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Abstract   
   Since Citizens United, elections have witnessed an increasing 
number of candidate-focused advocacy ads (that are not sponsored 
by candidates). The literature addressing the effects of the increase 
in advocacy ads has largely focused on their financial dominance, 
leaving unclear the potential impact that such advocacy ads have on 
the decision-making processes of voters. In this research, we employ 
the framework of attitudinal ambivalence to explore experimentally 
the psychological influences of campaign ads by comparing the 
impact of candidate-sponsored and advocacy ads on viewers. Based 
on two studies, we find evidence that viewers perceive and evaluate 
campaign-related advocacy ads in much the same way as candidate-
sponsored ads. However, we find evidence that PAC-sponsored ads 
generate higher levels of ambivalence as compared to candidate 
ads, which renders the measured link between attitudes and voting 
unpredictable.
Keywords: Ambivalence, Felt Ambivalence, Latent Ambivalence, 
Attitudes, Voting, Candidate Ads, Advocacy Ads, Persuasion.
Introduction
   For the past five decades, United States campaign finance 
laws—beginning with the Federal Election Campaign Act (FECA 
1971) and including the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act (BCRA 
2002) have focused on three things: limits on contributions, limits 
on expenditures, and disclosure of contributors. These laws have 
been counterbalanced by court decisions reaffirming the primacy 
of freedom of expression, particularly for those unaffiliated with 
campaigns. Since Citizen’s United (2010), those interested in the 
outcome of elections have increasingly donated to outside groups 
that avoid the restrictions imposed on candidates and traditional 
Political Action Committees (PACs). As a result, election spending 
has skyrocketed since 2010, fueled largely by outside organizations. 
For example, in presidential elections, outside spending increased 
from $142.3 million in 2008 to $2 billion in 2020 [1]. While in the 
decade before Citizen’s United, outside groups outspent candidates in 
only 15 races, in the subsequent decade that number increased eight-
fold to 126. Although the majority of justices in Citizen’s United 
acknowledged the government’s interest in disclosing the names of

contributors to organizations involved in outside spending, the 
erosion of BCRA coincided with a decline in disclosures from 97% 
in 2004 to 40% in 2012 [2]. 
  Despite increased spending on issue advocacy, little understanding 
exists regarding the differential persuasive effects of advocacy ads 
compared to candidate-sponsored ads. The literature exploring the 
information processing influence of issue advocacy ads on voters 
since Citizens United is scant, and the available work has focused 
largely on the magnitude of financial resources spent by Super PACs 
during campaigns [3, 4]. For example, recent research on advocacy 
ads has focused on such areas of inquiry as the influence of tone, 
target, and issue ownership [5] and interest group spending and why 
the groups spend on television ads [6].
   However, very little research examines the role of such ads on 
cognitive inconsistency, or ambivalence, in a voter’s mind. Voters 
experience ambivalence when they hear contradictory evidence 
about candidates—an experience that increases as they are exposed 
to more ads sponsored by outside groups. In contrast to the bulk of 
research addressing advocacy ads, our research focuses, instead, 
on the psychological influence that both candidate-sponsored and 
advocacy-sponsored ads have on a voter’s experienced ambivalence 
[7], and, through it, on intended voting behavior.
   The literature has well established that political ads persuade voters 
during elections [8-10]. Both candidates and advocacy organizations 
employ ads to disseminate persuasive messages to potential voters 
[11]. The communication strategies employed in advocacy ads 
are similar to those in traditional candidate-sponsored ads [4]. 
Additionally, candidate ads, advocacy ads promote both favorable 
and unfavorable messages about candidates, their rivals, and political 
issues.
   Advocacy ads are much more likely to be negative than candidate-
sponsored ads.  Prior literature has examined and demonstrated the 
impact of positive and negative ads during elections on voter attitude 
[10-17].  By influencing voter attitude, the message create positive 
feelings [18], thoughts [19], and attitudes [20, 21]. Voters dislike 
negative ads and tend to hold candidates responsible for sponsoring 
them. Potentially, this backlash might not occur if voters understand 
that advocacy ads are sponsored by outside groups rather than 
candidates [22, 23].
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   Advocacy ads tend to dominate electoral information sources, 
potentially having a greater influence on voter persuasion [24-26]. 
Election related ads are required to identify their sponsors (candidate 
names for campaigns and organization names for PACs). While the 
objective of both is to persuade voters to go to the polls and vote 
for the supported candidate [9], advocacy ads must omit “vote for” 
and other electioneering terminology. Given the similarity between 
the objectives and delivery methods of the ads, empirical evidence 
examining the differential effects of advocacy ads on voters’ 
information processing is limited. Controlling for party affiliation, 
Siev and Petty [27] found that ambivalent attitudes promote support 
for extreme political violence in campaigns. We did not explore this 
topic, but it certainly points to the importance of understanding voter 
ambivalence, and these studies aim to do precisely that.
   Our research seeks to contribute to the literature by exploring 
whether voters process ads differentially depending on their sponsor: 
candidate or interest group. Because of prior literature in social 
psychology [28-30], we are particularly interested in the role of 
ambivalence in voter decision-making. Attitudinal ambivalence 
refers to a mental state where a voter simultaneously accesses both 
positive and negative reactions toward a given candidate [28, 29, 
31, 32, 33]. We use Priester and Petty’s [28] notion of ambivalence 
as a cognitive response to being faced simultaneously with both 
positive and negative stimuli (ad valence) regarding a subject (for 
us, a candidate). We explore whether voters process the two ad 
types differently and whether such differences impact voter attitudes 
and behaviors, specifically through the mechanism of attitudinal 
ambivalence.
   Although partisanship and candidate knowledge have traditionally 
been identified as the major drivers guiding voter decisions, Lavine 
[34] argued that during elections, attitudinal ambivalence toward 
candidates tends to be more important and influential. For example, 
an individual could hold both positive and negative thoughts about 
a given candidate: A voter may like the candidate’s social policy 
positions and dislike their fiscal policy positions. If both these 
opposite-valence reactions become simultaneously accessible 
during the decision-making process, the individual will experience a 
cognitive inconsistency leading to feelings of tension or discomfort. 
Confronted with this conflict, the individual seeks to either reduce 
or avoid the discomfort [35]. Hence, understanding the effects 
of ambivalence would generate a better understanding of voter 
behavior. Both advocacy ads and candidate-sponsored ads deliver 
both positive and negative messages during elections, but no research 
currently explores the combined effects of valence and type of ads on 
attitudinal ambivalence in the political domain. Hence, understanding 
the effects of ambivalence would generate a better understanding of 
voter behavior.
   Elections are breeding grounds for ambivalence [27]. Prior literature 
has demonstrated that increased ambivalence tends to reduce voting 
and political participation [36]. Interestingly, the current advertising 
pattern may lead to a situation where voters may face increased 
ambivalence. Essentially, campaigns deploy ads favorable toward 
their candidates while, simultaneously, competing candidates and 
advocacy groups deploy negative ads. Because advocacy ads are 
not sponsored by the candidates, the candidates are buffered from 
voter backlash against negative ads [23]. Voters try to deal with 
these conflicting messages using compensatory processes by 
weighing both positive and negative information to derive an overall 
evaluation. For example, according to the multi-attribute model, if an 
individual has three positive and two negative attitudes, the person 
might compensate for the two negatives with the positives [20]. The 
formed overall evaluation will then guide subsequent decisions [28, 
29, 32].
   This balancing suggests that voter preference might be weakened
by the presence of conflicting messages. In order to strengthen the

