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Introduction

Since the late 1990s, political science research has shed 
considerable light on the influence of common modes of 
campaign communication—mail, telephones, and in-per-
son contacting—on U.S. voters and elections. But the 
effects of the dominant modes—broadcast and online 
advertising—as well as the synergistic and overall effects 
of electioneering, remain a matter of dispute. The main 
reason for this is straightforward: American campaigns 
are noisy, and it is difficult to isolate the independent 
impact of singular forms of outreach. More generally, 
calculating the sum of these impacts and offering esti-
mates of the interactive and total effects of the campaign 
is close to impossible.

Still, the allure of learning more about this essential 
element of democratic functioning is compelling. As 
many have observed, campaigns are the connective tissue 
between voters and elected officials (Campbell 2008). 
Campaigns are where candidates convey promises and 
commitments that bind them to specific policy acts as 
public officials. They establish the basis for accountabil-
ity and, in no minor way, democracy.

Beyond their importance for democratic theory, we are 
also fascinated with campaigns because of the time, energy, 
and money they consume. Are they worth the effort we 
invest in them? Indeed, the disbelieving reaction of practi-
tioners and pundits to findings of “minimal effects” on the 

part of some campaign scholars is no doubt caused by the 
assumption that smart, rational people could not possibly 
spend so much for so negligible an effect.

Against this backdrop, we want to know if campaigns 
successfully persuade and mobilize voters. To engage this 
question, the primary goals of this study are (1) to gauge 
the distinct and synergistic effects of different forms of 
campaigning, as designed and executed by real-life prac-
titioners and (2) to estimate the cumulative effects of a 
campaign. To attain these goals, we rely on a field experi-
ment testing the simultaneous effects of several distinct 
forms of campaign communication in a statewide, parti-
san campaign for governor of Texas.1

Theorizing about Campaign Effects

When considering the impact of electioneering, we distin-
guish between “modes” of outreach. Different campaign 
modes vary on two salient dimensions: frequency and tar-
geting precision. Frequency refers to the number of times 
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that an individual voter is exposed to a campaign message. 
Targeting precision refers to the match between the cam-
paign message and the attitudes of individual voters. 
Campaign effects are most likely when receptive voters 
are repeatedly exposed to persuasive messages.

To the chagrin of practitioners, campaign modes that 
offer the greatest potential with respect to frequency and 
repetition (television and radio) are also broadcast to 
many unreceptive voters. Conversely, campaign modes 
that offer the greatest potential for precise and personal 
targeting (digital, mail, phones, and face-to-face) are the 
most easily discarded, blocked, or refused by voters. This 
conundrum is borne out by empirical analyses, which 
show substantial but temporary effects for television 
advertising (Gerber et al. 2010) and small effects for digi-
tal, mail, and phones (Gerber and Green 2004; Huber and 
Arceneaux 2007).

Additional leverage can be gained on the question of 
aggregate campaign effects by considering voter (or 
“receiver”) characteristics. Previous studies demon-
strate that the ability of campaigns to persuade is sub-
stantially conditioned by the attitudinal predispositions 
of the audience. Most notably, political awareness 
increases the likelihood of “reception” (Zaller 1992), 
but it also leads to greater stores of information and 
thus lessens the likelihood that voters will “yield” to 
additional information. High intensity election cam-
paigns experienced by low awareness voters are there-
fore often regarded as the most likely to produce an 
impact (e.g., Ridout and Franz 2011).2

Besides political awareness, partisanship should 
moderate how voters react to campaign information. 
Independents, who lack a partisan filter that causes 
them to resist messages coming from certain sources, 
should be most receptive to this information. Partisans, 
on the contrary, should be moved by messages coming 
from their side, but will resist information coming from 
the other side.3

But while it is important to understand that campaign-
ing has distinct forms and that voters come with various 
levels of political interest and attachment to the parties, it 
is equally important to acknowledge that both campaigns 
and voters are evolving. Campaigns have gotten better at 
identifying voters who are relatively more receptive to 
specific issue appeals (through large-N surveys and data 
analytics performed on registered voter lists) while cam-
paign modes have been refined and expanded to improve 
their reach (through the proliferation of Internet access, 
as well as through the prevalence of cable and Internet 
television and satellite radio). Quite simply, campaigns 
have improved tactically. This improvement has been 
most apparent since the 2000 election, just as voters have 
polarized in their views of the two major parties (e.g., 
Iyengar and Westwood 2015).

These twin developments are consequential for our 
understanding of campaign effects. For example, in a 
race with a polarized electorate and precise targeting, 
we would expect significant effects through the activa-
tion or mobilization of partisans. We suspect that most 
statewide partisan elections of today—presidential, 
gubernatorial, and U.S. senate races—fall into this cat-
egory. But many other election contests fall outside this 
category. For instance, some lower profile statewide 
races and many local elections feature a polarized envi-
ronment but campaigning with less reach or with less 
precise targeting; these should result in less substantial 
mobilization. Conversely, in a less polarized environ-
ment with wide-spread yet targeted electioneering—for 
example, some mayoral or city council elections—cam-
paigns should have significant persuasive effects on 
what is likely to be a relatively independent, open-
minded electorate.

Research Expectations for the Texas Study

Assuming the posited relationship between reach, target-
ing precision, and voter receptivity, we have several 
attendant expectations. First, campaigning ought to affect 
vote choice. The theoretical literature discussed earlier 
and most empirical studies (e.g., Hillygus and Jackman 
2003; Shaw 2006) suggest that campaigns can influence 
attitudes toward the candidates, so our focus is on con-
firming this conventional wisdom.

Second, campaigning should also affect turnout. 
Unlike studies of campaign persuasion, many turnout 
studies suggest that effects are small or nonexistent (e.g., 
Krasno and Green 2008). But recent research on aggre-
gate campaigning and turnout is more positive (Issenberg 
2012) and one study of battleground states in the 2012 
presidential election estimated a mobilization effect of 
between 7 and 8 points (Enos and Fowler 2016). 
Furthermore, there is also the specter of increased polar-
ization, which suggests mobilization is perhaps the most 
likely campaign effect. Consequently, we focus here on 
adding something new to a rather fulsome debate.

Our third (but perhaps most important) expectation is 
that campaigns have synergistic effects on voters. The 
notion that campaign effects are synergistic has only 
occasionally been tested, with little supportive evidence 
being proffered (Cardy 2005; Fieldhouse et al. 2013; 
Gerber and Green 2004). But these tests have largely 
been incidental to the studies, and they have focused on 
the interactive effects between direct mail and paid phone 
calls. We think the “reach versus targeting precision” 
conundrum makes it probable that campaigns use an “all 
of the above” approach. More to the point, we think the 
combination of different forms of outreach is likely to 
affect voters.
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It is less obvious how synergistic effects occur. We 
suspect that reach modes are primarily used to increase 
awareness of a candidate and to establish some positive 
affect (e.g., Iyengar and Simon 2000). We also suspect 
they are sometimes used to establish the candidate’s 
issue priorities and credentials (e.g., Fowler and Ridout 
2014). On the other side of the ledger, more precisely 
targeted modes convey specific messages to receptive 
voters. This outreach emphasizes conveying substan-
tive and discrete information that can then be accessed 
when a voter must offer a candidate preference or vote 
(Hersh and Schaffner 2013). This “substantive and dis-
crete information” is akin to what some opinion schol-
ars call “considerations” (Zaller 1992) and is necessary 
to give firmness and consistency to the expressed vote 
choice. “Synergistic effects” therefore occur when 
someone becomes more likely to cast a vote for a can-
didate either because specific issue positions reinforce 
a generally positive feeling toward a candidate or 
because the personal characteristics of the candidate 
reinforce agreement on issue positions.

There is unmistakable evidence that campaigns 
think different forms of campaigning have a synergistic 
effect (e.g., Decker and Koster 2014). When planning 
their calendars, campaign practitioners employ televi-
sion and radio to “set the table” for digital, mail, and 
phones, which offer more substantive and issue-based 
appeals. They also use targeted outreach to drive recep-
tive voters to reach modes: mail, emails, or Internet ads 
invite or link voters back to online videos. This process 
is called “amplification” and can be viewed as a form of 
synergistic campaigning (Decker and Koster 2014). 
However varied its specific execution, synergistic cam-
paigning is a staple of consultant talk in contemporary 
American elections and we expect that it will affect 
voters in this study.

