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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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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 recorded gaffe or misstatement by a candidate or a campaign surrogate could go 
viral—reaching millions of viewers with the quick clicks of many mouses. Politicians 
accustomed to a more conventional way of campaigning were often caught in the YouTube 
trap. Bill Clinton, for instance, campaigning for his wife in the Democratic primary, was 
several times captured on tape saying something ill-advised that spread quickly before he 
could attempt damage control. Even the more media-savvy Obama found a tape of his 
words about frustrated voters becoming bitter, spoken at what he thought was a closed 
fundraiser, making the Internet and then the mainstream media rounds at lightning speed. 
And as we have seen, in 2012 Mitt Romney was recorded at a private fundraiser speaking 
about how 47 percent of Americans, who pay no taxes, would never vote for him or be 
persuaded to take responsibility for their lives. His poll numbers dipped after this, and 
although they improved after the first debate, he was haunted by the image of being 
unsympathetic to the plight of almost half of Americans.

Presidential Debates Since 1976 the presidential debates have become one of 
the major focal points of the campaign. The first televised debate was held in 1960 between 
Sen. John Kennedy and Vice President Richard Nixon. The younger and more photo-
genic Kennedy came out on top in those televised debates, but interestingly, those who 
heard the debates on the radio thought that Nixon did a better job.65 In general, leading 
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