preference, campaigns and other organizations increase the frequency 
of ads, intending to create univalent attitudes toward candidates. For 
example, Shaw [37] examined the presidential elections of 1988, 
1992, and 1996, and found that an increase in political advertising 
led to an increased vote share for the sponsoring candidate. The 
advertising strategy assumes that increasing the frequency of positive 
ads will lead to a higher number of positive thoughts to compensate 
for contrasting stimuli and lead to an overall positive evaluation of a 
candidate, thereby winning the voter’s favor.
   Since both sides seek to increase their advertising effectiveness, 
the conflicting ads can prompt voter ambivalence. Within a given 
election cycle, many voters remain ambivalent and are unable to 
vote in line with their evaluations of candidates. After studying 
the data on House elections between 1990 to 2000, Basinger and 
Lavine [38] reported that 30% of voters were ambivalent toward 
their preferred party, and, more critically, voted opposite to what the 
overall measured evaluations would have predicted. Furthermore, the 
ambivalence literature suggests that increased levels of ambivalence 
toward candidates leads to increased instability in voters’ evaluations 
of candidates [34, 39].
   In the context of elections, ambivalence has higher significance 
because of consequences to individual voters and political campaigns. 
From the perspective of voters, ambivalence creates discomfort due 
to the increased salience of the cognitive inconsistency between the 
positive and negative reactions toward the same candidate or party 
[28, 30, 40, 41]. People dislike inconsistency as it creates feelings 
of discomfort [30]. Hence, feelings of ambivalence are undesirable 
for voters because they create feelings of discomfort and are highly 
aversive [30]. From a political campaign’s perspective, increased 
ambivalence toward a candidate is detrimental to their campaign 
because it creates instability in evaluations [34, 39]. Ambivalence 
negatively correlates with attitudes [28, 29] and weakens the ability 
of attitudes to guide behavior. Finally, the process interrupts the 
impact of attitudes on voting behavior [30, 36, 42, 43].
   In light of the preceding literature, we ask three research questions: 
RQ1: Does watching advocacy ads prompt differential information 
processing? 
RQ2: Does watching an advocacy ad generate increased ambivalence 
toward candidates? 
RQ3: Does the ambivalence literature apply to voters’ information 
processing in guiding their electoral choice?
   As discussed previously, advocacy ads provide indirect information 
about elections in contrast to the direct electioneering of candidate 
(“vote for me”) ads. Prior literature suggests that the structure of 
incoming information guides its processing [44]. The structure of 
advocacy ads tends to generate an issue-based cognitive framework 
to facilitate learning and help with intra-dimensional comparison 
of candidates [11]. Because advocacy ads should focus on issues, 
voters could perceive them differently from candidate ads. The 
literature suggests that advocacy ads focus primarily on issues [3]. 
Their use of evidence makes them more credible, trustworthy, and 
persuasive [11, 25]. Because most of this literature predates Citizens 
United, we predict a different outcome in our studies, which will be 
a contribution to the extant literature.
   The electoral motivation of candidate-sponsored ads is clear, 
obvious, and usually self-serving for the candidate [45]; however, 
the motivation is less obvious for advocacy ads. Because candidate-
sponsored ads have a clearer focus than advocacy ads, we predict 
that voters process advocacy ads more thoroughly, given their higher 
credibility and relevance. Thus, we propose that the valence of the 
advertisement will have an impact on evaluations of and preferences 
for candidates. Watching positive ads will increase positive attitudes 
about the candidate, thereby increasing voter preference for the 
candidate. 
   We expect that ambivalence enters into the evaluation process by 
way of expectation confirmation theory. The literature suggests that

