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The presidential campaigns have virtually ignored the internet as an advertising 
medium, according to the first-ever systematic study of online political ads.  The 
campaigns have spent more than $100 on television ads for every dollar they have 
spent on web ads.  The few ads that ran online between January and August 2004 
mainly sought $25 and $50 campaign contributions. 
 
SUMMARY 
 
The presidential campaign world today regards the internet as an asset for fund-
raising, voter-profiling, and insider communication, but not for advertising.  
 
Since January 1, 2004, Evaliant Media Resources, a TNSMI/CMAG affiliate company, 
has monitored more than two thousand commercial web sites on a daily basis.  Evaliant 
has archived each political ad its tracking technology has encountered, noting the ad’s 
web page location, and estimated the amount of money spent to place the ad.  A 
systematic review and analysis of ads placed online by the presidential campaigns, the 
national parties, and 527 advocacy organizations during the first eight months of 2004 
reveals that:  
   

• The primary players in presidential politics this year spent just $2.66 
million on online banner ads between January and August –less than 1% of 
the buy for television ads in the top 100 markets.  Preliminary spending 
analysis for September shows little change in this pattern, despite the start of a 
ban on broadcast and cable election ads paid for with soft money.  By contrast, 
between March 3 and September 20, 2004, according to a CMAG estimate, the 
campaigns spent $330 million on television advertising in the top 100 markets. 

 
• The Kerry campaign has outspent the Bush campaign by a 3:1 margin: $1.3 

million by Kerry, $419,000 by Bush.   The Democratic National Committee 
($257,000) has picked up its online advertising since July, but has spent a 
little over half of that spent by the Republican National Committee 
($487,000).  The 527s (advocacy groups such as MoveOn.org and Swift Boat 



Veterans for Truth which are taking advantage of campaign finance law 
loopholes) have done very little online advertising: $184,000, with $104,000 
by the MoveOn.org Voter Fund. 

 
• Strategically, the Bush campaign aimed its online advertising at middle-

class women and voters in battleground states in one big blast in May 
($403,000 of the $419,000 total).   The Kerry campaign concentrated on 
raising money from progressive outlets in metropolitan areas.   Both 
campaigns preferred local to national and global news outlets, and web sites 
of “old media” properties to those of online companies.    

 
• The most popular purpose of the ads was to raise money, usually solicited in 

$25 and $50 amounts.  A few ads sought to recruit volunteers.  A few made 
statements about the candidates and issues without calling for money or 
volunteers.  No ads contained endorsements or invitations to campaign 
events.   

 
• The biggest online ad buys for Bush were at these sites:  

o KPTV Oregons12.tv.com (FOX, Portland OR)  
o Parents.com (Parents magazine) 
o KNVA-TV.com (WB network, Austin TX) 
o El Nuevo Herald.com  (Miami FL)  
o KPHO CBS 5 News.com (CBS, Phoenix AZ) 

 
• The biggest online ad buys for Kerry were at these sites: 

o SFGate.com  (San Francisco Chronicle newspaper ) 
o Newsweek.com (Newsweek magazine) 
o Village Voice.com (New York City NY alternative weekly newspaper) 
o Reuters.com  (Global news service) 
o L.A.Weekly Media.com (Alternative weekly newspaper) 

 
• Although parts of the online world are a public “wild West” where few 

standards of taste, civility, and accuracy prevail, political advertising on the 
internet has adhered to mass media standards of political discourse.   
Content analysis of the 137 ads in the collection by the Bush, DNC, Kerry, 
and RNC campaigns pre-conventions shows that although a few ads took 
remarks out of context, none descended to obscenity, graphic violence, or 
manifest smears and lies.  A majority (56%) of the ad designs analyzed 
either praised the sponsoring candidate or concluded a candidate contrast 
on a positive note.        

 
 
 



INTRODUCTION: Where are the ads? 
 

