









	
 Home

	 Add Document
	 Sign In
	 Create An Account














[image: PDFKUL.COM]






































	
 Viewer

	
 Transcript













Does it Matter Who’s Behind the Curtain? Anonymity in Political Advertising and the Effects of Campaign Finance Disclosure



Conor M. Dowling University of Mississippi Assistant Professor Department of Political Science 235 Deupree Hall University, MS 38677-1848 [email protected]



Amber Wichowsky Marquette University Assistant Professor Department of Political Science William Wehr Physics 468, P.O. Box 1881 Milwaukee, WI 53201-1881 [email protected]



Acknowledgments: An earlier draft of this article was presented at the 2011 meeting of the Midwest Political Science Association, Chicago, IL, Yale University, and the University of Mississippi. We thank participants in those forums for helpful comments and suggestions, as well as David Doherty, Seth Hill, Gregory Huber, Christopher Hull, and Michael Miller for feedback and advice. We also thank Yale’s Center for the Study of American Politics for financial support. Any errors of fact or interpretation are the authors’ own.



Does it Matter Who’s Behind the Curtain? Anonymity in Political Advertising and the Effects of Campaign Finance Disclosure Abstract: Despite the Supreme Court’s acceptance of disclosure requirements, some donors have been able to remain anonymous through a combination of regulatory gaps, complicated financing schemes, and lags in when information is made public. As a first examination of the potential consequences of increased anonymity in political advertising we designed an experiment that varied the amount and format of information about the interests behind an attack ad sponsored by an “unknown” group. We find that participants were more supportive of the attacked candidate after viewing information disclosing donors, suggesting that voters may discount a group-sponsored ad when they have more information about the financial interests behind the message. We also find some evidence that the effect of disclosure depends on how campaign finance information is presented. Our study has implications for how (to this point, failed) congressional efforts to require greater disclosure of campaign finance donors may affect electoral politics.
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Anonymous ads sidetrack our civic discourse. Better to put a face on them and let the people see. ~Michael Copps, Former Commissioner of the Federal Communications Commission Outside groups—organizations not directly affiliated with a candidate or political party and regulated primarily under Sections 527 and 501(c) of the Internal Revenue Code (Garrett, 2011)—have played a much larger role in recent federal elections (Center for Responsive Politics, 2012; Fowler, 2012; Fowler & Ridout, 2010). They have also increasingly taken advantage of tax laws and Federal Election Commission (FEC) rulings to raise unlimited amounts from donors that can remain anonymous. Nearly 100 percent of outside groups revealed their donors in the 2006 election cycle. By 2010, that figure had fallen to less than one-third (Public Citizen, 2010) and initial estimates from the 2012 presidential election suggest that half of outside-group spending came from undisclosed sources (Blumenthal, 2012).1 The increase in what critics have dubbed “dark money” is somewhat unexpected given that Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission upheld disclosure (and disclaimer) requirements, which Justice Kennedy reasoned would allow citizens to “see whether elected officials are ‘in the pocket’ of so-called moneyed interests.”2 Just two months later, the Supreme Court reaffirmed the state’s interest in disclosure in Doe v. Reed, ruling that disclosing the identity of persons signing a petition for ballot referenda did not constitute a violation of the First Amendment.3 In both cases, the Court could have taken down or weakened disclosure requirements, but did not, leading many scholars to assert that such requirements were secure (Briffault, 2010; Hasen, 2012; Levitt, 2010). Despite the Court’s acceptance of disclosure requirements, some donors have been able to remain anonymous through a combination of regulatory gaps, new and complicated financing schemes, and
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The decline in donor disclosure, however, is not merely a post-Citizens United phenomenon. Only 50 percent of groups disclosed their donors in the 2008 election cycle, compared to almost 100 percent in the previous presidential election in 2004 (Public Citizen, 2010). 2 Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, 130 S.Ct. 876, 916 (2010). Current law requires that ads include a disclaimer statement identifying who paid for the communication and whether a candidate authorized it. Ads not authorized by a candidate must also include contact information for the sponsoring organization. In addition to these disclaimer requirements, federal campaign finance laws require public disclosure of contributors. In this paper, we focus exclusively on disclosure requirements, and the debates over whether and how campaign finance data should be made publicly available. For research on disclaimer requirements see, for example, Gale et al. (2005). 3 Doe v. Reed 561 U.S. __ (2010). 1



