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WARNING: This Ad May Impair Your Ability to Think: 
An Examination of the 2004 Negative Presidential Campaign Ads

Abstract: Early scholarly research on negative television campaign advertisement had indicated that the presence of this form of media demoralized the electorate from voting. Nonetheless, recent scholarly literature has indicated that negative campaign television advertisement has significantly mobilized the electorate to vote. It has also assisted voters in crystallizing their opinion on candidates running for offices as well as helping them identify the issues and characteristics of candidates running for office. Assuming the current scholarly trend on negative ads and using the 2004 presidential election between John Kerry and George W. Bush as a case study, it will be shown with opinion and exit poll results that the negative ads produced during the campaign did alter the electorate’s opinion on both candidates. More specifically, television advertising from the Bush campaign was better able to identify their issues to the voters and portray Senator Kerry in a view that would benefit the Republican incumbent. The emergence of interest groups known as 527s, most notably from MoveOn.org and The Swift Boat Veterans for Truth, also helped increased the presence of negative ads during the general election and aided candidate perception. 

Introduction

According to the TNS Media Intelligence/Campaign Media Analysis Group predictions, political television advertising for the 2008 presidential campaign will reach three billion dollars. This is more than double the total cost of political television advertising during the 2004 presidential campaign (CNN, October 15, 2007). This increase in spending indicates the necessity television advertising has become to the national candidates and their campaigns. It is also one of the major tools candidates use to reach voters all over the country. Campaign advertising ranges from positive and candidate introduction, to the contrast of the candidates and their issues and positions. However, as of late the attitude of campaign ads has become increasingly negative and thus may have more of an effect on voters on Election Day, especially during the 2004 presidential election between George W. Bush and John Kerry. During this election, the impact of negative ads from both campaigns and other groups significantly influenced the perception of the candidates and the eventual outcome in the re-election of George W. Bush.

For more than fifty years, presidential incumbents and challengers have used television ads as an important aspect of their campaign (Kaid, 2005). Even in 1952, the first election with the mass use of campaign television advertising, ads had a hint of negativity. The majority of ads from the Republican Party showed Dwight D. Eisenhower as a distinguished war hero and compared complete Democratic Party control in Washington to Nazi rule in Germany.  Pro-Adlai Stevenson ads alluded to Eisenhower as a soldier turned politician just like Adolf Hitler (West, 2001). During the 1960’s, President Lyndon B. Johnson alluded to a nuclear war under a Barry Goldwater presidency in his now infamous “Daisy” commercial. At some point in the 1980’s and 1990’s, ads began to be more overtly negative in nature with George H.W. Bush attacking his challenger, Arkansas Governor Bill Clinton and what he perceived to be his lack of values and as a “Slick Willie” (West, 2001). For about the past [thirty years], negative ads have become an increased and essential presence in presidential elections (Wattenberg and Brians, 1999).
During the 2004 presidential election, incumbent George W. Bush and challenger John Kerry used ads to convey their strengths and point their opponent’s weaknesses. In the first year of George W. Bush’s term in 2001, the new president had many obstacles. The 2000 election ended with the Supreme Court ruling to end the ballot count in Florida as is and left Bush as the winner and president-elect. Early polling revealed eighty percent of the population believed he was the legitimate winner (Ceaser and Busch, 2005). Nonetheless, Bush was not able to enjoy the honeymoon most newly elected presidents have after an election. By early September, his poll numbers were dropping. Questions began to arise as to whether he would be a one-term president just like his father, George H.W. Bush. The potential Democratic nominee could use the issue of legitimacy as an issue in 2004; however, September 11 gave Bush a ‘rally around the flag’ effect and had his approval numbers rise to ninety percent. His approval ratings were consistently high well into 2003 (Smith, 2005).
By March 2004, John Kerry had emerged as the Democrat’s nominee for the presidency. Campaign ads began to set the negative tone by both camps. For the Bush camp, it was important to identify their challenger before Kerry could do it himself. Early ads replayed Kerry’s “I actually did vote for the $87 billion before I voted against it” speech and the Bush campaign quickly established Kerry as a “flip-flopper.” A Bush campaign official stated that the perfect ad can occur when, “… in politics are the gifts the other side gives you.” The Kerry campaign responded with mostly positive ads (Thomas, et. al., 2004). With the emphasis on negative ads from the Bush campaign, the 2004 election would set the stage for the importance many of these ads would be to the campaign and the influence they would have on media coverage and voter opinion on the candidates.
In addition, what made the 2004 election unique was the increase in interest and issue-advocacy group participation in campaign ads (Kaid, 2005). The 527 organizations, named after a loophole in the Campaign Finance Reform Act of 2002 (or McCain-Feingold) elevated negative ad use especially by groups such as Swift Boat Veterans for Truth and MoveOn.org (Williams, 2005). These groups revealed to be a significant tool of influence in setting the debate for candidates and the media.
The 2004 presidential election became an example of the use of negative ads and how they can influence and set the mood of a campaign. Based on opinion polling, media coverage, and exit polling data, and strategic airing of ads among other variables, we will be able to see how the various messages in the negative ads shaped the opinion of the voters to vote for Bush. The influence of negative campaign ads from issue advocacy and interest groups also demonstrated the impact they can cause to an election. 

