility has several underlying dimensions, including trustworthiness, competence and 

whether the communicator is self-interested (Hovland, Janis and Kelley 1953).  Yet assessing the 

trustworthiness or competence of a group with a name such as Citizens for a Better America, 

which could be easily confused with any of a dozen similar-sounding groups that are running 

ads, is difficult.  When your incumbent member of Congress airs an ad, however, you likely have 

some basis for assessing that person’s trustworthiness—you have some basis of knowledge for 

knowing whether he or she keeps promises.  Moreover, having observed that person serve in 

government, you also have some basis for assessing that person’s competence as well.  And even 

though Americans may not like Congress as a whole, they still view their own members of 



 10 

Congress favorably (Fenno 1975).  Thus, by this logic, ads aired by interest groups may have 

little persuasive impact on the public. 

 Yet when one considers the self-interestedness of the communicator, then interest group 

advertising may be more influential than candidate- or party-sponsored ads.  As Groenendyk and 

Valentino (2002) put it, “Candidate-sponsored ads are, by definition, self-interested attempts to 

persuade” (p. 298).  Because candidates want to win election, they have incentives to shade the 

truth or to try to mislead voters, whereas interest groups may be seen as representing a larger 

group of people.  This is evident in the names given these groups, which often contain the words 

“citizens”, “Americans” or “people.”  Some groups active in 2010, for example, included the 

American Action Network, American Crossroads, American Families First Action Fund, 

American Future Fund, Americans for Job Security, Americans for Prosperity, Citizens for 

Strength and Security, and the Our Country Deserves Better PAC.  Moreover, people may infer 

that an interest group has considerable expertise on a particular issue, even if people do not know 

much about the interest group itself, because the group presumably spends its time focused on 

that particular issue (Groenendyk and Valentino (2002).  In contrast, a member of Congress 

typically must address a wide range of issues.   

On the one hand, then, because ads sponsored by organizations unfamiliar to most people 

might lack in credibility, their impact may be minimal.  On the other hand, their apparent lack of 

self-interestedness —combined with their invariably populist names—may actually lend them 

more credibility.   Presupposing the latter, one key way that their efforts can lead to realized 

impacts on Election Day is by influencing the balance of ads in a variety of media markets.   

We begin by examining the balance of interest group advertising in all 210 media 

markets for the 2008 and 2010 House and Senate elections.  Figure 3 plots each media market in 
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2008 by the number of pro-Democratic interest group ads minus the number of pro-Republican 

interest groups ads for the period between September 1 to Election Day.  Figure 4 replicates this 

for 2010. 

[Figures 3 and 4 here] 

In 2008, 63 media markets that covered Senate races contained no interest group 

advertising, while 106 markets saw no ads from interest groups for House candidates.  In all 

other markets, however, the presence of interest groups worked to the benefit of either the 

Democratic or Republican candidate.  Sometimes the resulting advantage was small, either from 

a modest ad buy or competing messages from both sides, but in other markets, interest groups 

supportive of either the Democratic or Republican candidate helped move the balance more 

substantially.  In some markets, interest groups aired between 500 and 1000 ads more on behalf 

of their preferred candidate than did groups supportive of the opposing candidate.   In 2008, 

Republican groups in Senate races had an ad advantage in more markets than did Democratic 

groups, but the opposite was true in House races, where pro-Democratic groups had an 

advantage in more media markets.   

 The picture was quite different in 2010 (Figure 4).  In both the House and the Senate, 

pro-Republican groups held a considerable advantage in most media markets, with pro-

Democratic groups airing more ads than pro-Republican groups in only a small number of cases.  

In fact, in Senate races, Democratic groups provided a net benefit to their candidate in only three 

media markets.  By contrast, the efforts of Republican-supporting groups were widespread, and 

in some cases their advantage exceeded 2,500 ads.  Pro-Democratic groups were a bit more 

active in House campaigns, but they were still signficantly outgunned by their pro-Republican 

counterparts.  To many, the intensity of conservative groups’ efforts in 2010 was a legacy of 
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Citizens United, under the supposition that right-leaning groups have an easier time raising funds 

from corporations and other welathy investors. 

