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TO: Interested Parties 
FR:  Lincoln Park Strategies       
RE:  Reconsidering Campaign Investments 
DATE:  April 24, 2013 
 
As we look back on the 2012 campaign cycle and the approximately $6 billion that was spent by 
candidates across the board, most of the discussion has centered on the unprecedented 
amounts of money spent on paid communications, especially television. But just how 
meaningful is this measure? Oftentimes it seems that money spent and number of ads run are 
used interchangeably with how effective the campaign was. This relationship might have been 
meaningful back when televisions broadcast only three stations and the internet was just a 
concept in the minds of a few tech geeks, but with the increasingly fragmented digestion of 
information is this still a relationship on which to focus? From a statistical standpoint, the 
answer is no.  
 
At the end of the day, a campaign is about one thing and one thing only: how to get a winning 
majority of votes. Everything else is a means to this end. From a statistical standpoint then, 
campaign strategy comes down to increasing the probability that you will receive more votes 
than your opponent. Too often in the modern political campaign environment we equate 
spending money with increasing the probability of winning, especially when it comes to 
television advertising. The media is a willing accomplice in this dynamic, constantly reporting on 
money raised, who is up with ads, how many ads, how much was spent, and so on. There is 
very little discussion about whom or what actually is changing likely outcomes.  
 
Until recently, a similar phenomenon existed in the world of sports and especially baseball.  As 
Michael Lewis demonstrated in his book, Moneyball, Oakland A’s General Manager Billy Beane 
triggered a shift toward statistically based decision making when he transformed his small 
market team into a perennial playoff contender. Immediately following Beane’s success in 
Oakland, many baseball experts spoke of Beane’s approach as a new way to manage 
professional ball clubs—a way to allow small budget teams to compete with big money 
juggernauts like the Yankees and the Red Sox. Although this is an accurate assessment of 
Beane’s innovation, this viewpoint is too narrow and misses the fundamental lesson of the 
Moneyball experiment. Beane changed baseball by looking for ways to increase the odds of 
success, and it is this principle that must be applied in other fields. Beane looked beyond the 
typical glory statistics like home runs and RBIs, and instead made decisions based upon lesser 
used measures like OBP (on-base percentage), Runs Scored, and WAR (wins above 
replacement). He used these and other sabermetric principles to identify the most efficient 
ways to increase the odds of his team winning, and then built his team with players who fit the 
system at the best price. In politics, too many big money campaigns still focus on home runs 
and RBIs, and very few look at OBP, Runs Scored, or WAR.  
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The concept of improving probabilities of victory certainly is not exclusive to Billy Beane’s 
Oakland A’s. The “MIT Blackjack Team” took card counting to an entirely new level throughout 
their nearly 15-year reign, during which they never had an unprofitable year with returns to 
investors ranging everywhere from 4% to 250%.1 Players didn’t simply count cards and then 
throw their money on the table in droves when a deck got “hot.” Instead, they designed a 
network of highly trained players to capitalize on probabilities. As with Beane, they looked at 
the game through the prism of improving the odds of success. 
 
So why hasn’t this concept caught on in the realm of political campaigning? To better answer 
that question, let’s consider two different scenarios. First, in Race A, two candidates are equally 
well known and voters have in large part decided for whom they will vote, producing a 
statistical tie in the polls. Second, in Race B, your preferred candidate is down 20 points in the 
polls, but neither candidate is very well known and support for each is soft. Which race is the 
better investment? In today’s political world, the conventional thinking tends to be to put the 
money into Race A, the race that is close. Statistics, however, point to the opposite conclusion. 
In Race A, there is very little chance of changing the likely outcome of the election to anything 
better than a 50-50 split. On the other hand, in Race B, even though the candidate is down 20 
points, there is a better chance of changing the odds of success in that race given voters’ 
volatility.  
 
Now consider the real-world example of the failed attempt to recall Wisconsin Governor Scott 
Walker. When all was said and done, an estimated $80.9 million was spent by candidates, 
special interest groups, and political committees on the Governor’s race alone. In total, $137.5 
million was spent on the 15 recall races in 2011 and 2012.2 Given the nature of the recall and 
the two well-known candidates involved, both sides were doomed to see their hefty sums of 
cash produce little in the form of tangible vote change. Polling done by Marquette University 
beginning the day after Tom Barrett’s win in the Democratic Primary on May 8 chronicled the 
lack of movement in this highly covered race. According to their polls in early May, Walker sat 
comfortably with a 6-point lead, which bumped up to 7 percentage points by May 23. Walker 
eventually won by 6.8 points.3 All throughout, both candidates aggressively took to the 
airwaves, each relentlessly attacking the other to no avail. The money spent and the money 
advantage that Walker had made no difference in the outcome of the election. 
 