vol. 2 iss. 2 (Jul-Dec) 2024



Page 3 of 13

J Poli Sci Publi Opin
                                                                                                                                                                                       

when we are exposed to information that contradicts our expectations, 
we tend to be ambivalent about the subject of that information. In 
general, in the face of purely positive information, consumers feel 
ambivalent because they keep wondering what negative information 
might be missing [46].
   Employing the expectation-confirmation paradigm, we anticipate 
two ways in which advocacy ads will differentially influence 
voter ambivalence compared to candidate ads. Although issue ads 
could be either positive or negative [47], usually during elections 
they are negative. Hence, viewers will expect interest groups to 
sponsor negative issue ads. Thus, negative issues ads will confirm 
expectations leading to lower levels of ambivalence [46]. Hence, we 
propose that consuming an unfavorable issue advocacy ad toward a 
candidate will lead to lower experienced ambivalence as compared 
to negative candidate ads.
   Given that advocacy groups tend to emphasize dissenting positions 
between themselves and candidates, viewers are unlikely to expect 
positive issue ads. In this situation, consuming a positive issue ad 
will lead to expectancy-disconfirmation. Hence, we propose that 
watching an issue advocacy ad favoring a candidate would lead 
to increased levels of experienced ambivalence as compared to a 
candidate ad favoring a candidate.
   H1: Ad valence stimulates voter emotion (positive or negative), 
which subsequently influences voter preference for a candidate.
   H2: Positive advocacy ads provoke higher levels of ambivalence 
than candidate-sponsored ads.
   H3: Regardless of gender, ambivalence interrupts the link between 
preference and the behavior of voting.
   Based on these predictions, we pursue two objectives using two 
randomized experiments. First, we investigate the differential effect 
of advocacy versus candidate ads. Study 1 analyzes the differential 
persuasion path for these two ad types. Then, in Study 2, we rule 
out gender of candidate as a confounding factor. The methodological 
details of both studies, along with their results, follow.
Materials and Methods
   We conducted two studies using essentially the same materials and 
approaches. The major difference between Studies 1 and 2 is that 
Study 1 compared candidate ads and issues-advocacy ads. Study 2 
looked at advocacy ads and the impact of gender on intended voter 
behavior.
Study 1
   We used an experimental research design to examine whether 
individuals process advocacy ads differentially than candidate-
sponsored ads. We used an online Qualtrics sample (N=532) 
representative of the United States’ voting population based on 
gender, race, and ethnicity. This sampling assured strong external 
validity, while random assignment to experimental conditions helped 
demonstrate causality.
   The study employed a 2 (valence: positive vs. negative) X 2 (ad 
type: candidate vs. advocacy) between-subjects design. As shown in 
the Appendix, we employed ad valence as a between-subjects factor. 
That is, each participant was randomly assigned to either a positive 
valence condition or a negative valence cell. For the stimulus 
material, we selected video ads from past congressional elections (see 
Appendix Table 11 for candidate names). Most of these videos are no 
longer available, but Table 13 in the Appendix contains a hyperlink 
to the positive advocacy ad for Katie Hill and the negative advocacy 
ad against Catherine Cortez Masto as examples these kinds of ads.
   We assigned participants randomly to either a positive or a negative 
ad valence block. Within each ad block, participants received two 
stimuli: a candidate ad and an issue ad. For each stimuli, participants 
first viewed a picture of the candidate and reported their likelihood of
voting for the candidate (Candidate Evaluation) using the scale from
0 (not at all likely) to 100 (highly likely). Next, participants viewed

a video ad after which they again rated their likelihood of voting for 
the candidate on the same scale. Finally, participants responded to a 
series of questions measuring latent ambivalence, felt ambivalence, 
homophily, attitude towards the ad, and portrayal of the ad (see 
Table 12 in the Appendix for items in the Ad Attitude variable). The 
ambivalence literature distinguishes between an attitude and the 
resulting behavior when it argues that ambivalence weakens the link 
between attitude and behavior. This distinction parallels the voting 
behavior literature that separates two different decisions made by 
voters: Voters decide both which candidate they prefer and also 
whether they will actually go to the polls and vote.
   We measured the impact of the ads on voting behavior by subtracting 
the first Candidate Evaluation from the second. Complicating 
the decision process is the participant’s evaluation of the ad. We 
measured Ad Evaluation with a 100-point feeling thermometer. To 
model the decision-making process fully, we needed to model all 
three aspects: candidate evaluation, ad evaluation, and the resulting 
behavioral change (in voting likelihood).
Measures
   Change in Voting Likelihood. As described above, for this 
variable we subtracted the pre-viewing voting likelihood from the 
post-viewing score. Hence, a positive difference indicates that the 
likelihood of voting for the candidate increased after watching the 
ad. We model this change as a function of Candidate Evaluation and 
Ad Evaluation.
   Candidate Evaluation. This is a standard 100-point feeling 
thermometer scale measuring warmth toward the candidate depicted 
in the ad. We modelled Candidate Evaluation with two major variables. 
First, Homophily: We expect viewers to evaluate a candidate more 
warmly when they perceive themselves to be similar to the candidate. 
We adapted the Homophily measure from McCroskey, et al. [48]
and Ahif et al. [49]. Participants rated whether they perceived the 
candidate to be similar to them in general, as well as in thinking, 
behavior, social class, and culture using scales anchored from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). We calculated a Homophily 
index by taking the average of scores on the five items. Higher values 
indicate greater homophily toward the candidate. Second, Portrayal 
of Candidate: When an ad portrays a candidate more positively, we 
expect the viewer to evaluate the candidate more warmly. Participants 
rated the ad’s portrayal of the candidate as positive or negative, using 
a scale of 1 (very negative) to 5 (very positive).
                     Candidate Evaluation
    =Homophily Index+ Portrayal of Candidate+Pos.Emotion+Neg.  
Emotion
   Ad Evaluation. Like candidate evaluation, this is a standard 
100-point feeling thermometer scale measuring warmth toward 
the ad. We modeled ad evaluation as a function of three different 
variables. First, Attitude toward Ad: We expect that positive attitudes 
toward the ad (in contrast to negative attitudes) will result in a more 
positive evaluation of the ad. We measured the attitudes toward the 
ad using six seven-point semantic differential scales anchored by 1 
(negative attitudes) to 7 (positive attitudes) as detailed in Table 12 
of the Appendix. We averaged the scores on these items to derive 
an overall score of attitude toward the ad. Second, the variable for 
Evidence: We expected that ads using more evidence would be 
evaluated more positively. In a series of dummy variables, we asked 
participants whether the ad included different kinds of evidence, 
comprising details, numbers, news stories, or other sources of 
information. We calculated the evidence variable by totaling the 
number of types of information used in the ad, for a possible score
of 0-4. Third, perceived Interest Group Sponsor. We expected that 
viewers would evaluate ads more negatively when they thought 
the sponsor was an interest group. We measured this variable with 
an item that asked, “How likely is it that the ad was paid for by an 
interest group?” with possible responses ranging from 1 (Strongly 
Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree).
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    Ad Eval.= Attitude toward Ad+Evidence+Interest Group 
Sponsor+Pos.Emotion - Neg.Emotion
   Emotions1. Complicating these relationships are the emotions 
produced while watching the ad. We measured emotional responses 
to the ad on a scale anchored from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree). Positive Emotions included happy, pleased, excited, 
enthusiastic, and satisfied; while Negative Emotions included 
resentful, depressed, irritated, angry, worried, uncomfortable, and 
nervous. We averaged the positive and negative emotional responses 
separately to yield two variables (with scores ranging 1-5). Because 
these can influence all aspects of the decision-making process, we 
included them in all three models (change in voting likelihood, 
candidate evaluation and ad evaluation).
   Ambivalence. The literature suggests that ambivalence breaks 
the normal link between attitude (for us candidate evaluation) and 
behavior (for us change in voting likelihood) in a pathway beginning 
with latent ambivalence and leading through felt ambivalence. 
We measured latent ambivalence toward each candidate using the 
formula from Zemborain and Johar [50]:
   Latent Ambivalence= [(Positive+Negative)-2(abs|Positive-
Negative|)+1]
   In this equation, P is participant placement of how positive their 
thoughts are toward the candidate from 1 to 4 (not at all positive to 
extremely positive) and N is how negative their thoughts are from 
1 to 4 (not at all negative to extremely negative). The calculated 
measure of latent ambivalence ranges from 1 to 9 with 9 indicating 
the highest level of latent ambivalence.
   We measured felt ambivalence with the Priester and Petty [28] scale. 
In response to three items, participants indicated how conflicted, 
mixed, and indecisive their reactions were toward the candidate on a 
scale ranging from zero (feel no conflict, feel no indecision, one-sided 
reaction) to 10 (feel maximum conflict, feel maximum indecision, 
feel completely mixed reactions). We calculated the felt ambivalence 
index by computing the average scores for the three items.
Study 2
   Given prior literature on stereotypes suggesting that voters perceive 
female candidates differently than males [51, 52], in Study 2 we 
explore whether the type of ad or the gender of the candidate leads 
to the observed difference in felt ambivalence, as is suggested by 
Bauer [53]. We employed both male and female candidates for both 
valences in this study of advocacy ads.
   Similar to Study 1, Study 2 included a representative sample of 
512 participants from a Qualtrics panel. The study employed a 