Presidential campaigns have incorporated the internet into their activities to a 
greater degree than in 2000.  They have learned from the spectacular successes of 
Democrat Howard Dean’s campaign, and from the small realizations which accrue as 
people spend more time with a new technology.  Specialists in online politics have been 
lobbying the campaigns to try more things on the new medium, partly out of self-interest, 
of course, but partly out of the sensible belief that use of the internet can improve on the 
status quo.  The internet offers creative opportunities in multimedia expression.  It costs 
little to produce online messages and make them available to others.  The internet gives 
campaigners the opportunity to codify, test, discuss, and refine their messages and 
operations --in sum, to sharpen their collective intelligence.  Finally, few legal 
restrictions stand in the way of what can be tried online.   
 
 The campaigns have tried some new things.  This year, for the first time, both 
presidential candidates invited people to visit their web sites during their nomination 
acceptance speeches.  Bush and Kerry campaigners are organizing house parties, making 
videos and sound files especially for online distribution, posting interactive games, and 
narrating the campaign from their point of view in multiple listserv missives a week.  
Tens of millions of dollars have been collected with the help of the internet, most notably 
from small donors.  (Exact online fundraising amounts are not reported to the 
government, and are to some extent incalculable, since online appeals may be answered 
through a phone call or letter, and vice versa.)  Both parties have amassed and analyzed 
data identifying the personal traits, consumer preferences, and voting behavior of more 
than one hundred million citizens, in order to pinpoint canvassing activities and refine 
mobilization appeals.   
 

Yet for all the online experimentation the campaigns have attempted this year, 
they have not ventured aggressively into online advertising. This is somewhat surprising 
because online ads can reach new, undecided, and wavering voters in the demographic 
and geographic niches where they are thought to reside.   

 
Online ads would seem to provide a missing link between the campaigns’ existing 

internet efforts and tens of millions of Americans.  Industry estimates say overall 
spending on online ads is growing faster than in any other medium, and is expected to top 
$8 billion in revenue by the end of 2004.1 Yet the presidential campaigns have moved 
tentatively into the field, as analyses of the spending, content, and placement to date 
discloses. 
 
SPENDING2 

 
As Table One and Chart One show, the presidential and national party campaign 

organizations accounted for 93% of the estimated ad spending detected through the 

                                                 
1 “Ad Spending Up 27%; Growth Twice as Fast as Cable,” www.adage.com , July 29, 2004. 
2 The spending figures would rise slightly if sponsored links on search engines are included; these 
calculations have yet to be performed.   



Evaliant software in the first seven months of 2004: Kerry for President (49.5%), the 
Republican National Committee (18.3%), Bush for President (15.7%), and the 
Democratic National Committee (9.7%).  The 527s have largely ignored online 
advertising.  (As of the first week in September, Swift Boat Veterans for Truth had not 
run any online ads.) 

 
TABLE ONE: SPENDING ESTIMATES BY MONTH. 

 
  CHART ONE: JANUARY-AUGUST SPENDING BY PROPORTION. 
 
{Ed. Note: For both of the above charts, please see Excel document, available at 
http://www.pewinternet.org/files/INTERNET_AD_SPENDING_YTD_August1.xls} 
 
The current total of $2.7 million is less than half of what the John Kerry campaign raised 
in contributions from the internet in a single day: $5.7 million on July 29, the day Kerry 
gave his nomination acceptance speech. 
 
CONTENT 

 
An examination of the 137 online ads deployed by the Bush, Kerry, DNC, and 

RNC campaigns between January and July 2004 reveals that the advertisements have 
consisted mostly of slogans and graphics of the sort found on bumper-stickers and 
billboards, with occasional forays into flash animation. The online ads were notable more 
for the messages they did not contain, rather for their content. For example: 

 
• No campaign ad contained a political endorsement, even though that is a familiar 

practice in listserv emails, automated phone calls, and direct mail. 
• No campaign ad issued invitations to political events or meetings. 
• Very few ads attempted to build enthusiasm among voters as the candidates were 

going into or coming out of primaries and financial disclosure deadlines. Again, 
this is striking because such messages are a common feature in other campaign 
media.   

• Only a small number of ads contained messages targeted to groups, states, or 
other segments of the population that are strategically important to the 
campaigns. This is so despite the fact that the campaigns made careful choices 
reflecting targeting strategies when they made ad buys.   

