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Abstract 
 
We develop a simple theory of information spillovers within political advertising: individuals use 
information conveyed by candidate-specific ads to evaluate other candidates seeking different 
offices. We test the theory by linking state court of last resort election returns with a complete set 
of gubernatorial, congressional, and state supreme court political advertisements in 2010. We 
show that up-ballot advertisements about crime have spillover effects on judicial race outcomes. 
Specifically, fearful references to crime in non-judicial campaign advertisements decrease 
judicial incumbent vote share, while enthusiastic references to crime increase incumbent vote 
share. We estimate that cumulative spillover effects from crime ads in gubernatorial and 
congressional advertising campaigns in 2010 decreased incumbent justices’ average expected 
vote share, affecting the outcome of at least one state supreme court election in 2010. We show 
that ads affect vote choice by providing information to voters, rather than by priming local crime 
rates. We also conduct two placebo tests to validate our results. Overall, these findings provide 
evidence of ads’ political effectiveness, while our research design proposes a conceptual 
framework for understanding advertising effects in context.  
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From 2010 to 2012, candidates for U.S. federal office spent almost three billion dollars 

on political advertising (Fowler and Ridout 2013). Candidates for gubernatorial, local, and other 

state-level office spent millions more (Fowler, Franz, and Ridout 2014). Even elections for state 

supreme court justiceships now average more than a million dollars per candidate in some states 

(Kang and Shepherd 2011). Candidates invest so much in advertising because ads are meant to 

mobilize supporters and persuade potential voters. But in the process of persuading and 

mobilizing the electorate, ads convey information about political issues (Freedman, Franz, and 

Goldstein 2004; Claibourn and Martin 2012) and encourage individuals to vote on the basis of 

those issues (Hart 2013). While existing research has tested the persuasive and informative 

effects of political advertising within the context of a single electoral contest,1 little research tests 

how political advertisements affect other races – that is, races that are not the central focus of the 

advertisements themselves. This omission limits our understanding of the cumulative effects of 

political advertising, one of the most popular means of information exchange between candidates 

and constituents in contemporary democracy.   

Since political advertisements are broadcast frequently and repetitively, it is plausible that 

the issues raised in one ad affect the way that voters make a broad range of political decisions, 

including which candidate to vote for in other races. For example, if a particular gubernatorial ad 

points out that crime is rising or that the economy is improving, voters might keep those claims 

in mind when evaluating candidates in other races. Even if voters do not accept the claims that 

candidates advance, mere mentions of political issues may raise the salience of those issues for 

voters across many electoral contests. As a result, the issues that electoral candidates choose to 

highlight in their public appeals shape the broader landscape of electoral decision-making. So 

                                                
1 Among many others, see Shaw 1999, Goldstein and Freedman 2002, Huber and Arceneaux 2007, Gerber et al 
2011, Krasno and Green 2008, and Krupnikov 2014 for examples of empirical tests of political advertising’s effects.  
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far, scholars have generally ignored the interrelated nature of political appeals across different 

races, treating individual races as conditionally independent (but see Nyhan and Montgomery 

2015; Minozzi, Volden, and Darmofal 2014). In reality, the information conveyed by one 

candidate likely influences voters’ evaluations of other candidates for other offices. This 

argument should not be surprising; it is the same logic that motivates issue ads run by groups that 

are not affiliated with candidates, who expect that their ads about a given topic (for example, 

immigration or abortion) will influence voter decision making across many races (Franz et al 

2016).  

In this paper, we test whether political advertisements aired for one set of races have 

spillover effects across other races. We find that issue mentions in advertisements for federal and 

gubernatorial races affect voting behavior in elections that are ostensibly unrelated to those 

advertisements. Our study examines the effects of ads on candidates who are not responsible for 

creating or purchasing those ads; as a result, we avoid the selection biases inherent to much 

observational research on political ads (Arceneaux 2010). We use no survey data; instead of 

attempting to measure media exposure for each voter in our sample, we instead estimate intent-

to-treat effects at the county level, and use county-level vote share as our dependent variable.  

We focus our attention on how crime issue mentions in congressional and gubernatorial 

advertisements affect statewide judicial races. Since crime perception is a major heuristic that 

voters rely upon when evaluating judges (Hall 2001), ads that highlight increased levels of crime 

have the potential to shape voter support for judicial candidates. As Hall (2001) explains, “In 

judicial elections, arguably the most important policy focus for voters is crime” (322). We focus 

on crime mentions in ads because positive or negative information about crime sends a clear 

signal about whether law enforcement and criminal justice officials either are controlling crime. 
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As a result, ads that send fearful messages about the state of crime should lead voters to punish 

incumbent judges, while ads with enthusiastic messages about the issue should lead voters to 

reward incumbents. We expect that crime-focused advertisements are uniquely likely to affect 

judicial races because voters are likely to link information about crime with judicial 

performance.  