timing lags in when donor information is made public. This increase in clandestine electioneering appears to call into question the Court’s assumption that voters will be able to find out who financially backs these groups. Without adequate disclosure, groups are able to keep the identities—and possibly the motivations—of their donors secret. If one aim of disclosure requirements is to improve voter knowledge, and therefore the ability to evaluate the claims made in ads (as suggested by Justice Kennedy and others), the current disclosure regime appears insufficient to the task. Whether citizens would behave differently with more information about donors, however, is an open question. On one hand, the names of donors may impart additional information to voters about the interests and intentions of the group, which they can then use to make more informed judgments about the claims made in the ad. In this way, the identities of donors may act like other heuristics that voters use as lower-cost substitutes for more detailed knowledge (Lupia, 1994). On the other hand, disclosing the names of donors to independent groups sponsoring ads supporting or opposing candidates for office may have little effect on the persuasiveness of such campaign appeals. As Chris Cillizza of The Washington Post suggested in the aftermath of the “dark elections” of 2010, “where the money in a particular race comes from is of almost no interest to the average voter” (2011, para. 5). Of course, even if it appears that campaign finance disclosure is largely unrelated to evaluations of candidates and their issue positions, we know little about what explains this apparent null result. It could be that voters do not care about campaign finance data or, instead, that such information is not presented to voters in a useful and memorable fashion. For example, the current disclosure regime assumes that voters will search out campaign finance data on their own or that media investigations will make such information sufficiently available to the electorate. Although some have argued for more direct and easily accessible disclosure of campaign finance data (see, e.g., Levitt, 2010), it remains to be seen if presentational form affects whether, and how, voters use campaign finance data when evaluating the claims made in ads. Indeed, despite the Court’s arguments in favor of disclosure and the alarms raised over rising anonymity in group-sponsored appeals, what individuals remember and infer from such ads is
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unknown. Does disclosing donors affect the persuasiveness of political advertising? Does it matter how information about donors is presented to voters? We begin to answer these questions via an experimental design in which people are randomly assigned to receive additional (factual) information about the financial interests behind an ad (attacking a candidate for office). Our study is the first to our knowledge that also tests for differences in the form of disclosure. We find that participants were more supportive of the attacked candidate after viewing information about the donors behind an attack ad. We also find some evidence that the form of disclosure matters, with participants more supportive of the attacked candidate when campaign finance data was presented in either a direct and objective manner or when they were explicitly (and immediately) told the donors have been able to remain anonymous. In comparison, we find no evidence that participants evaluated the claims in the ad differently when they read a news article that revealed some of the group’s donors. These results have implications for how recent (but to this point, failed) congressional efforts to require greater disclosure of campaign finance donors may affect electoral politics. The remainder of this article proceeds as follows. In the next section we discuss the existing literature on disclosure in political advertising and how citizens use source cues to make political judgments. We then detail our experimental design, outline our hypotheses, and present our findings. We conclude by discussing the implications of these findings for ongoing policy debates concerning campaign finance disclosure law. We also discuss the limitations of our study and some extensions for future research. 1. Disclosure in Political Advertising Several entities sponsor political ads. In addition to party committees, candidate committees, and “traditional” PACs, the advertising landscape is now populated with 527s, 501(c) organizations, and Super PACs. These latter groups are not allowed to contribute directly to federal candidates, but can purchase airtime to support or oppose federal candidates running for office, as long as those expenditures
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are independent of the candidates’ campaigns.4 For the most part these groups are subject to federal campaign finance laws requiring disclosure of donors. However, while 527s5 and Super PACs must file FEC reports disclosing the names, addresses, occupations and employers of contributors, current FEC regulations only require 501(c) groups to disclose donors who specifically earmarked their donations to fund political ads.6 In short, despite strong public approval7 and sustained legal justification of campaign finance transparency, federal and state disclosure laws have not kept pace with modern campaign techniques (Torres-Spelliscy, 2011). Donors have clearly recognized the advantages of contributing to 501(c) groups: between 2008 and 2012 election-related spending by 501(c) groups more than doubled (Maguire, 2012).8 Taking further advantage of rules governing 501(c) groups, many Super PACs have constructed complicated funding structures that allow them to receive a portion of their contributions to these nonprofit organizations, thereby keeping the identity of many of their donors secret (Ronayne, 2011; Torres-Spelliscy, 2011).9 In other cases, months can go by before contributors are disclosed in filings with the FEC, long after
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Whether these groups are truly “independent” of the candidates’ campaigns has also received scrutiny as former operatives and political directors of candidate campaigns now run several Super PACs. 5 The FEC only requires disclosure for 527 organizations that designate their contributions for use in independent expenditures or electioneering communications (Garrett, 2011). 6 More specifically, donors can take advantage of gaps in the rules governing 501(c) organizations, which are allowed to engage in some politicking as long as it is not their primary purpose. In 2007, the FEC published an explanation of its rules that stated that 501(c) groups running election ads only have to disclose those contributions specifically designated for election ads (see 11 CFR 109.10(e)). For a more thorough discussion of how donors have been able to remain anonymous see Torres-Spelliscy (2011) and Aprill (2011). 501(c)s are required to disclose their donors to the IRS, but this information is confidential and not made public (see 26 U.S.C. § 6104); they are not required to register with the FEC as a PAC so long as spending on lobbying and campaigning is not their “primary activity” (Luo, 2010). 7 A 2010 NYT/CBS poll found that 92 percent of those surveyed agreed that campaigns should be required by law to disclose how much money they have raised, where it came from, and how it was used (Thee-Brennan, 2010). 8 501(c) groups spent on estimated $318 million on the 2012 elections (Center for Responsive Politics, 2012a). 501(c)(4)s in particular, which are tax-exempt under IRS rules so long as they are not organized for profit and operate “exclusively for the promotion of social welfare,” have been quite active in federal elections since 2010 and account for most of this increase (Barker, 2012). 9 Super PACs are a new form of PAC that are allowed to raise unlimited sums of money from corporations, unions, associations, and individuals, but are prohibited from directly contributing to political candidates. During the 2010 midterm elections, five Super PACs received all or nearly all of their contributions to nonprofits organizations that are not required by law to reveal their donors (Ronayne, 2011). 4



campaign ads have aired (Barker & Wang, 2011). The increase in undisclosed spending has been dramatic, rising from one percent of all outside group spending in 2006 to 44 percent in 2010 (Center for Responsive Politics, 2012).10 For these reasons, Briffault (2011) argues that despite the concern over opening the floodgates to corporate dollars, the immediate consequence of Citizens United involved nonprofit organizations. Despite this increase in clandestine electioneering, disclosure requirements remain a fundamental feature of campaign finance law and have withstood constitutional challenge (Garrett, 2004; Levitt, 2010; Magleby, 2002). Since Buckley v. Valeo, the Court has provided several rationales for disclosure, specifically citing the government’s compelling interests in deterring corruption, enforcing campaign finance limits, and informing voters.11 In Citizens United, for example, the Court primarily relied on the “informing voters” interest in upholding federal disclosure rules (Mayer, 2010). Writing for the majority, Justice Kennedy argued: The First Amendment protects political speech and disclosure permits citizens and shareholders to react to the speech of corporate entities in a proper way. This transparency enables the electorate to make informed decisions and give proper weight to different speakers and messages (Citizens United v. FEC, 130 S.Ct. 876, at 914). Such informational objectives presume that campaign finance data can provide a more reliable voting cue than the name of the organization alone. Most groups adopt innocuous names, such as Citizens for Strength and Security (funded by labor unions) or Citizens for Better Medicare (funded by the pharmaceutical industry), that provide little to no information about the interests behind the message. As just one example, consider the group, Latinos for Reform, which aired a controversial ad in the 2010 midterm elections urging Hispanics in Nevada not to vote in November because the Democrats had not delivered on immigration reform (Overby, 2010). The arguments made in the ad—advising Latinos to sit 10



Non-disclosing groups outspent disclosing groups by a three-to-two margin in the 2010 elections (Beckel, 2012). Initial estimates from the 2012 elections show that the proportion of groups with no disclosure of donors fell slightly (approximately 27%) as more groups disclosed some, but not all, of their donors; nevertheless, the proportion of groups that revealed all of their donors’ identities was lower in 2012 (41%) than in 2010 (48%) (Center for Responsive Politics, 2012b). 11 See, for example, the opinions of Stevens and O’Connor in McConnell v. FEC (2003) as well as Kennedy’s majority opinion in Citizens United v. FEC (2010). In McConnell v. FEC (2003), Justice Kennedy expressed skepticism that disclosure can effectively deter quid pro quo corruption. 5