   

The Content and Placement of Interest Group Ads 

 At first blush, then, from the perspective of the sheer volume of ads aired, interest group 

efforts on television might be important for understanding Election Day outcomes.  By helping a 

candidate overcome a resource disadvantage—or perhaps adding to an advantage—interest 

groups can tilt the balance of messages seen by voters in a particular direction.  But an ad is not 

always an ad.  As noted above, it is conceivable that voters discount messages from interest 

groups that they do not recognize.  And political advertisements may be more or less effective 

because of their quality and not their sponsor.  Further still, quality and sponsor might interact, 

with interest groups potentially sponsoring lower (or higher) quality ads.  Identifying quality-

based effects are quite difficult, however.  One political scientist’s or consultant’s opinion of 

what constitutes a “quality” ad might not be shared by others.  And identifying a quality ad by its 

empirical impact would seem to reverse the investigation.   

One question asked in political science relevant in this regard is whether the effectiveness 

of advertising depends on its tone.  Are positive ads, for example, more persuasive than negative 

ads, all else equal?  The bulk of empirical evidence, which is considerable (Lau, Sigelman, and 

Rovner 2007), suggests negative ads are no more effective than positive ads, and can just as 

often result in a backlash against the sponsor.   

Yet while the tone of an ad may not directly matter for its persuasiveness, other 

characteristics of the ad—often related to its tone—may matter for persuasion.  For instance,  

Geer (2006) finds negative ads contain more policy-relevant information than positive ads, 
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something that may help negative ads to persuade.  Moreover, the evidence suggests that voters 

prefer policy-based “legitimate” attacks over trait-based attacks and mud-slinging (Kahn and 

Kenney 2004; Fridkin and Kenney 2008, 2011).  This suggests that the former type of negativity 

may be more persuasive.  Brooks and Murov (forthcoming) find no difference by sponsor in the 

persuasiveness of a negative ad, but their analysis is based on a trait-based attack.  To the extent 

that different sponsors disproportionately rely on different types of spots, we should expect to 

find differences in persuasion accordingly.  More specifically, to the extent that independent 

groups air more negative, substance-based attacks compared to party or candidate-sponsored 

spots, we might expect those types of ads to be more persuasive.4 

What do the data show?   Did interest groups mostly promote their favored candidates or 

air ads opposing those candidates?  Do they rely disproportionately on policy or trait-based 

appeals?  Table 2 shows the percentage of ads aired by sponsor (interest group, candidate, or 

party) that were classified as negative, contrast or positive.  It also shows the percentage of ads 

aired by sponsor that mostly concerned policy matters versus the personalities of the candidates.  

A couple of conclusions can be drawn from looking at these numbers.5  First, ads sponsored by 

interest groups are overwhelmingly negative, second only to party ads in negativity.  Eighty-six 

percent of ads attacked a candidate, while only six percent focused solely on promoting a 

preferred candidate.   Interest groups, however, were actually slightly more focused on the 
                                                
4 A third possibility also suggested by the literature (Brooks and Murov forthcoming) is that 
there is no difference in terms of persuasion but that the effectiveness of group ads comes 
primarily from a smaller voter backlash against favored candidates compared to voters’ 
punishment of candidates who sponsor the same attacks.  
 
5 Totals in the table reflect the ongoing coding of the 2010 political ads as of February 13, 2011.  
This accounts for over 90 percent of the ads airing in the election cycle.  For the question 
discussed in Table 2, coders were asked: “In your judgment, is the primary focus of the ad 
personal characteristics of either candidate or policy matters?”  Response options were: 
“personal characteristics”, “policy matters”, “both personal characteristics and policy matters” 
and “neither.” 
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candidates they supported than were the political parties, for whom only 1 percent of ads were 

purely promotional. 

[Table 2 here] 

 A second conclusion—and perhaps somewhat of a surprise—is that interest groups were 

quite focused on policy matters, and more so than any of the other sponsors.  Seventy-five 

percent of all ad airings by interest groups were focused primarily on policy, compared to just 4 

percent of interest-group-sponsored ads that were focused on the personal qualities of the 

candidates.  This is also true when restricting the focus to attack ads from interest groups, where 

over 75 percent of ads focused on policy issues, while an additional 20 percent contained some 

policy discussion.  In fact, interest group ads were more likely to focus on policy issues than 

party and candidate ads.    