In analyzing the 2004 presidential election campaign television ads geared towards forming a negative opinion of George Bush and John Kerry, the research will show that they did have a significant effect on the election outcome. The overwhelming influence of negative ads against John Kerry, especially from interest groups and PACs such as 527s altered the perception of the candidate. There is evidence based on previous research that negative advertising does influence voter perception on the candidates and thus their votes. 
Literature Review

Research concerning the effect of campaign ads to voters in elections had begun as early as the 1970’s. In his study of the media and its influence on elections, Joseph Napolitan (1976) stated that television commercials were the best medium for a candidate to reach voters all over the country. As campaign ads became more similar to regular commercial advertising, a growing number of scholars began to call for the end of these ads. Criticism of the forum grew on the lack of information thirty to sixty second ads would provide to the electorate; however, the medium provided candidates a format to repeatedly air their views and catch the attention of voters (Napolitan, 1976). The study of campaign television advertising has evolved from how influential they are to the voters, how they mobilize or demobilize the electorate, and as of late, the influence of negative or attack television ads to a presidential election and its outcome. 

In general, the literature on campaign ads has found that they do influence how a voter views a candidate. According to Granato and Wong (2004), when an ad is candidate centered it has the power to influence a voter’s decision. On the other hand, once their views on a candidate has “crystallized” or matured, campaign ads will have no effect. This correlates with other research that campaign ads can inform uniformed or low-interest voters on specific candidates and issues. When this occurs, the uninformed will have a desire to find out more about a specific candidate or issue (Patterson and McClure, 1976; Freedman, Franz, and Goldstein; 2004). Holbrook and McClurg (2005), in their study of how campaigns mobilize the electorate also uncovered a small relationship between television campaign advertising and how it influences an independent’s decision to vote. This is in contrast to work done by Stevens (2005) who studied the level of knowledge or sophistication of voters and their perception of negative ads. Stevens concluded that negative ads only influence the informed voter and the uniformed voter gains no insight from viewing the attacks. His research also revealed that the repeat of negative ads toward the uninformed viewer would not lead to a better understanding of the candidate or message (Stevens, 2005).

The literature that focuses the impact of negative campaigning has increased during the last twenty years. The majority of the research has involved the impact negative ads have to increased or decreased voter turnout. Early research of negative campaign commercials by Ansolabehere and Iyengar (1995) concluded that negative campaign ads actually decreased voter turnout. To counter Ansolabehere and Iyengar’s claims, Goldstein and Freedman’s (2002) analyzed the 1996 presidential election. In their results, individuals who were exposed to a multitude of negative campaign ads were more likely to vote on Election Day. In their research, if a political commercial gave the impression that something important would occur or was at stake with this election, it would motivate the electorate to the polls. The increase and/or exposure to negative ads actually stimulated the voter to become more involved, aware, and informed of the election and the candidates (Brians and Wattenberg, 1996).