out in order to send a message to Democrats—made it appear as if the group was supportive of reforms that would provide a pathway to citizenship. The ad concluded: “Don’t vote for those who betrayed you.” It is likely that many voters would have evaluated such claims differently if they knew the group was funded by individuals and organizations generally opposed to immigration reform.12 By revealing the financial interests behind an ad, the information argument asserts that disclosure can help voters cast a ballot more consistent with their interests. On this point, the Court has sided with the proponents of disclosure. In McConnell v. FEC, Citizens United v. FEC, and most recently Doe v. Reed, the Court reaffirmed the government’s interest in regulating political speech through disclosure on the grounds that it helps counter corporate interests and small numbers of wealthy donors masquerading as citizen groups. 1.1. Disclosure as a cue to voters Although there is no direct evidence consistent with the Court’s conclusion that campaign finance disclosure improves voter decision making, several studies have shown that voters can use heuristics, such as group cues, party labels, and endorsements, to make more informed political decisions despite their lack of political sophistication (Brady & Sniderman, 1985; Lupia, 1994; Lupia & McCubbins, 1998; Popkin, 1991; Sniderman, Brody, & Tetlock, 1991). Such studies draw upon dual-process theories of persuasion (see e.g., Chaiken, 1980; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986), which posit that individuals form attitudes through two types of information processing: systemic and heuristic. The former is in-depth, comprehensive and analytic; the latter involves easily processed cues and imposes minimal cognitive demands (Chen, Duckworth, & Chaiken, 1999). In the electoral context, heuristics provide voters with shortcuts that help them form political judgments without having to assemble and engage detailed information about the issues and candidates. For example, in one of the most cited studies on heuristics and voter competence, Lupia (1994) found that those who knew the insurance industry’s position on California’s 1988 ballot initiative on insurance policy were able to use that as a cue and act in the same way as someone who had “encyclopedic” knowledge of the ballot initiative. 12



As another example, the group Patriot Majority sponsored a radio ad (again in the 2010 Senate race in Nevada) that sounded very much like a Tea Party-backed attack against the Republican candidate, Sharon Angle, but was funded with labor union money (Damon, 2010). 6



Yet, it is not clear that the names of independent groups appearing at the beginning or end of a 30-second political ad provide much of a heuristic. While ad sponsorship has become more prominent since the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act (BCRA) required disclaimer statements be attached to ads, the innocuous names of Super PACs, 527s, and 501(c) groups offer little information about the interests behind the message. Indeed, the names of the independent groups that have become quite prevalent in recent elections—e.g., American Crossroads, Americans for Prosperity, Citizens for Strength and Security—are generally cue-free (Brooks & Murov, 2012). Voters, of course, receive a substantial amount of campaign information from the media. Although the “horserace” tends to dominate media coverage (Iyengar, Norpoth, & Hahn, 2004), journalists also like to report on the money trail. However, as the amount of anonymity in campaign contributions has increased, journalists have been limited by what they are able to report about the independent groups sponsoring campaign ads. Increasingly, news coverage has shifted from providing details about particular donors (e.g., Becker & Van Natta, 2008) to focusing on the amount of “dark money” in federal elections (e.g., Blumenthal, 2012). Recent research suggests that groups are advantaged by such anonymity. In one experimental study, Weber, Dunaway, and Johnson (2012) found that an attack ad sponsored by an “unknown” group was more effective (resulted in higher evaluations for the attacking candidate than the targeted candidate) than one sponsored by a candidate or a more well-known group, a finding they attribute to differences in source credibility. Brooks and Murov (2012) conclude from their experimental study that an attack ad sponsored by an unknown group produced less backlash against a candidate than an identical ad in which the candidate herself had “gone negative.” Brooks and Murov go on to note that “[t]o the extent that these kinds of ads can be outsourced to independent groups, candidates can best put themselves in a position to gain the benefits associated with this kind of harsh negative advertising while avoiding the costs” (2012, p. 404). Campaign finance disclosure is supposed to help uncover this shroud of secrecy. The identity of financial contributors may not directly convey the preferences of the candidates that the independent group is supporting or opposing for office, but can provide that information indirectly, “depending on
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what the voters know (or believe they know) about the contributors—their judgment, values, and policy positions” (Mayer, 2010, p. 262). Disclosure may also help inoculate voters against potentially misleading claims by revealing that the sponsor represents an industry that the voter dislikes or by calling into question the sponsor’s objectivity (Groenendyk & Valentino, 2002; Lupia & McCubbins, 1998; Pfau, Haigh, Sims, & Wigley, 2007). Similarly, voters may be more likely to discount claims from a group that is supported by a handful of wealthy individuals or narrow interests. Nevertheless, we know little about whether campaign finance disclosure puts voters in a better position to weigh the merits of group-sponsored claims. An alternative possibility is that given general knowledge about which groups and issue positions go with which party, voters may be able to discern the motivating interests behind an ad regardless of whether they are made aware of the actual donors funding the attack. Disclosure may also be an inconsequential policy prescription if voters place little weight on the financial contributions to independent groups. Thus, while numerous studies have shown that group cues impart important information to voters, particularly in low-information contexts (Lupia, 1994; Lupia & McCubbins, 1998), it remains to be seen whether the identity of donors is an important cue that voters use to evaluate candidates and their positions. Scholars have also paid little attention to the second assumption implicit in the Court’s rulings that requiring groups to report their financial contributions to the FEC makes campaign finance data sufficiently available to voters.13 Few individuals pour over FEC reports, and those who do are almost certainly sophisticated voters who are unlikely to have their opinions moved by what they find (Zaller, 1992). More voters receive that information second-hand, relying on media reports about the source of financial contributions, but by the time the identities of donors make the headlines, it may be “far too late to dislodge the conclusions reached by the basic mental shortcuts in question” (Levitt, 2010, p. 226).
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One notable exception is the Campaign Disclosure Project, which has classified and evaluated campaign finance disclosure laws in the states, published state rankings of campaign disclosure programs, and designed and promoted a set of uniform standards and model laws for state reporting and disclosure practices (www.campaigndisclosure.org). To date, however, little work has examined whether disclosing campaign finance information affects voters’ political attitudes or judgments. 8