Context

As mentioned above, this project flows from a unique 
opportunity to design and execute a field experiment in 
conjunction with a major, statewide partisan election 
campaign. The field experiments were conducted on 
behalf of Republican Greg Abbott’s gubernatorial cam-
paign in advance of the March 4, 2014, Texas primary 
election. Abbott was the Attorney General of Texas, a 
position to which he was reelected twice after first win-
ning the office in 2002. Abbott faced opposition in the 
Republican primary from Lisa Fritsch, whose writings 
and media personality had endeared her to Tea Party 
groups. Early polls, however, showed Abbott well above 
the 50 percent necessary to avoid a runoff election. In 
the end, Abbott handily defeated his opponents, 

amassing almost 1.22 million votes for 91.5 percent of 
the total tally.

The general election contest, however, was always 
considered more of a test by the Abbott campaign, with 
Wendy Davis, a state senator from Fort Worth, looming 
as the Democratic opponent. Davis burst onto the state 
and national scenes on June 25, 2013, when she held an 
eleven-hour filibuster on the floor of the state senate to 
block legislation that included restrictions on abortions. 
Following a flood of attention for her role in the abortion 
showdown, Davis announced her candidacy for the 
Democratic nomination for Texas governor in October 
2013. She immediately became a prohibitive favorite to 
win the primary and ended up raising approximately $37 
million.4 Polls from late 2013 showed Abbott with a sin-
gle-digit lead over Davis, although Davis was better 
known.

During its December 2013 strategy meetings, the 
Abbott team decided to use the primary phase of the cam-
paign to test the stand-alone and synergistic effects of dif-
ferent modes of campaign outreach.5 The purpose was to 
identify the most effective ways to influence voters’ per-
ceptions of the candidates, as well as to mobilize likely 
Abbott supporters. Although the campaign outreach 
occurred in advance of the primary election, it was mostly 
designed to enhance Abbott’s standing and chances for 
the November general election.

Design

The goal of the study was to randomize all of Abbott’s 
campaign communications for three weeks in February, to 
test the independent effects of each outreach mode, as well 
as the overall effects of the campaign. Several practical 
realities made for some design dilemmas, however. For 
starters, the Abbott campaign wished to examine broad-
cast television, cable television, radio, Internet, and mail. 
The difficulty, of course, is that unlike mail or door 
knocks, one cannot easily randomize television, radio, or 
online advertisements at the individual level. The cam-
paign also wanted to analyze both turnout in the primary 
and attitudes toward the likely general election candidates 
(Abbott and Davis). This required the acquisition of vot-
ing records from the state (for turnout analyses), as well as 
large-N surveys (for candidate attitudes). Finally, the cam-
paign was concerned about the expense of the state’s three 
largest media markets: Dallas/Fort Worth, Houston, and 
San Antonio. These markets were excluded, as was Austin 
due to concerns about both its expense and “uniqueness” 
(as one can see from the analysis of clusters in Appendix 
A, no other markets in the state are easily matched with 
Austin). This meant that the tests required a design focused 
on the state’s remaining 12 media markets.6
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Broadcast Television, Cable Television, and 
Radio

We began by identifying and gathering data on the media 
markets in play for broadcast television advertisements: 
Abilene-Sweetwater, Amarillo, Beaumont-Port Arthur, 
Corpus Christi, Harlingen-Weslaco-Brownsville, 
Lubbock, Odessa-Midland, El Paso, San Angelo, Tyler-
Longview-Lufkin-Nacogdoches, Waco-Temple-Bryan, 
and Wichita Falls. Following the design of Gerber et al. 
(2010), we then sorted the media markets into matched 
groups based on past partisan voting averages (average 
Republican share of the two-party vote in statewide races 
in 2010 and 2012), percent Black and percent Hispanic, 
percent below 30 years of age, and median household 
income. The four matched groups (or “clusters”) we cre-
ated were (1) Odessa, Lubbock, and Amarillo; (2) 
Harlingen, Corpus Christi, and El Paso; (3) Abilene, San 
Angelo, and Wichita Falls; and (4) Beaumont, Waco, and 
Tyler. The first market of each cluster was randomly des-
ignated as a treatment market for broadcast TV ads, as 
well as cable TV, Internet, mail, and some radio outreach; 
the second (also based on a random draw) was not sub-
jected to broadcast TV ads but was subject to cable TV, 
Internet, mail, and some radio outreach; the third was ran-
domly designated as a control, with no campaigning at 
all. To facilitate our analysis of targeted television (see 
below), Midland and Harlingen were randomly assigned 
“targeted” broadcast television, while Abilene and 
Beaumont were randomly assigned “traditional” broad-
cast television. A table showing treatment-control assign-
ments, by outreach mode, for every Texas media market 
is presented in the Appendix B. A map of designated mar-
ket areas in Texas is available in our section 1 of our sup-
plemental material.

At this point, we owe the reader a description of “tar-
geted television” advertising. For years, viewership num-
bers for broadcast and cable television have been 
purchased by political campaigns from Nielsen, whose 
data are also used by television stations to determine 
advertising rates. These data are analyzed by candidates, 
who concentrate their ads during dayparts and on shows 
watched by targeted voters. But Nielsen’s demographic 
profiles and viewership estimates are not as detailed or as 
accurate as many campaigns prefer. Recently, consulting 
companies have begun to offer “targeted television adver-
tising” buy plans, which purchase ads in specific day-parts 
and on shows based on Nielsen ratings plus analyses of 
large surveys and commercial vendor lists. The practical 
consequence of targeted TV ad buys appears to be more 
advertisements placed on less-prominent, niche shows, 
such as “Community” or “Rookie Blue” (or, on cable, 
“Judge Joe Brown” for Democrats or “Friday Night 
Wrestling” for Republicans). Preliminary, unpublished 

research suggests that targeted TV may be relatively better 
at influencing vote choice than traditional TV ad buys. We 
suspect that this research is correct. In the past, targeted 
TV has been an oxymoron, but the proliferation of view-
ing options coupled with better data on viewership could 
increase the ability of campaigns to focus their messages 
on the most receptive audiences and influence their 
behavior.

After consulting with the campaign’s television team, 
the treatment was set at 600 targeted ratings points per 
week, for three weeks (February 12–March 4, 2012).7 
Two spots were alternated in each of the treatment mar-
kets. The first, titled “Never Stop Fighting,” was a 30-sec-
ond ad focusing on Abbott’s personal and professional 
history. The ad notes that he was paralyzed by a tragic 
accident and plays up Abbott’s clashes (as Texas’s 
Attorney General) with President Obama on second 
amendment issues.8 The second, “No More Gimmicks,” 
lambasts Texas politicians for collecting taxes for roads, 
education, and public safety, and then spending these 
funds on other things.

The cable television experiment necessarily differs 
from its broadcast TV counterpart. Initially, we sorted zip 
codes from the eight “non-control” markets—Odessa, 
Lubbock, Harlingen, Corpus Christi, Abilene, San 
Angelo, Beaumont, and Waco—into matched pairs based 
on the same demographic and political characteristics we 
used to identify media market clusters.9 For each of these 
31 pairs, one was randomly designated to receive cable 
TV ads, and the other was designated as a control. Cable 
TV ads were then aired in the treatment zones, and voters 
in those zones were compared with voters in the matched 
control zones.

Some aspects of the cable TV ad test, however, are 
like the broadcast test. As with broadcast TV, the 
Abbott campaign wanted to test the relative effective-
ness of targeted ad buys, so whether cable TV ads were 
targeted or traditional was randomly determined for 
each of the treated cable zones. In addition, the same 
two 30-second spots that ran on broadcast TV also 
alternated on cable.

The radio test was constructed to parallel the broadcast 
TV tests, only without a “targeted” versus “traditional” 
aspect. One market from each of the four clusters—spe-
cifically, Abilene, Corpus Christi, Lubbock, and Waco—
was randomly designated for radio advertisements.10 
These were treated with 600 points per week for three 
weeks (February 12–March 4). The radio tests consisted 
of a single 60-second radio ad, titled “Preserve, Protect, 
and Defend,” which combines the scripts from the two 
TV ads, detailing the accident that paralyzed Abbott, the 
offices that he has held, and his advocacy for Texas in the 
face of the Obama Administration, the Environmental 
Protection Agency, and “federal overreach.”
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Internet, Pre-roll, and Facebook

After consulting with Abbott’s digital team, we also 
tested three forms of online and social media outreach: 
Internet advertising, pre-roll advertising, and Facebook 
advertising. Internet advertising includes banner and 
sponsored ads which promote “click-throughs” to an 
online video. Pre-roll advertising is the video ad shown 
before a YouTube or other selected video. Facebook 
advertising invites those who “like” Greg Abbott to click-
through to a video. For each of the online tests, the video 
links directed browsers to one of the two Abbott TV ads.