• Only one ad invited viewers to click to a specific message: a banner in which 
Laura Bush asked readers to “Let me explain why” the president shares her 
passion for education.  The ad linked to a 2 ½-minute video which in turn 
contained a 30-second ad also shown on television.3  This was clear effort at 
persuasion, as the placement analysis in the next section confirms.   

 

                                                 
3 Brian Faler, “Presidential Ad War Escalates Online,” Washington Post, May 30, 2004; Ron Fournier and 
Liz Sidoti, “Laura Bush Appears in Internet Ad,” Associated Press, May 11, 2004.   

http://www.pewinternet.org/files/INTERNET_AD_SPENDING_YTD_August1.xls


Some observers anticipated that the unfiltered and unregulated status of the 
internet might induce campaigns to run underhanded attacks through advertising.  A 
general concern about internet political communications motivates the bill sponsored by 
Senators Lindsay Graham and Ron Wyden to apply the “Stand By Your Ad” disclaimer 
requirement to the internet. 

   
Despite those concerns, the online ads to date were no better or worse than those 

in other high-visibility media.  There were no glaring falsehoods or really low blows.  As 
Table Two shows below, 56% of the ad designs either praised the sponsoring candidate 
or concluded a candidate contrast on a positive note.  Only the Bush campaign designed 
more negative than positive ads; however, the single positive ad –the Laura Bush banner 
with the “special message” link to a video-- accounted for 98% of its placements.   
 
 
 
 

TABLE TWO 
 

Content Analysis of Online Advertisements by Selected Campaigns 
January-July, 2004 

 
 

 DNC RNC BUSH KERRY TOTAL 
Positive 11 (52%) 8 (57%) 1 (14%) 57 (60%) 77 (56%) 
Negative 10 (48%) 6 (43%) 6 (86%) 38 (40%) 60 (44%) 

 
Variations in the size and shape of an ad were counted as a single ad.  Variations in the message of an ad (e.g. changing the name of a 
state) were counted as separate ads.  In (the handful of ) static contrast ads, the right side of the ad was regarded as the conclusion, on 
the presumption that most viewers’ eyes scan as they would read English, from left to right. 
 
SOURCE: Evaliant Media Resources. 

 
 
 
 
A heavy majority of the Kerry and DNC ads (78%) had fund-raising as their main 

purpose.  Bush and RNC ads focused more on recruitment and persuasion (57%).  Only 
the RNC sought to register voters through online ads.  Table Three summarizes the text 
for the five most frequently spotted advertisements by the big four campaigns.  They run 
the familiar gamuts from the vacuous to the substantive, from the straight-forward to the 
shifty.  There has been humor, outrage, and a little outrageous humor, albeit nothing to 
compare with some of the videos posted by the campaigns.4  
 

                                                 
4 See “Listserv Campaigning Heats Up,” a July 6, 2004. Pew Internet Project Commentary at 
www.pewinternet.org . 



 
TABLE THREE 

Top Five Creatives by Frequency 
 

DNC RNC BUSH KERRY 
Victory is Ours 

(135) 
Kerry Own Words 

(930) 
Laura/Education (7180) Give $50 Now 

(528) 
Hurt Missouri 

(74) 
Every Vote Counts 

(444) 
“Conservative Values” 

(34) 
NCLB Debt 

(332) 
Vote Wallet (73) No Defense (356) Donate $50 Now (30) Bush Record 

(313) 
Expiration (68) Success (185) Kerry SUV (26) One-Termer 

(312) 
Wrong Direction 

(53) 
Improve Economy 

(142) 
Kerry For/Against (20) Take Back 

(296) 
NUMBERS INDICATE ENCOUNTERS BY EVALIANT WEB SEARCH TECHNOLOGY. 
 
GENERAL CONTENT OF THE ADS: 
 
VICTORY IS OURS: Fireworks and confetti, post-convention appeal. 
HURT MISSOURI:  In investigative genre black-and-white with traditional typeface: “George Bush promised Missouri 
Security Cheaper Health Care More Job Training; But a Secret White House Memo Shows Bush Planning Deep Cuts 
That Will Hurt Your Family (Washington Post, 5/27/04); Click Here to Find Out How the Bush Cuts Will Hurt 
Missouri.” 
VOTE WALLET: “On November 2, Vote With Your Ballot, Until Then Vote With Your Wallet.” 
EXPIRATION: “Expiration Date 11/02/04 –Help Send Bush Packing.” 
WRONG DIRECTION: Cartoon of an animal skull beneath a sign marked “Bush” that points into the desert.  “George 
W. is leading America in the wrong direction.” 
 