Other research (Wattenberg and Brians, 1996, 1999; Freedman and Goldstein, 1999) has also concluded that negative campaign ads do influence voter turnout and decisions on candidates.  Further research also indicated that negative campaign ads done by a candidate that focuses on the weakness of his or her opponent will lead to a heightened focus on that subject in the form of a rebuttal or other media coverage such as news reports (Wattenberg and Brians, 1999; Damore, 2002). Finkel and Geer (1998) also corroborate the effect negative campaign ads have in terms of importance in relation to positive ads, increase the importance of a campaign, and amplify the magnitude of a presidential campaign. 

Other literature on negative campaign ads went beyond the participation level in the electorate and began to study the actual effects attack ads had on candidates, the media, and the perception of the voter. In their study of political advertising and the impressions it caused, Kahn and Greer (1994) uncovered interesting finding on the subject. They discovered that negative ads did alter the opinion voters had on a specific candidate (West, 1994). Personal attack ads towards an opponent did alter the view voters had on that opponent. In addition, it also led the voters to have, in some instances, a negative opinion of the candidate endorsing that negative television ad. Attack ads that also conveyed an image of fear by using a specific type of music, images, colors, and messages also altered the perception of a candidate during a presidential election (Brader, 2005).

Negative ads also have to deal with leverage or outside forces or events of that time period that indicate its success or not in an election (West, 1994). West also does concede that negative ads to influence the perception a voter has to a candidate. According to his research in Senate elections, the way the media portrays and covers ads in their reports have a significant relationship to how successful and influential an ad will be to a campaign. In our study of negative campaign ads in presidential elections, this variable is also important in the overall understanding of the influence negative ads have to a competitive race.

Damore (2002) concedes with West (1994) the current political environment or leverage at the time of a presidential election influences the success of a negative campaign ad or whether it is needed. Candidates who use negative ads to portray his or her challenger or an issue in a specific way will maintain leverage of the conversation of that issue or character challenge. His research also contends that negative ads will increase as Election Day nears (Damore, 2002); however, this cannot be said for the 2004 election in which the opposite occurred with the negative ads earlier in the election season and thus having a more lasting impact throughout the race. 

As the research indicates, campaign advertising in elections does provide a significant factor in how a voter decides to whom he or she will support (Wattenberg and Brians, 1996, 1999; Freedman and Goldstein, 1999; West, 1994). It also points toward a trend in the use of negative campaign advertising as opposed to positive messages. In studying the 2004 presidential elections campaign advertising, it can corroborate previous research that has shown a relationship toward negative advertising and the perception of a candidate and the outcome of an election. 
Methodology


My methodology will focus specifically on a case study of the effect of negative campaign ads from the 2004 presidential election and how they influenced voters to re-elect George W. Bush. By using both qualitative and quantitative approaches, I will be able to analyze how that the 2004 campaign was similar from past elections in the use of negative campaign ads, but because of certain changes, it was the start in a new era of negative campaign television advertising.

I will try to convey that after the 2000 election, the 2004 election from the start was seen as a tight race and thus the use of negative campaign ads was needed to convey the urgency of the election such as Goldstein and Freidman (2002) proved in their research of the 1996 presidential election. As a result of the close election, negative ads began earlier than in previous elections. It became harder for a candidate to alter the perception created by the negative ad and whoever attacked first had an advantage at setting the agenda for both candidates. I will look at the current political environment such as Damore (2002) and West (1994) did in their previous research and apply it to the 2004 election and how it set the stage for the tone of the negative commercials and if the environment held leverage in the voters’ decision.
The influence of 527 organizations will also be discussed. I will try to portray that because of their increased exposure and airtime during the 2004 campaign, these organizations helped set the agenda for both candidates as Williams (2005) has previously proved. I will also explain how these organizations will play an even greater influence in the future and how it changed the atmosphere of negative campaigning in the 2004 election. I will analyze commercials from both conservative and liberal organizations placing a majority of study to commercials from the Swift Boat Veterans for Truth and MoveOn.org.