In light of Citizens United, some scholars and policymakers have proposed alternative disclosure regimes that would require campaign finance data to be presented as part of the ad. One such proposal was included in the DISCLOSE Act, passed by the House (but not the Senate) in the 111th Congress. This bill would not only have tightened disclosure requirements for nonprofit organizations, but also required leaders of corporations, unions, and associations to stand by their ads. In the case of “front” groups, the legislation would have required the top five funders and the amounts they contributed for campaignrelated ads to be directly listed in the ad itself.14 A similar proposal was made by Levitt (2010), who put forward an approach akin to nutritional labeling that would include the number of group’s financial supporters, the percentage of financial support coming from the top five contributors, and the names of the top five donors. In fact, there are a number of similarities between campaign finance disclosure and nutritional labeling. Both are intended to drive more informed choices, and the effectiveness of each depends upon the extent to which individuals make use of the information provided. Several studies on nutritional labeling have shown that the benefits of nutrition labels vary by how that information is presented to consumers (Levy, Fein, & Schucker, 1996; Viswanathan & Hastak, 2002; Wansink, 2003; Wansink et al., 2004). Indeed, given that disclosure has become “one of the pillars of consumer protection and regulation” (Hieke & Taylor , 2012, p. 121), policymakers and policy advocates have turned their attention to developing “disclosures that consumers pay attention to, understand and use in their decision making” (Garrison, Hastak, Hogart, Kleimann, & Levy, 2012, p. 1). Reflecting this shift, the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) issued guidance to federal agencies in late 2010 on the principles of
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DISCLOSE stands for Democracy is Strengthened by Casting Light on Spending in Elections (H.R. 5175). The bill passed the House 219-206, with only two Republicans voting in favor of the legislation. The bill later died on the Senate floor. Sen. Whitehouse (D-RI) introduced a narrower version of the DISCLOSE Act in the112th Congress. Although the bill initially included the top-five funder requirement, that provision was eventually stripped from the proposed legislation. Nevertheless, the bill faced a similar fate, dying in the Senate on July 16, 2012 (S.3369). 9



disclosure. The provision of information was to be simple, specific, well-placed, and well-timed, and federal agencies were to use meaningful ratings and scales where appropriate (Sunstein, 2010).15 Despite the increased attention to “smart disclosure” (Garrison et al., 2012), there is little research examining the effects of campaign finance disclosure laws. A handful of recent studies have investigated the impact of group-sponsored advertising (Brooks & Murov, 2012; Johnson, Dunaway, & Weber, 2011; Pfau, Park, Holbert, & Cho, 2001; Pfau et al., 2007; Weber et al., 2012), but none address the effects of disclosure. Thus, despite the call for greater transparency in political advertising, we know little about whether voters are less likely to be persuaded by an ad when they know more about who is funding the attack (La Raja, 2007). Furthermore, no study to our knowledge has considered whether some forms of disclosure are more effective than others. The current disclosure regime may do little to inform, not as a result of voter apathy about group financers, but because such information is provided indirectly, separate from the TV spot itself, and often at a later date than when the ad first aired (Schultz, 2005). 2. Study Design We administered an experiment using Amazon.com’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) interface, an online platform for recruiting and paying subjects to perform tasks.16 We recruited a total of 1,213 participants to take a survey, 80 percent of whom were assigned to watch a campaign ad sponsored by a group (described below) and then to one of five disclosure treatment conditions, with the remaining 20 percent assigned to a control group that did not watch any campaign ad.17 After completing an informed
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OMB also advised federal agencies to test the effects of disclosure and weigh the costs and benefits of disclosure requirements. 16 The MTurk population is a convenience sample that appears more representative than student samples, but is not completely representative of the U.S. population. An MTurk sample is typically younger, less likely to own a home, more likely to self-identify as liberal and with the Democratic Party, and more likely to report no religious affiliation (Berkinsky, Huber, & Lenz, 2012; also see Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011 for a discussion of using MTurk to recruit participants for experiments). In their article, Berinsky et al. (2012) illustrate MTurk’s usefulness for conducting experiments in several ways, chief among them by replicating important published experimental work that used both student and national samples (e.g., the General Social Surveys). For an example of other published experimental work in political science using MTurk, see Huber, Hill, and Lenz (2012). 17 In other words, approximately 20 percent of participants were randomly assigned to the control group and the remaining 80 percent were randomly assigned to one of five treatment conditions (roughly 16 percent to each of the five conditions). The survey was fielded from 5/16/2011 to 6/09/2011. Respondents 10



consent page, all participants completed a short pre-treatment survey and were asked to view a video to test their audio and video capability. Only those participants who passed the audio and video screener were permitted to continue with the survey.18 After answering a few other questions to ascertain other demographic and political characteristics, the participants were then randomly assigned to either a control group or to watch a campaign ad. The participants who were assigned to the control group completed the survey, but did not watch any campaign ad. (The only information about the candidates participants assigned to the control group received is the text listed in footnote 19.) This Control (no ad) group provides one benchmark against which we judge the effect of watching the ad and the effect of watching the ad plus receiving some form of campaign finance disclosure (described below). Most participants watched a 30-second campaign ad that originally aired during the 2010 Missouri race between Democratic candidate Robin Carnahan and Republican candidate Roy Blunt for an open Senate seat.19 The ad, which attacked Carnahan, was sponsored by American Crossroads, an organization that was founded by Republican operatives, Karl Rove and Ed Gillespie.20 We selected this ad for two primary reasons. First, as a 527 organization, American Crossroads was required to disclose its donors to the FEC, allowing us to use information from FEC reports about the actual donors to construct were paid $0.50 to participate. The text of the MTurk request read: “Answer some survey questions. Very easy. Usually takes about 8 minutes. Note: Part of the task includes watching a short video with sound. You must be able to do this in order to complete the task and get paid. Once you finish the survey you will be provided with a numeric code. To get paid, please enter the code below and click "Submit". DO NOT CLOSE THIS WINDOW WHILE YOU ARE TAKING THE SURVEY. You can find the survey here: [URL]. Payment is auto-approved in 7 days.” Only U.S. residents over the age of 17 were permitted to take the survey. 18 The screener asked participants to correctly enter both a number that was verbally stated and a letter that was visible. Participants who did not answer these two questions correctly received the following message: “Thank you for your interest. We are sorry, but you are not eligible to participate in this study. Please do not submit this HIT.” Only 14 participants failed to pass this screener. 19 The screen prior to the ad gave a short introduction to the video. This text was: “In November of 2010, there was a United States Senate election in Missouri between Democratic candidate Robin Carnahan and Republican candidate Roy Blunt. Both candidates won by sizable margins in their respective primary elections and each spent more than $10 million on their general election campaigns. [The Control (no ad) group did not see the following text.] We’d like you to take a moment to watch a campaign advertisement that aired during the election. Please proceed to the next screen to watch the campaign ad.” 20 In a pilot study (N=268) also administered on MTurk (in March 2011), only 8, 14, and 14 percent of participants reported having heard of Robin Carnahan, Roy Blunt, and American Crossroads, respectively, suggesting that most of the people in the current study experienced the campaign ad and information presented to them for the first time. 11