Although it is possible to target online advertising 
based on individual-level purchasing and browsing pat-
terns, in 2014 almost all online political advertising was 
done by buying banner or side-bar ads on websites known 
to be frequented by targeted voters. In this way, online 
advertising is like TV or radio advertising. Because web-
site ads vary by zip code—users with IP addresses in a 
specific zip code see ads associated with that zip code—
Internet and pre-roll advertising treatments were each 
randomized at this level. Following the cable TV experi-
ment design, we randomly assigned one of each matched 
zip code pair to the treatment group and the other to the 
control group. We then compared the attitudes and behav-
iors of those in the treatment zip codes to those in the 
control zip codes.

Unlike other online ads, Facebook advertising treat-
ments were each randomized at the individual level, as 
those who “liked” Greg Abbott were randomly assigned 
into either the treatment or control groups. Note that the 
Facebook experiment is thus limited to those who have 
expressed an interest in Abbott.

Direct Mail

Although the Abbott campaign was especially interested 
in the broadcast and online tests, they also agreed to 
include experiments for direct mail. To test these effects, 
500,000 households in the target universe (described 
below) were randomly selected to receive mail while 
another 500,000 randomly selected households received 
no mail. Within the treatment universe, individuals 
received four mail pieces: the first was a generic piece 
stating that exercising your right to vote helps keep Texas 
great, the second questioned Davis’s claim that she’d be a 
“pro-life” governor, and the third and fourth presented 
the individual with their voter turnout record and urged 
them to participate in the upcoming primary.

A Few Notes on the Design

Several features of the design merit additional comment. 
First, the professionals designed the outreach. As noted 

earlier, Abbott’s television team produced and aired two 
advertisements, while the radio team produced and aired 
a single 60-second spot. Similarly, the digital team pro-
duced unique online ads encouraging people to “click 
through” to Abbott videos, and the mail vendors designed 
all four direct mail pieces.

Second, the leaders of the Abbott campaign specifi-
cally instructed the professionals to submit budgets that 
would “allow them to do what they needed to produce an 
impact.” In other words, there was a concerted effort to 
allow those being examined to put forth their best work 
with sufficient force and repetition. The campaign even-
tually approved all submitted budgets, including approxi-
mately $600,000 for broadcast television, $337,000 for 
cable television, $205,000 for radio, $227,000 for online, 
and $182,000 for direct mail.

Third, while messages were strikingly consistent 
across treatments, there were differences owing to both 
mode and intent. For example, the final mail piece 
emphasized specifics about when and where to vote. 
Also, the Facebook and Internet advertisements (and one 
mailer) included a negative mention of Wendy Davis, 
whereas other modes were devoid of any reference to the 
likely Democratic nominee.11 Thus, we allowed the “real 
world” directive to trump complete message consistency 
(which we judged impossible due to mode differences 
anyway). It is therefore possible that effect differences 
noted here are partly due to message rather than exclu-
sively due to mode.

Finally, the universe under analysis did not include 
all registered voters. Notably, registrants from the top 
four media markets were set aside. For 2014, the Texas 
voter file contained just over 14 million records, of 
which roughly six million were from the nonmajor 
media markets. Of these six million records, over two 
million were in areas designated to receive campaign 
treatments. Furthermore, across these two million 
records the experiments focused on the half of the voter 
file most likely to turn out and support Abbott (the “top 
fifty percent”).12 This was an accommodation to the 
realities of the campaign; the Abbott people did not 
want to “waste” outreach and measurement on those 
least likely to cast a ballot for him. That said, there is 
some advantage to this design, especially with respect to 
turnout. Campaigns do not attempt to increase turnout 
across the board; rather, they attempt to increase turnout 
among people with a decent chance of voting for their 
candidate. Thus, we focus on that segment of the elec-
torate where both persuasive and (especially) mobiliza-
tion effects are most likely. In sum, over one million 
voters were identified for treatment, with seven modes 
being tested (broadcast television, cable television, 
radio, Internet advertising, Facebook advertising, pre-
roll advertising, and mail).
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Measuring Effects

“To assess campaign effects, we rely on large-N surveys 
(to gauge the impact of campaign treatments on candidate 
affect), as well as an updated, postelection voter file (to 
gauge the impact of campaign treatments on turnout). We 
lean most heavily on the postelection survey, which was 
conducted on March 5–6, 2014, immediately after the 
March 4 election.13 The postelection survey was 
 conducted on March 5–6, 2014, immediately after the 
March 4 election. We randomly contacted voters in 
Abbott’s “top fifty percent” (but outside the state’s four 
largest media markets) via automated telephone calls. 
Respondents were asked to rate Abbott and Davis, to reg-
ister their candidate preference in the Republican Primary 
election, to indicate whether they had “read, seen, or 
heard anything from the Abbott campaign for governor in 
the last week,” and to record their gender, age, and party 
identification. The text of the survey—which is presented 
in section 2 of the online supplemental material along 
with topline results, additional details with respect to 
methodology, and distributions of basic demographic and 
political variables by media market cluster—yields no 
indication whether the sponsor is pro- or anti-Abbott. The 
total number of respondents in the postelection survey is 
2,968. Of the phone numbers attempted, 10 percent 
yielded interviews; excluding nonworking or unanswered 
numbers, the response rate was 23 percent. The resultant 
data were weighted to a demographic profile of Abbott 
supporters derived from analyses of the voter file.14

Note that by relying on a postelection survey—con-
ducted well after the last week in February, when most of 
Abbott’s campaign treatment materials reached voters—
we gain some purchase on assessing the durability of 
effects. As discussed earlier, this is consequential because 
recent studies strongly indicate that campaign effects are 
often transitory and decay within a few days (Gerber 
et al. 2010).

To gauge the effects of distinct types of campaign out-
reach, we use (1) least squares regression models of 
Abbott’s net favorability rating,15 and (2) logistic regres-
sion models of Republican primary turnout. The Abbott 
net favorability models include a dummy variable for 
voters below 30 years of age and strong Republican par-
tisanship, while the turnout models include a continuous 
variable rating turnout likelihood. Controlling for poten-
tial covariates is necessary because the assignment of 
broadcast TV and radio treatments was done at an aggre-
gate level and preliminary diagnostic tests indicate minor 
individual-level imbalances by age, partisanship, and 
turnout propensity.16 To further control for the fact that 
randomization of broadcast TV and radio is within clus-
ters at the media market level, we include separate 
dummy variables for these clusters in our models and 

calculate both traditional as well as clustered robust stan-
dard errors.

Results

A quick and dirty way to estimate the overall effects of 
the campaign treatments is to compare opinions from the 
pre- and postelection surveys. This comparison is, of 
course, rough because differences might be a function of 
exposure to campaign treatments but they might also be 
due to sample differences or random error. Still, survey 
error is quantifiable and it is minor here due to the large 
sample sizes.17 Table 1 presents the pre- and postelection 
survey results across key attitudinal and behavioral mea-
sures. Overall, the campaign appears to have had a posi-
tive and statistically significant impact.18 In the treatment 
markets, we see that Abbott’s net favorable rating (% 
favorable – % unfavorable) increased by 7 points, while 
in the control group his rating decreased by 1 point. 
Similarly, in the treatment markets, Abbott’s net advan-
tage in the trial ballot increased by 12 points from the 
pre- to postelection survey (from +34 to +46 points). He 
also improved in the control markets, but only by about 6 
points. In addition, when asked whether they had recently 
“read, seen, or heard” something from the Abbott cam-
paign, the “yes – no” margin increased by 41 points in the 
treatment markets over the course of the three-week proj-
ect. Among voters in the control group, the margin also 
increased, but by only 16 points.19 More broadly, the 
overall effects of the campaign experiment can be gleaned 
from the treatment-to-control differences: +8 points on 
Abbott’s net favorability and +6 points on the Republican 
primary ballot.

Effects on Candidate Favorability

Given the nature of the Abbott study, simple compari-
sons are instructive but not dispositive. Multivariate 
models, though, provide unbiased estimates of experi-
mental campaign effects by correcting for any attitudinal 
and demographic imbalances between voters in treat-
ment and control markets. Focusing on the postelection 
survey and the measure of net favorability toward 
Abbott, Table 2 offers simple least squares regression 
coefficients and shows that targeted broadcast television, 
radio, direct mail, and Internet treatments improved 
Abbott’s net favorability, while traditional broadcast 
television, cable television, Facebook, and pre-roll 
advertising tended to decrease it. Figure 1 takes the coef-
ficient estimates from the models and graphs them, 
including lines representing the (95%) confidence inter-
vals, so that we get a clearer sense of the substantive and 
statistical magnitude of the effects. This shows that the 
positive effects associated with targeted broadcast TV, 
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Table 1. Estimates of Campaign Effects in Abbott Experiments.