2 (valence: positive vs. negative) X 2 (gender: male vs. female) 
mixed-subjects design. As shown in Table 13 of the Appendix, we 
employed ad valence as a between-subjects factor, with the gender of 
the candidate as a within-subjects factor. Using random assignment 
for each valence, participants responded to two stimuli, one male and 
one female candidate. We randomized the order of presentation of 
ads (male and female candidates) to prevent gender order effects.
   As in Study 1 we selected four advocacy video ads from past 
congressional elections for the study, with the candidates identified 
in the Appendix. Participants viewed a picture of the candidate, 
responded to the voting likelihood measure, watched an ad for the 
same candidate and finally responded to a series of items including 
the voting likelihood measure for a second time. In the second 
condition, all participants followed the same sequence as in the first, 
but with a candidate of the opposite sex.
  For this study, we focused on the final component of the decision-
making process—the effect of the ad on voting likelihood. We 
used the measures from Study 1 of voting likelihood, candidate 
evaluation, ad evaluation, positive emotion, negative emotion, and 
felt ambivalence.
Results
Study 1: Advocacy Ads and Intention to Vote
   We had two major goals. First, we sought to develop a model of 
voter decision making to evaluate whether voters process advocacy 
ads differently than candidate-sponsored ads. Second, we sought to 
determine whether advocacy ads increase voter ambivalence. This 
is a concern because our review of the literature suggests that such 
ambivalence could decrease the likelihood that voters will follow 
through on their candidate evaluation, thus changing their behavioral 
intention to vote for the candidate.
   The first step of the analysis was to examine whether the type 
of ad (candidate or advocacy) influenced viewer perceptions of 
it. For parsimony, we analyzed all the measures separately for 
both positive and negative ads. Unless specified, we analyzed all 
results by employing a one-way ANOVA using the type of ad as 
the independent variable. Two separate analyses, presented in Table 
1, control for ad valence (positive vs. negative). Regardless of ad 
type, valence will influence viewers’ responses to the ads by either 
increasing or decreasing viewer favorability toward the featured 
candidate. As shown in Table 1, the means for positive ads are higher 
than those for negative ads. Positive ads increased the likelihood of 
voting for the portrayed candidate (supporting H1), while negative 
ads decreased the likelihood (supporting H2). These results support 
our decision to address valence when analyzing ads.

Dependent Variable Max 
Value

Positive Ads Negative Ads
Mean for 
Candidate Ad

Mean for 
Advocacy Ad

η2 Mean for 
Candidate Ad

Mean for 
Advocacy Ad

η2

Change in Voting 
Likelihood

100 7.82 4.78 0.005 -4.33 -4.78 0.001

Candidate Evaluation 100 56.16 53.88 0.002 36.98 35.27 0.001
Candidate Portrayal 5 3.97 3.89 0.002 2.46 2.45 0.001
Homophily 5 3.04 2.99 0.001 2.42 2.23 0.008*
Ad Evaluation 100 55.55 52.01 0.004 34.80 37.62 0.003
Attitude—Ad 7 4.35 4.41 0.001 3.72 3.84 0.002
Evidence 4 1.47 1.11 0.020** 1.38 1.56 0.005
Perceived Interest 
Group Sponsor

5 3.42 3.49 0.001 3.48 3.58 0.002

Positive Emotion 5 2.86 2.82 0.001 2.32 2.27 0.001
Negative Emotion 5 2.43 2.36 0.001 3.03 2.96 0.001
Felt Ambivalence 10 4.63 4.84 0.002 4.39 4.15 0.002
Latent Ambivalence 9 2.97 2.65 0.005 2.97 2.47 0.012*

Table 1. ANOVAs for Study 1
*p<0.05, **p<0.01

1The Emotion scale was developed but never used by Dr. Ross Buck in a publication before his passing. We use it on the basis of permission he gave to Forbus.
vol. 2 iss. 2 (Jul-Dec) 2024
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   The question we began to answer with these data is whether viewers 
perceived advocacy ads differently than candidate-sponsored ads. 
The general pattern in looking at the means is that candidate ads 
tended to produce a more positive response than advocacy ads. In 
comparison to advocacy ads, the means for candidate ads are higher 
for the main variables that influence voting likelihood: candidate 
evaluation, ad evaluation, and both positive and negative emotions. 
The one exception is that for negative ads, ad evaluation is higher 
for the advocacy ad than for the candidate ad. However, few of these 
differences are statistically significant and so we cannot reject the 
null hypothesis for most of them. Furthermore, the differences that 
are statistically significant have very small values of η2—explaining 
at most 2% of the variance in the variable. In general, these ANOVAs 
support previous results we have obtained in pilot studies, indicating 
that viewers do not perceive a difference between candidate-
sponsored and advocacy ads.    