To conduct our empirical analyses, we combine state court of last resort election returns 

with political advertising data released by the Wesleyan Media Project (Fowler, Franz, and 

Ridout 2014). Our advertising data includes all federal, gubernatorial, and state supreme court 

ads for all media markets in the U.S. throughout 2010. We examine all state court of last resort 

elections that satisfied four criteria: 1) the election was held in the November 2010 general 

election; 2) an incumbent was on the ballot; 3) an option other than the retaining the incumbent 

was also on the ballot; and 4) the state provides county-level vote totals for the race. Criterion 1 

eliminates states that hold their final judicial election at irregular times, when voters have been 

exposed to a much lower level of advertising than those in states with final elections in 

November. Criterion 2 eliminates open-seat races: voters should not rationally attribute past 

crime control to non-incumbent candidates. Criterion 3 eliminates races with no on-ballot 

opposition (though there may be some write-in opposition), which feature little or no outcome 

variation across counties. Criterion 2 does not eliminate retention elections, where there is the 

option of “NO” on the ballot in addition to the “YES” to retain the justice. Criterion 4 is 

necessary to obtain the data. In total, we collect election results for 49 unique judicial races 

across 19 states in 2010.  

Our analysis shows that fearful references to crime in non-judicial campaigns have a 

strong and statistically significant negative effect on judicial incumbent vote share, while 
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enthusiastic references to crime have the opposite effect. In a placebo test, we also confirm that 

ads focusing on issues unrelated to a justice’s job have no spillover effects; fearful and 

enthusiastic ads about climate change and healthcare do not have a significant effect on 

incumbent justices’ vote shares. Collectively, these findings suggest that political advertisements 

have large and democratically consequential spillover effects that have not been identified in 

extant scholarship. Empirical research on political advertising that ignores these effects risks 

understating the efficacy of advertising and misunderstanding the role of campaign-supplied 

information in vote choice.  

Theory: Information Spillovers and Candidate Evaluation 

In 2010, congressional and gubernatorial candidates aired thousands of ads that discussed 

crime. For example, non-judicial campaigns in Florida featured eight different ads focused on 

crime, which were broadcast a total of 5,955 times. One gubernatorial ad, broadcast by 

opponents of candidate Rick Scott, describes how Scott would “close prisons and release tens of 

thousands of prisoners early: murderers, rapists, sex offenders, armed robbers, drug dealers.” The 

ad shows a man (wearing a shirt labeled “Rick Scott”) congratulating prisoners as they walk out 

of prison. The ad includes text describing Scott as “Law Enforcement’s Worst Nightmare,” and 

the final shot of the ad shows a group of men wearing prison garb as they ominously announce: 

“Let’s get to work.” Similarly, an ad broadcast in the House race between Allen West and Ron 

Klein features a description of the “Outlaws motorcycle gang,” a group that “engages in criminal 

activities, including selling drugs, homicide, and prostitution.” The ad suggests that West 

supported the gang’s past exploits, making him “too dangerous” to elect. We argue that voters 

did not only think about the danger of criminal activity only with respect to their decisions in the 

Florida Gubernatorial, House, and Senate races. Instead, the ads’ focus on threatening criminals 
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altered – at least temporarily – their perception of crime. Voters then applied that perception to 

other races where crime is a valuable heuristic, such as those for judicial seats. Florida had four 

state supreme court seats up for election in 2010. 

Individuals generally have little information about most down ballot races (Rogers 2015), 

and even less information about judicial elections (Baum 2003; Streb and Frederick 2008). 

Voters in these low-information races rely on heuristics, such as partisanship (Klein and Baum 

2001; Schaffner and Streb 2002) and local crime levels (Hall 2001) when deciding who to vote 

for. If the crime rate is rising, voters may think that incumbents in offices they associate with law 

enforcement (such as judges) are not tough enough on crime (Hall 1995). Thus, individuals' 

subjective evaluations of the crime rate affect their judicial vote choice. They are more likely to 

seek change if they are dissatisfied with the amount and severity of crime they perceive to be 

happening in their community. However, individuals’ perceptions of crime do not necessarily 

correspond with empirical reality. Political messaging can alter perceptions and fill in the gaps in 

voters’ assessments of the state of the world (Claibourn and Martin 2012). We argue that the 

cumulative issue agenda of state and federal electoral campaigns, which repeatedly expose voters 

to advertisements about crime, lead voters to believe that political actors are or are not 

controlling crime and thus that it is or is not a threat to them and their families. This process 

constructs new political concerns (Edelman 1964). As a result, issue-focused appeals should 

affect electoral decision-making in contests that are unrelated to those that produced the crime-

focused ads.  