Respondents receiving 
treatment

Respondents in 
control group

Treatment effect 
compared with control?

 Pre Post Change Pre Post Change
Difference significant  

at p < .01?

Republican primary ballot
Abbott Margin

+34 +46 +12*** +40 +46 +6* Yes

Greg Abbott favorability
Favorable – unfavorable

+22 +29 +7*** +28 +27 −1 Yes

Wendy Davis Favorability
Favorable – unfavorable

−27 −24 +3* −23 −25 −2 No

“Have you read, seen, or heard anything from 
the Abbott Campaign for Governor in the past 
week?”

Yes – No

−24 +17 +41*** −21 −5 +16** Yes

Here, we compare preelection survey results (N = 4,198) with those of the postelection (N = 2,968). In data columns 3 and 6, bold values 
indicate pre to postelection shifts in favorability. Significance estimates are derived from t tests for means from independent samples. For the 
estimates of the significance of pre- to postelection survey change, they are based on net differences in the preelection poll compared with net 
differences in the postelection poll. For example, we calculate the significance of Abbott’s preelection ballot margin (+34) compared with his 
postelection margin (+46). Similarly, we compare net favorability scores and read/seen/heard versus not scores from the pre- and postelection 
surveys. For the estimates of the significance of the differences between treatment and control effects, we also rely on t tests for means from 
independent samples. Whether or not the difference between the treatment and control effect is statistically significant at the 0.01 level is 
indicated by bold entries in the final data column.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 2. Effects of Treatments on Abbott Favorability.

Regression 
coefficient

Standard 
error Significance

Lower bound 
(95% CI)

Upper bound 
(95% CI)

Dependent variable = net Abbott favorability (100 = favorable, –100 = unfavorable)
Constant 20.88 5.83 0.00 9.45 32.32
Strong Republican 49.61 3.05 0.00 43.64 55.59
Below 30 years of age −15.80 3.80 0.00 −23.25 −8.34
Broadcast TV (targeted) 11.23 7.09 0.11 −2.68 25.13
Broadcast TV (traditional) −2.29 5.02 0.65 −12.13 7.54
Cable TV (targeted) −2.71 4.93 0.58 −12.37 6.96
Cable TV (traditional) −0.86 6.04 0.89 −12.70 10.99
Radio 8.02 5.19 0.12 −2.16 18.20
Mail 2.31 3.18 0.47 −3.93 8.55
Internet 5.54 3.41 0.10 −1.14 12.23
Facebook −3.45 3.26 0.29 −9.84 2.94
Pre-Roll −3.23 3.43 0.35 −9.95 3.48
Beaumont-Waco-Tyler (cluster 2) −13.53 5.26 0.01 −23.85 −3.21
Brownsville-Corpus Christi-Tyler (cluster 3) −17.93 6.25 0.00 −30.19 −5.68
Midland-Lubbock-Amarillo (cluster 4) −6.40 6.09 0.29 −18.35 5.55

N 2,967
Adjusted R2 .100
Standard error 76.67
F statistic 22.93
Durbin-Watson 2.00

Entries are based on a least squares model of Greg Abbott favorability in which the treatment variables, along with age (1 = below 30 years old, 
0 = else) and strong Republican voting prediction (1 = strong Republican voter, 0 = other), are the predictor variables. The F statistic is significant 
at the 0.00 level. Analysis includes markets with media treatments and other campaign treatments, markets with no media treatments but with 
other campaign treatments, and markets with no campaign treatments at all. The baseline is the Abilene-San Angelo-Wichita Falls cluster. 
CI = confidence interval.
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radio, and Internet are very close to conventional levels 
of statistical significance despite our “conservative” 
estimation strategy.20

An estimate of the overall effect of campaign treatments 
can be obtained by substituting the mean values of the 
treatment variables into the model, calculating Abbott’s net 
favorability, and then comparing this to Abbott’s net favor-
ability when the treatment variables are set to zero. This 
exercise pegs the overall effect of all campaign treatments 
on Abbott’s net favorability at +7.1 points.

Keep in mind that the estimated effect is not across the 
entire electorate; rather, it is for voters in Abbott’s “top 
fifty percent.” Still, even if the effect were zero across all 
other voters the total impact would be about 3.5 points.21 
As with the earlier comparison of pre- to postsurvey 
results, this constitutes a significant and durable effect—
one that is consistent with our first expectation about the 
overall persuasive impact of the campaign.

Collectively, the experiments yield unambiguous evi-
dence for our expectation that campaign effects vary con-
siderably by mode. We see treatment effects (p ~ .1) for 
targeted broadcast television, radio, and Internet advertis-
ing. On the other side of the ledger, treatment effects are 
close to zero for mail, cable television, pre-roll, and 
Facebook advertising.

Turnout

Moving from persuasion to mobilization, Table 3 presents 
our logistic regression model of turnout for the 2014 GOP 
primary. The models analyze data from the Texas voter file 

and present the log-odds ratios for the different  treatments. 
Note again the conservative modeling strategy—the pres-
ence of covariates to control for imbalances, as well as 
dummy variables for the media market clusters. Two 
important findings are immediately evident. First, the mag-
nitude of effects is smaller than we saw for the models of 
net favorability toward the candidate. This is understand-
able: it is easier to move favorability a few points than to 
increase the probability that someone will vote in an 
uncompetitive primary election. Second, campaign out-
reach had mixed effects overall on GOP primary turnout. 
On the plus side, broadcast TV (both targeted and tradi-
tional) and Internet advertising had positive and statisti-
cally significant impacts on turnout. On the minus side, 
cable TV (both targeted and traditional), and Facebook and 
pre-roll advertising had negative and statistically signifi-
cant impacts. The influence of radio and mail on turnout 
was statistically indistinguishable from zero.

Most of the estimated effects reach conventional levels 
of statistical significance because the turnout models draw 
on almost 1.5 million cases. As suggested earlier, their sub-
stantive magnitudes are more difficult to gauge, especially 
given that we are looking at log-odds ratios rather than 
regression coefficients. Figure 2 converts these ratios into 
predicted probabilities of voting in the GOP primary and 
offers a visual representation of how the different cam-
paign mode treatments affected voters. From this, we see 
that broadcast TV improved the chance that a voter would 
turnout for the Republican primary by approximately one-
half percentage point, with traditional broadcast having a 
slightly greater impact. The influence of both targeted and 

Figure 1. Effects of campaign communication on net favorability toward the Republican candidate.
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Table 3. Effects of Treatments on Republican Primary Turnout.

Regression 
coefficient

Standard 
error Significance

Lower bound 
(95% CI)

Upper bound 
(95% CI)

Republican primary turnout (1 = voted, 0 = did not vote)
Campaign treatment
Constant −3.52 0.01 0.00  
Turnout propensity 5.98 0.01 0.00 385.65 401.98
Broadcast TV (targeted) 0.14 0.01 0.00 1.12 1.18
Broadcast TV (traditional) 0.19 0.01 0.00 1.18 1.23
Cable TV (targeted) −0.14 0.01 0.00 0.85 0.88
Cable TV (traditional) −0.29 0.01 0.00 0.73 0.77
Radio 0.01 0.01 0.23 0.99 1.03
Mail −0.01 0.01 0.28 0.98 1.01
Internet 0.06 0.01 0.00 1.05 1.08
Facebook −0.05 0.01 0.00 0.94 0.96
Pre-roll −0.02 0.01 0.03 0.97 1.00
Beaumont-Waco-Tyler (cluster 2) −0.33 0.01 0.00 0.71 0.73
Brownsville-Corpus Christi-Tyler (cluster 3) −0.77 0.01 0.00 0.45 0.48
Midland-Lubbock-Amarillo (cluster 4) −0.02 0.01 0.09 0.96 1.00

N 1,468,935
Nagelkerke R2 .50
Standard error 0.002
Percent correctly predicted 87.4

Entries are based on a single logistic regression model of Republican primary turnout in which the treatment variables, along with age (1 = below 
30 years old, 0 = else) and turnout propensity scores (0 to 1, with 0 representing almost certain not to vote and 1 representing almost certain 
to vote), are the predictor variables. Analysis includes markets with media treatments and other campaign treatments, markets with no media 
treatments but with other campaign treatments, and markets with no campaign treatments at all. The baseline is the Abilene-San Angelo-Wichita 
Falls cluster. CI = confidence interval.