    Each model includes one variable that has a weak relationship with 
the dependent variable. For the model depicting candidate evaluation, 
the standardized coefficients for positive emotion indicates a weak 
relationship. For candidate ads, the relationship is weaker and 
not statistically significant. Similarly, for the model depicting ad 
evaluation, the standardized coefficients for interest group sponsor 
are weak and the relationship for advocacy ads is not statistically 
significant. With those two exceptions, all of the relationships are 
statistically significant. In addition, the magnitude of the coefficients 
is very similar between ad types. We conclude that ad type does not 
affect viewer processing of these factors in evaluating either the 
candidate or the ad.
   The next step of the analysis was to analyze the direct effects on
voting likelihood. Table 4 shows the regression for change in voting 

All Ads Candidate Ads Advocacy Ads
Homophily 0.214** 0.199** 0.223**
Candidate 
Portrayal

0.440** 0.459** 0.422**

Positive 
Emotion

0.080* 0.037 0.121**

Negative 
Emotion

-0.156** -0.195** -0.128**

R2= 0.449 0.453 0.451
N= 975 489 487

Table 2. Candidate Evaluation Regressed on Homophily, 
Emotions, and  Candidate Portrayal, Standardized Coefficients

All Ads Candidate Ads Advocacy Ads
Attitude—Ad 0.218** 0.222** 0.213**
Evidence 0.252** 0.255** 0.231**
Perceived Interest 
Group Sponsor

-0.111** -0.159** -0.055

Positive Emotion 0.260** 0.248** 0.270**
Negative Emotion -0.250** -0.298** -0.202**

R2= 0.296 0.350 0.252
N= 959 480 479

Table 3. Ad Evaluation Regressed on Attitude toward Ad, Evidence, 
Perceived Interest Group Sponsor, and Emotions, Standardized 

Coefficients
*p<0.05, **p<0.01

      Given that viewers do not perceive significant differences between 
candidate and advocacy ads, the question remains of whether viewers 
process the two types of ads differently. To develop a fuller model 
of voter decision making, we first looked at the antecedents to 
the major components of the decision-making process: candidate 
evaluation and ad evaluation. Using OLS regression, Table 2 shows 
the antecedent model for candidate evaluation; and Table 3, for ad 
evaluation. Both tables indicate robust models, with the R2 of the first 
model indicating that it explains 44.9% of the variance of candidate 
evaluation while the second model explains 29.6% of the variance in 
ad evaluation. The magnitudes of the coefficients do not vary by ad 
type, suggesting that viewers develop these attitudes in similar ways, 
regardless of the ad’s sponsor.

likelihood. Like the other models, the regressions indicate that this 
is a robust model of voter decision-making that does not vary by 
ad type. All of the variables are statistically significant, most at the 
0.01 level. Across the ad types, the magnitude of the coefficients 
remains similar. The standardized coefficients indicate that candidate 
evaluation explains the most variance in voting likelihood.
   Since none of the three models indicate that ad type has 
explanatory power, Figure 1 shows the full model of decision-
making, undifferentiated by ad type. As shown in the model, the 
strongest causal path begins at candidate portrayal, which has a 
strong influence on candidate evaluation, which in turn has a strong 
influence on change in voting likelihood. Negative emotions and ad 
evaluation have a countervailing effect, decreasing the change in 
voting likelihood.

*p<0.05, **p<0.01
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All Ads Candidate 
Ads

Advocacy 
Ads

Candidate Evaluation 0.406** 0.366** 0.440**
Ad Evaluation -0.166** -0.142* -0.185**

Positive Emotion 0.150** 0.123** 0.174**
Negative Emotion -0.182** -0.153** -0.211**

R2= 0.202 0.161 0.246
N= 971 486 485

Table 4. Change in Voting Likelihood Regressed on Emotions,
Ad Evaluation and Candidate Evaluation, Standardized Coefficients

Figure 1 Full Model of Voter Decision-Making

   Our last question of Study 1 concerned the role of ambivalence in the 
process. Usually felt ambivalence is modeled as a function of latent 
ambivalence. But given the countervailing effects of ad evaluation 
vis-à-vis candidate evaluation, we chose to include it in the model as 
well. As shown in Table 5, this decision was appropriate. Although 
the relationship between latent and felt ambivalence is statistically 
significant, its coefficient indicates a moderate relationship at best. 
In contrast, ad evaluation had a much higher coefficient, indicating a 
strong relationship. In addition, the relationship was much stronger 
for advocacy ads (β=0.528) than for candidate ads (β=0.329). 
This gives credence to our concern that advocacy ads increase the 
ambivalence of voters.
   With the increased risk of felt ambivalence for viewers of advocacy 
ads comes the potential for a break in the link between voter preference 
and the behavior of voting. The regressions in Table 6 added felt 
ambivalence to the model (from Table 4) predicting change in voting 
likelihood. The model for candidate ads remains largely unchanged 
from Table 4. The coefficients for the original variables maintain the 
same magnitude while the coefficient for felt ambivalence is close to 
zero. However, the model for advocacy ads changed markedly. Felt

