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ABSTRACT 

Conventional wisdom in political advertising holds that so-called “purple” regions—areas that 

tend to split votes evenly between Democratic and Republican candidates—tend to be more 

persuadable than non-purple regions.  Subscribing to that theory, campaigns typically run 

significantly more advertisements in purple markets in hopes of swinging them toward their 

candidates.  But is there sound rationale to support that conventional wisdom?  This study uses 

advertising data and election data from recent presidential races to determine (1) whether 

campaigns actually ran more advertisements in more-purple media markets, and (2) whether 

campaign advertisements were statistically more effective in more-purple media markets than in 

less-purple markets.  Specifically, this study uses election data from the 2000 and 2004 

presidential elections in battleground states—states in which both candidates campaigned 

competitively—as well as campaign advertising data by media market in those states.  Control 

variables include demographic information, past electoral outcomes, and economic data, all 

calculated at the media market level.  The study then tests the same correlations for the Obama 

and McCain campaigns in Florida, a key battleground state in 2008, to determine whether they 

utilized the same targeting strategy of the 2000 and 2004 presidential campaigns.  All told, the 

statistical regressions reveal that the presidential campaigns in 2000 and 2004 did run 

significantly more advertisements in purple markets, even when holding other factors constant.  

However, the research reveals no evidence that out-advertising an opponent in more-purple 
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media markets actually corresponds to greater swings in vote outcome than out-advertising an 

opponent in less-purple markets.  Further, the only type of market in which out-advertising an 

opponent appears to affect vote outcomes appears to be red, Republican-leaning markets.  In 

those markets, out-advertising an opponent does correspond to more votes.  In purple and blue 

media markets, there is no significant correlation between out-advertising an opponent and vote 

outcomes, holding other factors constant.  In 2008, the Obama campaign appears to have 

subscribed to the conventional wisdom in Florida, running significantly more advertisements in 

purple markets than in non-purple markets; by contrast, the McCain campaign appears to have 

largely ignored purpleness as a factor in its Florida advertising strategy.  As a result, Obama 

underperformed in Florida relative to his performance in other states in 2008, and purpleness 

again failed to correspond to persuadability. 
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INTRODUCTION 

A popular expression in Florida politics proclaims, “As the I-4 Corridor goes, so goes 

Florida.”  The I-4 Corridor – a passage that runs along Interstate 4 through central Florida, 

encompassing the cities and suburbs of Tampa, Orlando, and St. Petersburg – is a regular focal 

point of statewide and national politicos because of its consistent tendency to act as a bellwether 

region for the state as a whole.  True to the expression, the candidate who wins the most votes in 

the I-4 Corridor almost always wins the state of Florida as well.  For this reason, pundits and 

pollsters frequently look to the precincts in the I-4 Corridor as a fairly reliable predictor of how 

the rest of the state will vote.  But in addition to the pundits and pollsters, campaigns also tend to 

focus a great deal of attention on the I-4 Corridor, frequently spending large amounts of their 

budgets on advertisements in the Tampa and Orlando media markets.  Their reasoning, it would 

seem, is that the voters who live in those media markets are more likely to be swung by political 

advertisements than residents in other media markets around the state.  Thus, advertisements 

regularly flood the Tampa and Orlando airwaves each election season as candidates attempt to 

win the perennial toss-up region en route to winning Florida. 

To be sure, the campaign practice of spending more money and attention on “purple” 

regions – areas that tend to split votes relatively evenly between Republican and Democratic 

candidates, rather than serving as reliably “red” or “blue” areas for Republicans and Democrats, 

respectively – is hardly unique to Florida.  Conventional wisdom holds that more “moderate” or 

“independent” voters tend to live in purple regions, so persuasion attempts are likely to be more 

successful there.  To go back to the Florida example, a Republican candidate has little to no 

chance of winning Miami-Dade County (at least not anytime soon), so conventional wisdom 

maintains that a Republican campaign should not waste very much money on advertisements 
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there.  Similarly, Barack Obama is probably not going to win rural, deep-red Suwannee County 

in 2012 (where he got 28.2% of the vote in 2008), so why should his campaign make much of an 

effort to try to change their minds?   

The general strategy for any campaign – national, state, or local – is twofold:  

(1) persuade voters to support your candidate, and (2) persuade your supporters to vote on 

Election Day.  Both of those goals are served by paid media:  well-targeted, effective 

advertisements can persuade undecided voters to commit their support, and they can also 

convince current supporters of the importance of casting their ballots.  For persuasion efforts, it 

is critical for campaigns to determine which voters are most likely to be won over.  What ages do 

they tend to be?  Which races are they?  Where do they live?  And, most importantly, what can a 

campaign do to persuade them?  

Theories abound regarding which voters tend to be so-called “swing voters” and how to 

persuade them.  Some believe that they tend to be well-educated, politically-moderate 

individuals who keep an open mind all the way up to Election Day.  The approach to these voters 

would be to present them with sound, quality arguments for why one candidacy is better than 

another.  However, others have suggested that swing voters are just the opposite:  less engaged, 

less informed, and not necessarily ideological; they are easily convinced of the importance of 

voting, but they do not pay much attention to politics or campaigns.  For these voters, the 

approach would focus more on quantity, not quality; they will not become engaged on their own, 

so it is up to the campaign to reach out to them by any means necessary.  Although the latter is 

the more likely description of swing voters, the unfortunate truth for campaigns is that there is no 

easy way to find out.  American elections use a secret ballot system, so there is no way to know 

for sure how a particular individual voted.  Polls can provide an estimate of how particular 
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groups vote or plan to vote, but they are also subject to false information, administrator error, 

and problems stemming from small sample sizes.  However, by contrast, precinct-level election 

data can reveal how voters in a given city, county, or region definitively voted.  This study uses 

election data at the media market level, which is easily computed by adding up data from the 

corresponding counties that fall within a given media market’s boundaries. 

Examining how and where past campaigns have spent their money can serve as a window 

into the campaign persuasion strategies themselves, particularly by studying the number of 

advertisements that the campaign ran in specific media markets.  Which areas were greater 

priorities for the campaign?  Where did campaigns believe that out-spending the opponent would 

be most effective?  This paper takes a closer look at presidential campaigns’ conventional 

approach to advertising strategy to determine where campaigns tended to advertise the most, and 

where out-spending an opponent swung the most votes.  The first part of this paper’s analysis 

examines nationwide presidential campaign data from 2000 and 2004 to find an answer to those 

two questions.  However, the second part of the analysis focuses solely on the effect of 2008 

political advertising in Florida, a critical state in recent presidential races.   

I use Florida as a test case for several reasons.  First, Florida is a swing state that 

frequently plays a crucial role in the outcomes presidential elections, so campaigns on both sides 

have spared few expenses to win it in recent races.  As many presidential hopefuls have 

discovered, the Sunshine State features a critical combination:  a high number of electoral votes 

(29, third most in the nation) and a propensity to split votes relatively evenly between Democrats 

and Republicans.  In fact, since 1992, no candidate has won the White House without winning 

Florida, and no presidential candidate has garnered more than 52% of the Florida vote during 

that time.  In the infamous 2000 election, Republican George W. Bush defeated Democrat Al 
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Gore by a mere 537 votes (out of 6 million ballots cast) in Florida – amid controversies 

involving butterfly ballots and hanging chads – giving Bush just enough electoral votes to claim 

the presidency.  Fully mindful of the importance of winning Florida, presidential campaigns 

regularly flood the state’s airwaves with political advertisements.  This bombardment of political 

ads is only likely to increase, as campaign fundraising is more effective than ever and third-party 

groups are able to raise and spend money with more freedom than ever.   

Second, Florida has a very large and diverse population that is more demographically 

representative of the general U.S. population than most other states.  In Florida, it is possible to 

examine how advertising differs between urban and rural markets; between heavily-populated 

markets and sparsely-populated markets; and among markets with high Latino populations, 

markets with high African American populations, and markets with high white populations.  

Third, Obama curiously underperformed in Florida in 2008 compared to many other 

battleground states, despite Florida’s relatively large populations of minority, urban, and college-

age voters – three groups that comprised much of Obama’s base in 2008.  This study examines 

the advertising strategy in Florida for both Obama and McCain in 2008.  As I will show, the 

McCain campaign largely ignored purpleness when it came to advertising in Florida, while the 

Obama campaign fell in line with conventional wisdom and advertised the most in Florida’s 

purple markets:  Tampa, Orlando, and West Palm Beach. 

But is this money well spent?  Presumably, campaigns run an excessive quantity of 

advertisements in Tampa and Orlando (the aforementioned “I-4 Corridor”) because the campaign 

strategists believe that many persuadable voters live in those areas.  Perhaps this is due to the 

region’s well-known tendency to split votes between Democratic and Republican candidates in 

statewide and national elections.  But what if there just happens to be a roughly even number of 
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Republican- and Democratic-leaning voters in the I-4 Corridor?  Perhaps they are not very 

persuadable at all, but instead the relatively even split of Democrats and Republicans regularly 

results in outcomes close to 50%-50%, giving the illusion of a “swing” area.  If that is the case, 

then throwing millions of dollars into those media markets would be a waste of money that could 

be better spent in historically red or blue counties where voters may be more susceptible to 

campaigns’ persuasion efforts.  This is important information for political strategists to know, 

particularly because the Citizens United decision allows political action committees (PACs) and 

super-PACs to raise and spend unlimited sums of money on campaigns, and because Florida is 

becoming more important in Electoral College math after having gained two more votes 

following the 2010 Census results. 

Thus, the fundamental question of this paper is:  Are presidential campaigns spending too 

much money on advertisements in purple markets?  Conventional wisdom holds that campaigns 

ought to focus on the purple areas that tend to split votes relatively evenly between Democrats 

and Republicans.  But what do the data say?  I investigate this by examining campaign spending 

nationwide in 2000 and 2004, as well as in Florida during the 2008 presidential election.  

Specifically, I analyze the effects of campaign spending on Democratic vote percentage by 

media market – controlling for demographics, past electoral outcomes, and campaign 

advertising, among other variables – to determine (1) whether campaigns have, in fact, run more 

advertisements in purple markets than in non-purple markets, and (2) whether out-advertising an 

opponent in a purple market yields more votes than out-advertising an opponent in a non-purple 

market. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

         Much has been written on the topic of campaign advertising’s effects on electoral 

outcomes, particularly regarding television advertisements and persuasion efforts.  Many authors 

take a broad approach to measuring the returns to campaign advertising, focusing on the different 

types of campaign advertising and analyzing their effects.  Others focus on the effectiveness of 

persuasion messaging, often utilizing focus groups and experiments to determine which types of 

advertisements influence voters.  Some analyze the impacts of advertising in “battleground” 

areas – markets that receive a great deal of attention during presidential elections because of their 

potential to swing toward either party’s candidate.  Each of the writings discussed below 

contributes to illustrating the clash that exists in campaign advertising strategy between 

conventional wisdom and statistical data.  The current research offers extensive insight into what 

works and what does not work in campaign advertisements.  My paper contributes to that 

conversation. 