KERRY OWN WORDS:  Kerry says his own vote to “abandon our troops” was reckless and irresponsible; listen in his 
own words. 
EVERY VOTE COUNTS: 20,000 votes decided four states in 2000 –make a difference. 
NO DEFENSE: “Democrats Have No Defense” with photo of angry Howard Dean, “Click here to get the facts.” 
SUCCESS: “Lower taxes.  More jobs.  Low interest rates.”  Learn more about the future.  Photo of Bush standing in 
front of a large rock formation. 
IMPROVE ECONOMY: “The RNC plans to continue to improve the economy.  Click here to learn more.” 
 
LAURA/EDUCATION:  Photo of First Lady in front of a bookshelf.  “Education is my passion.  And the President’s 
too.  Let me explain why.”  “Please click here for a special message.” 
“CONSERVATIVE VALUES”: “Kerry says he’s for ‘conservative values.’  Really?  The nonpartisan National Journal 
says he’s more liberal than Hillary and Ted.” 
DONATE $50 NOW:  “The most liberal ticket in history.”  Photos include Howard Dean, Michael Moore.  
KERRY SUV: Kerry saying different things about his SUV to autoworkers in Detroit and to environmentalists.  “Huh?  
Keep Kerry Out.” 
KERRY FOR/AGAINST: Kerry line about voting for $87 billion before he voted against it.  “Huh?  Keep Kerry Out.” 
 
GIVE $50 NOW: “If you want Kerry to win in November we need your help today.” 
NCLB DEBT: “George Bush wants to ‘Leave No Child Behind.’  He’ll need every last one to pay off his $5 trillion 
debt.  Help stop Bush misleadership for just $25.” 
BUSH RECORD: An animated cartoon in which Bush with a crown on his head tries to run away from his record but is 
flattened by a letter with a contribution to the Kerry campaign. 
ONE-TERMER: “Help make George W. a one-termer.” 
TAKE BACK: “Help me take back the White House.”  Photo of smiling Kerry with sleeves rolled up and an upraised 
fist. 



 
 
PLACEMENT (With research assistance by Alex Storey) 
 
 Online ads provide a campaign with great versatility in placement options.  Ads 
can be purchased on the web counterparts of most media outlets (e.g. local television 
stations, specialized magazines, national radio networks), as well as on portals (AOL), 
marketplaces (eBay), blogs, and other sites analogous to physical locations.  Thus, a web 
buy can complement or substitute for buys in almost every other medium.    
 
 The Bush and Kerry campaign ad buys prior to the conventions reflected different 
priorities.  As Tables Four, Five, and Six detail below, the Bush campaign aimed one big 
blast at middle-class women and voters in battleground states, while the Kerry campaign 
concentrated on raising money from progressive outlets in metropolitan areas.  Both 
campaigns preferred local to national news outlets, although the Kerry campaign spent 
much more on national news outlets.  Neither campaign sought ads in national political 
magazine web sites, with one exception, a single Bush placement on 
NationalJournal.com.    

 
TABLE FOUR 

Bush and Kerry Ad Placement Contrast 
(January-July 2004) 

 
TYPE OF OUTLET* BUSH KERRY 

Local Outlets  5025   (69.5%) 3931 (59.1%) 
Nat’l News Outlets 16 (0.2%) 2043 (30.7%) 
Nat’l Specialized 2142 (29.6%) 531 (8.0%) 

Nat’l Business 40 (0.6%) 54 (0.8%) 
Nat’l Political 1 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 
Miscellaneous 6 (0.1%) 98 (1.5%) 

   
Battleground 3347 (46.3%) 1315 (19.8%) 
Metro Area 237 (3.3%) 1413 (21.2%) 

This information was compiled by a TNSMI/CMAG affiliate company, Evaliant Media Resources.  Using its “spidering” technology, 
Evaliant searches thousands of Web sites seeking brand-related banner advertising.  Once found, these advertisements are tagged and 
collated according to Web site location, daily frequency, and estimated media-buying expenditure.   Thus, the numbers in the above 
table correspond to the number of times an ad with the brand name was encountered in daily sweeps for the first seven months of 
2004.  
 