Figure 2. Effects of campaign communication on predicted probability of voting in the Republican primary.

traditional cable television advertising, on the contrary, 
was counterproductive. Exposure to cable TV ads reduced 

the likelihood of voting in the Republican primary by an 
average of about one-half percentage point.
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Internet advertising also increased turnout likeli-
hood, by about one-quarter percentage point. Meanwhile, 
other forms of digital outreach did either nothing (pre-
roll advertising) or had a marginally negative effect 
(Facebook advertising). Mail and radio were similarly 
ineffective, although radio had a very marginal positive 
impact.

To ascertain the overall impact of the campaign 
treatments, we can perform the same sort of calcula-
tion for turnout that we did for candidate favorability. 
From the logistic regression model, we estimate that 
campaign advertising improved Republican primary 
turnout by about 0.24 percentage points. This is con-
sistent with our expectations, although hardly the sort 
of eye-catching result that many consultants would 
hope for.

Once again, the disparate findings by mode—some of 
which are statistically and substantively significant—
conform to our expectations. We note the ability of 
Internet advertising and broadcast TV to draw voters to 
the polls in a low salience primary election. Conversely, 
the smallish aggregate effects might be attributable to 
both the relatively uncompetitive nature of the election 
and the lack of outreach specifically designed to help get 
voters to the polls.

Distinct and Synergistic Campaign Effects

Figure 3 plots how different modes of electioneering 
affect both Abbott favorability and Republican primary 
turnout in Texas, allowing us to better comprehend their 
overall influences. It is worth reiterating that the wide 
confidence intervals surrounding our estimates of per-
suasive effects on Abbott’s favorability—which suggest 
even the largest effects are, by conventional standards, 
only marginally significant statistically—reflect our 
conservative estimation strategy. Still, we see that tar-
geted broadcast television advertising stands out as 
effective on both dimensions. Radio and Internet adver-
tising have smaller, yet notable positive influences as 
well. Traditional broadcast TV, on the contrary, boosts 
turnout but does little for Abbott’s favorability. Other 
modes of digital advertising and cable television cluster 
closer to the origin point of the graph, but none has a 
positive or significant effect on either Abbott’s favor-
ability or turnout.

From the practitioner’s perspective, Figure 3 suggests 
a different mix of outreach over the course of the cam-
paign: activities that move favorability numbers should 
be front-loaded, while those that increase turnout should 
be held in reserve until the last days of the race. More 

Figure 3. Effects of campaign communication on candidate favorability and Republican primary turnout.
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specifically, a campaign might profitably focus on radio 
and Internet advertising early in the contest and then 
switch to broadcast TV (even traditional broadcast TV) 
late in the campaign.

Now we consider the claim of campaign professionals 
that distinct forms of outreach have a synergistic within a 
broadcast environment. Figure 4 shows the singular and 
interactive effects of different modes of broadcast cam-
paigning. These estimates rely on distinct models: (1) 
Abbott’s favorability and (2) Republican primary turnout 
as a function of Republican partisanship/turnout propen-
sity, dummy variables for our media market clusters, and 
five key dummy variables representing distinct treat-
ments of broadcast campaign outreach. Those include 
voters who received (1) only broadcast TV ads, (2) only 
radio ads, (3) only broadcast TV and cable TV ads, (4) 
only broadcast TV and radio ads, and (5) only broadcast 
TV, cable TV, and radio ads.22

Figure 4 reveals that broadcast advertising’s most pow-
erful positive effects are, in fact, synergistic: the combined 
effect of broadcast TV + cable TV + radio boosts Abbott’s 
favorability by over 10 points and increases Republican 
turnout likelihood by almost a full percentage point. 
Broadcast TV + radio has a smaller positive effect on 
Abbott favorability (a little under 3 points) but an even 
larger effect on turnout (+1.3 points). Other broadcast 

advertising effects increase favorability toward Abbott but 
have a slightly depressing effect on turnout. Despite this last 
fact, the preponderance of evidence is that the combined 
effect of broadcast advertising was modest but positive.

A similar approach was taken to generate the results 
behind Figure 5. Here, we modeled Abbott’s favorabil-
ity and Republican primary turnout as a function of par-
tisanship/turnout propensity, dummy variables for our 
media market clusters, and seven dummy variables rep-
resenting those whose exposure to digital advertising 
was confined to (1) Internet only, (2) Facebook only, (3) 
pre-roll only, (4) Internet and Facebook only, (5) Internet 
and pre-roll only, (6) Facebook and pre-roll, and (7) 
Internet, Facebook, and pre-roll only. As with broadcast 
advertising, the data support the notion that understand-
ing digital campaigning requires understanding how dif-
ferent elements of digital work (or don’t work) together.

More specifically, Figure 5 shows that only Internet 
and pre-roll advertising had a positive effect on both 
Abbott favorability and turnout, improving Abbott’s rat-
ing by approximately 9 points and turnout likelihood by 
approximately 0.1 points. Internet alone, Facebook alone, 
and Facebook + pre-roll advertising all improved Abbott’s 
favorability but had a slightly demobilizing effect for the 
GOP primary. By contrast, the combined effect of Internet 
+ Facebook + pre-roll slightly decreased Abbott’s 

Figure 4. Interactive effects of campaign communication on candidate favorability and Republican primary turnout.
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favorability, but improved turnout by about 0.3 points. 
The poorest showings in the model come from pre-roll 
and Facebook + Internet advertising, which dropped 
Abbott’s favorability and demobilized Republican pri-
mary voters. Pre-roll was especially disappointing, as it 
managed to decrease Abbott’s rating and GOP turnout by 
12 and 0.6 points, respectively.

We would emphasize three take-away points. First, 
Internet advertising appears to have improved favorabil-
ity ratings for the candidate except in combination with 
Facebook. Second, digital advertising does not seem to 
be especially effective at mobilizing voters for the pri-
mary. Third, pre-roll advertising—at least as applied in 
this campaign—was simply counterproductive. More 
generally, it does appear that different combinations of 
digital advertising may produce effects that are quite dis-
tinct from one another.

Is it possible that digital advertising is more effec-
tive when voters are also exposed to a robust broadcast 
advertising campaign? We reran the models from 
Figure 5, focusing solely on voters who were in areas 
where there was a broadcast TV and radio campaign. 
There were some changes in estimated effects, but most 
were quite modest. At best, the estimated impact of 
synergistic digital modes receives a slight boost within 
the broadcast television environment. Overall, 

however, we did not see significant increases in the size 
of digital campaign effects within the broadcast mar-
kets. From our perspective, this constitutes weak evi-
dence for the consultant’s claim that television 
advertising “primes the pump” and creates a more 
receptive and persuadable audience for other forms of 
outreach.

What about Cost?

A reasonable objection to this analysis is that these esti-
mated differences in mode effects do not consider cost 
differentials. For example, might the relatively modest 
effects associated with digital outreach in our tests consti-
tute a cost-effective investment? A crude way of equaliz-
ing for cost is to take the estimated effects by campaign 
mode along with the actual amount of money spent by 
mode, and use these to calculate the estimated return if 
each mode had been allotted $1,000,000. In the absence 
of data on the impact of elevated levels of spending for 
each mode, we assume that campaign investments deliver 
slightly diminishing returns. More specifically, we 
assume the logarithmic form is y = log

2
x, such that effects 

beyond those estimated in our models are assumed to 
adhere to a base 2 log form.23 This follows precedent 
from other studies of political advertising and predicts a 

Figure 5. Interactive effects of campaign communication on candidate favorability and Republican primary turnout.
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plausible rate of decline for the persuasive and mobiliz-
ing effects associated with heavy campaign spending.

On a cost-per-voter basis, our estimates confirm what 
online enthusiasts have long maintained: the Internet 
does seem to provide an excellent relative return on 
investment. A $1,000,000 investment in Internet cam-
paigning from the Abbott team would have theoretically 
raised his net favorability rating by +12.9 points and 
would have increased Republican primary turnout likeli-
hood by +0.14 points. This supports our positive expecta-
tion about the relative, cost-controlled effectiveness of 
Internet advertising.

Even in this cost-sensitive analysis, however, broad-
cast TV still looks like a solid investment in relative 
terms. A $1,000,000 targeted TV buy would have pro-
duced a +16.9 point increase in favorability and a +0.2 
point increase in turnout. Proponents of radio and (to a 
lesser extent) direct mail advertising might also be 
cheered by our results. For radio, a $1,000,000 invest-
ment in radio would have boosted favorability (+15.2 
points) and turnout (+0.02 points). For mail, the effect of 
$1,000,000 would have been +6.2 on favorability but 
−0.02 on turnout. As noted earlier, cable television and 
other forms of digital did not fare well in this exercise, 
and additional spending on these modes would not have 
altered this result.