 

Types of Campaign Advertising 

Every four years, presidential campaigns unveil a variety of different types of 

advertisements:  positive messaging vs. negative attacks, persuasion vs. mobilization, and 

incumbent vs. challenger, to name just a few.  Each type serves a specific purpose, but they all 

share a common goal:  winning votes.  So how effective is each type in achieving that goal?   

Thomas Stratmann (2009) finds that advertising by incumbent candidates is significantly 

less effective than advertisements aired by challengers.  Stratmann conducts research across 

congressional districts, controlling for varying prices that exist for running television 

advertisements in different media markets.  He finds that campaign advertising is valuable for 
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increasing vote shares; however, the marginal product of ad spending is not statistically 

significant between incumbents and challengers.  Stratmann ultimately concludes that his 

findings “do not necessarily suggest that candidates should spend more on television advertising” 

(p. 375).  Rather, candidates should target their persuasion efforts where they can optimize 

marginal returns – that is, in media markets where they can get the biggest bang for their buck. 

Similarly, Lovett and Peress (2010) study the relative effectiveness of campaigns’ 

persuasion and get-out-the-vote advertising.  They develop a model of targeted advertising for 

U.S. congressional races across the country and study whether campaigns are more successful in 

persuading individuals to vote for a particular candidate or in mobilizing them to vote in general. 

 They conclude that television advertising is significantly more effective in furthering persuasion 

efforts than get-out-the-vote efforts.  In fact, they find that “television advertising persuades 

voters, but does not mobilize them” (p. 37).  Further, they discover that there is sufficient 

variation in the distribution of viewer characteristics across television programs to allow for 

effective targeting.  Both of these conclusions are important for my research.  Knowing that 

television advertising does work for persuasion and does not work for mobilization will allow me 

to draw conclusions about campaigns’ persuasion effectiveness from the number of television 

advertisements that they run. 

A widely-accepted truism among political hacks is that negative advertisements are 

strongly disliked by the voting public but also largely effective in attacking an opponent (Sides, 

2011).  Indeed, conventional wisdom holds that negative political campaigning almost always 

has the consequences that its practitioners intend.  However, Lau et al.’s (2007) meta-analysis of 

research into negative advertising reaches a different conclusion.  They find no conclusive 

evidence whatsoever that attack advertisements work: “All told, the research literature does not 
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bear out the idea that negative campaigning is an effective means of winning votes, even though 

it tends to be more memorable and simulate knowledge about the campaign” (p. 1176).  Their 

study reveals that, contrary to many strategists’ beliefs, negative advertisements do not have a 

significant effect on poll numbers or on eventual vote outcome.  While the effectiveness of 

negative advertisements is a topic for a separate debate, Lau et al.’s findings are important to this 

paper’s contribution because they show that quantity of advertisements run is probably more 

important than the tone of those advertisements.  

 

Television Advertisements and Persuasion 

The study that is probably most relevant to my own research is a paper by Franz and 

Ridout (2010) that examines political advertising and persuasion in the 2004 and 2008 

presidential elections.  Like my research, they assess the impact of political advertising in 2004 

and 2008, using a dataset with the county as the unit of analysis and with media markets as the 

basis for number of advertisements broadcast.  In all, they examine 3,111 counties in 210 media 

markets across the United States.  Their regressions revealed that television advertising is 

effective in moving votes.  Specifically, the increase in Democratic advertisements run in 2008 

correlated with greater vote improvements over 2004 results. 

Further, Franz and Ridout (2010) find that advertising has “more of an impact on vote 

share in nonbattleground states than in battleground states” (p. 320).  They speculate that the 

relatively smaller effect in “battleground” states is due to the excess of campaign messaging that 

voters receive.  Residents in those states are exposed to a barrage of television advertisements, 

campaign mailers, door-to-door- canvassers, and phone calls from volunteers and robocall 

machines.  As a result, they are less likely to respond to persuasion ads than are people who are 
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not exposed to so much campaigning.  This conclusion is particularly relevant to my research: if 

the same holds for “nonbattleground” counties in Florida, then presidential campaigns ought to 

spend more money in the corresponding media markets.  After all, votes in “nonbattleground” 

counties in Florida count as much as votes in “battleground” counties (the same is not true in the 

national electoral college, where a “nonbattleground” state is worth writing off if there is no 

chance of flipping its party allegiance).   

An earlier paper by Franz and Ridout (2007), published before the 2008 presidential 

election, arrives at a similar conclusion.  They examine data from the 2004 Senate elections and 

the 2004 presidential race, and discover that television advertisements do persuade voters.  

However, they also discover that advertisements’ impacts vary depending on the characteristics 

of the viewer.  Sides and Karch (2007) reach a similar conclusion, but also attempt to estimate 

how much viewers’ political interests impact their response to advertisements.  Specifically, they 

test whether “citizens would become more motivated to vote when their concerns are addressed 

during the campaign” (p. 14).  However, they find no proof that voters respond to messages 

centered on their particular interests.  That is, they find no consistent evidence that messages 

related to Social Security and Medicare are associated with higher turnout among seniors or that 

messages related to veterans are associated with higher turnout among veterans.  The inference, 

then, is that campaigns have the power to control the message and shape opinion with their 

advertisements, but not increase issue-specific turnout.  Further, they need not be concerned with 

tailoring their advertisements to specific groups or addressing specific issues to appeal to issue 

groups.  They can simply focus on delivering their own message as clearly and as often as 

possible. 
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Using Regressions to Show Campaign Effects 

 Utilizing statistical regressions to demonstrate the effects of campaigns is a relatively 

new practice.  Nate Silver began running predictive models in advance of the 2008 elections on 

his blog, FiveThirtyEight.com.  Most of his models incorporate poll numbers to predict outcomes 

in various states, but others predict outcomes based on economic data, demographic information, 

and other variables that typically influence the probability of success for incumbents.   

 Seth E. Masket’s 2009 article, “Did Obama’s Ground Game Matter?” uses statistical 

regressions to determine the effect that Obama’s field operation had on his ultimate vote 

percentages.  Specifically, Masket estimates a regression model predicting the change in the 

Democratic proportion of the two-party presidential vote1 between 2004 and 2008 by county, 

using a dummy variable that equals 1 if a county hosted a field office for each of the presidential 

campaigns.  Masket’s regression also includes an interaction term for the variable of interest that 

allows him to distinguish any Democratic vote boost in counties where only Kerry had a field 

office, where only Obama had a field office, and where both candidates had field offices.  

Masket’s methodology is very similar to the one used in this study, including the use of linear 

regression and an interaction term to isolate a particular type of campaign effect. 

 

Advertising in Battleground Areas 

Daron R. Shaw’s 2006 book, The Race to 270: The Electoral College and the Campaign 

Strategies of 2000 and 2004, compares the impact of television advertising in the 2000 and 2004 

presidential elections.  He reaches a different conclusion from his research than Franz and 

Ridout.  Shaw maintains that effective targeting by the Bush campaigns in key battleground 

                                                 
1 That is, among those who voted for either a Republican or Democratic candidate, the percentage that voted for the 
Democratic candidate.  I use this statistic frequently throughout this study. 
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states led to his victory in 2000 and 2004.  Even though the incumbent president’s record in the 

2004 race – particularly involving the war in Iraq – was very vulnerable to attack from John 

Kerry, the Bush campaign ran a plethora of persuasion advertisements that won over independent 

voters in key battleground states.  The ads deflected Kerry’s criticism of Bush’s handling of the 

war and the economy, and attacked Kerry for being an out-of-touch, elitist flip-flopper who did 

not embody important American values.  Shaw finds that these persuasion efforts were 

particularly effective in battleground states (like Florida), and attributes the Bush campaign’s 

successes to its battleground targeting.  In addition, Shaw reveals his method of determining the 

propensity of a geographic area to swing from one party’s candidate to the other party’s 

candidate.  Specifically, he examines electoral outcomes for a given region over the previous five 

elections, identifies the maximum and minimum results (for, say, the Republican candidate’s 

margin versus the Democratic candidate), and calculates the difference.  He concludes that areas 

with the greater differences between their respective maximum and minimum values are 

generally more persuadable and therefore ought to be targeted for persuasion advertising.   

I utilize Shaw’s methods and data often throughout this paper. 

Offering one of the few state-based research papers on television persuasion, Susan A. 

MacManus (2008) examines the media market-based strategies of Obama and McCain in the 

2008 election.  Although the article is mostly observational (as opposed to analytical), it 

emphasizes the importance placed by both campaigns on the swing markets of Tampa and 

Orlando.  However, MacManus does not comment on the success or the effectiveness of the 

campaigns’ respective strategies. 
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Continuing the Conversation 

All told, there is a wealth of research available on the topic of campaign television 

advertisements and their persuasion effects on U.S. elections.  Most conclude that advertisements 

have at least some impact on the outcome of the race, but the degrees of those impacts can 

depend on the type of advertisement, the characteristics of the viewer, and the environment in 

which the advertisements are aired.  One debate that seems to remain unsettled in this research, 

though, is the relative value of running advertisements in battleground vs. non-battleground 

areas.  Among states, it obviously makes sense for presidential candidates to run advertisements 

almost exclusively in battleground states, even if advertisements prove to be far more effective in 

non-battleground states: a Democratic candidate would rather make smaller strides in a winnable 

state like Virginia than larger strides in a lost cause like Oklahoma.   

But among counties within a winnable state, this paper reveals that there are more 

persuadable votes in Democratic-leaning markets in Florida than in its historically purple 

markets.  This is somewhat counterintuitive to conventional campaign strategists who are 

accustomed to targeting areas that tend to split votes between Democrats and Republicans.  

Further, relatively little research has been done on the specific topic of purpleness and swing.  In 

that regard, this study contributes to the ongoing conversation of conventional wisdom in 

campaign advertising by using data and statistical regressions to demonstrate where candidates 

should (and should not) focus their advertising targeting. 
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Terminology 

A few terms that are frequently used in this paper should first be explained.  First, as I 

mentioned in the introduction, purpleness refers to a region’s propensity to split votes evenly 

between Democratic and Republican candidates.  The more evenly the outcomes tend to be, the 

more purple the area.  By contrast, Republican-leaning areas are commonly described as “red,” 

and Democratic-leaning areas are referred to as “blue.”   

Second, this study frequently uses a statistic that I refer to as the Democratic share of 

the two-party vote.  Hopefully, this term is somewhat self-explanatory:  among those who voted 

for either a Republican or Democratic candidate, it is the percentage that voted for the 

Democratic candidate in a given election.  The reason that I use this statistic rather than 

percentage of the total vote is to eliminate false effects caused by third-party and independent 

candidates.  I chose the Democratic share (as opposed to the Republican share) mostly 

arbitrarily; since the Republican share is, by definition, the inverse of the Democratic share, the 

results will be the same no matter which one is used. 