 To this point, we have seen that interest groups can influence the balance of ads seen by 

viewers in different media markets (where imbalances are a prerequisite for persuasion) and that 

interest groups in 2010 aired disproportionate levels of policy attacks, which we have some 

reason to believe are the most potent of messages.  This is encouraging evidence in favor of the 

proposition that outside groups can influence the perceptions and behavior of voters. 

 Of course, interest groups might dispute the notion that they are trying to convince voters 

to cast ballots for particular candidates.  Many groups argue that their primary goal is the 

dissemination of issue messages and not the tipping of close elections, which may mean that 

interest groups target appeals to less competitive elections where the group’s issue focus is 

particularly relevant.  This was especially so before the Citizens United decision, when groups 

argued specifically that their issue advocacy messages were not primarily focused on election 
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outcomes but issue education.6  Even in 2010, however, Franz (2011) reports that only 28 

percent of interest group House ads and 10 percent of Senate ads contained “express advocacy” 

appeals.  One reason for these low numbers was that many groups in 2010, particularly 501c(4) 

social welfare non-profits, sought to sidestep scrutiny from the IRS for excessive electioneering, 

which cannot be their primary purpose.  In avoiding “express advocacy,” these groups could 

claim that a portion of their ads featuring candidates were issue advocacy messages.  This 

allowed such groups to continue reporting only to the IRS and to keep donor lists secret. 

 Assessing the intention of group leaders is difficult, of course, but one strategy is to 

compare the efforts of parties with interest group ad buys.  Because parties have the explicit goal 

of winning elections—and do so by targeting close elections (Ansolabehere and Snyder 2000)—

if party and group ads track closely, we can more reliably assert that interest group ads are aimed 

at persuasion.   

 To test for this, we show in Figure 5 a scatterplot matrix of ads in twelve different 

contexts, each of the House and Senate elections between 2000 and 2010.  Each data point is a 

media market, and the analysis is restricted to ads aired in the final two months of the campaign 

in each year.  As indicated by the R-squares of the regression lines (which indicate the 

percentage of the variation in interest group ad airings explained by variation in party ad airings), 

the relationship between interest group and party-sponsored ads has generally grown stronger 

over time.  This is true even in 2008 and 2010, two years in which there were high levels of 

interest group advertising (in line with Table 1’s story).  Compare specifically those years to the 

lack of a relationship in the 2004 House case and in both the House and Senate in 2006.  And 

                                                
6 The skeptic might argue that groups had to make such claims to avoid scrutiny from the Federal 
Election Commission.  Many campaign finance reformers between 1994 and 2008 took to calling 
interest group ads “sham” issue advocacy. 
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although there is variability around the fitted regression line in 2000, 2008, and 2010, the larger 

message is that interest groups often deploy their ads in places most considered by party leaders 

to be “up for grabs.”7  This suggests that groups are intending for their ads to influence voter 

choices and is another piece of evidence suggesting that ads sponsored by independent groups 

may influence voters’ perceptions of candidates.  

[Figure 5 here] 

A Preliminary Test of Impact 

 As has been demonstrated, interest group ads can influence the balance of spots seen by 

viewers on Election Day.  Moreover, the vast majority of their ads are focused on public policies 

and offer a critique of a candidate.  Their ads are also deployed in the same places as those 

targeted by the Democratic and Republican Party committees.  All of this is strongly suggestive 

that outside groups can persuade voters.  To test for this, we correlate the outcomes of elections 

with advertising aggregated across campaigns.  Although this approach is hampered by the 

potential for endogeneity, it allows the peculiarities of one or a few ads to wash out in the larger 

analysis.    

 We pursue this approach on two tracks.  First, we look for similarity in movement 

between party prospects and ad buys.  Figures 6 and 7 plot cumulative ad advantages by all 

Democratic and Republican sponsors for each day in 2010 alongside Intrade.com’s market 

prediction that the Democrats will retain control of the House and Senate.  Intrade.com allows 