Conclusion

The endgame for any analysis of campaign effects is a 
statement about whether the campaign mattered for the 
election. Our study indicates that Abbott’s campaign had 
a significant overall impact. According to our models, his 
net favorability improved by 7.1 points over the cam-
paign, and Republican primary turnout propensity 
improved by 0.24 points. We also have instructive data 
about the relative effectiveness of several different modes 
of outreach. Targeted broadcast TV advertising signifi-
cantly increased Abbott’s favorability, as well as 
Republican primary turnout. In addition, Internet and 
radio advertising had positive effects, while the impact of 
cable TV was negative as were the impacts of other, sin-
gular forms of online advertising.

Yet an equally distinctive finding from this project is 
that the synergistic effects of different campaign modes 
are occasionally substantial. Specifically, we find that the 
combination of radio, cable, and broadcast TV moved 
both candidate favorability and turnout, and that pairing 
Internet and pre-roll advertising may be the best combi-
nation of digital outreach. To our knowledge, no previous 
study has explored the synergy between and among cam-
paign modes as this one has.

Finally, we put our findings into context by consider-
ing the effectiveness of different campaign modes by 
their respective costs. From this perspective, online 

advertising effects may be comparable to those we find 
for broadcast advertising because digital ads remain 
decidedly less expensive than TV ads.

There are reasons to be cautious about our results. Most 
obviously, the tests were conducted during a minimally 
competitive primary election campaign. Furthermore, we 
excluded half of the electorate: those who were judged—
based on vote history and micro-targeting—to be less likely 
to cast a vote for Abbott. This means that estimated effects 
are possibly overstated because we exclude from the analy-
sis those judged to be most resistant to the campaign. 
However, even conceding this point, fifty percent of Texas 
voters in our test markets were in play based on our criteria. 
It is also worth observing that Davis was campaigning dur-
ing this period, and much of her outreach sought to raise 
doubts about Abbott. Because of this, the tests were con-
ducted during what we would describe as a slightly less 
intense approximation of the general election campaign.

Some might be concerned that we are studying a single 
state (Texas) and do not strictly control for message across 
the mode tests. There is little reason, however, to think 
Texas is exceptional in this instance. Furthermore, the 
rejection of individual location studies would put quite a 
dent in our collective knowledge of campaign effects. As 
for message effects, the consistency of message is notable 
across the modes, although differences are impossible to 
totally neutralize. One might also be worried that we did 
not systematically analyze Democratic primary turnout in 
this study. This means that we cannot definitively speak to 
the possibility that the treatments countermobilized 
Democrats. After conducting the main analyses, we did 
briefly examine Democratic primary turnout: it was so 
low (4.1% of registered voters, 3.0% of the voting age 
population) and varied so little that it provided almost no 
additional leverage on the question of turnout.

We should also acknowledge that one of Abbott’s consul-
tants was concerned about the selection of Harlingen-
Brownsville-McAllen as a treatment market. Although 
Harlingen matches with Corpus Christi, the match is not 
overwhelmingly strong (Harlingen is heavily Democratic 
and Hispanic) and there are reasons to think that using 
Harlingen as a treatment market might depress the estimated 
effects of Republican outreach. We did, of course, include a 
battery of covariates to ensure that treatment imbalances are 
controlled for in the individual-level analyses, as well as 
dummy variables for the different media market clusters. 
Still, it is possible that these do not completely control for 
political context or culture in a particularly unique environ-
ment. In the end, we were limited in the media markets at 
our disposal for the study, and did not think this issue was 
sufficient to warrant excluding it from either the randomiza-
tion process or the subsequent analyses.

Most of these issues, in our view, are unavoidable and 
acceptable for a study of multiple modes of campaign 
outreach in the context of a major partisan statewide 



14 

A
pp

en
di

x 
A

D
es

ig
na

te
d 

M
ar

ke
t 

A
re

a 
(D

M
A

) 
D

em
og

ra
ph

ic
s 

by
 C

lu
st

er
 A

ss
ig

nm
en

t.

D
M

A

20
10

  
C

en
su

s 
po

pu
la

tio
n

20
15

 C
en

su
s 

po
pu

la
tio

n 
es

tim
at

es
T

ur
no

ut
A

ve
ra

ge
 

vo
te

s

A
vg

er
ag

e 
D

em
oc

ra
tic

 
vo

te
s

A
ve

ra
ge

 
R

ep
ub

lic
an

  
vo

te
s

D
em

oc
ra

tic
 

vo
te

 %
R

ep
ub

lic
an

 
vo

te
 %

T
ot

al
M

al
e

Fe
m

al
e

 

C
lu

st
er

 1
 

A
m

ar
ill

o
42

9,
43

2
44

3,
98

6
32

.2
%

13
8,

46
5

26
,9

69
11

0,
17

0
19

.7
%

80
.3

%
44

2,
88

5
22

4,
83

5
21

8,
05

0
 

 
Lu

bb
oc

k
44

4,
18

1
46

0,
70

1
31

.3
%

13
9,

17
0

36
,1

11
10

1,
62

4
26

.2
%

73
.8

%
46

0,
19

3
23

2,
10

5
22

8,
08

8
 

 
O

de
ss

a-
M

id
la

nd
40

8,
43

8
45

6,
94

6
29

.0
%

11
8,

55
4

29
,6

96
87

,4
12

25
.4

%
74

.6
%

45
1,

68
6

22
9,

23
0

22
2,

45
6

 
C

lu
st

er
 2

 
C

or
pu

s 
C

hr
is

ti
57

6,
58

0
60

2,
23

9
30

.4
%

17
5,

48
7

80
,9

56
92

,6
02

46
.6

%
53

.4
%

59
8,

58
0

30
0,

53
8

29
8,

04
2

 
 

El
 P

as
o

80
9,

44
2

83
6,

45
4

21
.0

%
16

9,
91

6
10

4,
36

7
63

,2
90

62
.3

%
37

.7
%

83
6,

24
4

40
7,

05
0

42
9,

19
4

 
 

Br
ow

ns
vi

lle
-M

cA
lle

n-
H

ar
lin

ge
n

1,
26

4,
09

5
1,

34
0,

49
7

16
.4

%
20

7,
22

7
13

0,
71

4
74

,6
27

63
.7

%
36

.3
%

1,
33

4,
97

6
65

1,
56

7
68

3,
40

9
 

C
lu

st
er

 3
 

A
bi

le
ne

-S
w

ee
tw

at
er

31
1,

11
8

31
7,

51
8

35
.1

%
10

9,
10

5
25

,2
02

82
,7

22
23

.4
%

76
.6

%
31

6,
72

8
16

0,
62

3
15

6,
10

5
 

 
Sa

n 
A

ng
el

o
14

6,
81

3
15

3,
25

4
34

.7
%

51
,0

11
12

,8
79

37
,5

85
25

.5
%

74
.5

%
15

2,
66

0
76

,0
28

76
,6

32
 

 
W

ic
hi

ta
 F

al
ls

21
2,

59
7

21
4,

09
4

36
.0

%
76

,6
27

20
,1

94
55

,5
74

26
.7

%
73

.3
%

21
4,

33
8

10
8,

70
0

10
5,

63
8

 
C

lu
st

er
 4

 
Be

au
m

on
t-

Po
rt

 A
rt

hu
r

46
0,

66
6

46
3,

42
1

35
.9

%
16

5,
25

4
68

,0
35

95
,7

73
41

.5
%

58
.5

%
46

4,
05

9
23

6,
31

9
22

7,
74

0
 

 
W

ac
o

97
6,

40
5

1,
03

3,
30

0
29

.0
%

28
3,

50
7

97
,6

59
18

2,
37

7
34

.9
%

65
.1

%
1,

02
6,

28
0

51
1,

10
4

51
5,

17
6

 
 

T
yl

er
-L

on
gv

ie
w

-L
uf

ki
n-

N
ac

og
do

ch
es

74
9,

20
9

77
1,

58
6

34
.7

%
26

0,
12

4
75

,5
38

18
2,

31
4

29
.3

%
70

.7
%

76
9,

63
7

38
1,

27
3

38
8,

36
4

 

Ex
cl

ud
ed

 m
ar

ke
ts

 
C

os
t 

pr
oh

ib
iti

ve
 

 
A

us
tin

1,
85

8,
85

2
2,

08
4,

24
7

34
.4

%
64

0,
23

1
30

2,
23

8
31

5,
17

1
49

.0
%

51
.0

%
2,

05
9,

66
5

1,
02

6,
42

6
1,

03
3,

23
9

 
 