I will analyze how negative campaign ads used images, tone, music to portray an impression of fear during the election such as Brader (2005) analyzed. Using these variables, I will try to portray that specific ads from both the Kerry and Bush campaigns did go negative as well as 527 organizations. I will try to analyze the overall scheme of their campaign ads. I will use LivingRoomCandidate.org, The George Washington University website and Opensecrets.org to obtain the negative ads of the 2004 presidential election.

In a content analysis that will include reviewing commercials from both campaigns and 527 organizations, the results will try show a significant relationship between the messages specific negative ads portrayed and how those messages influenced the opinion of voters on the candidates during the 2004 campaign. The way a voter perceived a candidate was due in large part to how a negative ad portrayed Bush and Kerry. By understanding how many times a specific phrase was most commonly used for each candidate it will portray how these commercials modified the opinion of a candidate. Using opinion polls obtained from the Inter-University Consortium For Political and Social Research and exit polling data from Election Day, I will analyze the time an ad was released and how it influenced opinion in subsequent opinion polls. Using specific ads from both the Kerry and Bush campaign and the two leading 527 organizations in 2004, MoveOn.org and Swift Boat Veterans for Truth, it will identify the key terms that were most commonly used to identify both candidates and how it shaped a voter’s decision to vote.
Discussion of Major Findings
What Caused the Urgency


During the past twenty-five years prior to the 2004 election, negative campaign ads became a prevalent, known, and permanent tactic for both the incumbent and challenger. Negative campaign advertising accounted for more than fifty percent of all the total ads from 1980 to 2000 (West, 2001). George H.W. Bush used mostly negative ads to attack the then Arkansas Governor Bill Clinton’s moral values. Bill Clinton began airing ads a year before his re-election in 1996. His negative television ads consisted of linking Robert Dole to his House colleague Newt Gingrich and the rest of the Republican Party (West, 2001). Both of these examples provided mixed results as to the effect of negative campaign ads. Bush (41) lost to Bill Clinton, while Clinton won his re-election in 1996. Nonetheless, they were important tools that shaped how the electorate viewed each candidate based on the country’s current status, such as the economy in 1992 as opposed to moral values and as a vote against the Contract for America in 1996.
The 2004 election was anticipated to be the closest and ugliest campaign in decades. Many factors created the political atmosphere for a prevalence of negative campaign advertising in the election. Four years after the Supreme Court decided to stop the vote recount in Florida and thus award its twenty-five electoral votes to Bush, Democrats felt it was time to take back the White House which they felt was stolen from them back in 2000. Back in 2000, George W. Bush lost the popular vote to Al Gore by more than 500,000 votes or 47.8% to 47.9% respectively (Ceaser and Busch, 2005). It was important to remind the voters that it was necessary to vote and to make sure that their vote counted for the right candidate in order to prevent another 2000 Florida recount to occur. The 2000 election was so close to call that a massive drive to increase voter turnout in 2004 was imperative.
Another enormous variable of the 2004 election was the ongoing War on Terror and the invasion of Iraq which were the ripple effects of the September 11, 2001 attacks on Pennsylvania, Washington, D.C. and New York City. The attacks by Muslim extremists caused a “rally around the flag” effect towards George W. Bush and saw his approval rating increase from around the fiftieth percentile to ninety percent. The highest approval rating ever of a president and his positive rating would also stay consistent for the next year and a half (Caesar and Busch, 2005). President Bush began to convey an image of leadership, consistency, and decisiveness after the attacks. Once the Bush administration decided to invade Iraq with overwhelming approval, many thought it would be impossible to defeat the man once thought to have stolen the presidency. 
However, after the fall of the Sadaam Hussein regime in Iraq, questions over the validity of the invasion and the intelligence used as proof that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction began to arise in the media and with elected officials (The Institute of Politics, 2006). The Iraq invasion became a major issue for both the Democratic and Republican campaigns. The Bush campaign would use it as a means to “stay the course” and provide stability not only for the Middle East, but to the military. The Kerry campaign saw it as a vehicle for change and new leadership. The conflict would also lead to a slew of negative ads that questioned both the leadership and experience of Kerry’s own military career as well as Bush’s military service while also stating who would be the more decisive and stable leader for this new era in foreign relations. 
As a result of the political environment in 2004, negative campaign ads began to air earlier than usual. By March 2, 2004, John Kerry was the concluded Democratic nominee and the Bush campaign and Pro-Bush interest groups began to paint Kerry as a “tax and spend liberal” and a “flip-flopper” based on what they stated was the Senator’s changing opinion on Iraq and other issues throughout his career in the Senate (Caesar and Busch, 2005). Commercials such as those from the Swift Boat Veterans for Truth, an Anti-Kerry organization would garner the most attention throughout the ads war of 2004 and thus caused Kerry to debunk those advertisements. Commercials by the Kerry campaign, the DNC (Democratic National Committee) and other interest groups were not able to garner the same impact by allowing negative ads to set the agenda in the daily news and in the Kerry campaign, it allowed the Bush campaign to continue their own agenda without being involved. 
The 527 and How it Changed the Negative Ad Game


