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Why Media Campaigns Fail

Informed citizenship is fundamental to democratic governance.  Deliberation over issues, participation in the political process, and holding elected officials accountable all presuppose an electorate capable of expressing informed opinions.  In modern democracies, the institution entrusted with delivering costless access to public affairs information is the mass media.  In recent years, however, a rapid expansion of market-oriented news organizations and the accompanying deregulation of the broadcast media have called into question the media’s ability to make good on this civic responsibility. 
Driven primarily by economic pressures, news media across the globe are turning to more superficial, entertainment-centered forms of reporting and delivery (Patterson, 1993; Hamilton, 2004; Hallin & Mancini, 2004), making it less likely that citizens encounter meaningful political information as a matter of course.  In the United States, where market forces have advanced the furthest, most media organizations have adopted a new genre of news programming, designed to entertain rather than inform the audience.  

During election campaigns, the steady flow of “soft news” impedes citizens’ ability to acquire information about matters of public policy.  In place of the candidates’ policy positions and past performance records, news coverage gravitates to the more entertaining facets of the campaign including instances of scandalous or unethical behavior and an unrelenting emphasis on the election as a “horse race” with continuous reports on poll results, television advertising and other aspects of campaign strategy (Iyengar & McGrady, 2007).  
Ironically, the professional norms of journalism have extracted a further toll on the substantive content of campaign news coverage.  During the 1950s and 1960s, journalists typically described the candidates’ stump speeches and other public pronouncements.  Beginning in the 1970s, however, descriptive journalism was replaced by a new “interpretive” model.  News reports began to emphasize the scripted and typically manipulative aspects of campaigns (Kerbel et al., 2000; Lichter & Noyes, 1995; Patterson, 2000), with the candidates appearing as propagandists, bent on manipulating public opinion.  In fact, one of the most striking symptoms of the new interpretive journalism was the gradual disappearance of the candidates’ voices from daily news coverage of the campaign.  The candidates of the 1960s could engage in relatively lengthy discourse -- averaging a minute a day of unmediated speech on network news (Hallin, 1992).  The most recent tabulation found that the average daily sound bite for the 2000 and 2004 campaigns was a mere seven seconds (Hess, 2000; Iyengar & McGrady, 2007).  While the candidates have been muffled, journalistic analysis and punditry has mushroomed into the “main event,” with an unending series of news reports that discuss, divine and interpret the candidates’ actions and intentions (Patterson, 1993).  

News coverage of elections that fixates on questions of campaign strategy and the “character” question at the expense of issues is not likely to engage voters.  Interpretive journalism creates a swirl of charges and counter-charges and an atmosphere that discourages public participation (Ansolabehere & Iyengar, 1995).  Carefully controlled studies demonstrate that the “strategy” news frame effectively activates a sense of cynicism including distrust of the individuals who seek elective office as well as generalized disaffection from the process itself (Cappella & Jamieson, 1995). 

In sum, modern, market-based media shirk their civic responsibilities.  News coverage of elections increasingly generates an excess of non-substantive news coverage, and provides virtually no opportunities for voters to encounter the candidates in their own voices.  It is no wonder that few people find political campaigns interesting, voter turnout in national elections has stagnated, and public evaluations of candidates, the press, and the political process itself are at an all-time low (McDonald & Popkin, 2001; Patterson, 2000; Cook et al., 2000).  Media-based campaigns have clearly failed to engage the electorate.
Mobilizing Citizens through Unmediated Campaigns

By reducing the costs of accessing and interacting with large amounts of information, technology offers a promising avenue for a renewal of direct communications between candidates, political parties, civic organizations and individual citizens.  Today, citizens have the opportunity to bypass the ongoing media circus and the ensuing spiral of cynicism generated by news coverage of the campaign.  In this paper, I argue that one especially promising form of direct interaction between candidates, political parties, or non-governmental, civic-minded organizations on the one hand, and individual citizens on the other, is the portable digital “handbook.”  This modern counterpart to direct mail can deliver the same multimedia content and richness of coverage as the typical political website, but is likely to reach a wider audience because of fewer barriers to access.  Using a multimedia CD or DVD requires only access to a computer, not sophisticated software or a fast Internet connection.  And certainly CD usage does not demand a level of interest or commitment comparable to that of a political “junkie” who is willing to spend time comparing various political websites.  

Based on ongoing research conducted in the United States, there is evidence suggesting that CD-based campaigns have significant potential to inform and engage citizens.  Since 2000, the Political Communication Lab at Stanford University has designed a series of campaign handbooks associated with recent election cycles in the US.  In each case, researchers distributed the CD to a representative sample of registered voters, observed actual usage of the CD, and then compared CD users and non-users on a variety of predispositions known to predict political participation (e.g. interest in the campaign and the sense of political efficacy).  These studies suggest that if CD campaigns are sufficiently publicized so that they reach a wide audience, they can contribute significantly to voter learning and participation.