ambivalence now has a statistically significant negative relationship 
with change in voting likelihood: As advocacy ads increase viewer 
ambivalence, viewers were less likely to vote for their preferred 
candidate. The impact of this effect can be seen in the coefficient for 
candidate evaluation. Whereas in Table 4 the coefficient was 0.440, 
once we controlled for felt ambivalence, it increased to 0.521. Figure 
2 depicts the role of ambivalence. Latent ambivalence combines with 
the effects of ad evaluation to spur felt ambivalence in viewers, which 
breaks the linkage between candidate evaluation and the resulting 
likelihood of voting.
   Because regression does not address causal ordering, we chose 
to verify our model for the role that ambiguity plays in this process 
using mediation analysis. Because ambivalence operates differently 
for candidate and advocacy ads, we performed a mediation analysis 
separately for the two ad types. We conducted the serial mediation 
analysis with ad valence as the independent (X) variable (coded: -1 
for negative valence and +1 for positive valence), and the change 
in voting likelihood as the dependent (Y) variable. Based on the 
literature, we employed ad evaluation, candidate evaluation, latent 
ambivalence, and felt ambivalence as the mediator variables (M).

*p<0.05, **p<0.01
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   For the candidate ads, ambivalence did not mediate between 
candidate evaluation and change in voting likelihood. The analysis 
produced the following pathway (Process Model 6; indirect effect = 
0.1456, SE = .0663 [CI: 0.0412, 0.3000]):

 X → AdEvaluation → CandidateEvaluation → Change in 
Voting Likelihood

   In contrast, for the advocacy ads ambivalence mediated the path 
from X (ad valence) to change in voting likelihood (Process Model 6; 
indirect effect = -.0199, SE = .0121 [CI: -.0501, -.0033]):
 X → AdEvaluation → CandidateEvaluation → Latent  Ambivalence 
→ Felt Ambivaldence → Change in Voting Likelihood

   Thus, the mediation analysis supported the conclusion that the 
tension between the effects of ad evaluation and candidate evaluation 
leads to ambivalence regarding the candidate. However, only 
for advocacy ads does that ambivalence affect the link between 
preference and behavior, thereby decreasing the likelihood that the 
viewer will turn out and vote.
   Study 1 adds to the literature in three ways. First, these experimental 
results are independent of party affiliation. Controlling for party 
affiliation by randomly assigning participants to ad conditions, we 
found a more parsimonious model of ad effects upon voter intention. 
Second, we found experimental evidence demonstrating that 
advocacy ads elicit a different persuasion process than do candidate

ads. Individuals process information about the candidate and the ad 
in similar ways, regardless of ad type. In support of Hypothesis 1, ad 
valence stimulates voter emotion, either in the positive or negative 
direction, which subsequently influences the voter’s preference 
for the candidate correspondingly in either a positive or negative 
direction.
   However, in translating their evaluation of the candidate into voting 
intention, a difference occurs. Viewers of advocacy ads, unlike 
viewers of candidate-sponsored ads, experience ambivalence in a 
way that breaks the link between perception of the candidate and 
intention to vote, as suggested by Hypothesis 2. Third, ambivalence 
plays an important role in individual voter behavior. Using aggregate 
data, prior literature on advocacy ads focused on their impact on 
political knowledge and found that ambivalence has a stronger 
impact on voting behavior than knowledge about the candidate [34]. 
Supporting this conclusion, but using experimental individual-level 
data, we add to the literature with our finding that the ambivalence 
engendered by advocacy ads led to a different process of evaluating 
the candidates. This finding has implications for understanding the 
impact of advocacy ads on the behavioral intention of voters. This 
partially supports Hypothesis 3.
   In Study 1, we found evidence that participants who watched a 
positive advocacy ad experienced higher levels of felt ambivalence 
compared to those who watched a negative advocacy ad. A limitation
of Study 1 was that it employed female candidates for ads with

All Ads Candidate 
Ads

Advocacy 
Ads

Latent 
Ambivalence

0.185** 0.223** 0.150**

Ad Evaluation 0.428** 0.329** 0.528**
R2= 0.216 0.158 .298
N= 970 487 483

Table 5. Felt Ambivalence Regressed on Latent Ambivalence 
and Ad Evaluation, by Ad Type, Standardized Coefficients

*p<0.05, **p<0.01

Figure 2 Model of Ambivalence for Advocacy Ads
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positive valence (both advocacy and candidate) and male candidates 
for both negative ads. A potential confound could be that the gender 
of the candidates, rather than the ad sponsor, drove the effects we 
observed in Study 1.   
Study 2: Gender and Valence
   In Study 1, we conflated gender and ad valence. Given prior literature 
on stereotypes suggesting that voters perceive female candidates 
differently than males [51, 52, 54] and that female candidates 
generate ambivalence among voters [53], it is worth exploring how 
gender influences the role of ambivalence regarding advocacy ads. 
In Study 2, we seek to disentangle these effects. We explore whether 
the type of ad or the gender of the candidate leads to the observed 
difference in felt ambivalence. We employed both male and female 
candidates for both valences in this study of advocacy ads.
   Similar to Study 1, Study 2 included a representative sample of 
512 participants from a Qualtrics panel. The study employed a 2 
(valence: positive vs. negative) X 2 (gender: male vs. female) mixed-
subjects design. As shown in the Appendix, we employed ad valence 
as a between-subjects factor, with the gender of the candidate as a 
within-subjects factor. Using random assignment for each valence, 
participants responded to two stimuli, one male and one female 
candidate. We randomized the order of presentation of ads (male and 
female candidates) to prevent gender order effects.
   The stimulus materials were similar to the prior study. We selected 
four advocacy video ads from past congressional elections for the 
study, with the candidates identified in the Appendix. As in Study 
1, participants viewed a picture of the candidate, responded to the 
voting likelihood measure, watched an ad for the same candidate and 
finally responded to a series of items including the voting likelihood 
measure for a second time. In the second condition, all participants 
followed the same sequence as before with a candidate of the 
opposite sex.
   For this study, we focused on the final component of the decision-
making process—the effect of the ad on voting likelihood. We 
used the measures from Study 1 of voting likelihood, candidate 
evaluation, ad evaluation, positive emotion, negative emotion, and 
felt ambivalence.
   In Study 1, we found that when participants viewed advocacy ads, 
felt ambivalence influenced their decision-making process. Because 
of the study design, we questioned whether what was operating in 
that process was the type of the ad or the gender of the portrayed 
candidate. In Study 2, we sought to clarify the process by modifying  
the experiment to include only advocacy ads. Within each valence,  