Political advertisements affect voters by strategically cueing emotional responses (Brader 

2005). To capture the emotional content of crime-focused ads, we examine ads that use fearful 

and enthusiastic cues to draw emotional attention to crime as an important problem or suggest 
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that it is being solved. Fear “breaks us out of habitual routines… It activates thinking about 

alternative courses of action as we try to decide what—if anything—we should do next” (Brader 

2005, 57-58). In this case, we expect that crime-focused ads that use fearful emotional cues will 

be especially likely to encourage voters to seek alternatives to the judicial status quo. Fearful ads 

suggest that crime is rising unless voters do something about it. At the same time, fearful 

campaign ads make crime a political, rather than social, issue – one that demands a political 

response. Since these advertisements raise the salience of crime while explicitly describing the 

actions that an elected agent might take on behalf of voters to control crime, they politicize the 

issue, and increase the chance that voters will make electoral decisions on the basis of the issue 

(Hart 2013). 

We also examine crime-focused ads that make enthusiastic appeals. In general, these ads 

feature incumbent politicians taking credit for low crime rates. For example, an ad broadcast 691 

times by Arizona House candidate Gabrielle Giffords opens with a man describing his 

community as “ground zero for coyotes, drugs, and violence.” But the ad dramatically changes in 

tone, as the man enthusiastically talks about how Giffords “is doing something about it: she 

battled non-stop to get the national guard down here, to help secure more border agents, and 

wrote a bill to toughen penalties for drug smugglers.” In an Arizona gubernatorial ad featuring 

upbeat music (broadcast 623 times), incumbent Terry Goddard says: “I took on meth because no 

child should see it. I cracked down on the drug cartels. I drove out payday lenders who prey on 

working families.” The message of both these ads is that crime is under control: the incumbent 

candidate has created policies to address the issue. Enthusiasm leads individuals to increase their 

confidence in stability, the status quo, and “present values,” unlike fear, which “signals the need 

to rethink existing choices” (Brader 2005, 71). Since enthusiastic ads increase individuals’ 
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confidence in existing political authorities and their attachment to the status quo, we expect that 

those who view enthusiastic crime-focused ads will be more likely to vote for judicial 

incumbents. In light of information about a low crime rate, voting for an incumbent should 

appear less risky. 

Political ads that discuss crime in fearful terms make the issue more salient, and increase 

the chance that individuals will have crime in mind when they think about how to vote on an 

incumbent judge. Fearful crime ads not only alter a voter’s perception of crime, they make this 

revised perception more accessible in memory than perceptions prior to ad exposure would 

otherwise be. The same logic applies to enthusiastic ads about crime, which should increase 

support for judicial incumbents. As a result, our analysis distinguishes between ads that merely 

mention crime, ads that mention crime in an enthusiastic light, and those that refer to crime 

within a fearful emotional context. Based on this reasoning, we expect the following: 

Fearful Ads Spillover Hypothesis: Fearful crime issue mentions in ads exogenous to judicial 

election i decrease incumbent justices’ vote share in judicial election i.  

Enthusiastic Ads Spillover Hypothesis: Enthusiastic crime issue mentions in ads exogenous to 

judicial election i increase incumbent justices’ vote share in judicial election i. 

We also argue that crime-focused ads affect vote choice by providing information about 

crime (Freedman, Franz, and Goldstein 2008) and shaping perceptions of the issue, rather than 

priming individuals’ preexisting perceptions of crime. Following Iyengar and Kinder (1987), we 

define priming as a process of “calling attention to some matters while ignoring others,” thus 

shaping the standards by which “candidates for public office are judged” (63). Individuals are 

‘primed’ when they apply existing considerations about an issue to their electoral behavior, 

evaluating candidates on the basis of that issue (Hart and Middleton 2015). Priming is 
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conceptually distinct from the emotion-laden process of information provision described above: 

it concerns the ways that individuals use information to evaluate candidates, rather than the 

process of receiving that information and then updating beliefs. Ads that prime crime should lead 

individuals to think about their local crime rates when voting for judges, rather that changing 

individuals’ perceptions of whether crime is a problem. We argue that fearful crime-focused ads 

suggest to voters that existing levels of crime are unacceptable – no matter the actual crime rate – 

leading them to update their preexisting beliefs about the issue regardless of the actual amount of 

crime occurring in their communities. In order to differentiate between these competing 

theoretical mechanisms, we examine the interactive effect of all crime-focused ads broadcast in 

areas with diverse levels of actual crime. If crime-focused ads are priming the issue, rather than 

changing perceptions of crime, then mentions of crime in political ads should have stronger 

negative effects where the crime rate is, in fact, higher.  