our experimental treatment conditions. Second, it is representative of ads aired during the 2010 midterm elections. For example, as was typical of ads aired during 2010, particularly those aired by outside groups (see Fowler & Ridout, 2010), the ad attempted to link Carnahan to “failed” Democratic policies, using numerous images of President Obama, Speaker Pelosi, and Harry Reid to do so, including one of Carnahan hugging Obama near the end of the ad. Among other things, the voiceover stated that “Carnahan stands with Obama’s Health Care Law…[and] supports the failed ‘stimulus’ that put us in debt while we lost jobs.”21 The ad concluded with an image of Carnahan accompanied by large text that said “SAY NO TO ROBIN CARNAHAN” with American Crossroads’ web site displayed underneath it along with a full disclaimer statement that took up the bottom third of the screen, while the voiceover stated that “American Crossroads is responsible for the content of this advertisement.”22 2.1. Disclosure treatment conditions Participants who were randomly assigned to view this campaign ad, rather than the Control (no ad) condition, were also randomly assigned (with equal probability) to one of five donor disclosure treatment conditions. Disclosure treatments were all viewed on the web page immediately after the video. One-fifth of those assigned to watch the ad were shown a list of the top five donors to American Crossroads, the amount of their contributions, and their state of residence: According to Federal Election Commission (FEC) records, these are the top 5 donors to American Crossroads. Contributor (Amount Donated) Bob Perry (Houston, TX), Owner, Perry Homes ($7,000,000) Robert Rowling (Irving, TX), CEO, TRT Holdings, Inc. ($4,841,880) 21



The complete voiceover text was: “They have failed Missouri. And Robin Carnahan is one of them. Carnahan stands with Obama’s Health Care Law that cuts Medicare and could raise insurance premiums. And Carnahan supports the failed stimulus that put us in debt while we lost jobs. Now they need Carnahan… to give us more of the same. Say ‘No’ to Obama, Pelosi, Reid. Say ‘No’ to Robin Carnahan. American Crossroads is responsible for the content of this advertisement.” 22 The full disclaimer statement read (in all caps): “American Crossroads is responsible for the content of this advertising. Paid for by American Crossroads. Not authorized by any candidate or candidates committee. www.AmericanCrossroads.org.” A screenshot is available upon request, as is the complete campaign ad. Page timing data indicated that 20 of the 970 participants assigned to watch this campaign ad did not stay on the page long enough to view the disclaimer statement at the end of the ad. These individuals are excluded from the analysis presented below, but including them does not affect the results. Treatment assignment does not predict this attrition. Results available upon request from the authors. 12



Wayne B. Hughes (Lexington, KY), Chairman, Public Storage, Inc. ($3,250,000) Alliance Resource Group (Tulsa, OK), LLC ($2,000,000) Trevor Rees-Jones (Dallas, TX), President & CEO, Chief Oil & Gas ($1,000,000) This condition (Ad + Top 5 Disclosure) is similar to what was proposed in the DISCLOSE Act passed by the House in the 111th Congress (H.R. 5175).23 That bill would have expanded the current disclosure regime by requiring the top funder (who provided more than $10,000) to stand by the ad, and required the ad to list the top five funders and the amounts they gave to be used for campaign-related ads.24 Our treatment did not amend the original “stand by your ad” disclaimer in the actual ad, but instead listed the top five donors on the next page separate from the ad itself, to keep it consistent with the other treatment conditions. Three of our treatments presented participants with a news article that was modeled after an actual article that appeared in the Missourian, a newspaper published in Columbia, Missouri.25 Each news article condition discussed the record number of money spent in 2010, the Missouri Senate race specifically, and mentions the large amount of outside group spending in Missouri. (The complete text of these news articles and the other disclosure treatment conditions is included in the online Appendix.) All three of these treatment conditions included the following text: One group, American Crossroads, was at the top of that list. It spent nearly $2.7 million in independent expenditures in the Missouri race between Democrat Robin Carnahan and Republican Roy Blunt. Independent expenditures are funds spent by groups that do not coordinate their activities with any candidates. One of these conditions (Ad + News Disclosure) then goes on to provide information about the financial interests behind the attack ad: According to Federal Election Commission (FEC) records, American Crossroads has received over $25 million in contributions from donors outside of Missouri. Many of these donors are 23



This treatment condition is also similar to some state disclosure requirements. For example, Connecticut law requires ads paid for by Section 501(c) or 527 groups to display the statement, “The top five contributors to the organization responsible for this advertisement,” followed by a list of the five people or entities making the largest reportable contributions (Briffault, 2011). 24 The (narrower) 2012 Senate measure did not include the “top five” provision. Our treatment also includes information about (city and state of) residence and occupation. Residence is clearly listed in H.R. 5175 (sec. 214); whether occupation would be included, however, would have been left up to the FEC. 25 The article can be found here: http://www.columbiamissourian.com/stories/2010/11/09/deep-pocketedout-state-groups-spending-millions-missouri-senate-race/ (last accessed December 10, 2012). 13



corporate executives in the oil, gas, and construction industries, with the top five donors contributing a total of $18 million to American Crossroads. This condition echoes the current disclosure regime under BCRA, where groups disclose their donor lists to the FEC and voters generally receive that information from the media, if at all. A separate group was assigned to read a news article emphasizing the anonymity in financial contributions to groups sponsoring political ads (Ad + News Anonymity). This treatment is quite similar to articles that ran throughout the “dark elections” of 2010 (see, e.g., Farnam, 2010), and allows us to compare the effect of information about the donors behind an ad to other information citizens may encounter. Participants in this condition saw the same text as the Ad + News Disclosure condition, except that the disclosure text was replaced with: American Crossroads operates under a section of the tax code that allows organizations to keep the names of its donors secret – an option the organization has exercised. A separate one-fifth of participants who watched the campaign ad were assigned to a placebo condition. In this condition, participants saw the same news article text as above, but without any mention of the donors to American Crossroads, anonymous or otherwise. This Ad + News Placebo condition is necessary to isolate the effects of both disclosure and anonymity from the effect of simply reading something else about the election that also briefly discusses the group sponsoring the ad. The final one-fifth of participants who watched the campaign ad did not receive any additional information about the group. This condition (Ad Only) provides a point of comparison that perhaps most often occurs in politics—people view a group-sponsored ad and then learn nothing else about the group or its donors. 2.2 Hypotheses After watching the ad (if assigned) and receiving a disclosure treatment (if assigned), participants were asked who would be more likely to receive their vote (Robin Carnahan or Roy Blunt). Here we briefly outline specific hypotheses for how our experimental conditions should affect this choice. Our central question is whether disclosing the donors behind a group after viewing an ad sponsored by that group changes the extent to which people support a given candidate. Prior research
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suggests that attack ads sponsored by unknown groups are more effective than ones sponsored by betterknown groups and candidates (Brooks & Murov 2012; Weber et al., 2012). Weber et al. (2012) argue that benignly named groups are perceived to be more credible sources of information because they appear to be less motivated by individual self-interest.26 We hypothesize that providing additional information about donors will increase support for the attacked candidate. Given that the information about donors informs would-be voters that American Crossroads is funded by a few individuals aligned with Republican interests (e.g., oil and gas industries), this information should result in voters discounting the ad (which attacks a Democrat) to some degree. However, we are also interested in testing whether some forms of disclosure are more effective than others. Our experimental treatments mirror the real world to the extent possible. Subjects were assigned to read news articles that were quite similar to stories that ran in the 2010 midterm and 2012 presidential elections, and our disclosure treatment that lists donors in table format resembles legislation proposed in Congress. Although there is little political science research testing whether the form of campaign finance disclosure matters, the format of information provision has been examined in the cases of nutritional labeling and financial privacy notices. For example, research on nutrition labels has found that consumers are better at processing health claims when information is presented graphically, particularly those consumers with low levels of literacy (Viswanathan, Hastak, & Guo, 2009). A recent study of financial disclosure found that individuals were more likely to comprehend the information in financial privacy notices when it was presented in table format (Garrison et al., 2012). Given this prior work (albeit in different contexts), we hypothesize that information presented in a more direct and novel format—such as our Ad + Top 5 Disclosure treatment condition—will have a larger impact than information embedded in news stories. We are less confident, however, about how the two news article conditions might differ from one another. Whereas we are able to test the effect of providing an additional heuristic about the group in the 26