we included two ads directed toward candidates with a different 
gender.
   Table 7 shows the results of a series of ANOVAs for different 
dependent variables with gender and ad valence as the independent 
variables. The general pattern shown is that within each valence, 
participants tended to respond more favorably to ads presenting 
female, as opposed to male, candidates. But, as in Study 1, the Eta-
Squares indicate that the differences are small, with gender explaining 
less than two percent of the variance in the given variable. In addition, 
only one condition yielded a statistically significant difference: For 
negative ads, the candidate evaluation for female candidates is about 
nine points higher than for men and that difference is statistically 
significant at the 0.01 level. With that one exception, the pattern here 
is similar to Study 1. In general, for advocacy ads, we cannot be 
confident that viewers perceive ads focused on female candidates 
differently from those focused on male candidates.
  Given that the differences by gender of the candidate are not 
statistically significant, the next question is whether viewers process 
ambivalence differently depending on the gender of the candidate 
depicted. Table 8 uses the model for felt ambivalence (from Table 5) 
to determine whether viewers process ambivalence in a similar way. 
The magnitude of the coefficients has changed from Study 1—for 
these ads, latent ambivalence explains more of the variance in felt 
Ambivalence, whereas the reverse was true in Study 1. Furthermore, 
the R2 indicates that less variance is explained using the current data. 
However, as in Study 1, both variables are statistically significant at 
the 0.01 level, which indicates that we can reject the null hypothesis 
for both. Most importantly, the magnitude of the coefficients is the 
same regardless of the gender of the candidate. This suggests that 
the candidate’s gender does not influence the way in which the 
participant processes the ambivalence provoked by the ad.
   The last question is whether gender influenced the likelihood of 
voting for the candidate. Table 9 applies the final model of Study 
1 (from Table 6) to this new dataset, controlling for the gender of 
the candidate. As in Study 1, candidate evaluation is the major 
determinant of the change in voting likelihood. In addition, felt 
ambivalence interrupts the link between attitude and behavior. 
The magnitude of the coefficients remains consistent regardless of 
the gender of the candidate, suggesting that the results of Study 1 
were not influenced by our research design decision to use female 
candidates for the positive stimuli and male candidates for the 
negative stimuli. Rather, the results really were a consequence of the 
valence of the ads. As shown in Table 10, ad evaluation explained the 
most variance in voting likelihood for positive advocacy ads, while 
candidate evaluation explained more variance in change in voting 
likelihood for negative ads.

All Ads Candidate Ads Advocacy Ads
Candidate 
Evaluation

0.454** 0.399** 0.521**

Ad Evaluation -0.172** -0.162** -0.167**
Positive 
Emotion

0.140** 0.108* 0.167**

Negative 
Emotion

-0.174** -0.165** -0.181**

Felt 
Ambivalence

-0.053 0.005 -0.135**

R2= 0.214 0.178 0.258
N= 968 485 483

Table 6 . Change in Voting Likelihood Regressed on Ad 
Evaluation, Candidate Evaluation, Emotions, and Felt 
Ambivalence, Standardized Coefficients
*p<0.05, **p<0.01

vol. 2 iss. 2 (Jul-Dec) 2024



Page 9 of 13

J Poli Sci Publi Opin
                                                                                                                                                                                      

Dependent 
Variable

Max 
Value

Positive Ads Negative Ads
Mean 
for Male 
Candidate 

Mean for 
Female 
Candidate

η2 Mean 
for Male 
Candidate

Mean for 
Female 
Candidate

η2

Change in Voting 
Likelihood

100 7.03 7.75 0.000 -18.42 -16.12 0.001

Candidate 
Evaluation

100 62.15 64.49 0.002 29.91 38.12 0.016**

Ad Evaluation 100 59.57 64.42 0.007 43.90 45.43 0.001
Positive Emotion 5 3.13 3.21 0.001 2.61 2.64 0.000
Negative 
Emotion

5 2.37 2.33 0.000 2.85 2.93 0.001

Felt 
Ambivalence

10 4.51 4.80 0.003 4.46 4.83 0.004

Latent 
Ambivalence

9 2.68 2.54 0.001 2.36 2.60 0.002

Table 7 ANOVAs for Study 2
*p<0.05, **p<0.01

All Ads Male 
Candidates 

Female 
Candidates

Latent 
Ambivalence

0.316** 0.320** 0.312**

Ad Evaluation 0.218** 0.212** 0.219**
R2= 0.165 0.172 0.156
N= 1024 512 512

Table 8. Felt Ambivalence Regressed on Latent Ambivalence and Ad 
Evaluation, by Ad Type, Standardized Coefficients

*p<0.05, **p<0.01

All Ads Male 
Candidates 

Female 
Candidates

Candidate 
Evaluation

0.565** 0.532** 0.597**

Ad Evaluation 0.020 0.036 0.002
Positive 
Emotion

0.024 0.006 0.036

Negative 
Emotion

-0.053* -0.017 -0.082*

Felt 
Ambivalence

-0.121** -0.083* -0.156**

R2= 0.328 0.292 0.368
N= 1024 512 512

Table 9. Change in Voting Likelihood Regressed on Ad Evaluation, 
Candidate Evaluation, Emotions, and Felt Ambivalence, Standardized 

Coefficients
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All Ads Positive Ads Negative Ads
Candidate 
Evaluation

0.565** 0.092 0.617**

Ad Evaluation 0.020 0.316** -0.038
Positive Emotion 0.024 0.047 -0.015
Negative 
Emotion

-0.053* -0.046 -0.052

Felt 
Ambivalence

-0.121** -0.111** -0.120**

R2= 0.328 0.170 0.324
N= 1024 520 504

Table 10. Change in Voting Likelihood Regressed on Ad 
Evaluation, Candidate Evaluation, Emotions, and Felt 