We are not arguing that advertising is a futile endeavor to be immediately abandoned. We are 
saying that when polls begin to stagnate in these high-profile races, campaigns must look at the 
numbers from a different angle. Advertising can be extremely helpful in bumping up a 

                                                      
1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/MIT_Blackjack_Team 
2 http://www.wisdc.org/pr072512.php 
3http://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/2012/governor/wi/wisconsin_governor_recall_election_walker_vs_barre
tt-3056.html#polls 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/MIT_Blackjack_Team
http://www.wisdc.org/pr072512.php
http://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/2012/governor/wi/wisconsin_governor_recall_election_walker_vs_barrett-3056.html#polls
http://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/2012/governor/wi/wisconsin_governor_recall_election_walker_vs_barrett-3056.html#polls
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candidate’s name recognition or bringing swift political relevance to an issue or event in a 
relatively efficient manner. In high-profile races, however, when name recognition hits a ceiling, 
advertising begins to lose its effectiveness. Even still, well-known candidates would be foolish 
to pull their funds off the airwaves. We simply suggest that these candidates rethink the 
magnitude of their media investments and consider whether their money truly is changing the 
odds of success. If the answer is no or not sure, the campaign might want to reassess better 
potential ways to spend its money.  
 
Why has the calculated approach to improving your odds, the approach taken by the MIT 
Blackjack Team and Billy Beane, been relatively absent from politics? New polling technologies 
allow us to examine the tendencies and preferences of highly specified slices of the electorate. 
And yet, high-profile campaigns continue to broadly throw millions of dollars into television 
advertisements at a staggering rate. Advertisements certainly aren’t short on drama, but often 
there exists more effective ways to capitalize on the nuances within an electorate. Maybe 
politics needs a little less high rolling and home runs and a bit more card counting and 
sabermetrics.  

Presidential Race: Pre-Convention 

Before the party conventions in August and September 2012, $331,710,353 had been spent on 
advertising for the presidential campaign.4 This amount includes spending by both the Obama 
and Romney campaigns as well as outside spending that was specifically designated for or 
against one of the candidates. From April to August, President Obama’s lead over Mitt Romney 
in the polls shrank from 4.7 percentage points (47.7% to 43%) to 2.8 percentage points (47.4% 
to 44.6%), a net change of 1.9 percentage points.5 That’s a whopping $16,863,127.58 for every 
tenth of a percentage point increase. President Obama’s campaign and outside groups 
supporting the incumbent spent $150,579,305 during this five-month period6 to see their 
candidate’s numbers drop 0.3 percentage points. The Romney campaign and other outside 
groups7 doled out $180,937,497, paying $9,222,546.64 per tenth of a point for his 1.9 
percentage point gain on Obama, a fluctuation well within the margin of error.8 
 

                                                      
4 Numbers compiled from data on advertising spending from The Washington Post and National Journal, tracked 
beginning April 1, 2012. 
5 http://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/2012/president/us/general_election_romney_vs_obama-1171.html 
6 The Washington Post and National Journal 
7 Republican National Committee, Crossroads GPS, Restore Our Future, Americans for Prosperity, and Concerned 
Women for America 
8 The Washington Post and National Journal 

http://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/2012/president/us/general_election_romney_vs_obama-1171.html
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Although presidential 
races are not fought over 
and won on the national 
level, a requisite 
examination of the state 
level paints a similar 
picture. Figure 1 outlines 
advertising spending 
(campaign and outside) 
within eight battleground 
states over the five-month 
period before the 
conventions. Spending 
increased month to month 
in each state (excluding 
New Hampshire in 
August), as both 
candidates and the groups that backed them fought for an advantage over their opponent.  
 
Figure 2 displays changes 
in the polls across this 
same time period in the 
same battleground states. 
As more and more 
advertising money poured 
into the race, movement 
in the polls remained 
scattered.  
 
These poll results exhibit 
why it may be so 
expensive to turn the odds 
in your favor, especially in 
the closest battleground 
states.  
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Table 1 ranks battle-
ground states based on 
their cost-efficiency in 
advertising relative to 
overall fluctuations in 
the polls. Change in 
Florida, a quintessential 
battleground state, 
unsurprisingly came at 
the highest price by far, 
with candidates and 
outside groups forking 
out more money per 
0.1 percentage point 
change than every other state, over $8 million in total. This huge influx of spending led to a 
grand change of 0.8 percentage points in the margin over five months. Nevada, although much 
cheaper than Florida, still saw nearly $2.4 million being spent for every 0.1 percentage point 
change. In relative terms, Colorado’s $548,847.64 per 0.1 percentage point change comes in at 
a bargain, with the western state seeing the biggest changes in the polls and the third lowest 
advertising levels. Although the total spending was lowest in New Hampshire, $19 million still is 
a lot of money to have seen zero net movement in the polls. 
 
