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picture. The daisy commercial never even mentioned 

Johnson’s opponent, Barry Goldwater, though the clear 

implication was that the conservative, promilitary 

Goldwater was likely to lead the nation to a nuclear 

war. Amid cries of “Foul!” from Goldwater’s Republican 

supporters, the ad was aired only once, but it became 

a classic example of the sort of ad that seeks to play on 

the fears of its viewers.

•	 Is the ad true? FactCheck.org, a project of the Annenberg 

Public Policy Center, is an excellent resource for 

monitoring factual accuracy in campaign ads. Other 

media outlets like the New York Times will often run “ad 

watches” to help viewers determine if the information in 

an advertisement is true. If it is not (and sometimes even 

if it is), you can usually count on hearing a response 

from the attacked candidate rebutting the charges. 

Occasionally candidates have chosen not to respond, 

claiming to take the high road, but as Michael Dukakis’s 

dismal performance in the 1988 election showed, false 

attacks left unanswered can be devastating. Try to 

conduct your own “ad watch.” Study the campaign ads 

and evaluate their truthfulness.
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Because paid media coverage is so expensive, a 
campaign’s goal is to maximize opportunities for free 
coverage while controlling, as much as possible, the kind of 
coverage it gets. The major parties’ presidential candidates 
are accompanied by a substantial entourage of reporters 
who need to file stories on a regular basis, not only for the 
nation’s major newspapers and television networks but also 
to keep reporters and commentators on the cable news 
stations, like CNN, MSNBC, and Fox, busy. These media 
have substantial influence in setting the agenda—deter-
mining what issues are important and, hence, which candi-
dates’ appeals will resonate with voters.84 As a result, daily 
campaign events are planned more for the press and the 
demands of the evening news than for the actual in-person 
audiences, who often seem to function primarily as a back-
drop for the candidates’ efforts to get favorable airtime 
each day. The campaigns also field daily conference calls 
with reporters to attack their opponents and defend their 
candidates and to try to control, or “spin,” the way they are 
covered. In the last couple of election cycles, a strategy for 
getting on the news without spending a lot of money has 
been to produce negative “web ads” designed for Internet 
circulation, which, if catchy enough, could get endless 
coverage by the networks, the cable stations, and the blogs.

Although the candidates want the regular exposure, they 
do not like the norms of broadcast news, which they see as 
perpetuating horse-race journalism, focusing on who is 
ahead rather than on substantive issues.85 In addition, the 
exhausting nature of campaigns, and the mistakes and gaffes 
that follow, are a source of constant concern because of the 

media’s tendency to zero in on them and replay them 
endlessly. The relationship between the campaigns and the 
media is testy. Each side needs the other, but the candidates 
want to control the message, and the media want stories 
that are “news”—controversies, changes in the candidates’ 
standings, or stories of goofs and scandals. We discuss the 
complex relationship between the media and the candidates 
at greater length in Chapter 15.

Candidates in recent elections have turned increasingly 
to “soft news” and entertainment programming to get their 
messages across. Candidates have been especially effective 
at appealing across party lines to reach the less engaged 
voters in the soft news formats. Many 2008 candidates, 
including John McCain, Barack Obama, Ron Paul, and 
Hillary Clinton, appeared on NBC’s Saturday Night Live 
and Comedy Central’s The Daily Show With Jon Stewart and 
The Colbert Report (even Michelle Obama made a stop at the 
latter two). Obama kept up the tradition in 2012, but Mitt 
Romney chose to avoid the informal appearances, playing it 
safe but missing an opportunity to show himself in a more 
relaxed light.

In 2008 the Internet really came into its own as a source 
of news. Mainstream media outlets like the New York Times, 
the Washington Post, Time magazine, and the major networks 
maintained blogs that joined independent bloggers like 
Josh Marshall of Talkingpointsmemo.com and National 
Review Online in updating campaign news and poll results 
throughout the day. And with everyone having a cell phone 
camera or a video camera in his or her pocket, YouTube has 
helped to transform the electoral landscape as well. A 
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