Brooks and Murov (2012), however, find no evidence that unknown groups are more persuasive. Rather, they argue that because candidates are punished by voters when they “go negative,” groups have an advantage because they do not suffer from a similar backlash effect. 15



Ad + Top 5 Disclosure condition, any particular effects of our news conditions likely depend upon how participants respond to the framing of the issue. A number of studies have shown that media frames can affect individuals’ opinions, particularly if individuals do not have much knowledge or independent opinion about the issue in question (see Chong & Druckman, 2007 for a review of this literature). We expect that participants who read about the donors to the benignly named group will be more likely to discount the claims made in the attack ad, but it is also probable that a news article emphasizing that the group has kept the identities of its donors secret will also raise suspicion among participants assigned to this treatment condition. Indeed, it is possible that the overtly negative frame in our news article emphasizing anonymity could do more to influence individuals’ views than the (objectively) informative conditions in which the donors are listed. 3. Analysis and Results We first present an analysis of whether providing information about the group’s donors altered candidate support. We then test whether the effects of disclosure were contingent upon the format in which that information was given to participants. We restrict our sample to the 1,151 participants who completed the outcome and other (demographic and political characteristics) measures we utilize in the analyses presented below.27 Figure A1 in the online Appendix reviews the experimental protocol and denotes the final number of observations in each condition and online Appendix Table A1 presents summary statistics for the pre-treatment measures by the six experimental conditions.28
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The results we present below (in Figure 1 and Table 1) are largely robust (an exception is noted below, see footnote 32) to the exclusion of the 14 residents of Missouri—the state in which the Senate election took place—in our sample. Results available from the authors upon request. 28 We tested for balance across treatment conditions using a multinomial logit model regressing the nominal experimental treatment condition variable on the following pre-treatment covariates: age (in years), gender (indicator for female), race (indicator for White), education (linear scale), income (linear scale plus an indicator for if income was missing), party identification (linear scale), reported turnout in 2008 and 2010 (separate indicators for each), political interest (standardized, M=0, SD=1), and an indicator for whether the participant was “paying attention” prior to viewing the ad. We gauged whether respondents were “paying attention” by asking a question immediately prior to introducing them to the ad that read: “We are interested in learning about your preferences on a variety of topics, including colors. To demonstrate that you’ve read this much, just go ahead and select both green and yellow among the alternatives below, no matter what your favorite color is. Yes, ignore the question below and select both of those options.  What is your favorite color?” Thus, only those who selected both green and 16



3.1. Does information about the donors behind an ad alter evaluations of the candidates? Immediately following the campaign ad, we asked participants, “If you had to vote in this election, which candidate would you choose?” Our dependent variable, Candidate Support, is a scale ranging from “Definitely would choose Robin Carnahan” (0) to “Definitely would choose Roy Blunt” (10). For an initial look at the data, we collapse the Ad + News Anonymity, Ad + News Disclosure, and Ad + Top 5 Disclosure conditions into one group, which we call Ad + Disclosure, to compare those who received additional information about American Crossroads (information about the actual donors as per Ad + News Disclosure and Ad + Top 5 Disclosure or that the donors are kept secret as per the anonymity condition) to individuals in the Control (no ad), Ad Only, and Ad + News Placebo conditions. Figure 1 shows the mean placement on our candidate support scale for each of these four groups. On average, participants in the control group—those who did not view the ad—were slightly more favorable toward the Democrat, Robin Carnahan (mean=4.67).29 Exposure to an attack ad against Carnahan moved opinion toward her opponent; the average support for Blunt was 0.38 points higher among those who only watched the ad (mean=5.05; p=.105 for two-tailed test of difference of means between Ad Only and Control (no ad)). Further, receiving additional information about the election after viewing the ad that did not focus on American Crossroads’ donors or their anonymity (i.e., the placebo condition) did not materially influence viewers of the ad (p =.555 and .402, two-tailed for difference between Ad + News Placebo and Ad Only and Ad + News Placebo and Control (no ad), respectively). Importantly, this suggests that any effects we find between our disclosure or anonymity conditions and the Ad Only condition reflects the information contained in those treatments, and not the content they share with the placebo condition. [Insert Figure 1 about here] yellow were actively paying attention to the survey—or, at least this question. Eighty-eight percent of respondents correctly selected both green and yellow. This analysis did not identify any imbalance (chisquare tests resulted in no p-values less than .10, two-tailed). 29 In online Appendix Table A2 we present results from OLS regression analyses where we regress candidate support on indicators for experimental treatment conditions (column 1) and the experimental treatment indicators plus a set of control variables (column 2). The results of that analysis are consistent with the results discussed in the text, where we present simple tests of difference of means. 17