OUTLET DEFINITIONS: 
 
LOCAL OUTLETS: geographically delimited web sites, such as those of television stations and most newspapers. 
NATIONAL NEWS OUTLETS: web sites of broadcast/cable networks, nationally distributed newspapers, etc. 
NATIONAL SPECIALIZED PUBLICATIONS: web sites of nationally distributed periodicals and online publications and services. 
NATIONAL POLITICAL PUBLICATIONS: web sites of opinion journals and specialized periodicals focusing on national 
government and politics. 
 
BATTLEGROUND: defined here as 16 states: AR, FL, IA, MI, MN, NV, NH, NM, OH, OR, PA, TN, WA, WV, WI. 
METRO AREA: geographically delimited web sites corresponding to large metropolitan areas. 



 
 

TABLE FIVE 
Bush Top Twenty Placements 
January-mid-September, 2004 

 
1. KPTV Oregons12.tv.com (FOX, Portland OR)  970 
2. Parents.com       938 
3. KNVA-TV.com (WB, Austin TX)   551 
4. El Nuevo Herald.com  (Miami FL)    471 
5. KPHO CBS 5 News.com (CBS, Phoenix AZ)  335 
6. AZFamily.com      303 
7. KGW.com    (NBC, Portland OR)    272 
8. WOOD TV8.com (NBC, Grand Rapids MI)  233 
9. Bon Appetit.com      222 
10. KXAN-TV.com (NBC, Austin TX)   217 
11. CondeNet/Epicurious.com     215 
12. Ohio.com       214 
13. ParentCenter.com      201 
14. Gourmet.com       186 
15. ColumbusDispatch.com     176 
16. KHOU-TV.com (CBS, Houston TX)   165 
17. LadiesHomeJournalOnline     153 
18. Miami Herald Internet Edition.com   141 
19. STLToday.com  (St. Louis MO)    118 
20.  FoxNews.com                   113 

 
 

This information was compiled by a TNSMI/CMAG affiliate company, Evaliant Media Resources.  Using its “spidering” technology, 
Evaliant searches thousands of Web sites seeking brand-related banner advertising.  Once found, these advertisements are tagged and 
collated according to Web site location, daily frequency, and estimated media-buying expenditure.   Thus, the numbers in the above 
table correspond to the number of  times an ad with the brand name was encountered in daily sweeps for the first seven months of 
2004. 
 



 
 

TABLE SIX 
Kerry Top Twenty Placements 
January-mid-September, 2004 

 
1.   SFGate.com     1144 
2.   Newsweek.com      938 
3.   Village Voice.com      766 
4. Reuters.com       462 
5.   L.A.Weekly Media.com     437 
6.   US News & World Report.com    435 
7.   Seattle P-I.com      416 
8.   Seattletimes.com      288 
9.   Hollywood Reporter.com     195 
10. Salon.com        194 
11. MSN Slate.com       166 
12. TheBookMarc.com (textbook vendor)    151 

         13. MSNBC.com         130 
                         14. Sun Times.com (Myrtle Beach SC)        97 

15. El Nuevo Herald.com (Miami FL)       87 
16. Washington Post.com       86 
17. CNN.com         77 
18. Ohio.com          69 
19. Monterey County Herald.com (CA)     46 
20. Sun Herald.com  (Biloxi MS)      45 

 
This information was compiled by a TNSMI/CMAG affiliate company, Evaliant Media Resources.  Using its “spidering” 

technology, Evaliant searches thousands of Web sites seeking brand-related banner advertising.  Once found, these advertisements are 
tagged and collated according to Web site location, daily frequency, and estimated media-buying expenditure.   Thus, the numbers in 
the above table correspond to the number of  times an ad with the brand name was encountered in daily sweeps for the first seven 
months of 2004.  