A phenomenon that changed the entire game of negative campaigning was the emergence of the 527. As a response to “soft money,” Senator’s John McCain and Russ Feingold sponsored the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act (BCRA) or McCain-Feingold. Nonetheless it did not stop the creation of a 527 which resulted from subsection 527 in the U.S. Tax Code that permitted expenditures on campaigns and elections that adhered to certain restrictions, though not to the Federal Election Commission. They must be raised by individuals and not any form of group or organization. These 527s could not endorse a specific individual; however in 2004, commercials could clearly be seen as attacking one candidate such as Swift Boat’s and MoveOn.org’s, but it did not specifically say “vote for” (Rackaway, Smith, and Anderson, 2005). 

During the 2004 election, the Bush and Kerry campaigns used a combined total of $344 million on campaign advertising (Los Angeles Times, 2004). The emerging 527 organizations only spent around $64 million in campaign advertising, but their commercials had a lasting impact on the campaign (opensecrets.org, 2007). Two groups, the liberal Anti-Bush MoveOn.org and the Anti-Kerry group Swift Boat Veterans for Truth received the most advertising attention by the media (Rackaway, Smith, and Anderson, 2005). MoveOn spend around $13,340,000 on negative advertising towards Bush based on his positions and actions on Iraq and other issues such as healthcare (opensecrets.org, 2007). Swift Boat Veterans for Truth (SBVT) on the other hand spent around $1.7 million on campaign advertising against John Kerry, but had a significant impact in media reports questioning Kerry’s service in Vietnam (opensecrets.org, 2007). 


As a result of their ads, both MoveOn and the SBVT helped set the agenda for both candidates and helped shape the opinion of voters based on factors such as leadership, experience, trustworthiness, etc. MoveOn Political Action had gained exposure as a grassroots liberal organization to protest the impeachment of Bill Clinton in 1998. Their main purpose now is to elect moderates and progressives to elected offices (moveon.org, 2007). Their total expenditure during the 2004 election was more than $21 million dollars, making them one of the more successful 527 organizations. The majority of their campaign ads dealt with Bush’s leadership on Iraq and the war in general, his questioned military service, and on other issues such as healthcare. MoveOn painted Bush as a liar in their anti-Iraq ads and as misleading and a failure as a leader (opensecrets.org, 2007). 