Skeptics may interpret the above data as invalid measures of advertising effectiveness. After all, 
if both candidates spend at an unprecedented rate, wouldn’t we expect their advertising to 
cancel each other out and result in the net stalemates previously observed? 

 
However, a comparison of Tables 2a and 2b shows that even having a significant spending 
advantage over your opponent doesn’t guarantee better performance in the polls. Table 2a 

Table 1—The Cost-Efficiency of Advertising 

State 
Net 

Change Ad Spending $/0.1% Change 
Florida 0.8 $66,237,729.00 $8,279,716.13 
Nevada 1 $23,790,327.00 $2,379,032.70 
Ohio 3.6 $69,260,813.00 $1,923,911.47 
Iowa 2 $30,000,840.00 $1,500,042.00 
North Carolina 3.4 $40,039,861.00 $1,177,642.97 
Virginia 5 $52,696,734.00 $1,053,934.68 
Colorado 5.5 $30,186,620.00 $548,847.64 
New Hampshire 0 $19,303,878.00 N/A 

Spending: The Washington Post, National Journal 
Polling: Real Clear Politics 

Table 2a—Obama Spending Advantage  Table 2b—Obama Polling Advantage 
State Net Total Spending %  State Net Total Spending % 
Ohio -3.6 $665,517 1%  New Hampshire 0 -$1,495,796 -8% 

Colorado -5.5 $17,122 0%  Florida -0.8 -$7,066,273 -11% 
Nevada -1 -$690,301 -3%  Nevada -1 -$690,301 -3% 

New Hampshire 0 -$1,495,796 -8%  Iowa -2 -$3,665,802 -12% 
Florida -0.8 -$7,066,273 -11%  North Carolina -3.4 -$10,912,521 -27% 
Iowa -2 -$3,665,802 -12%  Ohio -3.6 $665,517 1% 

Virginia -5 -$7,210,138 -14%  Virginia -5 -$7,210,138 -14% 
North Carolina -3.4 -$10,912,521 -27%  Colorado -5.5 $17,122 0% 

Spending: The Washington Post, National Journal 
Polling: Real Clear Politics 
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ranks states based on President Obama’s spending advantage, while Table 2b ranks states 
based on the change in the margins between the two candidates over the five-month period. 
Positive scores indicate an advantage for Obama, and conversely negative scores show an 
advantage for Romney. It is important to note that an “advantage” for Mitt Romney in the polls 
indicates he closed his gap on President Obama, yet does not necessarily mean he led. From 
April to August, President Obama saw his lead dwindle over Mitt Romney in virtually every 
state, yet Romney’s spending advantage didn’t seem to have too much to do with this trend. 
Romney’s biggest gain had been in Colorado, yet President Obama and his support groups 
actually had spent slightly more there than the Republican nominee. In Ohio, despite President 
Obama’s $665,517 spending advantage, Romney closed the gap by 3.6 percentage points. In 
Florida, Mitt Romney had an 11% spending advantage over President Obama, but his extra $7 
million in the state only inched him 0.8 points closer to the incumbent.  
 
Although it is true that on the aggregate level Mitt Romney had an advantage in spending and 
gained on President Obama in the polls, this advantage likely was skewed in the week before 
the conventions by Mitt Romney’s selection of his running mate, Paul Ryan. After the selection, 
the Romney/Ryan ticket closed the gap by 1.8 points,9 a change in a roughly one-week span 
that was nearly as big as any monthly change over the previous five months. Romney also saw 
significant surges in Virginia and Ohio, where he gained 2.210 and 3.011 points on the 
incumbent, respectively. So while our numbers concerning spending are very telling, the true 
story of overspending may be somewhat diminished by this uptick in the polls.  

Presidential Race: Post-Conventions 

The media likes to devote extensive coverage to campaign advertising and its effectiveness. 
Whether it is the Willie Horton ad, Swiftboating John Kerry, or the 2012 Chrysler ad, campaign 
advertisements can capture our attention and seemingly play a decisive role. Unfortunately, 
this appears to be more of a media “echo-chamber” than reality. As the numbers show, there 
was little movement in the hearts and minds of voters before the conventions and as we look at 
the home stretch of the campaigns, this pattern clearly continues. Once again, both campaigns 
spent a whole lot of money to persuade very few people, but one campaign seemed to 
understand this reality better than the other based on its expenditures, whereas the other 
seemed hell-bent on using a 1980’s playbook.  
 