Study 1:  The 2000 Election CD 

 Through the generous support of the Pew Charitable Trusts and the Carnegie Corporation of New York, PCL produced an extensive and easily accessible election database, which was distributed free of cost to any voter who requested it.  Compiled as a multi-media CD, the database included both major candidates’ (Bush and Gore) campaign speeches, the televised ads aired by the candidates and their respective parties, and the complete party platforms.  The CD also included the soundtrack and transcript of the first presidential debate.  In total, the CD amounted to over 600 pages of text and three hours of multimedia. 
The CD software was designed so that voters could easily interact with the candidates on subjects of their choice.  Presented in the form of a book, the subject matter was organized into topical chapters.  Each chapter provided an opening guide to its contents so that users could get directly and immediately to the material of interest.  More generally, the CD software enabled users to scan the database (both text and video) selectively, applying their own criteria as a basis for comparing the candidates.  It is this ability to seek out information that matches one’s own political sensitivities that makes this form of direct campaign communication especially promising.  Rather than waiting passively, and most likely in vain, for the media to provide coverage of relevant issues, citizens can initiate the queries themselves to obtain information that is personally meaningful. This form of “user control” – the ability to retrieve and examine the candidates’ positions on issues of particular interest to them – was expected to increase interest in the campaign and stimulate public participation in the electoral process.     

The effects of CD exposure and actual use on participant attitudes were assessed using a controlled experiment.  A representative sample of approximately 550 adults, selected at random by Knowledge Networks, a leading Internet research firm (for details on the sampling frame, see Pineau & Dennis, 2004) were mailed the CD.  The CDs produced for study subjects were programmed to enable “user tracking.”  Each time the CD was accessed, the user’s computer activated a log of the pages visited and the amount of time each page remained on the screen.
  230 participants returned the CD usage data.
  Because the researchers were interested in differentiating the effects of exposure to the CD from actual CD use, they arranged to re-contact and survey those participants who did not return the CD tracking data. 

As anticipated, exposure to the CD and actual CD use both boosted voter political involvement.  In comparison with a control group, participants who received the CD (as well as those who actually used it) reported higher levels of turnout and more optimistic assessments of their own political influence (the sense of political efficacy).
   Although those mailed the CD were no different from the control group on the level of political cynicism (suggesting no effects of exposure per se), participants who actually used the CD were significantly less cynical in their views.   

Study 2:  Mobilizing Youth
There is no doubt that youth are in the vanguard of computer-based media. School-age children and young adults are considerably over-represented among all computer and Internet users.  Not only are the young especially adept with new technologies, but they have also integrated technology into their personal lives as never before.  This study was designed to assess whether young people’s expertise with information technology could be harnessed to stimulate a greater sense of involvement in political campaigns.  
The experimental treatment was once again a multimedia “ebook” focusing on the 2002 California gubernatorial election.
  The CD presented an exhaustive and easily searchable database about each of the two major candidates (Democrat Gray Davis and his Republican opponent Bill Simon) including a full set of televised advertisements, interviews with broadcast news sources, excerpts from the party platforms, and the audio of their one public debate.  Participants had to only place the CD in the drive for the ebook software to self-install.

There were two versions of the CD.  The “adult” version, as described above, provided extensive information about the candidates.  The “youth” version provided the identical information, but supplemented with a variety of interactive games, contests and quizzes all designed to make the presentation especially appealing to youth.  Specifically, the youth version featured two different “whack-a-pol” games in which the user seeks to hammer as many moving targets (politicians or interest groups), a music quiz asking users to identify popular songs and associate the artists with candidates or causes, a similar “celebrity quiz,” and a self-administered “rate your campaign IQ” test in which users first watched well-known (and amusing) television ads from past political campaigns and then explained the strategy behind the ads.  Thus, although the adult and youth versions provided identical substantive content (both text and multimedia), the latter was designed to both inform and entertain.  Naturally, we expected that exposure to the youth CD would prove especially influential among younger voters.
Knowledge Networks mailed each version of the CD to a representative sample of Californians between the ages of 16 and 29.  Potential participants were contacted in advance and offered $10 for participating in a Stanford University study about voter reactions to an election CD.  Those who agreed were further informed that they would receive the CD in the mail two weeks before the election, that they were free to use the CD as they saw fit, and that they would be asked to complete a brief survey about their use and evaluation of the CD shortly after the election.

Each version of the CD was mailed to 350 participants two seeks before the election.  Shortly after the election, Knowledge Networks surveyed all recipients of the CD in addition to a parallel (in terms of age) control group of 250 participants.  The survey included a series of questions concerning their interest in the campaign, sense of civic duty and political efficacy.  In this study, we also examined differences between the CD groups and control group in actual turnout.
 