Third, a swing area typically refers to a geographic region (e.g., state, county, media 

market) that is commonly targeted by campaigns because of its importance in determining the 

ultimate winner of an election; this is because a potential swing could occur in either party’s 

direction.  Perhaps a winnable state’s electoral votes are up for grabs in a presidential election, or 

maybe a particular county’s vote totals tend to sway dramatically in either candidate’s favor.  In 

both of those cases, swing areas ought to attract a fair amount of attention from campaigns, 

which seek to maximize their chances of victory.  Often, the terms swing and purple are used 

interchangeably, with the implication that an important quantity of persuadable voters reside in 
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both purple areas and swing areas.  This paper aims to show that they should not be used 

interchangeably.  

Fourth, a media market is a region whose population receives the same or similar 

television and radio station offerings.  Its residents get the same local news coverage, the same 

cable providers, and the same advertisements.  The State of Florida has a total of 10 media 

markets and 67 counties within its borders, as depicted in Figure 1 below.  The boundaries of the 

media markets fall along county lines, with minimal overlap into neighboring states.    

 

 

Figure 1: Map of Florida Media Markets 
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Data 

All election data were obtained from Dave Leip’s Atlas of U.S. Presidential Elections, an 

online database of every presidential election in the history of the United States.  Leip’s data are 

broken down by state and county (among other geographic types), which allows me to calculate 

total votes by media market.  Media market boundaries are drawn along county lines, so election 

data and control variables are computed by adding up all of the county-level information within 

each of the media markets.   

Much of the campaign advertising data that I use are available in Daron R. Shaw’s (2006) 

book, The Race to 270.  Shaw provides nationwide advertising data from both the Republican 

and Democratic candidates during the 2000 and 2004 races.  The rest of the advertising data 

from that period were obtained from the Wisconsin Advertising Project, an undertaking of the 

University of Wisconsin’s Political Science Department that compiles data collected by the 

Campaign Media Analysis Group, which tracks all political advertising activity throughout the 

United States.  The 2008 advertising data were obtained from the Obama campaign.  This study 

measures the amount of advertisements run in a given media market in gross rating points 

(GRPs), a common way to quantify advertising.  Specifically, GRPs equal the product of the 

percentage of the target audience reached by an advertisement, multiplied by the frequency they 

see it during a given campaign.  For example, a television advertisement that is aired five times 

and reaches 50% of the target audience would account for 250 GRPs. 

The control variables in this study include other factors that may influence changes in 

vote totals, including African-American population, Latino population, median family income, 

change in unemployment during the 10 months prior to the election, and percent of the 
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population with a college degree.  All of these data are available to the public from the U.S. 

Census Bureau and the Bureau of Economic Analysis. 

Among my variables of interest is an interaction term that measures the purpleness of the 

media market, thereby determining whether advertising is more effective in areas that are more 

partisan or more likely to split votes between the parties.  Specifically, the purpleness term is a 

scalar measure of the proximity of the market’s vote share to an even split between the 

Republican and Democratic candidates in the previous election.  I use the previous election 

because that is the most recent information that campaigns take into account when they are 

deriving their strategy for their upcoming election.  For this study, I measure purpleness 

according to how close to a 50%-50% outcome a given media market voted in the prior election.  

I do this by subtracting the winner’s vote share from 100%; correspondingly, larger differences 

translate to greater purpleness.  See Table 1 for the purpleness breakdown for Florida’s 10 media 

markets in each of the presidential elections from 2000 to 2008.  The column labeled “Dem % in 

Prev. Election” indicates the Democratic share of the two-party vote in each media market for 

the previous election.  In 1996, Democrat Bill Clinton garnered 46.4% of the two-party vote in 

the Ft. Myers media market (which means that Republican Bob Dole, the “winner” of the Ft. 

Myers media market that year, garnered 53.6% of the two-party vote there).  Because 53.6% is 

46.4 percentage points away from 100%, Ft. Myers’ purpleness in 2000 was 0.464.  It is 

important to note that media markets’ purpleness change from election to election.  In 2004, Ft. 

Myers’ purpleness shrunk to 0.399 – which is 3.9 percentage points less purple than it was the 

prior election – because Democrat Al Gore only received 42.0% of the two-party vote in 2000. 
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Table 1 
 

The “Purpleness” of Florida’s Media Markets, 2000–2008 
 

Media Market Year 
Dem % in 

Prev. Election Purpleness 
Ft. Myers 2000 43.8% 0.438 
Gainesville 2000 59.7% 0.403 
Jacksonville 2000 44.0% 0.440 
Miami—Ft. Lauderdale 2000 64.2% 0.358 
Orlando 2000 49.4% 0.494 
Panama City 2000 42.3% 0.423 
Pensacola 2000 33.8% 0.338 
Tallahassee 2000 58.2% 0.418 
Tampa Bay 2000 52.3% 0.477 
West Palm Beach 2000 58.7% 0.413 
Ft. Myers 2004 39.9% 0.399 
Gainesville 2004 54.6% 0.454 
Jacksonville 2004 37.8% 0.378 
Miami—Ft. Lauderdale 2004 60.3% 0.397 
Orlando 2004 48.3% 0.483 
Panama City 2004 35.4% 0.354 
Pensacola 2004 30.5% 0.305 
Tallahassee 2004 56.4% 0.436 
Tampa Bay 2004 48.7% 0.487 
West Palm Beach 2004 58.7% 0.413 
Ft. Myers 2008 38.8% 0.388 
Gainesville 2008 51.8% 0.482 
Jacksonville 2008 36.4% 0.364 
Miami—Ft. Lauderdale 2008 58.6% 0.414 
Orlando 2008 45.5% 0.455 
Panama City 2008 30.0% 0.300 
Pensacola 2008 27.7% 0.277 
Tallahassee 2008 56.5% 0.435 
Tampa Bay 2008 45.8% 0.458 
West Palm Beach 2008 56.0% 0.440 

 

For the 2000 and 2004 portion of this study, it should be noted that I did not draw from 

the entire United States; campaigns have a finite amount of resources, and many states are not 

considered winnable (or losable) enough to warrant campaigning, particularly when it comes to 

expensive television advertising.  Instead, I only used a selection of 13 “battleground” states – 

states in which each campaign deemed that the electoral votes were contestable and ran a 
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substantial number of advertisements in pursuit of them.  In particular, I looked at information 

from the following states for the analysis of the 2000 and 2004 elections: 

 Table 2 
 
 Democratic Candidates’ Shares of the Two-Party Vote in Battleground States, 2000 and 2004 
  

State 
Electoral 
Votes* 2000 

2000 
Margin 2004 

2004 
Margin 

Florida 27 50.0% 0.0% 47.5% 2.5% 

Pennsylvania 21 52.1% 2.1% 51.3% 1.3% 

Ohio 20 48.2% 1.8% 48.9% 1.1% 

Michigan 17 52.6% 2.6% 51.7% 1.7% 

Missouri 11 48.3% 1.7% 46.4% 3.6% 

Wisconsin 10 50.1% 0.1% 50.2% 0.2% 

Minnesota 10 51.3% 1.3% 51.8% 1.8% 

Colorado 9 45.5% 4.5% 47.6% 2.4% 

Iowa 7 50.2% 0.2% 49.7% 0.3% 

Oregon 7 50.2% 0.2% 52.1% 2.1% 

New Mexico 5 50.0% 0.0% 49.6% 0.4% 

Nevada 5 48.1% 1.9% 48.7% 1.3% 

New Hampshire 4 49.3% 0.7% 50.7% 0.7% 

*Electoral votes that were allocated for the 2000 and 2004 elections, following the 2000 Census. 

 

When looking only at each candidate’s share of the two-party vote, the margins of victory were 

within 10 percentage points in each state for both years.  Correspondingly, each party’s 

campaign ran plenty of advertisements in those states in 2000 and 2004.  These 13 battleground 

states contain a total of 99 media markets among them, leaving me with 198 observations over 

the two years of data. 

A few idiosyncrasies emerged from the data, particularly involving the advertising data.  

The most notable quirks involved media markets that overlapped into another state.  In these 

instances, campaigns tended to scale back their advertisements – often to zero – because they 

received very little bang for their buck.  For example, consider the map of Pennsylvania’s media 

markets, below:  
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Figure 2: Map of Pennsylvania Media Markets 

 

Fulton County in south-central Pennsylvania (colored in fuchsia in Figure 2) is a rural county 

with approximately 14,000 residents that falls within the Washington, DC, media market.  

Because the Washington media market reaches so many people in the national capital area, it is 

very expensive to advertise there.  Further, a campaign would have to pay full price in the 

Washington media market if it wanted to run a television advertisement that reached Fulton 

County.  But because so few of Washington’s residents lived in a 2000 or 2004 battleground 

state, no campaign paid to advertise there.  Notably, however, Philadelphia’s media market also 

overlaps with other non-battleground states: New Jersey and Delaware.  Nonetheless, both 

campaigns advertised heavily in the Philadelphia media market in 2000 and 2004, because the 

vast majority of viewers within the Philadelphia media market lived in the key battleground state 

of Pennsylvania. 
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Methodology  

I investigate the geographic effect of campaign advertising by building a statistical 

model2 that predicts change in the Democratic candidate’s share of the vote based on campaign 

advertising data, holding constant a number of demographic, economic, and voting-history 

variables.  There are two basic types of models that I run.  The first type is a model that examines 

correlations between the above variables and the number of political advertisements (in GRPs) 

campaigns ran.  In other words, which factors determined where campaigns ran their 

advertisements?  For this test, the general equation takes the following form: 

 

GRPs = Purpleness + Control Variables 

 

I run this model to determine correlations between purpleness and advertisements for the 

Republican candidates, Democratic candidates, and both candidates, with the intent of 

determining whether purpleness played a significant role in how campaigns allocated their 

advertising budgets.  For these regressions, the null hypothesis is that the purpleness of media 

market has no correlation with the number of GRPs in advertisements that campaigns run; the 

alternative hypothesis is that is does.  Or, mathematically: 

 

H0: βpurpleness = 0 

H1: βpurpleness ≠ 0 

 

                                                 
2 All statistical regressions for this study were run using Stata. All tables and charts seen in this paper, including 
those reporting Stata results, were created using Microsoft Excel. 
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The second type is a model designed to determine whether advertisements are more 

effective in more-purple media markets.  In this model, I interact the aforementioned purpleness 

term with the variable that measures the net difference in advertisements for a given media 

market (i.e., Democratic ads minus Republican ads).  The resulting equation takes the following 

form: 

 

DemPctChng = (DemAds – GOPAds) + Purpleness + [Purpleness*(DemAds – GOPAds)] + Controls 

 

This allows me to compare the effect of advertising in more-purple media markets versus the 

effect of advertising in less-purple media markets.  So, the null hypothesis is that the effect of 

campaign advertising on electoral outcome does not vary by media market; the alternative 

hypothesis is that is does.  This is a little more complicated to show.  In order to utilize the 

interaction term, I pick three points of interest and plug in their corresponding values to see what 

the effect is of out-advertising an opponent in a less-purple market, a more-purple market, and 

the median-purpleness market.  For this paper, I chose the values that correspond to the quartiles 

– the 25th percentile, the 50th percentile, and the 75th percentile – of purpleness.  Proponents of 

conventional wisdom would expect greater effects to be found in the 75th-percentile market than 

in the median market and 25th-percentile markets, because that result would indicate that more 

purpleness does correspond to more persuadability. 
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THE 2000 & 2004 NATIONAL PRESIDENTIAL CAMPAIGNS 

Did Purpleness Influence Advertising Purchases? 