Advertising and polling numbers from the conventions to Election Day further show the 
increasing futility of massive media campaigns. In Iowa, nearly $70 million was spent on 
advertising, yet President Obama’s eventual margin of victory was only 0.6 points different 

                                                      
9 http://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/2012/president/us/general_election_romney_vs_obama-1171.html 
10 http://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/2012/president/va/virginia_romney_vs_obama-1774.html 
11 http://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/2012/president/oh/ohio_romney_vs_obama-1860.html 

http://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/2012/president/us/general_election_romney_vs_obama-1171.html
http://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/2012/president/va/virginia_romney_vs_obama-1774.html
http://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/2012/president/oh/ohio_romney_vs_obama-1860.html
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from polling in early April. A 0.1 percentage point change in the polls came at a jaw-dropping 
$11.3 million a pop. By this logic, Mr. Romney’s $10.5 million spending advantage on the 
airwaves could not bring him a full tenth of a percentage point closer to President Obama. 
 
In North Carolina, the only state won by Mr. Romney of the eight examined, President Obama 
was outspent by $18.2 million. On the surface, investments in Romney seem to have paid off in 
the Tar Heel State, but closer examination shows that once Mr. Romney grabbed the lead in the 
polls in North Carolina in early May he never relinquished it. Rather than continuing to flood 
the people of North Carolina with repetitive 30-second spots, the Obama campaign diverted 
funds to where they could be better utilized. Indeed, the campaign’s advertising spending in the 
state peaked relatively early, when it spent $4,235,227 from June 26 to July 23. At the same 
time, outside groups supporting the President did not spend a single penny on advertisements 
in North Carolina, a sign that state was always a long shot for Mr. Obama. While correlation 
does not equal causation, in this case the polls seem to have driven the spending rather than 
the other way around.  
 
Looking at the advertising spending and margin of victory, one can argue that a relationship 
between the two exists (see Table 3); the more that Romney and supporters outspent President 
Obama, the better the vote share for Romney. However, two main problems occur with this 
line of reasoning: 1) Romney was only able to win North Carolina, where he outspent President 
Obama by over $18 million on the airwaves, and 2) this view does not factor in actual 
movement in levels of support, which, as discussed, is the actual goal (or should be). 
 

Table 3—Obama Spending Advantage and Margin of Victory 
Ranked by Spending Ranked by Margin of Victory 

State Final 
Margin 

Spending 
Advantage State Final 

Margin 
Spending 

Advantage 
Florida 0.9 ($20,941,844) North Carolina -2.0 ($18,210,148) 
North Carolina -2.0 ($18,210,148) Florida 0.9 ($20,941,844) 
Virginia 3.9 ($12,872,669) Ohio 3.0 ($6,129,154) 
Iowa 5.8 ($10,449,611) Virginia 3.9 ($12,872,669) 
Ohio 3.0 ($6,129,154) Colorado 5.4 ($1,408,980) 
Nevada 6.7 ($4,993,738) New Hampshire 5.6 $230,716  
Colorado 5.4 ($1,408,980) Iowa 5.8 ($10,449,611) 
New Hampshire 5.6 $230,716  Nevada 6.7 ($4,993,738) 

Spending: The Washington Post, National Journal 
Polling: Real Clear Politics 
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At the beginning of our study, polling averages showed President Obama with a 47.7 to 43 lead 
over Mr. Romney. After all the votes were tallied, President Obama won reelection by 51 to 
47.3. Thus, over the seven-month period we examined, the aggregate change in the margin was 
merely 1 percentage point. In the states examined during this time frame, over $760 million 
was spent on advertising for the two candidates. That’s an astonishing $76 million for every 
tenth of a percentage point movement in the polls. Breaking out the two camps, Mr. Romney 
and supporting outside groups spent $419,876,530 on advertising, nearly $80 million more than 
President Obama’s mark of $342,087,171. Yet he gained only 1 percentage point on the 
President when all was said and done. 
 
So how did our President overcome such a vast disadvantage on television in nearly every 
battleground state? Anecdotally, many have pointed to President Obama’s superior ground 
game, an advantage that clearly outweighed Mr. Romney’s own strength in advertising money. 
Although it is impossible to prove this definitively, clear signs exist that there is something to be 
said for this line of thinking. Examining the graph below, we see that Mr. Romney continued to 
pour his money into advertising as the election neared, while Obama’s advertising spending 
rate, although still increasing, tapered off. Rather than continuing to invest huge sums in 
television spots, the Obama campaign redirected a larger portion of its coffers toward an 
impressive voter registration and GOTV effort.  
 