D
al

la
s-

Fo
rt

 W
or

th
7,

01
4,

33
0

7,
60

8,
67

6
31

.2
%

2,
18

8,
72

0
85

7,
63

6
1,

30
3,

39
3

39
.7

%
60

.3
%

7,
53

2,
53

6
3,

72
9,

70
3

3,
80

2,
83

3
 

 
H

ou
st

on
6,

25
4,

70
8

6,
93

9,
37

0
28

.7
%

1,
79

2,
58

2
75

4,
09

0
1,

01
6,

05
5

42
.6

%
57

.4
%

6,
83

8,
81

5
3,

41
5,

80
4

3,
42

3,
01

1
 

 
Sa

n 
A

nt
on

io
2,

45
8,

26
8

2,
67

3,
95

7
29

.7
%

73
0,

27
5

31
4,

48
0

40
5,

70
2

43
.7

%
56

.3
%

2,
64

8,
57

8
1,

31
0,

64
6

1,
33

7,
93

2
 

O
ut

 o
f s

ta
te

 
Sh

er
m

an
-A

da
12

0,
87

7
12

4,
37

4
35

.6
%

43
,0

48
12

,9
17

29
,6

11
30

.4
%

69
.6

%
12

3,
96

6
60

,6
57

63
,3

09
 

 
Sh

re
ve

po
rt

29
3,

71
8

30
2,

12
2

36
.7

%
10

7,
92

1
36

,3
87

70
,7

50
34

.0
%

66
.0

%
30

1,
13

6
15

0,
36

3
15

0,
77

3
 

 
Si

ze
/M

at
ch

 
 

La
re

do
26

4,
32

2
28

5,
74

3
17

.1
%

45
,2

45
30

,1
47

14
,7

81
67

.1
%

32
.9

%
28

4,
10

5
13

9,
20

3
14

4,
90

2
 

 
V

ic
to

ri
a

86
,7

93
91

,8
95

33
.4

%
28

,9
49

8,
84

1
19

,8
08

30
.9

%
69

.1
%

91
,1

14
44

,5
54

46
,5

60
 

(c
on

tin
ue

d)



15

D
M

A
A

ng
lo

A
ng

lo
 m

al
e

A
ng

lo
 

fe
m

al
e

Bl
ac

k
Bl

ac
k 

m
al

e
Bl

ac
k 

fe
m

al
e

O
th

er
O

th
er

 m
al

e
O

th
er

 
fe

m
al

e
H

is
pa

ni
c

H
is

pa
ni

c 
m

al
e

H
is

pa
ni

c 
fe

m
al

e

C
lu

st
er

 1
 

A
m

ar
ill

o
25

5,
19

9
12

5,
79

3
12

9,
40

6
20

,3
71

12
,1

46
8,

22
5

19
,2

58
9,

87
6

9,
38

2
14

8,
05

7
77

,0
20

71
,0

37
 

Lu
bb

oc
k

23
3,

55
9

11
5,

93
3

11
7,

62
6

27
,5

03
14

,3
72

13
,1

31
14

,6
93

7,
49

0
7,

20
3

18
4,

43
8

94
,3

10
90

,1
28

 
O

de
ss

a-
M

id
la

nd
19

3,
06

8
97

,0
38

96
,0

30
20

,6
21

11
,1

15
9,

50
6

11
,5

76
5,

92
9

5,
64

7
22

6,
42

1
11

5,
14

8
11

1,
27

3
C

lu
st

er
 2

 
C

or
pu

s 
C

hr
is

ti
19

0,
08

4
96

,5
40

93
,5

44
18

,5
32

10
,9

71
7,

56
1

16
,5

96
7,

94
6

8,
65

0
37

3,
36

8
18

5,
08

1
18

8,
28

7
 

El
 P

as
o

10
0,

03
0

53
,2

86
46

,7
44

21
,0

29
12

,1
14

8,
91

5
19

,5
94

9,
51

0
10

,0
84

69
5,

59
1

33
2,

14
0

36
3,

45
1

 
Br

ow
ns

vi
lle

-M
cA

lle
n-

H
ar

lin
ge

n
10

7,
50

8
54

,2
02

53
,3

06
4,

59
5

3,
03

5
1,

56
0

15
,5

01
7,

56
5

7,
93

6
1,

20
7,

37
2

58
6,

76
5

62
0,

60
7

C
lu

st
er

 3
 

A
bi

le
ne

-S
w

ee
tw

at
er

21
1,

01
0

10
4,

15
1

10
6,

85
9

17
,2

44
10

,2
63

6,
98

1
10

,2
78

5,
07

7
5,

20
1

78
,1

96
41

,1
32

37
,0

64
 

Sa
n 

A
ng

el
o

85
,1

26
41

,7
66

43
,3

60
4,

43
8

2,
41

0
2,

02
8

4,
15

6
2,

01
7

2,
13

9
58

,9
40

29
,8

35
29

,1
05

 
W

ic
hi

ta
 F

al
ls

15
2,

17
4

75
,9

33
76

,2
41

15
,3

57
8,

37
9

6,
97

8
9,

24
3

4,
50

1
4,

74
2

37
,5

64
19

,8
87

17
,6

77
C

lu
st

er
 4

 
Be

au
m

on
t-

Po
rt

 A
rt

hu
r

27
5,

37
5

13
7,

75
2

13
7,

62
3

10
6,

15
4

52
,8

04
53

,3
50

19
,8

69
10

,2
73

9,
59

6
62

,6
61

35
,4

90
27

,1
71

 
W

ac
o

56
3,

49
8

27
9,

85
8

28
3,

64
0

15
7,

66
4

77
,0

77
80

,5
87

62
,5

00
29

,8
99

32
,6

01
24

2,
61

8
12

4,
27

0
11

8,
34

8
 

T
yl

er
-L

on
gv

ie
w

-L
uf

ki
n-

N
ac

og
do

ch
es

48
4,

40
7

23
6,

68
3

24
7,

72
4

12
3,

09
2

59
,7

10
63

,3
82

23
,7

14
11

,4
74

12
,2

40
13

8,
42

4
73

,4
06

65
,0

18

Ex
cl

ud
ed

 m
ar

ke
ts

 
C

os
t 

pr
oh

ib
iti

ve
 

 
A

us
tin

1,
10

9,
91

4
54

7,
66

9
56

2,
24

5
13

5,
34

9
66

,6
73

68
,6

76
15

0,
42

6
73

,6
81

76
,7

45
66

3,
97

6
33

8,
40

3
32

5,
57

3
 

D
al

la
s-

Fo
rt

 W
or

th
3,

68
2,

28
9

1,
80

9,
70

4
1,

87
2,

58
5

1,
08

8,
24

2
51

4,
07

8
57

4,
16

4
60

2,
67

0
29

4,
63

9
30

8,
03

1
2,

15
9,

33
5

1,
11

1,
28

2
1,

04
8,

05
3

 
H

ou
st

on
2,

56
8,

40
8

1,
27

8,
42

6
1,

28
9,

98
2

1,
12

8,
46

8
53

6,
62

3
59

1,
84

5
60

3,
35

7
29

6,
62

3
30

6,
73

4
2,

53
8,

58
2

1,
30

4,
13

2
1,

23
4,

45
0

 
Sa

n 
A

nt
on

io
90

3,
61

8
44

8,
29

8
45

5,
32

0
14

8,
73

8
76

,2
57

72
,4

81
10

4,
57

9
49

,8
76

54
,7

03
1,

49
1,

64
3

73
6,

21
5

75
5,

42
8

O
ut

 o
f s

ta
te

 
Sh

er
m

an
-A

da
94

,1
02

45
,6

71
48

,4
31

7,
00

5
3,

44
2

3,
56

3
6,

26
8

2,
97

4
3,

29
4

16
,5

91
8,

57
0

8,
02

1
 

Sh
re

ve
po

rt
19

2,
16

1
95

,0
18

97
,1

43
59

,9
22

29
,1

04
30

,8
18

8,
58

5
4,

25
1

4,
33

4
40

,4
68

21
,9

90
18

,4
78

 
Si

ze
/M

at
ch

 
 

La
re

do
9,

18
4

5,
04

3
4,

14
1

54
0

35
4

18
6

2,
13

1
1,

07
5

1,
05

6
27

2,
25

0
13

2,
73

1
13

9,
51

9
 

V
ic

to
ri

a
41

,1
06

19
,8

97
21

,2
09

5,
47

5
2,

62
7

2,
84

8
2,

49
5

1,
21

7
1,

27
8

42
,0

38
20

,8
13

21
,2

25

A
pp

en
di

x 
A

. (
co

nt
in

ue
d)



16 Political Research Quarterly 00(0)

A
pp

en
di

x 
B

Ex
pe

ri
m

en
ta

l A
ss

ig
nm

en
ts

.