 The advertising strategies of 2000 and 2004 presidential campaigns were a study in 

conventional wisdom.  During those races, all four presidential campaigns – Gore in 2000, Kerry 

in 2004, and Bush in 2000 and 2004 – appear to have subscribed to the conventional wisdom that 

purple markets equate to persuadable markets.  That is, the campaigns ran more advertisements 

in media markets that produced outcomes close to 50%-50% in the previous presidential 

election, presumably because they believed that running advertisements in those districts would 

be more effective.  However, retrospective regressions reveal no statistical evidence that 

campaign advertisements were, in fact, more effective in more-purple markets.   

 To test whether purpleness played a role in the campaigns’ allocation of television 

advertisements in 2000 and 2004, I run a regression in which the dependent variable is total 

advertisements run in a given media market (as measured in GRPs) and the independent 

variables include the media markets’ purpleness and other factors that may have helped 

determine advertisement allocation (results in Table 3).  As the regression results show, the 

relationship between the purpleness of the media market and total advertisements run is 

statistically significant (p = 0.015) and positive, holding constant race, income, population, and 

unemployment.  This indicates that campaigns did subscribe to the convention wisdom regarding 

advertising in purple areas:  a more-purple media market attracted more campaign 

advertisements, on average.  In other words, the presidential campaigns in 2000 and 2004 

decided that their candidates would be best served by running more advertisements in more-

purple markets than in markets that tended to lean more strongly Democratic or Republican.  
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Specifically, an increase in purpleness of one percentage point corresponded to an increase in 

total advertising of 469 GRPs, on average.    

Table 3 
 
Variables Predicting Total Ads Run by Media Market, 2000 & 2004 
 

Variable Coefficient 
Standard 

Error 
Purpleness 46866.1** 19050 
Population 0.0038** 0.0012 
Percent African American 42718.8** 19704 
Percent Latino -24201.5** 10923 
Median Income -0.0863 0.2854 
Population Growth -272357.9 176135 
Change in Unemployment (Jan - Oct) -479713.1** 193261 
State Dummy 352.57 377.7 
Constant 30532.6 14178 
   
Observations 196  
R-Squared 0.185  

*p < 0.10     **p < .05     ***p < .01 

 

In addition, the same correlation holds for each of the individual parties:  campaigns for 

both the Republican (p = 0.018) and Democratic (p = 0.016) candidates increased their television 

advertising as markets became more purple, holding other variables constant (see Table 4).  In 

fact, the correlations are strikingly similar.  The Republican campaigns increased advertising by 

an average of 242 GRPs with an additional percentage-point increase in purpleness, while the 

Democratic campaigns increased advertising by an average of 227 GRPs with an additional 

percentage-point increase in purpleness.  Interestingly, the two parties shared other strategies 

with respect to their advertisement allocation as well.  For example, both parties aired more 

advertisements in markets with falling unemployment rates and in highly-populated markets, and 

both parties aired fewer advertisements in markets with high Latino populations.  The 

Republican candidates aired more advertisements in markets with high African-American 
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populations (while Democrats did not), and the Democratic candidates aired fewer 

advertisements in markets with growing populations (while Republicans generally ignored 

population growth as a factor). 

Table 4 
 
Variables Explaining Total GRPs per Media Market for Presidential Candidates Nationwide, 2000 & 2004 
 

 Bush, ’00 & ’04 Gore ’00 & Kerry ’04 

Variable Coefficient Standard Error Coefficient Standard Error 

Purpleness 24193.83** 10163.73 22672.25** 9316.373 
Population (in 1000s) 0.0015991** 0.0006336 0.0022173*** 0.0006169 
Percent African American 27995.98*** 10585.56 14722.77 10081.44 
Percent Latino -14570.99** 5872.114 -9630.482* 5249.755 
Median Income (in 1000s) -0.0152234 0.01545885 -0.0710668 0.135501 
Population Growth -109845.9 95851.71 -162512* 82422.78 
Change in Unemployment (Jan - Oct) -278355.6*** 100078.3 -201357.5** 96045.81 
State Dummy 91.31645 201.8173 261.2496 182.6406 
Constant 15100.28 7630.001 15432.29 6768.646 
     

Observations 196  196  
R-Squared 0.180  0.187  

*p < 0.10     **p < .05     ***p < .01 

 
 

 

 

Was Advertising More Effective in More-Purple Markets? 

Since both sides decided to air more advertisements in more-purple markets, it would be 

helpful to know whether their purple-heavy advertising strategies actually paid off.  To test this, I 

run a regression with variables predicting change in Democratic vote percentage by media 

market, including an interaction variable for purpleness (results in Table 5).   
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 Table 5 
  
Variables Predicting Change in Democratic Vote Percentage, 2000 and 2004 
 

Variable Coefficient 
Standard 

Error 
Mean 

Democrat Ads – Republican Ads (in GRPs) -0.00000185 0.0000013 -2173.7 
Purpleness -0.021 0.078 0.428 

Purpleness x (DemAds – GOPAds) -0.000026* 0.000015 --- 
Previous Democrat's Share of 2-Party Vote -0.117** 0.034 48.8% 
Population (in 1000s) 0.001 0.0025 827.568 
Percent African American 0.069 0.048 5.10% 
Percent Latino 0.038 0.026 5.74% 
Median Income (in 1000s) 1.80** 0.650 39.215 
Population Growth -0.344 0.522 3.47% 
Change in Unemployment (Jan - Oct) -0.482 0.513 0.09% 
Constant -0.046 0.041 --- 
        
Observations 196     
R-Squared 0.16     

*p < 0.10     **p < .05     ***p < .01 

 

To better utilize those interaction results, we can plug in interesting points to the results from 

Table 5 to see how purpleness impacts the effect of the advertisement disparity on the ultimate 

two-party vote.  A good way to do this is to compare the results at the purpleness quartiles, plug 

in the means for the control variables, and assign a fixed advertising condition.  Doing so with a 

Democratic advertising advantage of 1000 GRPs yields the following results: 

Quartile Purpleness 
Change in 

Dem % 

25% 0.4006 +0.00282 
50% 0.4364 +0.00114 
75% 0.4704 -0.00046 

 

So, for a media market in which mean values are assigned to the control variables, a 

Democratic advertising advantage of 1000 GRPs is correlated with a 0.114 percentage-point 

increase in the Democratic share of the two-party vote in the media market with the median level 

of purpleness (0.4364), on average.  As the media markets become less purple, that effect 
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increases.  At the 25th percentile of purpleness (0.4006), a Democratic advertising advantage of 

1000 GRPs is associated with a 0.282 percentage-point increase in the Democratic share of the 

two-party vote, on average.  Further, that effect decreases as media markets become more purple; 

at the 75th percentile (0.4704), a Democratic advertising advantage of 1000 GRPs is correlated 

with a 0.046 percentage-point decrease in the Democratic share of the two-party vote, on 

average.  Those results directly contradict conventional wisdom, which holds that more-purple 

means more-persuasive, on average.  Thus, it appears as though the strategies of the 2000 and 

2004 presidential campaigns were not optimal. 

 

Where Was Advertising Effective? 

 For the 2000 and 2004 presidential races, the data reveal that (1) both campaigns ran 

relatively more advertisements in more-purple markets, and (2) advertisements were not more 

effective in more-purple markets.  The question that naturally follows, then, is: where does 

advertising make a difference?  One way to answer that question is to split the markets into three 

groups: red, blue, and purple.  There is no explicit, universally accepted definition for what 

constitutes a red, blue, or purple area, so for simplicity I will split the markets evenly into thirds.  

After the split, the 65 markets labeled “red” have previous Democratic vote shares between 

20.3% and 44.8%; the 65 markets labeled “blue” have previous Democratic vote shares between 

54.0% and 61.2%; and the 65 markets labeled “purple” have previous Democratic vote shares 

between 44.9% and 53.9%.  Running a regression to determine correlations between candidate 

advertising advantages and vote outcome in each of the three categories largely reinforced the 

results in Table 5 from the previous section:  there was no statistically significant relationship 
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between out-advertising one’s opponent and overall vote outcome in purple media markets 

(results in Table 6).   

Table 6 
 
Variables Correlated with Change in Democratic Vote Percentage by Type of Media Market, 2000 and 2004 
 

 
Red  

Markets 
Blue  

Markets 
Purple  

Markets 

Variable Coefficient 
Standard 

Error 
Coefficient 

Standard 
Error 

Coefficient 
Standard 

Error 
Democrat Ads - Republican Ads (in 1000 GRPs) 0.00238* 0.00137 -0.00190 0.00118 -0.00171 0.00145 
Percent African American -0.00862 0.0841 0.150*** 0.0400 -0.0570 0.0994 
Percent Latino -0.0185 0.0749 0.0561* 0.0285 0.0257 0.0475 
Median Income (in 1000s) 0.00128 0.00100 0.00105 0.000739 0.00315*** 0.00113 
Population Growth -0.354 0.819 -0.0854 0.511 0.315 1.14 
Change in Unemployment (Jan - Oct) -1.17 0.748 0.369 0.681 -0.665 1.16 
Constant -0.0591 0.0522 -0.104** 0.0392 -0.168** 0.0793 
       

Observations 65  65  65  
R-Squared 0.107  0.246  0.202  

*p < 0.10     **p < .05     ***p < .01 

 

In fact, for purple markets, the sign on the advertising coefficient is negative, which indicates 

that running more advertisements than an opponent in a purple market has a detrimental effect 

on that candidate’s ultimate vote outcome, holding other variables constant. 

For blue markets, the regression yielded a similar result:  holding demographic and 

economic factors constant, there was no statistically significant relationship between out-

advertising one’s opponent and overall vote outcome.  Higher African-American and Latino 

populations resulted in higher vote percentages for the Democratic candidate, which is not very 

surprising.  In recent history, Democratic presidential candidates have run up the score in areas 

with greater minority populations, and tried to hold the line with their Republican opponents in 

other areas.  However, like the purple markets, the sign on the advertising coefficient for the blue 

markets is also negative, which is quite unexpected.  For both types of markets, the relationship 
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is not statistically significant between the two variables, so not much should be interpreted from 

the sign.  But at the very least, the results do indicate that there is not strong evidence that 

running significantly more advertisements in purple and blue markets was particularly fruitful in 

2000 and 2004.   