Many articles have been penned on how the Romney camp and the GOP in general got the 
polling and turnout numbers wrong. Despite the validity of this oversight, it pales in comparison 
to the fact that the Republicans were intrinsically running the wrong campaign.  
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Comparing Changes Due to Advertising and Expected Results 

Channeling our inner Billy Beane, looking away from the glory stats, and focusing in on what 
really matters, we examined the outcome of two campaigns as compared to their expected 
results. Last year, Lincoln Park Strategies developed a presidential model based on 
demographics and historical voting patterns that proved to be quite accurate and provides a 
good baseline from which we can analyze actual results versus predicted ones.  
 
In the nationwide popular vote, we estimated President Obama would receive 50.5 percent; he 
actually earned 51.06 percent. Nationwide, the average absolute value difference between the 
model’s predictions and Obama’s actual results was 2.3 percent. Considering polls are reported 
with a margin of error around 3 percent, this is a great result for a model that does not factor in 
a single public opinion poll. However, most of the difference between the model’s predictions 
and the actual results was in states that were overwhelmingly blue or red where the difference 
would not have affected whether the state went for Obama or Romney. When examining 
specifically the eight swing states, we can see that our model was indeed more accurate in 
predicting these states’ outcomes. 

State 
Electoral 

Votes 

LPS 
Model 
Dem 

Percent 

Actual 
Dem 

Percent 
Absolute 

Diff 
Nevada 6 52.3% 52.4% 0.1% 
Ohio 18 51.1% 50.7% 0.4% 
Colorado 9 51.1% 51.5% 0.4% 
Iowa 6 51.3% 52.0% 0.7% 
New Hampshire 4 52.8% 52.0% 0.8% 
Florida 29 49.1% 50.0% 0.9% 
North Carolina 15 46.6% 48.4% 1.8% 
Virginia 13 49.0% 51.2% 2.2% 

 
We then can utilize these numbers to determine what a candidate should have received versus 
the actual proportion received. The variance between actual performance and predicted 
performance shows the true effectiveness of the campaign. Put another way, it’s not just 
winning that is the measure of effectiveness, but also by how much greater your results were 
than expected. This variance is especially indicative of campaign effectiveness when we overlay 
it with the money spent by each campaign in these vital swing states. If a campaign (or any 
business for that matter) were to analyze the value of its actions, it would undoubtedly hope to 
see increased positive returns when more money is spent.  
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But as the graph below exhibits, the results are downright terrible for Mr. Romney. Indeed, 
Romney’s overwhelming ad advantages in nearly all of the swing states had an almost perfectly 
inverse relationship to his success in these eight states. The states in which he had the greatest 
level of spending advantage over the President, such as North Carolina ($20 million), actually 
represent Obama’s best performances relative to our model’s predictions. This is a particularly 
damning indictment of a campaign strategy in the most crucial states to deciding the outcome 
of the race.  
 

 
 
The Romney campaign had the option to prioritize its spending in any manner. What it chose to 
do was spend vast sums of money on advertising, which clearly is not cost-effective when it 
costs between $1 and $11 million to move the needle 0.1 percentage points. Obama spent 
more money on his GOTV operation, allowing him to be more cost-effective than the Romney 
campaign at winning votes in swing states. Adding to the case against profuse spending, the 
Obama campaign actually performed worse than expected in the one state it spent more on 
advertising than the Romney campaign (New Hampshire). 
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Conclusion 

Advertising is an established and easy way to look at and compare two different campaigns. Ads 
receive a large amount of attention because they provide campaigns a chance to distill their 
message in a hard-hitting manner. As a result, many people, both inside campaigns and in the 
general public, have come to view advertising as an indispensible element of the campaign. 
 
However, as presidential campaigns have begun to raise more and more money, they have 
continued to push more and more money on advertising. As campaigns become flush with 
incredible amounts of money, the arms race to meet the opponent’s levels of media spending 
reaches the point of diminishing returns. The tenth or eleventh campaign commercial no longer 
alters results in a meaningful way. Indeed, the poor results of the Romney campaign in key 
swing states should be a wake-up call to campaigns on both sides of the aisle, as well as donors 
who are giving more and more money but seeing a lower return on their investments.  
 
Campaigns won’t change overnight. It takes a long time to overcome deeply ingrained 
conventional wisdom about the power of advertising. However, the candidate who can exploit 
this understanding and allocate funds in a more cost-effective manner will be better positioned 
to succeed.  
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