The 2002 CD study did not permit examination of CD tracking.  Moreover, the response rate to the post-election survey among CD recipients was relatively low -- 20 percent completed the survey.    The researchers attempted to overcome the presence of considerable selection bias by carrying out statistically matched comparisons between the CD and control groups (thus hoping to control for the factors that predisposed participation in the study).  The matched estimates (for a discussion of matching, see Rubin, 1973, 1997) of exposure to the treatment on actual turnout and other measures of participation proved significant, and overall, the evidence indicated that it was exposure to the youth rather than adult version of the CD that made a difference (see Iyengar & Jackman, 2003a).  

Thus, the evidence to date suggests that in high profile campaigns (e.g. the 2000 election), some one-third of a sample of registered voters who are sufficiently motivated to participate in regular research studies can be reached via CD.  However, when the campaign is less salient and the target population is limited to the youngest members of a research panel, exposure to the CD drops considerably.  Taken together, the 2000 and 2002 studies suggest that given exposure, campaign handbooks can facilitate participation.
Study 3: Can Less-Motivated Populations be Reached?
The 2000 and 2002 studies both relied on relatively motivated samples drawn from a research panel (i.e. people inclined to participate in studies).  In 2004, we introduced more variance in the motivation of the target population by using both an “ordinary citizen” and a “panelist” sample.   In effect, we administered two studies.  In the first, we mailed the stimulus CD to 18-24 year old registered voters who were members of the Polimetrix (an online market research firm) research panel; in the second, we mailed the CD to a representative sample of registered voters in six states.   Because of delays in obtaining the 2004 turnout data for members of the Polimetrix panel; our results are limited to the voter list sample.

The experimental treatment was a CD providing extensive information about the two major presidential candidates and their positions on the issues.  As in the 2002 study, we created two versions of the CD.  The first was purely informational; the second, youth-oriented version embellished these materials with a set of interactive games and quizzes (for details, see Gerber, Green, Iyengar & Jackman, 2005).   Each chapter of the youth CD featured a “cool” segment meant to appeal to young users.  In the opening chapter, for instance, participants were invited to take a “campaign strategy IQ” test:  after watching famous ads from recent campaigns, they received a score based on their answers to questions about the intent behind these ads. 

Thus, the experimental manipulation varied the interactivity and entertainment value of the CD presentation.  Our expectation was that exposure to either CD would increase youth turnout, but that the addition of the interactive games served to enhance the CD experience, thus strengthening the effects of CD use on youth participation.     
We mailed “Every Vote Counts” to a representative sample of 15,000 18-24 year old registered voters living in California, Florida, New York, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, and Oregon.  These states were selected to vary the competitiveness and resulting decibel-level of the presidential campaign.  Pennsylvania, Florida and Oregon were deemed battleground states, while California, NC, and New York were states in which neither candidate mounted a serious effort.  

Participants who placed the CD in their computer were immediately directed to a sign-in screen where they were asked to enter their year of birth and the five digit identification number on their CD mailer.  If the respondent had an Internet connection, this information was transmitted to the Political Communication Lab at Stanford and entered into a database.  For participants who successfully completed the sign-in process (but not others), the software randomly assigned them to either the adult or youth version of the CD.  Thus, assignment to condition occurred immediately prior to CD use.  Of the CD recipients sampled from the voter lists, only three percent successfully carried out the sign-in procedure.  (As expected, the exposure rate was significantly higher among young voters with access to the Internet and who were sufficiently interested in politics to be members of the Polimetrix research panel.  This group had an acceptance rate of 13.4 percent.).  Thus, across the three different CD studies, exposure to the CD varied from a low of 3 percent to a high of 35 percent.     
Given the small exposure rate, it is not surprising that neither receipt of the CD nor actual use affected the level of youth turnout in 2004.  Including covariates in the analysis left the treatment effect estimates unchanged. 

Discussion

The 2004 study represents a “worst case” scenario for CD-based political mobilization campaigns.  Participants received an election CD in the mail with no prior notification from an unknown organization.  Moreover, they were required to supply personal information before gaining access to the CD.  Under these highly restrictive conditions, very few recipients chose to use the CD and treatment effects were nil.  In the 2000 study, on the other hand, a target population consisting of adult research panelists willing to participate in surveys and who were provided an additional incentive of $5.00 generated a 35% level of exposure.  In 2004, with a target population of young research panelists offered no financial incentive, we observed a 13% level of exposure.  Thus although campaign CDs have significant practical advantages (they are cheap to produce, can be distributed by mail, impose trivial opportunity costs in the sense that  insertion of the CD into the drive does not impede other, more compelling functions of the user’s computer, and their use does not require Internet access) and have the capacity to deliver a much richer and potentially more powerful political stimulus than conventional forms of voter mobilization (i.e. telephone calls, canvassing, or direct mail), their impact is attenuated by the lower “acceptance rate.”  For CD-based campaigns to have a major impact on public participation, their reach must be expanded.