Interestingly, the results for red markets tell a different, more intuitive story:  running 

more advertisements led to more votes.  Specifically, out-advertising an opponent by 5000 GRPs 

in a red market was correlated with an increased vote share of 1.2 percentage points, on average, 

holding demographic and economic factors constant (p = 0.089).  That may not seem like a huge 

effect, but it is worth noting that advertising advantage is the only variable that evidenced a 

statistically significant correlation with vote share in the red model.  And, unlike the purple and 

blue markets, its relationship to the dependent variable – positive – is intuitive. 

So, to briefly summarize the results of this section, there are three main points to take 

away from the 2000 and 2004 presidential campaign advertising data: 

1. Campaigns tended to advertise more in more-purple markets, even when holding other 

factors constant. 

2. Running more advertisements in more-purple markets had no significant effect on the 

ultimate vote outcome, so the strategy above appears to have been misguided. 

3. Out-advertising an opponent had a significant effect only in red markets, and even there 

the effects were small. 
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THE 2008 PRESIDENTIAL CAMPAIGN IN FLORIDA 

Florida: Obama’s Disappointing Win 

 In 2008, Barack Obama became the first Democratic presidential candidate to win 

Florida since Bill Clinton’s reelection in 1996 and just the fourth Democrat to take Florida in the 

previous 15 tries.  In that context, Obama’s victory in Florida can be interpreted as an exemplary 

campaign accomplishment.  However, a deeper analysis into the numbers reveals a different 

story:  Obama statistically underperformed in Florida.   

Across the country, Obama trounced McCain.  He ran up the score in traditional 

Democratic-leaning states like Pennsylvania and Iowa, and stole a few Republican-leaning states 

like Indiana and North Carolina, en route to a 365–173 victory in the Electoral College.  

Strangely, though, Obama failed to improve much upon recent Democratic candidates’ average 

performance in Florida – an odd exception to his dramatic improvements over that same average 

in other states.  To illustrate that point, Table 7 examines the Democratic share of the two-party 

vote over the past five elections among key battleground states.3   

Table 7 
 
Democratic Presidential Candidates’ Shares of the Two-Party Vote in Battleground States, 1992–2008 
 

State 1992 1996 2000 2004  '92-'04 Avg.  Obama '08 Difference 

Indiana 46.2% 46.9% 42.0% 39.6% 43.6% 50.5% +6.9% 
Virginia 47.4% 48.9% 45.9% 45.9% 47.0% 53.2% +6.2% 
Colorado 52.8% 49.2% 45.5% 47.6% 48.8% 54.6% +5.8% 
North Carolina 49.5% 47.5% 43.5% 43.8% 46.1% 50.2% +4.1% 

New Hampshire 50.8% 55.6% 49.3% 50.7% 51.6% 54.9% +3.3% 
Iowa 53.7% 55.7% 50.2% 49.7% 52.3% 54.8% +2.5% 
Ohio 51.2% 53.6% 48.2% 48.9% 50.5% 52.3% +1.8% 
Pennsylvania 55.5% 55.2% 52.1% 51.3% 53.5% 55.2% +1.7% 
Florida 48.8% 53.2% 50.0% 47.5% 49.9% 51.4% +1.5% 
Minnesota 57.7% 59.4% 51.3% 51.8% 55.0% 55.2% +0.2% 

 

                                                 
3 Specifically, the states analyzed were Obama’s ten narrowest victories in 2008. 
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I take the average of the Democratic candidates’ performance in those states between 1992 and 

2004 and compare Obama’s 2008 performance in each state to its corresponding average.  The 

differences are in the rightmost column above and illustrated in Figure 3 below.  

Obama Margins vs. Average of Recent Democratic Presidential Candidates
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Figure 3: Graphs of Obama Margins vs. Average of Recent Democratic Presidential Candidates 
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Among the ten states in the sample above, Florida is ninth.  In other words, Obama outperformed 

the Democratic candidates’ average by a greater margin in every other battleground state except 

Minnesota.  But the story gets even more interesting.  First, Minnesota is hardly a traditional 

battleground state; no Republican candidate has won there since 1972.  Correspondingly, neither 

campaign bothered to campaign there in 2008.  Also, the Republican National Convention – the 

annual partisan pep rally that usually provides the party’s candidate with a significant bump in 

the polls – was held in St. Paul, Minnesota, in 2008.  That combination of candidate indifference 

toward Minnesota and a week-long Republican pep rally in Minnesota’s capital city probably led 

to Obama’s relative underperformance there.  Further, the McCain campaign extensively 

targeted Pennsylvania and Ohio – the two states just above Florida in Table 7 – especially during 

the home stretch of the campaign.  In fact, McCain made more appearances in Ohio (13) than in 

any other state during the final two weeks before Election Day.  Pennsylvania (9) was second on 

that list. 

So, in the three other battleground states where Obama failed to outperform his 

Democratic predecessors by more than two percentage points, there are plausible explanations 

for why the difference is somewhat undersized.  However, Florida does not have such an obvious 

excuse.  Obama campaigned hard there – with television advertisements, appearances, and field 

offices – but still only managed a minimal improvement over the Democratic average.  And from 

nearly all accounts, the Obama field operation in Florida was exceptional.  Thus, there must be 

another, less obvious explanation for Obama’s relatively underwhelming performance in Florida. 

 To be sure, many factors contributed to shifts in how states voted from 2004 to 2008.  For 

example, states with higher percentages of African Americans tended to produce higher vote 

percentages for Barack Obama than they did for John Kerry.  Other factors – demographic, 
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economic, and geographic – contributed to the variation as well.  Running a regression with 

change in Democratic share of the two-party vote as the dependent variable provides a predictive 

model  predictive model that explains changes in vote percentage from Kerry in 2004 to Obama 

in 2008 for each of the 50 states and the District of Columbia (results in Table 8).   

Table 8 
 
Variables Explaining Change in Democratic Vote % by State, 2004 to 2008 
 

Variable Coefficient 
Standard 

Error 
Kerry's 2004 Vote Percentage 0.9269*** 0.0465 
Percent White (Non-Hispanic) -0.1510*** 0.0547 
Percent African American 0.1540** 0.0668 
Percent Latino 0.1121* 0.0636 
Percent with at Least a College Degree 0.2087** 0.0881 
Change in Statewide Unemployment (Jan - Oct) 1.4018* 0.7793 
Presidential Candidate's Home State 0.0505*** 0.0108 
Vice Presidential Candidate's Home State 0.0509*** 0.0087 
South -0.0134 0.0123 
Constant 0.1121 0.0674 
   

Observations 51  
R-Squared 0.950  

*p < 0.10     **p < .05     ***p < .01 

 

Some notable results emerge from this regression.  Not surprisingly, Percent African American is 

statistically significant and positive; specifically, a one-percentage-point increase in a state’s 

African-American population is correlated with a 1.54-percentage-point increase in Obama’s 

vote share (p = 0.026), holding other variables in the model constant.  Similarly, Hispanic 

percentage (p = 0.085) and percent with a college degree (p = 0.023) are statistically significant 

and positive as well.  By contrast, percent Caucasian (p = 0.009) and being in the South (p = 

0.284) are negatively correlated with Obama’s vote percentage. 

Taking these results and plugging in the corresponding information for each of the 10 

battleground states identified earlier produces predictions for those states – that is, the vote 
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outcome we would expect each state to have produced for Obama in 2008, given its specific 

characteristics.  Those results are generated in Table 9 and illustrated in Figure 4, below.   

Table 9 
 
Predicted and Actual Vote Percentages Among Battleground States, 2008 
 

State 
Obama 
Actual 

Obama 
Predicted 

Difference 

Iowa 54.8% 50.4% +4.4% 

Indiana 50.5% 47.6% +2.9% 

New Hampshire 54.9% 52.3% +2.6% 

Pennsylvania 55.2% 54.6% +0.7% 

Ohio 52.3% 52.0% +0.4% 

Minnesota 55.2% 55.0% +0.3% 

Colorado 54.6% 54.3% +0.2% 

Virginia 53.2% 53.3% -0.2% 

North Carolina 50.2% 50.5% -0.3% 

Florida 51.4% 53.7% -2.2% 
 

As an example, the model predicted that North Carolina would produce a victory for Obama, 

even though no Democrat had won the Tar Heel state since 1976.  This seemingly odd prediction 

is almost certainly due to the state’s relatively high African-American population.  Sure enough, 

Obama’s predicted share of the two-party vote (50.5%) was off by only three-tenths of a 

percentage point (50.2%).  In most of the battleground states, Obama beat the model’s predicted 

value, indicating that some factor not controlled for by the model – perhaps good campaigning – 

accounted for an increase in votes.  But this was not the case in Florida.  In Florida, which has 

relatively high African-American and Latino populations, Obama is predicted to have produced a 

53.7% vote share for Obama in 2008.  In reality, however, Obama’s share of the two-party vote 

in Florida was 51.4%.  That result was a win over John McCain, but it is still 2.2 percentage 

points less than its predicted value.  In other words, Obama underperformed in Florida according 

to the model. 

 



34 

Predicted and Actual Vote Percentages 
Among Battleground States, 2008

40%

42%

44%

46%

48%

50%

52%

54%

56%

58%

60%

IA IN NH PA OH MN CO VA NC FL

Battleground State

S
h

ar
e 

o
f 

th
e 

2-
P

ar
ty

 V
o

te

Obama Actual Obama Predicted
 

Obama Performance in Battleground States, 
as Compared to Predicted Values

-3.0%

-2.0%

-1.0%

0.0%

1.0%

2.0%

3.0%

4.0%

5.0%

IA IN NH PA OH MN CO VA NC FL

Battleground State

A
c

tu
a

l 
- 

P
re

d
ic

te
d

 V
o

te
 %

 

Figure 4: Obama’s Performance Compared to Predicted Values among Battleground States 
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The Florida Media Market Strategy 

 Conventional wisdom holds that in order to win Florida, a presidential candidate must 

focus on Florida’s purple regions – those areas that tend to produce results close to 50%-50%.  

Specifically, the areas surrounding Tampa, Orlando, and West Palm Beach tend to attract the 

most attention in this regard.  To illustrate why, Table 10 takes the average Democratic share of 

the two-party vote in each media market, and ranks the regions’ averages according to their 

proximity to a 50%-50% outcome.  The order reveals that the most-purple regions in Florida 

have been the media markets encompassing West Palm Beach and the I-4 Corridor of Orlando 

and Tampa. 