SBVT is an organization created in 2004 to counter John Kerry’s use of military service in Vietnam as an election tactic. Their total expenditure through the campaign was around $22 million dollars, close to the same amount as MoveOn; however, as previously stated, they used less money on negative campaigning on television (opensecrets.org, 2007). Nonetheless, the amount of media attention that the SBVT received concerning their ads questioning Kerry’s Vietnam military service during and after his tour was plentiful (Rackaway, Smith, and Anderson, 2005). 
The majority of their ads had other Vietnam servicemen dispel Kerry’s war’s stories calling him a liar and continuing his “flip-flopper” persona by pointing out Kerry’s Senate record and what they perceived to be his lack of support for the military while touting his service during his campaign. The ads that were released in August of 2004 caused uproar with the media headlining it as the news of the day and creating time to analyze the impact of those commercials to the campaign (Ceasar and Busch, 2005; Thomas et. al.,2004). By the time the Kerry campaign began to respond to the SBVT commercials, more than 80 percent of the American public were aware of the negative ads by the Swift Boats (Ceasar and Busch, 2005).
The SBVT ad, although it spent a small amount in specific swing states, it created an uproar in the media and with the public. It caused the Kerry campaign to change the direction of their campaign and respond to the attacks; however, by the time Kerry did address any inaccuracies of the ads, a vast majority of the population was aware of them. Without any true form of a federal check on a 527, many of these new organizations are able to sell advertising of any content to an array of markets. As elections become more negative, more interest groups will be able to express their views and formulate opinions on candidates that can influence voter perception as well as raise a cornucopia of funds that can equal many elections. 

The Negative Show in 2004 and How it Influenced Candidate Perception


By analyzing specific commercials in a content analysis from both the Kerry and Bush campaign as well as from the 527 organizations SBVT and MoveOn.org, the findings will be able to crystallize how negative ads influenced voter perception based on opinion polling by the CBS News/New York Times, ABC News, and ABC News/Ohio State from October of 2004 sampled randomly from the Inter-University Consortium For Political and Social Research, and the Election Day exit polling data. The sample of commercials will be compiled from LivingRoomCandidate.org, the George Washington University website, and a few from Open Secrets.org that aired from March 2004 through October 2004. 

In total the Kerry campaign had aired 111 ads during the election race while the Bush campaign aired a total of 59 ads. Out of those ads, Kerry aired 38 negative ads or 34% of his total ad time while Bush aired 34 or 58% of his advertising time and thus presenting more negative ads than Kerry during the presidential election (Kaid, 2005). By incorporating attacks in all of their advertising, Bush was able to portray an image of John Kerry more successfully than Kerry was towards Bush. 

Each of the ads analyzed shared the same characteristic of negative ads (Brader, 2005). MoveOn.org’s ad towards Bush’s leadership titled “Platter” obtained bold text that highlighted what the ad wanted the viewer to remember and changing sound. SBVT used black and white images, another negative ad technique in their “Sellout” ad denouncing Kerry’s loyalty to the military and the United States. The majority of Bush ads contained black and white images (26 percent) as opposed to Kerry’s 16 percent (add this at home) which can be another indicator the Bush campaign used more negative ads throughout the election (Kaid, 2005).

Table 1 catalogs the subject breakdown of a sample of 34 negative Bush ads towards Kerry or how Bush wanted the public to perceive his challenger. In discussing the findings of Table 1, it is established that the Bush campaign’s main tactic was to use Kerry’s Senate voting record and current statements during the campaign to portray the challenger as someone who is not a decisive leader with the majority of ads showing this trend.  The majority of Bush’s ads labeled Kerry as the now infamous term, “flip-flopper.” The second highest value, incorporating Kerry with a liberal Congress provided two outcomes for the president. First would be a negative opinion of Kerry and second, a negative opinion of the idea of a Democratic Congress. One of the more effective commercials was the ad entitled “Windsurfing” which had images of Kerry windsurfing on the ocean personifying his characteristic of changing his opinion “whichever the wind blows.” Another label Bush had on Kerry was in terms of his relationship as a member of the liberal Congress. In “Wolves” the Bush campaign used images of wolves to portray enemies of the United States that would have been prevented if members of Congress had voted to cut intelligence spending. 
In “Global Test,” the campaign used a term voiced by Kerry in one of the presidential debates in response to defense tactics if the country were ever to be attacked again. This ad symbolized the Bush tactic of showing Kerry as weak on Defense. Bush also used the tactic to portray Kerry as a tax and spend liberal. In “Taxing our Economy,” the ad issued examples of Kerry’s tax increase votes in Congress. In “Priorities,” Kerry was portrayed as weak on leadership based on votes he missed in the Senate. Images of black and white ordinary Americans are portrayed in each message. 
TABLE 1
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Kerry had a more difficult job in portraying Bush the way his campaign wanted to portray the incumbent. In Table 2’s analysis of 30 ads, the majority of Kerry’s ads questioned Bush’s leadership in a multitude of issues such as on the War on Terrorism, the invasion of Iraq, and the economy and other domestic issues. In “Ever Since,” a September 11 widow describes how Bush’s lack of leadership in supporting a commission to investigate the attacks led her to support John Kerry. In “Right Track,” Bush is described as a president with no real exit strategy for Iraq mixed with bright images of Kerry and the words “A new direction in Iraq.” In “Jobs” the Kerry campaign paints Bush as a Hoover-esque president who lost jobs, support big business and is anti-middle class.