Consistent with our expectations, we find that providing additional information regarding the group’s donors affects candidate evaluations. Participants who were provided this additional information (Ad + Disclosure) tended to be more favorable toward the attacked candidate (mean=4.56) than those who only watched the ad (mean=5.05). This difference of half a point (p=.034, two-tailed) represents a shift of about one-quarter of a standard deviation of the outcome measure.30 In sum, while watching the ad moved opinion closer to Blunt, additional information about American Crossroads’ donors moved aggregate opinion roughly back to where it would have been had participants not watched the ad in the first place.31 3.2. Does the form of disclosure matter? We now test to see whether the form of disclosure matters. To do so, we linearly regress candidate support on indicators for our treatment groups—Ad + Top 5 Disclosure, Ad + News Disclosure, Ad + News Anonymity, and Ad + News Placebo—with Ad Only serving as the omitted, reference category. (The Control (no ad) group is excluded from this analysis as the aim is to estimate the extent to which the various disclosure treatment conditions differ from one another.) Table 1 reports the results of this OLS regression. Columns (1) and (2) present the results without and then with a set of pre-treatment measures as controls, respectively. (We focus our discussion on the results presented in column [2].) Panel A of Table 1 presents the results of the regression analyses, where each coefficient is compared to the excluded Ad Only condition. Panel B then reports p-values from F-tests of the equality of the various treatment condition coefficients. Because we expect the disclosure of group donors to increase support for the attacked candidate, we employ one-tailed tests of statistical significance when comparing each of our disclosure treatments to the Ad Only (no disclosure) group (i.e., in Panel A). For comparisons between disclosure treatments (i.e., in Panel B), however, we employ two-tailed tests of statistical significance given our uncertainty about how disclosure format may affect candidate evaluations.
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The standard deviation of candidate support is 2.09 among participants in the control group. The Ad + Disclosure group is only 0.11 points more favorable toward Carnahan than the Control (no ad) group (p=.594, two-tailed), but about 0.31 points more favorable toward her than the placebo group (p=.192, two-tailed). 31
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[Insert Table 1 about here] We find that the news article emphasizing the anonymity of donors to the group had the largest effect on candidate support compared to the Ad Only condition. Participants in the Ad + News Anonymity condition were on average 0.70 points (about one-quarter of a standard deviation) more supportive of the attacked candidate compared to those participants who received no additional information about the group (p


The p-value for this difference is .096 when we exclude residents of Missouri. 19



4. Discussion In Citizens United, the Supreme Court upheld (8-1) congressionally imposed disclosure requirements of campaign finance data. Nevertheless, disclosure of donors fell dramatically in the 2008 and 2010 elections,33 and remained low in 2012 (Center for Responsive Politics, 2012b).34 In 2010 and again in 2012, Congress attempted to pass legislation tightening disclosure requirements, but failed.35 In response to legislative inaction, public interest groups have called on regulators to issue a rulemaking on disclosure in political ads.36 Taking a more humorous approach, Stephen Colbert parodied the debate over campaign finance disclosure on his nightly show, The Colbert Report, registering his own Super PAC and a 501(c)(4) group, “Colbert Super PAC SHH Institute,” to demonstrate how donors can remain anonymous. Despite the rise of anonymity in political advertising, there has been little empirical work examining the effects of disclosure of donors on the persuasiveness of campaign advertising. We conducted an experiment that randomly assigned information about the donors funding an attack ad. Our results suggest that the effectiveness of an ad may depend on whether the group discloses its donors and what form that disclosure takes. In our experiment, individuals who encountered some additional information about the donors behind the ad (whether actual information about donors or that they are kept secret) were more supportive of the attacked candidate than individuals who only watched the ad (see Figure 1 and Table A2).
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According to the Center for Responsive Politics, groups that are required to disclose their donors to the FEC spent more than $65 million in 2010 on messages that explicitly advocated voting for or against a candidate; groups not required to disclose their donors spent more than twice that amount. 34 Fearing the backlash levied against Target for contributing to a group backing an anti-gay marriage gubernatorial candidate, corporations were advised to direct their investments to groups that can take anonymous contributions (Beckel, 2011). 35 There has been some legislative action in the states, where several, including Alaska and North Carolina, have adopted disclosure requirements intended to get the names of the principal funders into ads (Briffault, 2011). 36 In 2011, Representative Van Hollen (D-MD) filed suit against the FEC challenging how the regulatory agency had implemented disclosure laws. As of this writing, the U.S. Court of Appeals has overturned the lower court’s ruling that was in Van Hollen’s favor, and has directed the FEC to better explain current regulations or issue new rules. Most expect the FEC Commissioners to split 3-3 on disclosure, thus leaving it up to Congress to act (if at all). 20



The results presented in Table 1 suggest the form this disclosure takes may matter. Three findings from this analysis stand out. First, under current law, PACs (and now Super PACs) are required to file quarterly reports with the FEC identifying anyone who has given them at least $200. Although voters can search the FEC’s database of campaign donors or access those data via watchdog organizations, most encounter such information indirectly (e.g., via the media or public interest groups), and, of course, following the money trail has become more difficult as groups have increasingly been able to keep the identities of many of their donors secret (McIntire, 2010). Yet, even in the case of 100 percent disclosure, voters are often entirely dependent upon the media and other “good government” groups revealing the connections between the interests of donors and unfamiliar Super PACs. Notably, however, those who watched the ad and then read a news article naming the primary donors to the group evaluated the candidates no differently than those assigned to just watch the attack ad. Conversely, our treatment which listed the top five donors and the amounts that they have contributed to the group caused people to be more supportive of the attacked candidate. It may be the case that people considered the information about donors presented in the table format to be more direct and objective than the information presented in the news article or that the table format was simply more easily viewed and processed. One area of future research would be to test for the mechanisms that help to explain this result. Whatever the reason, the fact is that information about donors could be incorporated into the ad itself.37 As Levitt argues, “[s]uch a label would signal the importance of the information it contains, as well as provide the information itself. This, in turn, would improve the chance that voters pay attention, increasing the cognitive processing they devote to the message and weakening the hold of fallible heuristics” (2010, p. 227). It may be the case that such an incorporation into the ad, which is consistent with proposals Congress has considered (i.e., the DISCLOSE Act) as well as some state regulations, would have a more (or less) sizable effect than our treatment that appeared after the ad. 37



It is possible, perhaps even likely, that any disclosure requirement such as the top five donor provision would be met with innovative ways to circumvent it. For example, money could be funneled through nonprofit groups so that an ad sponsored by Super PAC ABC would receive most of its money from Nonprofit Fund ABC. Similarly, unless a specific format was stipulated, groups could find ways to obfuscate donor information appearing on screen. 21



Third, those who read a news story about the donors being kept secret immediately after viewing the ad were more supportive of the attacked candidate. This particular treatment, which no doubt signaled that the group may have something to hide by keeping the identities of their donors secret, is quite similar to what voters encounter in the real world with one clear exception: whereas the rise of anonymous donors has been covered by the press, voters are rarely if ever exposed to that information immediately after watching an ad. Nonetheless, this result suggests that individuals and corporations could be viewed in a negative light if they do not disclose their donors, which is perhaps one reason why several corporations have decided either to not make political contributions or to adopt their own disclosure policies (Center for Political Accountability, 2011).38 These findings represent overall (net) effects, but could mask heterogeneous treatment effects. Although we did not a priori hypothesize any heterogeneous treatment effects, we did examine post hoc whether the effects of disclosure differed by partisan identification. Despite losing some statistical power in this analysis, we find some evidence that the effects differ by partisan identification.39 In particular, Republicans assigned to the Top-5 disclosure condition were more supportive of the attacked (Democratic) candidate than those assigned to only watch the ad, and support for the attacked candidate was also higher among both Republicans and Democrats in the treatment condition that emphasized the anonymity of donors to the group.40 As a way to see the extent to which these findings concerning heterogeneous treatment effects might be driven by the ad we selected (attacking a Democratic candidate), we replicated our experiment in a smaller study using an attack ad against a Republican candidate. This ad was attributed to Citizens for
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Results from a follow-up study, described below, suggest that this finding may be driven primarily by Democratic Party identification being reinforced by the anonymity condition (see online Appendix Table A4 and discussion below). 39 This analysis is reported in online Appendix Table A3, which mimics the Table 1, column (2) specification for self-identified Republicans, Democrats, and Independents. 40 For Republicans, compared to the Ad Only group; for Democrats, compared to the Ad Only and placebo groups. 22