Table 10 
 
Florida Media Markets’ Propensity to Split Votes Between Democratic and Republican Candidates 
 

Media Market 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008 Average 
Proximity 

to 50% 
Tampa Bay 47.8% 52.3% 48.7% 45.8% 50.4% 49.0% 1.0% 
Orlando 44.5% 49.4% 48.3% 45.5% 51.0% 47.7% 2.3% 
West Palm Beach 53.3% 56.7% 58.7% 56.0% 57.3% 56.4% 6.4% 
Gainesville 60.8% 59.7% 54.6% 53.8% 54.8% 56.7% 6.7% 
Tallahassee 58.4% 58.2% 56.4% 56.5% 55.7% 57.1% 7.1% 
Fort Myers 41.4% 43.7% 39.8% 38.8% 43.4% 41.4% 8.6% 
Jacksonville 41.3% 44.0% 37.8% 36.4% 41.3% 40.2% 9.8% 
Miami–Ft. Lauderdale 56.9% 64.2% 60.3% 58.6% 62.1% 60.4% 10.4% 
Panama City 39.8% 42.4% 35.4% 30.0% 29.2% 35.4% 14.6% 
Pensacola 33.0% 33.8% 30.5% 27.7% 33.1% 31.6% 18.4% 

 

As I mentioned in the introduction, a popular saying in Florida politics proclaims, “As the I-4 

Corridor goes, so goes Florida.”  Indeed, recent history has proven that adage to be accurate (see 

Table 11).  In each of the last five elections, the presidential candidate that won the I-4 Corridor 

also won the State of Florida.   
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Table 11 
 
Democratic Share of the Two-Party Vote, 1992–2008 
 

Year Florida I-4 Corridor Tampa Orlando 

2008 51.4% 50.7% 50.4% 51.0% 

2004 47.5% 45.7% 45.8% 45.5% 

2000 49.9% 48.5% 48.7% 48.3% 

1996 53.2% 51.1% 52.3% 49.4% 

1992 48.8% 46.5% 49.4% 44.5% 

Note: Red numbers indicate Republican wins (i.e., Democratic share < 50%); 
blue numbers indicate Democratic wins (i.e., Democratic share > 50%). 

 

But sharing a tendency to pick one party’s candidate over the other does not necessarily mean 

that the area is more persuadable or that it is a “swing” area.  It merely means that it is a tipping-

point area.  And, unlike the national Electoral College – in which a candidate could win the 

overall popular vote without winning the election (as was the case in 2000) – winning a county 

or a market is not accompanied by a winner-take-all prize.  Rather, a hypothetical deciding vote 

in a very purple county carries the same weight as a drop-in-the-bucket vote in a deep blue 

county that a Democrat usually runs away with.  Further, whatever correlation exists between I-4 

Corridor outcomes and overall state results is probably due to the fact that a large share of the 

state’s population lives in the I-4 Corridor (see Figure 5) and that party affiliation there is similar 

to that of Florida as a whole (see Table 12).  In fact, more than a quarter of Florida’s total 

population lives in the Tampa and Orlando media markets. 

Table 12 
 
Percent of Voters who are Registered Democrats 
 

Year Florida I-4 Corridor Tampa Orlando 

2008 40.9% 40.1% 40.8% 39.1% 

2004 39.9% 39.3% 39.7% 38.6% 

2000 41.9% 40.9% 40.7% 41.2% 
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Figure 5: Percent of Florida Population by Media Market, 2008 

 

Table 13 shows that conventional wisdom has manifested itself in recent presidential campaigns’ 

television targeting strategy.  Tampa, Orlando, and West Palm Beach all topped the television 

advertising targeting for the campaigns of Bush, Kerry, and Obama.   

Table 13 
 

Top-Targeted Florida Media Markets by Campaign, Measured in Total GRPs: 2004 & 2008 
 

2004 2008 
Kerry Bush Obama McCain 

1. Tampa 
2. Orlando 
3. West Palm Beach 

1. West Palm Beach  
2. Tampa 
3. Orlando 

1. Tampa 
2. West Palm Beach  
3. Orlando 

1. Tampa 
2. Orlando 
3. Jacksonville 
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 The conventional wisdom argument seems plausible; averaging close to 50%–50% means 

that these areas are more likely to swing toward one party’s candidate than in the more 

Republican- or Democratic-leaning regions.  But does that mean that the voters who live in those 

regions are actually more persuadable?  Perhaps there are just a roughly even number of 

Democrats and Republicans in Tampa, Orlando, and West Palm Beach who are not actually very 

persuadable.  Or perhaps being flooded with political advertisements every election season has 

polarized voters in each of those regions into two evenly-split groups of people who find it 

difficult to ever vote for a candidate of a particular party.  Whatever the case, the target audience 

for campaign advertisements ought to include people whose votes are most likely to be 

influenced, not people who live in a purple area.  Utilizing Daron Shaw’s method of calculating a 

county’s propensity to swing, Table 14 reveals which counties in Florida have tended to swing 

the most over the past five elections.  None of the top ten counties in Shaw’s swing calculation 

lie within the Tampa, Orlando, or West Palm Beach media markets.  In fact, they are all found in 

the northern part of the state, which typically receives far less attention from campaigns than the 

southern part of the state.  Further, I selected eight counties (in the Notables section of Table 14) 

that contain major cities within their boundaries.  The results show that the often-targeted cities 

of Tampa, Orlando, and West Palm Beach do not tend to swing as much as the counties in the 

northern part of the state.   

Of course, statewide television strategies are built at the media market level, not at the 

county level.  So, it is worth computing the same swing tendencies for media markets as a whole 

(results in Table 15).   
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Table 14 
 
Ranking of Counties by Largest Swing in Democratic Vote, 1992–2008  
  
Rank County (Major City) Media Market Max Min Swing 
1 Dixie Gainesville 57.0% 27.1% 29.9% 
2 Lafayette Tallahassee 45.5% 19.3% 26.2% 
3 Gilchrist Gainesville 52.0% 26.1% 25.9% 
4 Holmes Panama City 41.6% 17.1% 24.5% 
5 Taylor Tallahassee 52.9% 30.3% 22.6% 
6 Calhoun Panama City 51.1% 29.5% 21.6% 
7 Franklin Panama City 57.3% 35.9% 21.4% 
8 Union Jacksonville 45.9% 24.8% 21.1% 
8 Liberty Panama City 48.7% 27.7% 21.1% 
10 Gulf Panama City 50.6% 30.1% 20.4% 
Notables 
17 Orange (Orlando) Orlando 59.4% 43.2% 16.2% 
39 Miami-Dade (Miami) Miami 60.2% 52.0% 8.3% 
45 Hillsborough (Tampa) Tampa 53.6% 46.6% 7.0% 
48 Palm Beach (West Palm Beach) West Palm Beach 63.8% 57.2% 6.6% 
51 Broward (Ft. Lauderdale) Miami 69.2% 62.6% 6.5% 
62 Sarasota (Sarasota) Tampa 49.9% 44.9% 5.0% 
63 Pinellas (St. Petersburg) Tampa 54.8% 50.0% 4.9% 
64 Volusia (Daytona) Orlando 55.6% 50.8% 4.8% 

   

Table 15 
 
Ranking of Media Markets by Largest Swing in Democratic Vote, 1992–2008  
  

Rank Media Market Max Min Swing 
1 Panama City 42.4% 29.2% 13.2% 
2 Gainesville 60.8% 51.8% 9.0% 
3 Jacksonville–Northeast 44.0% 36.4% 7.6% 
4 Miami–Fort Lauderdale 64.2% 56.9% 7.3% 
5 Orlando 51.0% 44.5% 6.5% 
6 Tampa Bay 52.3% 45.8% 6.5% 
7 Pensacola 33.8% 27.7% 6.1% 
8 West Palm Beach 58.7% 53.3% 5.4% 
9 Fort Myers–Southwest 43.7% 38.8% 4.9% 
10 Tallahassee 58.4% 55.7% 2.6% 

 

Even at the media market level, the three areas that have tended to swing the most – Panama 

City, Gainesville, and Jacksonville – lie in the northern part of the state.  Meanwhile, the markets 
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that have attracted most of the campaign television advertisements – Orlando (5th), Tampa (6th), 

and West Palm Beach (8th) – have evidenced comparatively modest swing propensities. 

The key takeaway from this section, I believe, is that basic descriptive statistics indicate 

that there is a reason to question the conventional wisdom when it comes to campaigning in 

Florida.  The purple regions that attract so much attention because of their perceived tendencies 

to swing are not among the biggest statistical swingers in the state.  So far in this section, I have 

only used percentages, which are useful in story-telling and scene-setting.  In the sections that 

follow, I will begin assessing total votes and using more technical statistical approaches to test 

conventional wisdom. 

 

Locating Florida’s Swing Voters 

Defenders of the conventional wisdom approach to purpleness and persuasion might 

argue that a greater swing in percentage does not necessarily mean that there are more votes to 

be gained there.  After all, a 1-percentage-point gain in the very-large Tampa Bay media market 

(which contains 15% of Florida’s population) is more valuable than a 1- percentage-point gain in 

the relatively smaller Fort Myers media market (which contains 4% of Florida’s population).  

And if there are more total votes in the Tampa Bay media market, then there almost certainly 

must be more swing votes.   

In support of that point, Table 16 breaks down each of Florida’s 10 media markets by the 

number of people who voted in each presidential election, and by how many votes swung from 

one party’s candidate to the other’s from the previous election.  To understand what the table is 

indicating, consider the Tampa Bay and West Palm Beach markets in 1992 and 1996.  In 1992, 

Democrat Bill Clinton amassed 47,485 fewer votes than Republican George H.W. Bush in the 
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Tampa media market.  In 1996, Clinton won 55,885 more votes than Republican Bob Dole.  That 

difference [55,885 – (-47,485)] accounts for Tampa Bay’s “swing votes” of 103,370 in 1996.  

For West Palm Beach, the swing is somewhat simpler to calculate.  In 1992, Clinton won the 

West Palm Beach market, 242,268 to 211,917: a margin of 30,351 (and a total of 454,185).  In 

1996, Clinton’s victory in West Palm Beach grew to 91,543 (217,294 to 308,837) over his 

Republican opponent.  That difference in Clinton’s margins from 1992 to 1996 (91,543 – 

30,351) accounts for West Palm Beach’s 61,192 “swing votes” in 1996.   