                                                
7 Such variability could also suggest some division of labor between group and party leaders.  
Although they cannot coordinate directly on ad buys, many interest groups in recent years are 
run or staffed by former party leaders, a practice which stretches back to the emergence of 527s 
in the aftermath of the Bi-partisan Campaign Reform Act (Skinner 2005).  If a group is on the air 
in a key Senate race, this may free up the resources of the party to target other races.  One future 
investigation might explore whether groups run by former party operatives have the least 
congruence with party ad buys, which would be necessary evidence for such a division of efforts. 
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users to buy and sell shares on various future outcomes, such as the election of a particular 

candidate or the performance of a soon-to-be-released action movie.  Because buyers and sellers 

use their own money, and stand to lose by purchasing stock in an unlikely outcome, the 

probability of an event happening, as expressed on any given day, is a reflection of the collective 

wisdom of the participants.  For a more traditional comparison, Figure 6 also plots the over 240 

polls conducted in 2010 asking voters to choose the party they would most prefer to see 

controlling Congress after the upcoming elections. 

[Figures 6 and 7 here] 

 The figures do not suggest an overwhelming effect of political ads, at least on this highly 

aggregated scale.  Consider the House context.  The Intrade probability of Democratic control 

after the elections is quite high for most of the first five months of 2010 but begins to plummet in 

early May, stabilizing only briefly in late August and early September.  The probability of 

Democratic control then tumbles nearly unabated in the last month of the campaign to 5 percent 

on the day of the election.  The ad buys track this fairly well for most of 2010, during which 

Republicans are airing close to 40,000 more ads nationally than all Democratic candidates, 

parties, and allied interest groups combined.8  Both the market prediction and ad buys reach a 

low point in late August before the Democrats use their war chests and party accounts to reach 

parity with the Republicans by early October.  That blast of ads may be one cause for the 

stabilization in the prediction markets in September, then at about 30 percent probability of 

Democratic control of the House, but the continued Democratic push through the final four 

                                                
8 One objection is the inclusion of primary and general election ads in the cumulative totals.  
That said, when Republicans are airing a lot of primary ads in the early part of 2010, one of the 
side effects is the dissemination of an imbalance in conservative appeals.  That is, even if 
Republican candidates are attacking each other, the larger message is that the upcoming election 
is about which candidate can best beat the Democrats in the fall. 
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weeks of the election does not stem the drop in the market prediction.   This also true when 

looking at the lowess fit of the generic ballot data plot.  Voters express similar levels of support 

for both parties in the first half of 2010 but move increasingly in the direction of the Republicans 

by the end of the campaign, this again in spite of the aggressive Democratic ad buys in the fall. 

 Figure 7 also suggests similar but not identical movement between Senate ads and the 

market predictions.  Democrats out-advertised the Republicans through the end of August, when 

the traded probability of their controlling the Senate hovered around 70 percent.  As Republican 

candidates, parties, and allied groups flooded the airwaves in the final two months, however, and 

out-advertised the Democrats by over 70,000 ads by the end of the election, the probability of 

controlling the Senate fell also to just below 50 percent.  On the other hand, the daily values 

jump around a bit more in the fall, sometimes returning to 70 percent in mid-September and 

again towards 60 percent in the final two weeks of October.  That variability is not matched in 

any similar way when looking at the cumulative ad totals.9  

 These results could be interpreted to suggest only marginal effects for ads, if any.  On the 

other hand, the national aggregations miss considerable variability at the level of individual 

House and Senate races, and the above graphs do not distinguish by sponsor.  Thus, to continue 

our search for ad effects, we estimated models predicting the Democratic percentage of the two-

party voted in various House and Senate races—all those in which at least 1,000 ads in total aired 

in the fall campaign.  The data for House races are at the level of the congressional district and 

are at the market-state level for Senate races.  We coded each race on incumbency, whether the 

incumbent was up for re-election for the first time, the Democratic percentage of the presidential 

vote in the district or media market in the previous election, and Congressional Quarterly’s 

                                                
9 This interpretation is not altered if instead we plot the Intrade probability alongside the daily ad 
buys, as opposed to the cumulative totals.   
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assessment of the race’s competitiveness (specifically whether the race is leaning towards a 

candidate or is too-close-to predict, the two highest categorizations on their four-point scale).10   

We also include four measures of the air war: The combined number of Democratic candidate 

and party ads in the race along with the number of Republican candidate and party ads; and the 

number of pro-Republican and pro-Democratic interest groups ads.  Again, all ad measures focus 

on only the fall campaign.  The models also include fixed effects for states, though the results are 

unchanged if we simply cluster the standard errors by state.   