However, Kerry did spend a lot of his advertising time discrediting the Bush campaign’s multitude of negative advertising against him. This can indicate that a significant part of Kerry’s ad expenditures as noted in Table 2, were used in response to a Bush ad and this allowed Bush to set the agenda during the campaign. In “Not True,” Kerry dispelled the Bush campaigns claim (in "Health Care: Practical vs. Big Government") that he was a big government healthcare spender with other members of Congress using large text to outline the correct information. In ‘Despicable,” the Kerry campaign used newspaper clippings and large images of the President and Vice-President denouncing their use of false negative ads towards their campaign.
TABLE 2 
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The majority of the 527 ads dealt with their own issues against each candidate while still garnering enough attention with the press. The SBVT ads dealt with what they felt was a false military record John Kerry was touting as part of his resume. They questioned Kerry’s trust more frequently in their ads as a leader who will inherit a war while denouncing the one he fought in, while loyalty, and honesty while also significant, lacked the importance of the  trust factor. In “Trust,” the interest group used black and white images of Kerry’s anti-war rally he attended and hearing in Congress against the Vietnam War while the voiceover questions anyone’s abilty to trust a person who did not trust his fellow soldiers. In “Any Questions,” many retired soldiers are interviewed proclaiming they served with John Kerry and that he lied about his service with black and white images of Kerry in the background. 

MoveOn.org’s ads dealt with a more variety of issues. As an established organization and 527, they were able to create ads that dealt with the economy as a whole; however, as it was a presidential campaign, the majority of their ads as noted in Table 4, dealt with Bush’s leadership skills as president. They questioned Bush’s leadership with the military such as in “Kerry/Bush” where they denounce Bush’s lack of military experience with images of  a Vietnam War paper being stamped with “failure to appear.” In “Worker,” the organization used images of tired, laid off workers as an example of Bush’s failed leadership to provide jobs for the American people and to support big business instead of the people that elected him to lead.
                           TABLE 3                                                               TABLE 4
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The messages the negative ads used during the 2004 election helped shape the perception of the elecorate until Election Day. Using exit poll data from Election day 2004 and opinion polls from October 2004, there can be a significant trend between how a negative ad influenced the opinions on Bush and Kerry. More specifically, it can show how Bush’s negative ad’s and the SBVT ads were more influential then their Democratic/Liberal counterparts. 