Table 16 
 
Swing Votes and Total Votes Cast by Media Market, 1992–2008 
 

 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008 

Media Market 
Swing 
Votes 

Total 
Votes 

Swing 
Votes 

Total 
Votes 

Swing 
Votes 

Total 
Votes 

Swing 
Votes 

Total 
Votes 

Swing 
Votes 

Total 
Votes 

Fort Myers 46743 239985 6170 232929 35680 281629 31952 364824 35400 403498 

Gainesville 20118 74970 314 81737 6339 103478 4507 140097 10067 157314 
Jacksonville 37659 346241 12325 450063 64426 534884 66758 761412 51104 851596 
Miami–Ft. Lauderdale 192944 951010 157478 1017822 39344 1216488 8523 1508495 138142 1630591 
Orlando 158288 730880 69453 840999 26143 1090806 96613 1474365 166612 1694651 
Panama City 19630 81881 1726 98135 21201 124106 27090 158400 7552 170460 
Pensacola 26894 153306 10377 192839 28102 232077 42271 297674 23704 323086 
Tallahassee 31917 124262 1376 134794 1603 160025 7698 216265 1113 236306 
Tampa Bay 206684 1081013 103370 1213843 94127 1461554 114867 1841137 168690 1993045 
West Palm Beach 118112 454185 61192 526131 15406 617585 12668 785397 32012 867151 

 

A brief read-through of the rest of the numbers in Table 16 reveals that the aforementioned 

argument is well supported; markets with more voters tend to see greater total swings in their 

vote.  As evidence, consider Gainesville’s relatively small swing numbers, especially compared 

to, say, Orlando or Tampa Bay.   

However, there are two responses to that defense of conventional wisdom.  First, 

advertising costs automatically account for much of this disparity in populations among markets.  

That is, it is more expensive to run an advertisement in the Tampa Bay media market than to run 
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that same advertisement in the Panama City media market, all else being equal (e.g., length of 

the ad, time that the ad airs, program during which the ad airs).  In fact, the cost almost perfectly 

offsets the disparity in electorate size, since market costs per GRP are proportional to the amount 

of viewers that the advertisement reaches.   

Second, even when we examine the swings in total vote by media market, the purple 

markets still do not top the Florida list.  Table 17 below calculates the number of voters per 

“swing vote” in each media market for presidential elections since 1992.  The figures in Table 17 

are merely the quotient of the total voters in each market for the years indicated, divided by the 

“swing voters” from Table 16.   

Table 17 
  
Number of Voters per “Swing Vote” by Media Market, 1992–2008 
   

Media Market 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008 
Median, 

1992-2008 

Panama City 4.2 56.9 5.9 5.8 22.6 5.9 
Pensacola 5.7 18.6 8.3 7.0 13.6 8.3 
Fort Myers 5.1 37.8 7.9 11.4 11.4 11.4 
Jacksonville 9.2 36.5 8.3 11.4 16.7 11.4 
Miami–Ft. Lauderdale 4.9 6.5 30.9 177.0 11.8 11.8 
Tampa Bay 5.2 11.7 15.5 16.0 11.8 11.8 
Orlando 4.6 12.1 41.7 15.3 10.2 12.1 
Gainesville 3.7 259.5 16.3 31.1 15.6 16.3 
West Palm Beach 3.8 8.6 40.1 62.0 27.1 27.1 
Tallahassee 3.9 98.0 99.8 28.1 212.3 98.0 

 

Granted, these numbers are hardly a true indication of how many swing voters actually 

reside in a given area.  For example, in 1996 Bill Clinton received just 314 more votes in the 

Gainesville market than he did in the 1992 election.  This does not mean that the same exact 

people who voted for him in 1992 also voted for him in 1996, with the addition of 157 people 

who changed their vote from George Bush (his Republican opponent in 1992) to Clinton.  

Rather, it means that a relatively even number of people changed their mind in each direction – 



43 

from Clinton to Republican opponent and from Republican opponent to Clinton – with Clinton 

netting just a few hundred more.  Because of the two-way swing, Gainesville’s voter-to-swing-

vote quotient in 1996 is a whopping 259.5, when we know that it cannot be the case that only 

one voter in 260 changed their mind over the course of four years.   

So, to account for this and other outliers, I calculate the median quotient in the far-right 

column of Table 15 to get a more accurate feel for a market’s tendency to swing.  Further, 

sorting the table from most swing voters to fewest, the purple markets of Tampa, Orlando, and 

West Palm Beach rank sixth, seventh, and ninth, respectively, in their median swing tendencies 

by this calculation.  By contrast, traditionally deep-red markets in the northern part of the state – 

Panama City, Pensacola, Fort Myers, and Jacksonville – top the chart.  Thus, even when looking 

at total votes (as opposed to vote percentages, which were discussed in the previous section), 

there is reason to question the conventional wisdom approach to campaign advertising strategy in 

Florida. 

 

Purpleness and Persuasion in Florida 

 From the section on the 2000 and 2004 presidential elections, campaigns tended to run 

more advertisements in more-purple media markets, even though that strategy ultimately proved 

not to be effective.  In fact, out-advertising an opponent appeared to have had a significant effect 

only in red markets.  But did the 2008 presidential campaigns learn from that, or did they repeat 

the same mistakes?  Using the same method that was used to analyze purpleness and persuasion 

in the 2000 and 2004 presidential elections (see Tables 3, 4, and 5), I examine the effectiveness 

of the conventional wisdom approach to advertising in Florida.   
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As I mentioned earlier, the Obama campaign employed the conventional wisdom tactic of 

advertising particularly heavily in the more-purple areas of the state – particularly in the I-4 

Corridor.  This is evidenced statistically in Table 18, which shows the results of a regression to 

explain the number of GRPs that each campaign aired in Florida’s media markets in 2008.   

Table 18 
 
Variables Explaining Advertising Targeting for McCain and Obama Campaigns in Florida, 2008 
 

 McCain 2008 Obama 2008 

Variable Coefficient 
Standard 

Error 
Coefficient 

Standard 
Error 

Purpleness -10656 22615 170354** 35936 
Population (in 1000s) 0.00484* 0.00166 0.00461 0.00197 
Percent African American 163709* 65979 -109723 114352 
Percent Latino -58968* 22981 29591 40611 
Median Income (in 1000s) -1.17 0.534 2.06 0.895 
Change in Unemployment (Jan - Oct) -128365 99666 227476 189104 
Constant 46391 14011 -65575 27427 
     

Observations 10  10  
R-Squared 0.897  0.927  

*p < 0.10     **p < .05     ***p < .01 

 

From the results above, a few differences emerge in how the Republican and Democratic 

campaigns decided to allocate their television advertisements.  For the McCain campaign, there 

are statistically significant correlations between GRPs and population size (positive; p = 0.062), 

percent African-American (positive; p = 0.089), and percent Latino (negative; p = 0.083).  And, 

in fact, none of those correlations were significant at the 95% confidence level.  However, for the 

Obama campaign, there is only one variable whose correlation with GRPs is statistically 

significant:  purpleness.  Specifically, an additional percentage point of purpleness correlated 

with an increase of 1704 GRPs of pro-Obama advertising on average, holding constant race, 

population size, median income, and unemployment (p = 0.018).  By contrast, there existed no 
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such correlation for the McCain campaign; purpleness appeared not to have played a role in its 

decision as to where to place their advertisements, holding other variables constant.   

So, which strategy was more effective in Florida:  running more advertisements in more-

purple markets, or ignoring purpleness as a factor in advertising allocation?  To answer that 

question, I run a regression with variables explaining the change in Democratic share of the two-

party vote in each of the last three presidential elections, including the purpleness interaction 

term to indicate the effect of out-advertising an opponent in more-purple versus less-purple areas 

(results in Table 19).   

Table 19 
 
Variables Explaining Change in Dem Vote % in Florida Presidential Races, 2000-2008 
 

Variable Coefficient 
Standard 

Error 
Democrat Ads – Republican Ads (in 1000 GRPs) 0.00121 0.000676 

Purpleness x (DemAds – GOPAds) -0.0116 0.00448 
Purpleness -0.0881 0.0533 
Dem Candidate Visits – GOP Candidate Visits -0.00210 0.00285 
Percent African American -0.00708 0.0715 
Percent Latino 0.0584 0.0358 
Median Income (in 1000s) 0.00132 0.00122 
Population (in 1000s) -0.0000384 0.00000448 
Change in Unemployment (Jan - Oct) 0.666 0.484 
Constant -0.0935* 0.0526 
   

Observations 30  
R-Squared 0.744  

*p < 0.10     **p < .05     ***p < .01 

 

Just like the nationwide regression for the 2000 and 2004 campaigns discussed earlier in this 

study, the Florida results in Table 19 also indicate that purpleness is not significantly related to 

swings in vote outcome by media market.  Further, like the earlier results, out-advertising an 

opponent in a more-purple market did not have a greater effect than out-advertising an opponent 

in a less-purple market in Florida.   
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Just like I did for the 2000 and 2004 data, I can elaborate on that conclusion by plugging 

in values at particular points of interest.  Once again, a good way to do this is to compare the 

results at the purpleness quartiles, plug in the means for the control variables, and assign a fixed 

advertising condition.  Doing so with a fixed Democratic advertising advantage of 1000 GRPs 

yields the following results: 

Quartile Purpleness 
Change in 
Dem Pct. 

25% 0.3807  +0.02348 
50% 0.4162 +0.01830 
75% 0.4505 +0.01328 

 

So, for a media market in which mean values are assigned to the control variables, a Democratic 

advertising advantage of 1000 GRPs is correlated with a 1.83-percentage-point increase in 

Obama’s 2008 share of the two-party vote in the media market with Florida’s median level of 

purpleness (0.4162).  As the media markets become less purple, that effect increases; at the 25th 

percentile of purpleness (0.3807), a Democratic advertising advantage of 1000 GRPs is 

correlated with a 2.35-percentage-point increase in Obama’s share of the two-party vote, on 

average.  By contrast, that effect decreases as media markets become more purple; at the 75th 

percentile (0.4505), a Democratic advertising advantage of 1000 GRPs is correlated with a 1.33-

percentage-point increase in Obama’s share of the two-party vote, which is more than one 

percentage point less than the effect in the market with the 25th-percentile level of purpleness. 

 The result is evident in the overall 2008 Florida election results as well.  On the one hand, 

it is easy to look at Obama’s performance in 2008 and declare Florida a clear victory.  Figure 6 

illustrates the change in Democratic share of the two-party vote by county from 2004 to 2008.  

Darker blue counties indicate greater improvements for Obama over Kerry; darker red counties 

indicate greater improvements for McCain over Bush. 
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Figure 6: Map of Changes in Vote Percentage in Florida by County, 2004 to 2008 

 

From the vast amount of blue running through the southern and central parts of the state in 

Figure 6, we can see just how much better Obama fared in Florida than did John Kerry in the 

previous election.  Then again, as I stated earlier, Obama outperformed Kerry just about 

everywhere across the country in 2008, so this result should come as no surprise.   