The goal of broadening public access to digital media is realistic, even on a worldwide basis.  In the case of youth populations, enlisting the collaboration of educational institutions would be an obvious first step, given the pedagogical value of CDs/DVDs.  The impact of the materials would be substantially enhanced by incorporation into classroom discussions -- which would also, of course, only serve to publicize the intervention more widely.  Sponsorship by a reputable non-partisan or civic group or even by a media organization with special appeal to youth (e.g., MTV and the Daily Show in the US) would add further to outreach and visibility.  As information technology diffuses still further, there is a real possibility that CDs/DVDs will reach a genuine mass audience. 
In closing, I would emphasize that elections represent a subject matter area in which the mobilizing effects of information campaigns are likely to be weakest.   At least in industrialized democracies, it is well-known that the tangible benefits of voting are trivial.  Unmediated information campaigns designed to influence public health or nutrition outcomes, or aimed at local issues and targeted at groups who stand to gain economically from adoption of new practices and behaviors (e.g. farmers) may generate considerably higher levels of interest and exposure simply because the economic incentives to acquire information are much higher.  In short, mobilization effects of information campaigns may be strengthened in non-electoral contexts.
.  

References

Ansolabehere, S., & S. Iyengar.  1995.  Going Negative.  New York:  Free Press.

Cappella, J. N., & K. H. Jamieson.  1997.  Spiral of Cynicism:  The Press and the Public Good.  New York:  Oxford University Press.

Cook, T. E., Gronke, P., & J. Ratliff. 2000.  Disdaining the media:  The American public’s changing attitudes toward the news, Paper Presented at the Annual Meeting of the International Society of Political Psychology.
Curran, J., Iyengar, S., Lund, A., & Moring, I.  2007.  Media systems, public knowledge and informed citizens: A comparative study.  Unpublished Paper, University of London.
Gerber, A., Green, D., Iyengar, S., & S. Jackman.  2005.  Using information technology to mobilize young voters: A field experiment.  Paper Presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Political Science Association.
Hallin, D.R. 1992.  Sound bite news.  Journal of Communication, 42: 5-24.
Hallin, D. R., & P. Mancini.  2004.  Comparing Media Systems.  New York:  Cambridge University Press.
Hamilton, J. T.  2004.  All the News That's Fit to Sell: How the Market Transforms Information into News.  Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Hess, S. J.  2000.  Dwindling TV coverage fell to new low.  USA Today, November 7.
Iyengar, S., & S. Jackman.  2003.  Can information technology energize voters?  Experimental evidence from the 2000 and 2002 campaigns.  Paper Presented at the Annual Meting of the American Political Science Association.

Iyengar, S., & J. McGrady.  2007.  Media Politics:  A Citizen’s Guide.  New York:  W. W. Norton.

Kerbel, M. R., Apee, S., & M. H. Ross. 2000.  PBS ain’t so different:  Public broadcasting, election frames, and democratic empowerment.  Harvard International Journal of Press/Politics, 5: 8-32.

Lichter, S. R. & R. E. Noyes.  1995.  Good Intentions Make Bad News : Why Americans Hate Campaign Journalism.  Philadelphia:  Rowman and Litlefield.

McDonald, M. O., & S. Popkin. 2001. The myth of the vanishing voter.  American Political Science Review, 95: 963-974.   
Patterson, T. E.  2000.  Doing well and doing good:  How soft news and critical journalism are shrinking the news audience and weakening democracy.  Unpublished Paper, Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University.

___.  1993.  Out of Order.  New York:  Knopf.
Pineau, V., & J. M. Dennis.  2004.  Methodology for probability-based recruitment for a web-enabled panel.  Available at http://www.knowledgenetworks.com/ganp/reviewer-info.html.

Rubin, D. B. 1973.  Matching to remove bias in observational studies.  Biometrics, 29: 159–184.

Rubin, D. B. 1997.  Estimating causal effects from large data sets using propensity scores.  Annals

of Internal Medicine, 127: 757–763.
� Of course, study participants were fully informed of this feature. 


� As an incentive to use the CD, study participants were offered $5 for completing the study.


� The index of efficacy consisted of three items to which respondents could agree or disagree:  Sometimes politics and government seem so complicated that a person like me can’t really understand what’s going on.  Public officials don’t care much what people like me think. People like me have no say about what the government does.


� The 2002 CD study was funded by the Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning.


� We used the Secretary of State’s turnout database to trace study participants based on their street address and date of birth.  
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