Br
oa

dc
as

t 
te

le
vi

si
on

C
ab

le
 t

el
ev

is
io

n
R

ad
io

In
te

rn
et

Pr
e-

ro
ll

Fa
ce

bo
ok

M
ai

l
O

ve
ra

ll

 
T

ar
ge

te
d

T
ra

di
tio

na
l

C
on

tr
ol

T
ar

ge
te

d.
T

ra
di

tio
na

l
C

on
tr

ol
T

re
at

m
en

t
C

on
tr

ol
T

re
at

m
en

t
C

on
tr

ol
T

re
at

m
en

t
C

on
tr

ol
T

re
at

m
en

t
C

on
tr

ol
T

re
at

m
en

t
C

on
tr

ol
C

on
tr

ol

A
bi

le
ne

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

 
Sa

n 
A

ng
el

o
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

 
W

ic
hi

ta
 F

al
ls

x
Be

au
m

on
t

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

 
W

ac
o

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
 

T
yl

er
x

H
ar

lin
ge

n-
Br

ow
ns

vi
lle

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

 

C
or

pu
s 

C
hr

is
ti

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

 
El

 P
as

o
x

M
id

la
nd

-O
de

ss
a

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
 

Lu
bb

oc
k

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
 

A
m

ar
ill

o
x



Shaw et al. 17

election. The exact magnitude of effects estimated here 
can be debated, but we think we are on firmer ground 
than most when extrapolating to the real world of cam-
paigns given the scope of the experiments and involve-
ment of expert, interested parties. Hopefully, this sort of 
cooperation will become much more common as cam-
paigns institutionalize processes for testing, review, and 
auditing modes of outreach.
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Notes

 1. The survey data upon which the article’s main conclusions 
are based are available on SAGE Publications’ servers, 
along with files containing the treatments used for the proj-
ect’s experiments. Supplemental materials are available in 
the electronic online version of our manuscript at http://
prq.sagepub.com.

 2. Some contend that highly aware citizens are the most 
likely to be affected by political messages. But most of 
these studies consider news messages, not political adver-
tising, and focus on the activation of issues used to evalu-
ate the candidates (“priming”) as opposed to persuasion 
(e.g., Druckman 2004).

 3. There is some evidence that independents are relatively 
unmoved by political advertising (Chang 2003), while ads 
reinforce commitments among partisans (Ansolabehere 
and Iyengar 1996). Most research, however, indicates 
that independents are more responsive than partisans to 
political ads (Pfau et al. 2002) and events (Hillygus and 
Jackman 2003).

 4. The Davis campaign raised $24 million and received 
another $13 million from Texas Victory Committee, a joint 
effort between her campaign and Battleground Texas. 
Abbott spent $47 million.

 5. Due to some earlier research we had conducted, we were 
invited to attend this meeting.

 6. We excluded other media markets from the study because 
they are either too small (Victoria and Laredo) or are pri-
marily located in another state with only partial spillover 
into Texas (Sherman-Ada and Shreveport).

 7. This is the equivalent of every targeted voter seeing the ad, 
on average, six times per week.

 8. All television, Internet, and radio advertising files, as well 
as PDF files containing all direct mail pieces are available 
for download from a secure online site.

 9. Cable zones in Texas line up very closely to zip codes, 
allowing us to easily translate matched zip codes into cable 
zones for treatments. A map of cable TV zones in Texas 
is available in section 1 of our online supplemental mate-
rial. The cable TV portion of the field experiment purpose-
fully set aside excluded broadcast TV markets (Dallas-Fort 
Worth, Houston, San Antonio, and Austin) and control 
markets (Amarillo, El Paso, Wichita Falls, and Tyler).

10. To be more precise, radio markets within the randomly 
selected broadcast television media market were desig-
nated for ads. A map of radio markets in Texas is presented 
alongside media market and cable television zone maps in 
section 1 of the online supplemental material.

11. The online ads’ references to Davis were minimal. The 
suggested link was to a positive Abbott ad.

12. Scores estimating turnout likelihood were based on models 
using voter file information—turnout in the past four pri-
mary elections, length of residence at current location, gen-
der, age, ethnicity, and marital status—as predictors. These 
were used to assign all voters a 0.0 to 1.0 turnout propen-
sity score, with 0 representing almost no chance of voting 
in the 2014 GOP primary and 1 representing near certainty 
of voting. Scores estimating the likelihood of supporting 
Abbott were based on models using demographic charac-
teristics (gender, age, residential location, geographic loca-
tion, marital status, education, and estimated income) and 
political behavior (past Republican primary participation) 
to predict candidate preference. Unlike the turnout models, 
these models were derived from micro-targeting surveys of 
registered voters. In addition, several of the variables used 
in the models were obtained by augmenting the standard 
voter file; that is, adding information by matching records 
from the voter file with records from other (mostly com-
mercial) data bases. Based on these models, voters were 
given a 0.0 to 1.0 Abbott likelihood score, with 0 repre-
senting almost no chance of supporting Abbott in the 2014 
elections and 1 representing near certainty of supporting 
Abbott. Abbott’s “top fifty percent” consisted of voters 
with a greater than 40 percent chance of supporting Abbott 
and a greater than 25 percent likelihood of voting in the 
Republican primary. From our conversations with Abbott’s 
consultants, these percentages appear to have been based 
on a mix of art and science; in the end, they were chosen 
because they produced an overall target of approximately 
half of all registered voters. Demographically, Abbott’s 
“top fifty percent” tended to be more male, whiter, and 
older than the whole of the Texas electorate.

13. In addition to the postelection survey, we also conducted 
a preelection survey to gain baseline measures of favor-
ability toward Abbott and Davis, Republican primary vote 
choice, and likelihood of voting in the Republican primary. 
The preelection survey consisted of 4,198 automated tele-
phone interviews and was conducted on February 10–11, 
2014 (immediately prior to the February 12 experiment 

http://prq.sagepub.com
http://prq.sagepub.com
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launch date). Of the phone numbers attempted, 8 percent 
yielded interviews; excluding nonworking or unanswered 
numbers, the response rate was 19 percent. Both the pre- 
and postelection survey data sets are available on the 
SAGE Publications’ servers.

14. The response rates are high compared with typical auto-
mated telephone survey, probably due to greater inter-
est and engagement among likely primary voters. The 
absence of a cell phone supplement did not appear to 
affect the unweighted results, most likely because the tar-
geted population resembles the landline population. One 
of the “no campaign” control markets, Wichita Falls, was 
mistakenly omitted from the phone survey universe. This 
limits our ability to estimate effects from “matched” com-
parisons in the Wichita Falls cluster, although we can use 
individuals from other “no campaign” control markets—
balanced with appropriate covariates—to estimate effects. 
Results from the surveys across media markets and clus-
ters are presented in section 3 of the online supplemental 
materials.

15. Abbott’s net favorability is a threefold measure, scored 
−100 (unfavorable), +100 (favorable), or 0 (equally 
favorable and unfavorable, or no opinion). We experi-
mented with different estimators, but decided against 
transforming the dependent variable into a binary mea-
sure for logistic regression (due to the loss/distortion 
of information from the full rating scale) or using an 
ordered probit estimator (due to the difficulty of inter-
preting the resultant coefficients). We did test these alter-
natives, however, and the results associated with these 
other estimation strategies are consistent with the results 
presented here.

16. The results of randomization tests are available in section 
4 of the online supplemental material.

17. The margin of errors for the pre- and postelection surveys 
are ± 1.51 and ± 1.80 points, respectively.

18. Significance estimates are derived from t tests for means 
from independent samples.

19. For simplicity’s sake, we refer to “voters” rather than 
“Abbott’s top fifty percent.”

20. Table 2 demonstrates that this conservative strategy is 
appropriate, as several of the control variables—most nota-
bly, the dummies for our media market clusters—are also 
significant predictors of net favorability toward Abbott.

21. When we refer to “persuasion” in the analysis we are 
(strictly speaking) referring to changes in favorability 
toward Abbott, which is closely related to the vote (Shaw 
2006).

22. Cable TV is assigned at the cable market level, and thus 
none of our respondents received only cable TV advertise-
ments or only cable TV and radio. The model’s results are 
relatively unaffected by the inclusion of treatment vari-
ables for nonbroadcast advertising, which is unsurprising 
given that these were randomly assigned across media 
markets. Full model results are presented in sections 5–6 
of the online supplemental material.

23. Cost-effectiveness analyses are available in section 7 of 
the online supplemental materials.

Supplemental Material

Supplemental materials for this article are available with the 
manuscript on the Political Research Quarterly (PRQ) 
website.
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