Ambivalence, Standardized Coefficients
*p<0.05, **p<0.01

Discussion
Study 1
   Study 1 adds to the literature in three ways. First, these experimental 
results are independent of party affiliation. Controlling for party 
affiliation by randomly assigning participants to ad conditions, we 
found a more parsimonious model of ad effects upon voter intention. 
Second, we found experimental evidence demonstrating that 
advocacy ads elicit a different persuasion process than do candidate 
ads. Individuals process information about the candidate and the ad 
in similar ways, regardless of ad type. In support of Hypothesis 1, ad 
valence stimulates voter emotion, either in the positive or negative 
direction, which subsequently influences the voter’s preference 
for the candidate correspondingly in either a positive or negative 
direction.
   However, in translating their evaluation of the candidate into voting 
intention, a difference occurs. Viewers of advocacy ads, unlike 
viewers of candidate-sponsored ads, experience ambivalence in a 
way that breaks the link between perception of the candidate and 
intention to vote, as suggested by Hypothesis 2. Third, ambivalence 
plays an important role in individual voter behavior. Using aggregate 
data, prior literature on advocacy ads focused on their impact on 
political knowledge and found that ambivalence has a stronger 
impact on voting behavior than knowledge about the candidate [34]. 
Supporting this conclusion, but using experimental individual-level 
data, we add to the literature with our finding that the ambivalence 
engendered by advocacy ads led to a different process of evaluating 
the candidates. This finding has implications for understanding the 
impact of advocacy ads on the behavioral intention of voters. This 
partially supports Hypothesis 3.
    In Study 1, we found evidence that participants who watched a 
positive advocacy ad experienced higher levels of felt ambivalence 
compared to those who watched a negative advocacy ad. A limitation 
of Study 1 was that it employed female candidates for ads with 
positive valence (both advocacy and candidate) and male candidates 
for both negative ads. A potential confound could be that the gender 
of the candidates, rather than the ad sponsor, drove the effects we 
observed in Study 1.
Study 2
   We designed Study 2 to examine whether candidate gender drove 
the results found in Study 1. Participants still viewed two ads from 
the same valence (positive or negative). However, this time both 
stimuli were advocacy ads and we varied the gender of the candidate 
addressed in the ad. The gender of the candidates did not provoke 
statistically significant differences between the levels of felt and 

latent ambivalence. Furthermore, latent ambivalence influenced 
felt ambivalence without regard to candidate. Finally, advocacy ads 
induce ambivalence that interrupts the normal link between candidate 
evaluation and change in voting likelihood—regardless of candidate 
gender. Supporting Hypothesis 3, regardless of the gender of the 
candidate portrayed, viewers of advocacy ads are less likely to vote.
  Conclusion
   Of interest to us was Lavine’s [34] argument that voter ambivalence 
is a better predictor of voter decisions than voter knowledge and 
partisanship. Hence, we explored the role of ambivalence in voter 
decision-making using experimental research designs. This research 
contributes to the literature in multiple ways. First, we demonstrate 
that viewers perceive and evaluate campaign-related advocacy ads in 
much the same way as candidate-sponsored ads.
   Second, although viewers do not distinguish between advocacy ads 
and candidate ads, advocacy ads enter into the process differentially 
through an increased role for ambivalence. Consequently, the normal 
linkage between the evaluation of the candidate and the behavior of 
voting is disrupted. Campaigns are investing millions of dollars in 
advocacy advertising assuming that such ads will persuade voters. 
However, our results show that advocacy ads are more likely to 
increase voter ambivalence and viewers of advocacy ads are less 
likely to vote.
   Third, this finding regarding the underlying connection between 
viewers’ evaluations (of candidates and ads) and the resulting 
behavior of voting holds true regardless of the gender of the 
candidate. Because these results differ from the literature as well as 
the ongoing trend of higher investment in advocacy advertising, they 
represents a major contribution to the canon. The valence of the ad 
makes a much bigger difference on viewers than does the gender of 
the depicted candidate.
   The results are bolstered by our use of the experimental method that 
presented real congressional ads to a substantial sample of Americans 
who reflected the demographics of the American electorate. However, 
using real ads also contained a potential disadvantage: These ads 
were not fully comparable in terms of content, form or messaging. 
In the future, it would be helpful to replicate the findings using more 
controlled ads that keep the persuasive techniques constant and 
vary only in either valence or candidate gender by creating our own 
stimuli—which would, of course, bring its own limitations in terms 
of generalizability.
   Even without such replication, the results of this research have 
important political consequences. The Supreme Court has acted 
on the assumption that the formal distinctions between candidate 
and advocacy ads (e.g. sponsor identification and electioneering 
language) are sufficient for voters to differentiate between them. 
They are not. When watching election-related advertisements, voters 
do not consciously differentiate the sponsors. 
   In addition, election-related advocacy ads insert a dangerous element 
into the election process: ambivalence. Unlike candidate-sponsored 
ads, advocacy ads invoke felt ambivalence, which interferes with 
the natural connection between candidate preference and voting 
[36]. As a result, unlike candidate ads, advocacy ads decrease the 
likelihood of voting and through it overall voter turnout. This threat 
is particularly pernicious given that an increasing proportion of 
campaign funds are funneled through interest groups, which means 
that voters are exposed to an ever increasing number of issue ads. 
The natural consequence is an increase in voter ambivalence and 
through it a decrease in voter engagement. Thus, the overall impact 
is harmful to democratic principles. 
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Appendix

Test Valence Ad Type

Candidate-Sponsored Advocacy Ad
1 Positive Marsha Blackburn Katie Hill
2 Negative Brenden Kelly Phil Bredesen

Table 11. Study 1 (2x2 Mixed Subjects Design)

7-Point Semantic Differential
Measuring Attitude toward Ad
1 7
Bad Good
Useless Useful
Believable Unbelievable
Uninteresting Interesting
Stupid Clever
Negative Positive

Table 12. Attitudes toward Ad

Table 13. Study 2 Design: Issue Ads

Test Valence Gender of Candidate
Female Male

1 Positive Katie Hill Mike Waltz
2 Negative Catherine Cortez Masto Phil Bredesen
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http://vimeo.com/297115801
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1ndsoki8CnQ