 The results of the analysis are reported in Table 3.  In the first model, the controls behave 

in line with predictions.  For example, Democratic House candidates do better in 2008 than in 

2010, when they are incumbents, and when they hail from a district in which Obama or Kerry 

performed well.  Democratic candidates do worse in highly competitive districts in 2010 in 

comparison to 2008, if they are running for re-election for the first time, and if they are running 

against a Republican incumbent.  In the Senate models, which are at the market-state level (e.g., 

residents of New Jersey living in the New York media market are considered separately from 

residents of New Jersey living in the Philadelphia market), there are some notable differences.11  

Democratic candidates do better in open seat contests compared to challengers of Republican 

incumbents and even Democratic incumbents, all else being equal.  Democratic candidates 

similarly do worse in 2008 than in 2010 in highly competitive states, though more generally they 

do significantly better in 2008 as opposed to 2010.  Freshman Democratic senators running for a 

                                                
10 Data on election results are from Dave Leip’s Atlas of Presidential Elections: 
http://uselectionatlas.org/ 
 
11 By way of explanation, each of the over 3,000 counties in the United States is assigned by 
Nielsen to one of the 210 media markets.  As such, we can cleanly aggregate counties by state 
and covered media market, so as to increase the number of observations for the Senate models.  
In contrast, House districts are not uniquely delineated by counties, making it more difficult to 
replicate such an aggregation. 
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second term also do significantly better, as do Democrats challenging a Republican up for a 

second term.  

[Table 3 here]  

 The results of the four ad measures in each model are the critical focus of this 

investigation, and they reveal some interesting effects.  All told, of the eight estimated 

coefficients, four are statistically significant (with p<.10 under a two-tailed test) and one other 

approaches conventional levels of significance.  Only one coefficient is in an unexpected 

direction, though the estimate is nowhere near statistical significance.  More specifically, interest 

group advertising on behalf of Democrats in House races increases the Democratic candidate’s 

share of the vote, and this is true even controlling for total advertising by Republican and 

Democratic candidates (and parties).  Moreover, on the Senate side, interest group advertising on 

behalf of Republicans reduces the Democratic candidate’s share of the vote, true again even 

when controlling for total advertising by Republican and Democratic candidates and parties. 

 The results in these models also mask a bit of variation within each of the two included 

election years.  In the Senate models, if we interact the interest group measures by year, 

Republican ads in both 2008 (t=-1.84) and 2010 (t=-2.6) are significant, and Democratic interest 

group ads in 2008 are close to statistical significance (t=1.5).  The lack of a statistical effect for 

Democratic interest groups in 2010 makes sense given their relative absence from the airwaves 

that year (as evidenced by Figure 4).  In the House models, only Democratic interest group ads 

are effective in 2008.   

 The size of the coefficient estimates in Table 3 are also instructive.  Democratic interest 

group ads in the House move the candidate’s vote share by 1.7 percentage points for every 1,000 

ads, an effect size that rivals Republican candidate and party ads.  In the Senate, 1,000 additional 
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pro-Republican ads from interest groups moves the vote by 3.7 points, the largest estimated 

effect size of the four ad measures in the model.  Of course, the mean and standard deviation of 

the candidate/party measures are larger than the interest group measures (since candidates 

advertise in more places under more varied levels of competitiveness), meaning a one standard 

deviation in interest groups ads shifts the vote more modestly than suggested by the coefficient 

estimate.   

 For example, in a hypothetical Senate race in 2010 with a Democratic incumbent 

freshman running in a competitive election, and with mean levels of advertising from all players, 

the candidate is expected to receive 46.5 percent of the vote in the media market.  If Republican 

interest groups increase their ad buys by one standard deviation, the Democratic share of the vote 

falls by 2.2 percentage points to 44.3.  In the House, a Democratic challenger running against a 

freshman Republican incumbent in 2008 is expected to receive 48.7 percent of the vote with 

mean levels of ads, but 49.6 percent of the vote with a one standard deviation effort from 

Democratic interest groups.   

 All told, the results indicate that advertising by interest groups matters—not just for 

setting an issue agenda or buying access in Congress, two areas of considerable focus by 

academics—but for moving votes on Election Day.  We cannot say for certain why Democratic 

interest groups were ineffective in House races in 2010 and why GOP interest group ads were 

similarly ineffective in the House in both years—two findings that deserve more investigation, 

for sure—but the balance of results offers strong reason to believe that interest groups can and 

often do make persuasive appeals to voters. 