In exit poll data compiled on election day (CNN, 2004), more Americans believed Kerry unfairly attacked Bush (67 percent to 28 percent) than Bush (60 percent to 35 percent). This can be analyzed in that the public did not connect the 527 ads such as SBVT as part of the Bush campaign. In terms of handling the economy, more Americans distrusted Kerry (53 percent) in that sense corrolating with Bush’s ads that labeled Kerry as a tax and spend liberal. 
In terms of leadership, In an October 2004 ABC News Poll respondents stated that they believed Bush, with 54.1 percent against Kerry’s 42.7 percent is better suited for handling the job in Iraq. In that same poll, 55.8 percent against 39.4 percent believed Bush was a stronger leader than Kerry in general. In a CBS News/New York Times October 2004 poll, respondents were uneasy trusting Kerry in an international crisis with 56.7 percent of the vote compared to 49.6 percent for Bush while they believed Bush with 62 percent of the vote had better leadership qualities (Inter-University Consortium For Political and Social Research, 2007). This can correlate with Bush’s ads that targeted Kerry’s weakness of defense and his leadership skills. Exit poll data (CNN, 2004) also concludes that the public trusted Bush (58 to 40 percent) in handling the war on terrorism. 
In the same ABC News October 2004 poll (Inter-University Consortium For Political and Social Research, 2007), more people believed Bush had a clearer stand on the issues (53.6 percent to 37.9 percent) than Kerry; 56.4 percent of respondents in the CBS/New York Times poll also believed Kerry said statements people only wanted to hear in comparison to 60 percent that believed Bush means what he says.  The ABC News/Ohio State poll also corroborated with the other polls indicating that 53.6 percent felt Bush had a clearer stance on the issues compared to Kerry’s 37.9 percent. This correlates with the majority of Bush ads that labeled Kerry a flip-flopper and someone who easily changes his stance on issues. 

In terms of 527 influences, according to an ABC News/Ohio State poll, 45.8 percent more people believed Bush was more honest and trustworthy than Kerry’s 42.3 percent (Inter-University Consortium For Political and Social Research, 2007). Though the percentage is close this can correlate with the SBVT influence and the 80 percent of people that were aware of the ads that questioned his leadership and how close the election turned out to be (Caesar and Busch, 2005). In handling the economy, more believed Kerry (51.2 percent) would have a better handling on the economy than Bush (45.5 percent) while 51 percent in the CBS News/New York Times poll felt Bush did not have a handle on the economy. This can correlate with MoveOn.org’s economy centered commercials and Kerry’s negative commercials towards Bush.
Conclusion
The major findings of this analysis of the 2004 negative presidential campaign ad’s indicates that there is some sort of relationship between negative ads and how they can influence the perception of the voter based on the research done by Wattenberg and Brians (1996) (1999), Freedman and Goldstein (1999), and West (1994). It can be noted that the majority of negative ads that questioned Kerry’s skill as a decisive person or a flip-flopper did influence the perception of the voter towards the end of the election cycle. Kahn and Greer’s (1994) work on negative ad perception towards the voter was also corroborated with the majority opinion believing Bush had more leadership skills than Kerry. 
Wattenberg and Brians (1996) (1999), and Freedman and Goldstein (1999) (2002), research on voter turnout and the increase in voter information was also true in 2004 when more than 121 million people voted, more than any other election and an increase from 2004. Damore (2002) and West’s (1994) research on the political environment and how it influenced negative campaigning is also significant since we were able to see an urgency in 2004 not only because of the 2000 election scandal, but because of the War on Terror and Iraq.

In terms of the influence of 527s we do see a significant influence in the relationship between the SBVT ads and how the voters perceived Kerry as honest and trustworthy. According to Kaid (2005), ads by independent organizations are more effective when they do not endorse a candidate and when they are negative. The amount of media attention not only from the SBVT ads, but the ad time Kerry used to respond to both their and Bush campaign ads also signifies that Bush was able to set the agenda and thus have more control over the campaign (Wattenberg and Brians, 1999; Damore, 2002).
Any weaknesses that may arise with this analysis may be the lack of opinion polling or exit polling data in presidential elections that can specifically indicate the influence of negative ads to the perception a voter has on a candidate. Further research may improve on the actual influence commercials have towards candidate opinions. Nonetheless, this research is a solid start in examining the influence negative ads have toward a presidential campaign and the electorate. 
Negative ads will be a tool that will continue to influence elections and garner significant amounts of funding for a campaign. In 2004, Bush was able to set the agenda of the campaign by using more negative ads than Kerry and forcing the challenger to respond back to his ads. His campaign was also able to create an identity for Kerry such as a flip-flopper than Kerry was unable to surpass. The influence of 527 organizations will continue to grow though many that existed in 2004 will not continue in 2008 as the political environment continues to change.
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