Strength and Security, a liberal-leaning group funded with labor union money.41 Results for this smaller study—presented in online Appendix Table A4, columns (3)-(5), which replicates Table A3—largely confirm our main findings, with a couple of exceptions. In the follow-up study, both Republicans and Independents assigned to the Top-5 disclosure table were more supportive of the attacked (Republican) candidate, although the effect is only statistically significant among Independents (p


This study was also conducted on MTurk, from 10/4/2012 to 10/17/2012. Respondents were paid $0.35 to participate. The ad that was used was originally sponsored by Carnahan in her race against Blunt for the Missouri Senate seat. The outcome measure is identical to that used in the original experiment. Further details about the follow-up study can be found in online Appendix Table A4, Panel C.
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Lupia, 1994). Additionally, future research should replicate our work and also consider how the form of disclosure affects other outcomes of interest. For example, campaign finance disclosure may have a greater impact on evaluations of the group. In a separate analysis, we found that those who received information about the donors were less likely to rate the group as credible.42 While there is a large body of literature showing that communications sponsored by credible sources—those who possess expertise and can be trusted to give an unbiased opinion—are generally more persuasive than those sponsored by less credible ones (see Pornpitakpan, 2004 for a review), we were unable to test whether the effects on source credibility mediate the direct effect on candidate evaluations because we asked our source credibility measures after our candidate evaluation measures, introducing the possibility of post-treatment bias (see Bullock, Green, & Ha, 2010; Green, Ha, & Bullock, 2010). Scholars could further explore whether perceptions of source credibility matter for candidate evaluations. In the 2012 presidential elections, groups—particularly the Super PACS that are allowed to spend unlimited sums to support or oppose candidates for office—sponsored a record number of television advertisements. Indeed, whereas group-sponsored ads accounted for three percent of all airings in the 2008 Republican nomination race, they made up 44 percent of all airings in the 2012 GOP primaries (Fowler, 2012). In total, outside groups spent over $1 billion on independent expenditures in 2012, a substantial increase from the comparatively paltry $157 million spent by such groups in the 2008 election cycle (Center for Responsive Politics, 2012). The majority of these new Super PACs have adopted innocuous names, making it difficult for voters to discern the ideological or policy agendas behind the group. Recent research suggests that this strategy might be particularly effective (Brooks & Murov, 2012; Weber et al., 2012). But while the Supreme Court has overturned restrictions on electioneering, it continues to firmly uphold the government’s compelling interest in ensuring that voters know who stands behind the message. Finding that ads sponsored by unfamiliar groups are more persuasive than those sponsored by candidates or known groups, Weber et al. conclude: “Greater transparency—more 42



Analysis available from the authors upon request. 24



information regarding where interest group advertisements originate—would offset the persuasive appeal of messages sponsored by benignly named groups” (2012, p. 19).43 Given the potentially persuasive power of outside groups in this new post-Citizens United environment, campaign finance disclosure has taken on new significance. Our study suggests that voters may be more likely to pay attention to campaign finance data if it is directly and objectively presented, much in the same way that nutritional information is displayed. Whether campaign finance data can and will be presented in a way that voters will notice, however, remains to be seen.
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There is also the question of whether a similar disclosure of donors for candidate- or party-sponsored ads might also reduce some of the persuasive appeal of those ads. No proposal to that effect has been made that we are aware of; nevertheless, an area for future work may be to see of donor disclosure matters for other types (e.g., positive) and sponsors (e.g., candidate) of ads. 25
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Figure 1. The Effect of Disclosure on Candidate Evaluations



Note: Dots are average candidate support with 95% confidence interval bars. Candidate support is a scale ranging from “Definitely would choose Robin Carnahan” (0) to “Definitely would choose Roy Blunt” (10).
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Table 1. The Effect of Disclosure on Candidate Evaluations by Form of Disclosure, Restricted to Participants Who Watched the Ad Panel A. Dependent variable: Which candidate would you choose? (0=Definitely Carnahan; 10=Definitely Blunt) (1) (2) Ad + News Placebo (1=Yes) -0.173 -0.124 [0.294] [0.293] Ad + Top 5 Disclosure (1=Yes) -0.421 -0.450 [0.299]* [0.295]* Ad + News Disclosure (1=Yes) -0.340 -0.315 [0.279] [0.275] Ad + News Anonymity (1=Yes) -0.690 -0.704 [0.277]*** [0.270]*** Constant 5.051 5.594 [0.197]*** [0.948]*** Observations 917 917 R-squared 0.007 0.055 Control Variables Included? No Yes Note: OLS regression coefficients with robust standard errors in brackets. Control variables in column (2) include: age (in years), gender (indicator for female), race (indicator for White), education (linear scale), income (linear scale plus an indicator for if income was missing), party identification (linear scale), reported turnout in 2008 and 2010 (separate indicators for each), political interest (standardized, M=0, SD=1), and an indicator for whether the participant was “paying attention” prior to viewing the ad. Omitted, reference, experimental condition is the Ad Only condition. Mean [standard deviation] of dependent variable in the Ad Only condition is 5.05 [2.75]. * significant at .10; ** significant at .05; *** significant at .01, one-tailed Panel B. Tests of Equality of Treatment Condition Coefficients, p-values No Controls Controls Ad + News Placebo v. Ad + Top 5 Disclosure 0.430 0.297 Ad + News Placebo v. Ad + News Disclosure 0.572 0.512 Ad + News Placebo v. Ad + News Anonymity 0.078 0.046 Ad + Top 5 Disclosure v. Ad + News Disclosure 0.786 0.649 Ad + Top 5 Disclosure v. Ad + News Anonymity 0.366 0.384 Ad + News Disclosure v. Ad + News Anonymity 0.207 0.153 Note: Cell entries are two-tailed p-values from F-tests of the equality of the treatment condition coefficients based on the corresponding regression analysis in Panel A.
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