 

Discussion 
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 This research examines the intensity, content, and placement of interest group-sponsored 

ads in the 2010 elections, particularly in comparison to past election cycles.  It also explores the 

relationship between interest group ad buys in 2008 and 2010 on aggregate House and Senate 

election outcomes.  In many ways, our statistical models are very preliminary.  We do not 

control for all factors that might presumably be related to the outcome (e.g., the incumbent’s 

voting record), and endogeneity remains a potential issue in our statistical models.  Nevertheless, 

our preliminary findings suggest that interest group advertising may influence the overall 

election results.  Although the magnitude of the estimated effects are small, this is in line with 

previous scholarship on political advertising.  And it is important to remember that small effects 

at the margins can make the difference in close elections, which suggests we should play close 

attention to the way interest groups shift the balance of ads that voters see in competitive 

contests.  

 As we made clear at the outset, the amount of academic work on the question of ad 

sponsorship effects is small, and the topic needs further investigation.  Many questions are worth 

considering.  For example, do the effects noted here stand up to an individual-level analysis, 

where reported vote choice in a national survey is the dependent variable?  Do the differences 

vary when stratified by respondent partisanship (e.g., are Republicans more responsive to 

Republican groups?)  Are voters able also to distinguish well the sponsor of an ad?  The “stand 

by your ad” provision might conceivably make it easier for voters to identify federal candidate 

ads, but do they subsequently make a distinction between party and group-sponsored spots?  Or, 

stated differently, do they note the absence of a “stand by your ad” declaration in determining the 

sponsor?  Do voters evaluate candidates differently in light of varying mixes of sponsors in close 

races?   
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   All of these questions are particularly important in light of the impending 2012 elections.  

All signs point to a continued high volume of interest group advertising.  For one, pro-

Democratic interests are mobilizing in response to the Republican efforts of 2010.  Two groups, 

in particular, Priorities USA (founded by former Obama aide Bill Burton) and House Majority 

PAC have announced intentions to accept unlimited contributions in the run-up to the 2012 

elections for the purposes of supporting Barack Obama and winning back control of the House.  

Democratic groups were slow to get involved in the 2010 elections, and as Figure 4 made clear, 

were outgunned by Republican-allied groups.  This “arms race” dynamic to interest group 

advertising will likely result in the most intense cycle on record for interest group electioneering.  

Whether such efforts reach the level of the 2004 presidential election (see Table 1) remain to be 

seen, but it should not be unexpected. 

 Is all of this activity good or bad for American democracy?  Such a question is a critical 

one but incredibly difficult to evaluate.  To the extent that advertising helps voters make choices 

in line with their predispositions (Ridout and Franz 2011) and to the extent that interest groups 

ads are no less persuasive (or not significantly less) than candidate or party ads, the net result 

might be a positive for voters.  To the extent that the mix of ads from interest groups can shift the 

debate in election away from the issues preferred by the candidates—something not investigated 

here—interest group efforts might detract from the dialogue in a campaign.  The Court clearly 

believes that interest group are fundamental to the conversation in any election, and are afforded 

the constitutional right to be aggressive participants.  The findings of our research suggest that 

groups are eager to take advantage of that allowance.  They sponsor a lot of messages,  more in 

some places than in others, and struggle to break through to voters increasingly bombarded with 

electioneering messages.  And as the results from Table 3 suggest, voters are listening. 
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Tables and Figures 

Table 1—Interest Groups Ads as a Percentage of All Political Ads in the Election Year 
 
 Top 100 markets  All 210 markets 
Year House Senate President  House Senate President 

2000* 17.13% 5.84% 7.96%     
2002 7.02% 4.53%      
2004 2.91% 5.15% 19.58%    19.40% 
2006 5.45% 5.65%      
2008 6.01% 14.86% 4.50%  6.29% 13.76% 4.60% 
2010 13.24% 15.11%   12.29% 14.76%  

*Entries for 2000 are for top 75 media markets 
NOTE: Blank entries indicate data not available.   
SOURCE: Wisconsin Advertising Project and Wesleyan Media Project 
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Figure 1—Interest Group Ads in Senate Races, 2010 

 
SOURCE: Wesleyan Media Project 
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Figure 2 – Interest Group Ads in House Races, 2010 

 
SOURCE: Wesleyan Media Project 
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Figure 3—Bar plot of Interest Groups Ads in 2008 

 

 

SOURCE: Wisconsin Advertising Project 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 31 

 

Figure 4— Bar plot of Interest Groups Ads in 2010 

 
 
SOURCE: Wesleyan Media Project 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 32 

 
 
Table 2—Sponsor by Tone by Policy Focus in Political Ads 
   Ad Focus….    