So, to account for Obama’s universal improvement, Figure 7 illustrates those same 

changes in vote percentages by county, but also compares them to Obama’s nationwide 

improvement over Kerry of 4.7 percentage points.  Doing this reveals a much different picture. 
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Figure 7: Map of Changes in Vote Percentage in Florida by County Relative to National Change, 2004 to 2008 

 

Again, Obama performed well in Miami and in the I-4 Corridor, where his campaign spent a 

healthy portion of its Florida advertising budget.  But look at how much red spilled out into the 

rest of the state.  McCain ran up the score in the Republican-leaning rural counties and 

outperformed Obama in Democrat-leaning areas of St. Petersburg, Gainesville, Tallahassee, and 

Ft. Lauderdale.  That combination of successes for McCain complements the picture that the 

statistics in this study have painted:  Obama’s performance in Florida was relatively 

underwhelming, compared to his remarkable nationwide success. 
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DISCUSSION 

Limitations of this Study 

 Any scientific research on the more-art-than-science field of political persuasion is bound 

to have its limitations.  This study is certainly no exception.  There are simply too many factors 

that influence votes – whether at the state level, media market level, county level, precinct level, 

or individual level – to be able to state with certainty which campaign tactics are most 

successful.  Perhaps the greatest limitation of this study in particular involves the quantity and 

timeliness of the advertising data analyzed.  Unfortunately, I was only able to obtain 2008 

advertising data for Florida (which required calling in more than a few personal favors) and no 

other states, because the Wisconsin Advertising Project has a policy of not releasing their data 

until after four years (except to University of Wisconsin faculty and alumni).  It would be 

fascinating to do a future study that incorporates all of the data from the 2008 presidential 

campaign into a single regression, as well as into a regression with the 2000 and 2004 data.   

Further, it should be emphasized that this study examines only presidential campaign 

data.  Persuasion advertising almost certainly has a different effect for lower-profile races, in 

which the candidates are usually less well-known than the presidential candidates.  For example, 

down-ballot candidates tend to run advertisements that are generally lower-quality (because of 

their comparatively smaller budgets) but that are also probably more effective than presidential 

campaign advertisements (because they and their opponents are less-known among potential 

voters, and the advertisements serve a more informative purpose).  A potentially interesting 

study could examine the same effects that this paper looks at, using only statewide (e.g., 

senatorial and gubernatorial) races.  Where are voters most persuadable when it comes to those 

campaigns? 
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Perhaps most glaringly, one unfortunate limitation of this study is that it makes no 

differentiation between persuasion advertisements and GOTV advertisements, between attack 

advertisements and positive advertisements, and between campaign advertisements and third-

party advertisements.  All advertisements are treated the same in this study when, in fact, all 

advertisements are hardly equal.  This was not intentional; such extensive data was simply 

unavailable to me for all of the time periods that this study focuses on.  A study that breaks down 

the effectiveness of each type of advertisement by media market would be very enlightening, I 

believe. 

Finally, it is worth noting that this study is probably more useful in showing what has not 

worked in campaign advertising than in showing what will work.  Hopefully, that does not 

diminish the value of this research; after all, failing to learn from history’s mistakes will often 

lead to repeating them.  Nonetheless, a good idea for a future topic would be to determine the 

effects of advertising the effects of advertising by media market from week to week.  One way 

this could be done is to incorporate poll data obtained at the media market level and match them 

up with week-to-week advertising data to determine whether advertising campaigns have a 

greater effect in particular media markets.  That would provide a more detailed glimpse into how 

an advertising buy influences public opinion in different markets (although campaigns are 

ultimately more interested in the final vote outcome than in the latest poll numbers). 

 

Takeaways from this Study 

As I mentioned in the previous section, this study’s value lies in how it reveals the 

effectiveness of recent presidential candidates’ persuasion advertising strategies.  From this 

analysis, it seems clear that future campaigns ought to question the conventional wisdom that 
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“purple” means “persuadable.”  The statistical regressions reported in this paper illustrate that (1) 

both Republican and Democratic campaigns increased advertisements with increased purpleness 

of media markets, and (2) there is no clear rationale for targeting the more-purple markets.  In 

fact, from the data analyzed in this paper, advertising appears to be less effective in more-purple 

markets than in less-purple markets (and, in some cases, more effective in reliably red markets).   

In all, there are seven conclusions that I draw from this study: 

 In 2000 and 2004, all four presidential campaigns – Gore (2000), Kerry (2004), and Bush 

(2000 and 2004) – tended to advertise more in more-purple markets, even when holding 

other factors constant. 

 Running more advertisements in more-purple markets had no significant effect on the 

ultimate vote outcome in 2000 and 2004, holding other factors constant, so the strategy 

above appears to have been misguided. 

 Out-advertising an opponent had the greatest effect in Republican-leaning (red) media 

markets in 2000 and 2004. 

 In Florida, conventional wisdom holds that the key to winning Florida lies in Tampa and 

Orlando (the so-called “I-4 Corridor”) as well as West Palm Beach, but the data suggest 

that more swing voters tend to reside in the Republican-leaning markets of Panama City, 

Pensacola, Fort Myers, and Jacksonville. 

 In 2008, the Obama campaign subscribed to the conventional wisdom approach and 

advertised more in more-purple markets in Florida.  By contrast, the McCain campaign 

appeared to have ignored purpleness as a factor in its Florida advertising strategy, and 

even ran relatively more advertisements in Republican-leaning markets in north Florida. 
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 Just like in 2000 and 2004, running more advertisements in more-purple markets had no 

significant effect on the ultimate vote outcome in Florida in 2008, so the purpleness 

advertising strategy again appears to have been misguided. 

 Ultimately, Obama underperformed in Florida relative to his performance in other 

battleground states (even though he ultimately won Florida by a close margin). 

 

On the last bullet, I should emphasize that Obama’s underwhelming performance in Florida 

should not discourage him from campaigning there in 2012.  Looking at the electoral math, it is 

conceivable that his campaign may conclude that Florida is either not winnable, not worth 

spending resources on, or both.  Consider Table 20 below, which details Obama’s share of the 

two-party vote in each state in 2008 and offers each state’s electoral value in 2012.  The table is 

sorted by Obama’s 2008 performance (with his greatest victories at the top), and electoral count 

is summed from top to bottom.  From the “Sum” column, Obama reaches the 270-elector 

threshold needed for victory upon winning Colorado, a state that Obama comfortably won with 

54.6% of the two-party vote in 2008.  Immediately below Colorado are traditional battleground 

states of Virginia, Ohio, and Florida, in that order.  If Obama holds every state down to 

Colorado, inclusive, then he will win back the White House – even if he loses Virginia, Ohio, 

Florida, and every state below there.  It is conceivable that the Obama campaign could look at a 

pathway to victory that only includes Colorado and Virginia/Ohio if needed, and write off 

Florida completely.  If, however, one or two of the Colorado-and-above states flip to the 

Republican candidate – not an unlikely scenario, given that swing states like Pennsylvania, 

Wisconsin, Iowa, Nevada, and New Hampshire are very much in play in 2012 – then Obama will 

have to win one or two of the aforementioned battleground states of Virginia, Ohio, and Florida.   
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Table 20 
  
Obama’s Share of the Two-Party Vote by State, 2008 
  

State/District 
Electors, 

2012 
Obama, 

2008 
Sum 

District of Columbia 3 93.4% 3 
Hawaii 4 73.0% 7 
Vermont 3 68.9% 10 
Rhode Island 4 64.2% 14 
New York 31 63.6% 45 
Massachusetts 12 63.2% 57 
Maryland 10 62.9% 67 
Illinois 21 62.7% 88 
Delaware 3 62.6% 91 
California 55 62.3% 146 
Connecticut 7 61.3% 153 
Maine 4 58.8% 157 
Washington 11 58.8% 168 
Oregon 7 58.4% 175 
Michigan 17 58.4% 192 
New Jersey 15 57.9% 207 
New Mexico 5 57.7% 212 
Wisconsin 10 57.1% 222 
Nevada 5 56.4% 227 
Pennsylvania 21 55.2% 248 
Minnesota 10 55.2% 258 
New Hampshire 4 54.9% 262 
Iowa 7 54.8% 269 
Colorado 9 54.6% 278 
Virginia 13 53.2% 291 
Ohio 20 52.3% 311 
Florida 27 51.4% 338 
Indiana 11 50.5% 349 
North Carolina 15 50.2% 364 
Missouri 11 49.9% 375 
Montana 3 48.8% 378 
Georgia 15 47.4% 393 
South Dakota 3 45.7% 396 
Arizona 10 45.7% 406 
North Dakota 3 45.6% 409 
South Carolina 8 45.5% 417 
Texas 34 44.1% 451 
Mississippi 6 43.4% 457 
West Virginia 5 43.3% 462 
Nebraska 5 42.4% 467 
Kansas 6 42.4% 473 
Tennessee 11 42.4% 484 
Kentucky 8 41.8% 492 
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However, based on the statistical analyses in this study, I believe that Obama’s narrow 

win in Florida is misleading; the state is actually more favorable to the Democratic candidate 

than the 2008 outcome may lead someone to believe.  The data in this study indicate to me that 

Obama’s 51.4% share of the two-party vote in Florida would have been closer to 53% or 54% 

had the Obama campaign targeted its television resources better.  But instead, the 2008 race 

makes Florida appear only slightly less Democratic-leaning than Indiana, which is difficult for 

me to believe.  Thus, I believe that the Obama campaign should not consider pulling out of 

Florida in 2012, the way that the Gore campaign did in 2000 (before putting resources back into 

the state at the very end of the race).  Rather, Obama should commit to Florida for the long haul, 

and in my opinion his campaign would be wise to have the candidate make more in-person 

appearances in purple markets like Tampa, Orlando, and West Palm Beach (which would earn 

free media coverage in those relatively expensive markets); run more persuasion advertisements 

in red markets like Jacksonville and Panama City (where voters appear to be more likely to 

swing); and run more GOTV advertisements in blue markets like Miami and Gainesville (where 

Obama can run up the score on his Republican opponent). 

To synthesize all of the conclusions above, one general takeaway that I draw from this 

study is that a campaign ought to distribute GRPs evenly across equally-valuable media markets, 

unless there is a clear, rational reason to believe that an advertisement will persuade more votes 

per dollar in a given market.  Put another way, as long as a vote in very-purple Market X is as 

valuable as a vote in very-red Market Y or very-blue Market Z (i.e., they are all in the same state 

or are all in equally-valuable battleground states), the markets’ respective purpleness should not 

induce a campaign to focus more on one or the other when developing its advertisement 

targeting strategy.  The exception could occur in instances when a given area lies within a media 
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market that overlaps with a non-battleground state (as in the Fulton County, Pennsylvania, 

example mentioned in the introduction), or if focus groups and internal polling reveal that a 

particular group (e.g., African Americans, college graduates, 18-to-24-year-olds) is more 

responsive to the candidate’s persuasion advertisements.  In the case of the latter, a campaign 

would want to run more advertisements in markets where many members of that persuadable 

group reside.   

But aside from exceptions like those, voters in all media markets ought to be treated 

relatively equally because all votes are counted equally.  There is no reason to believe that a 

voter who lives in the very-purple I-4 Corridor is any more “persuadable” or more valuable than 

a voter who lives in the deep-blue Miami media market or the deep-red Panama City media 

market.  Each vote is worth an equal amount to the candidate on Election Day, so it makes 

rational sense for a campaign to expend an equal amount of resources (or as close as possible) to 

win each vote. 
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