 

 
 
Parenting web sites (which also include ParentCenter.com, AmericanBaby.com 

and family.msn.com) made up 16.5% of Bush ad occurrences.  Parents.com (the web site 
of Parents Magazine), according to its advertising kit, has as its typical visitor a 32 year-
old mother with children under the age of 3.  Gourmet.com, Epicurious.com, 
BonAppetit.com, LadiesHomeJournal.com and BetterHomesandGardens.com accounted 
for 11.4% of Bush ad occurrences; the average visitor to Gourmet.com (Gourmet 
Magazine’s web site) is a 44 year-old college educated woman who works full time and 
has a median household income of over $74,000.  This demographic pattern, along with 
the content analysis, suggests that the preeminent interests were in persuasion and 
perhaps recruitment of middle-class women to the Bush campaign.  The absence of buys 
after May suggests that the Bush campaign regarded this foray into online advertising as 
a failed experiment. Others note that there might have been a small chance for any 



political ad to succeed during this period because the national attention was riveted on 
stories about abuse of Iraqi prisoners in Abu Ghraib.    

 
Five national news sites – newsweek.com, reuters.com, usnews.com, slate.com 

and salon.com – accounted for a third (32.9%) of Kerry ad occurrences.  The top site was 
Newsweek.com, a part of MSNBC.com.  It attracts an equal amount of men and women. 
They are relatively young (74% age 25-54), middle-class (69% have a household income 
of $50K+), married (69%), and well educated (59% have at least a college degree).  Six 
sites aimed at metropolitan area readers, especially progressives, accounted for 49% of 
the Kerry buy: SFGate, Village Voice, LA Weekly, Hollywood Reporter, and the web 
sites of the two Seattle daily newspapers.  This pattern, again in conjunction with the 
content analysis, suggests that the Kerry campaign’s predominant interest was in 
fundraising.  

 
There was not great effort in either campaign to coordinate its online advertising 

with its advertising on television. We compared local ad placement preferences with 
those for television ads, as tabulated by the Nielsen Monitor-Plus and the University of 
Wisconsin Advertising Project.5   The Bush campaign placed online ads in only 2 of the 
top 10 markets for its television advertising (Detroit MI and Wilkes Barre-Scranton PA), 
and Kerry placed online ads in only 1 of the top 10 markets for its television advertising 
(Cleveland OH).   Preliminary analysis of August data shows more overlap in that month.  
However, the Bush campaign has purchased no online ads in September, with only 102 
ads encountered for August (all on FoxNews.com); ads by the Kerry campaign were 
encountered by the Evaliant technology 34 times in August and 26 so far in September. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 

Presidential campaigns play a special role in the American r political system: they 
are the main venue for communication between the nation’s leaders and its sovereign 
citizens.  For decades, the dominance of mass media have inculcated a sense of 
spectatorship among the citizenry.  Mass media have also driven up the cost of 
campaigning.  The internet has the potential to include more voices in the campaign 
dialogue, from aggregations of individual preferences in polls, to sequential discussions 
in blogs, to synchronous participation in conference calls and online chats.  

 
 The 2004 presidential campaigns have acted on that potential in creative ways.  

The Bush and Kerry campaigns have employed a variety of internet tools to recruit 
volunteers, raise money, and engage new voters through their web sites, email efforts, use 
of blogs, and social networking activities such as Meetup.com. What they do not yet 
seem to believe very deeply is that aggressive online advertising might have a payoff.    
      

 
 

                                                 
5 Nielsen Monitor-Plus and University of Wisconsin Advertising Project, “High Volume of Presidential 
Campaign TV Advertising in Battleground States….” July 2004 news release. 



METHODOLOGY 
 
This information was compiled by a TNSMI/CMAG affiliate company, Evaliant Media 
Resources.  Using its “spidering” technology, Evaliant searches thousands of Web sites 
seeking brand-related banner advertising.  Once found, these advertisements are tagged 
and collated according to Web site location, daily frequency, and estimated media-buying 
expenditure.   Each time the spider sees an ad on a web site page, that is counted as an 
encounter; an ad placed on three different pages of one site on one day would thus yield a 
count of three. 
 
 