 Tone Neither 
Personal 
Char. Policy Both total 

% 
within 
sponsor 

Candidate Contrast 1009 17,540 93,088 63,208 174,845 29.01% 
 row % 0.58% 10.03% 53.24% 36.15%   
 Promote 3242 29,650 107,660 76,343 216,895 35.99% 
 row % 1.49% 13.67% 49.64% 35.20%   
 Attack 629 39,206 105,815 65,217 210,867 34.99% 
 row % 0.30% 18.59% 50.18% 30.93%   
Party Contrast 0 161 1441 2781 4383 2.99% 
 row % 0.00% 3.67% 32.88% 63.45%   
 Promote 437 0 518 515 1470 1.00% 
 row % 29.73% 0.00% 35.24% 35.03%   
 Attack 0 12,667 84,746 43,477 140,890 96.01% 
 row % 0.00% 8.99% 60.15% 30.86%   
Int. 
Group Contrast 59 763 6321 996 8139 6.13% 
 row % 0.72% 9.37% 77.66% 12.24%   
 Promote 109 65 7302 2913 10,389 7.82% 
 row % 1.05% 0.63% 70.29% 28.04%   
 Attack 0 4572 86510 23221 114,303 86.05% 
  row % 0.00% 4.00% 75.68% 20.32%    
  5485 104,624 493,401 278,671 882,181  
  0.62% 11.86% 55.93% 31.59%   
Totals are for House and Senate ads between 9/1-Election Day (and for coded ads 
through February 13, 2011).  
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Figure 5 -- 

 
 
SOURCE: Wisconsin Advertising Project and Wesleyan Media Project 
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Figure 6—House Ad Buys and the Probability of Democratic Control 

 
NOTE: Ad buys lump all sponsors within party together and make no distinction between 
primary and general election ads. 
SOURCE: Wesleyan Media Project (for ads), Intrade.com (for probability of Democratic 
control); and Pollster.com (for generic ballot) 
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Figure 7-- Senate Ad Buys and the Probability of Democratic Control 

 
 
NOTE: Ad buys lump all sponsors within party together and make no distinction between 
primary and general election ads. 
SOURCE: Wesleyan Media Project (for ads) and Intrade.com (for probability of Democratic 
control). 
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Table 3—Effects on Democratic Vote in 2008-2010 House and Senate Elections 
 
  House    Senate  
        
 Coeff SE t  Coeff SE t 
GOP incumbent -3.19 1.22 -2.61   -12.19 3.43 -3.55 
Dem incumbent 6.66 1.22 5.44  -8.07 3.34 -2.42 
Compet seat*2008 1.50 1.26 1.19  -20.10 2.82 -7.13 
Compet seat*2010 -1.60 1.24 -1.29  -4.27 3.37 -1.27 
Freshman -2.87 0.97 -2.94  13.38 4.16 3.22 
Pres vote in prev. elec. 0.32 0.08 4.01  0.93 0.04 23.4 
2008 8.93 1.35 6.62  29.40 3.07 9.57 
Pro Dem ads (1000s) 0.40 0.40 1.02  2.45 0.54 4.51 
Pro-GOP ads (1000s) -1.69 0.46 -3.65  -0.77 0.54 -1.44 
Pro Dem IG ads (1000s) 1.71 0.92 1.85  1.38 1.87 0.73 
Pro GOP IG ads (1000s) 0.20 1.00 0.2  -3.73 1.11 -3.36 
Constant 29.79 4.28 6.97   -2.17 3.47 -0.63 
R-squared   0.5065       0.3735  
N   213       284   
Dep Var: Democratic candidate percent of 2-party vote    

 
 
 