 Finally, in order to assess the validity of our theory, we also conduct two placebo tests, 

meant to determine whether the spillover effects of crime mentions are confined to ads that are 

plausibly related to judicial elections. To do so, we also analyze whether exogenous ads about 

global warming and healthcare impact incumbent judicial vote share. Because judges are not 

directly associated with environmental crises or healthcare provision, these ads should not have 

any effect on judicial elections – even if the ads are effective in changing voters’ perceptions of 

the issues. On the whole, these tests help provide additional evidence in favor of our theory and 

allow us to better understand the individual-level mechanisms at work.  

Research Design and Data 

To evaluate the hypotheses above, we create a dataset that features information about the 

universe of broadcast advertisements, county-level judicial election results, and county-level 



	 9 

demographic information, including crime rates. We estimate regression models that show the 

effects of exogenous gubernatorial and congressional crime-focused ads on those judicial 

elections. Our empirical strategy allows us to identify the effect of exogenous ad mentions: we 

assume that individual justices cannot control the content of advertisements broadcast in up-

ballot races. The fact that ads are broadcast at the DMA-level, rather than the county level, also 

provides a plausibly exogenous source of variation in advertisements’ criminal focus across 

different counties’ actual crime rates. That is, congressional and gubernatorial candidates who 

choose to focus on crime cannot send targeted ads to high- and low-crime counties if both 

counties are in the same DMA.2 Thus, we argue that the content of political ads broadcast by 

candidates in unrelated races is not endogenous to campaign dynamics within the judicial races 

that we aim to explain.  

 It is possible that the issues raised across campaigns for different offices are not 

independent, violating our identifying assumption. Indeed, Nyhan and Montgomery (2015) show 

that major party candidates for the U.S. House adopt common issues according to shared 

political consultants. However, we find it less plausible that judicial election candidates are 

likely to influence the content of advertisements purchased by candidates in other races – 

especially for higher profile races, such as governors’ and senators’ elections. Candidates are 

formally partisan in just eight of the forty-nine races we analyze, meaning that the possibility of 

partisan collusion on issue agendas across races is not plausible in most cases. Overall, the 

correlation between crime mentions in judicial ads and crime mentions in all gubernatorial and 

congressional ads is actually negative (-0.072, p < 0.01).  This means that up-ballot ads do not 

serve as a helpful proxy for issue agenda-dynamics within the judicial races themselves.  

                                                
2 We also find no significant relationship between a DMA’s crime rate and the number of times negative crime ads 
were aired in that DMA (Pearson’s r= 0.05). 
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Our dependent variable is county-level Judicial Incumbent Vote Share, which we 

compiled from state election returns. Our primary independent variables all concern crime 

mentions in political advertising, which we obtained from the Wesleyan Media Project (WMP) 

(Fowler, Franz, and Ridout 2014). To measure these, we identified any references to crime, 

narcotics, or capital punishment for all House, Senate, and gubernatorial ads.3 The Wesleyan 

Media Project also codes ads for fearful and enthusiastic appeals. We count as a Fearful Crime 

Ad each ad that contained a reference to crime, narcotics, or capital punishment and that the 

WMP coded as making an appeal to fear. We do not distinguish between ads that make “strong” 

or “some” appeals to fear. We code as an Enthusiastic Crime Ad each ad that contained a crime 

reference and an enthusiastic appeal. Neutral Crime Ads are all ads that mentioned crime in 

neither a fearful or enthusiastic way.4 Ads are measured by the number of times they were aired. 

This approach to operationalizing issue mentions follows that adopted in Claibourn and Martin 

(2012) and Sides and Karch (2008), who also use ad airings (rather that counting the number of 

distinct ads or using a proportional measure) in order to capture the cumulative effects of 

thousands of individual ad broadcasts. Results are robust to alternative operationalizations of 

issue content, including a proportion-based measure of issue-focus (reported in Appendix A3) 

and using a more limited time horizon for ad airings (reported in Appendix A4).  

We differentiate between ads run by candidates in judicial races – which we call 

Endogenous Crime Ads – from those ran in up-ballot (gubernatorial and congressional) races – 

which we call Exogenous Crime Ads. We are ultimately interested in the spillover effects of 

Exogenous Crime Ads, controlling for the impact of Endogenous Crime Ads. To accomplish 

                                                
3 WMP provides pre-coded data at the gubernatorial, House, and Senate level. We also estimate the effect of just 
“crime” focused ads (excluding narcotics and capital punishment) in Appendix A2. Results are consistent across 
both specifications.  
4 A small number of ads included both enthusiastic and fearful appeals. We ultimately coded these as neutral ads, 
but our results are robust to a number of specifications for these ads. 
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this, two researchers independently hand coded the judicial advertisements in our sample, 

adopting the same measurement strategy used by the Wesleyan Media Project for identifying 

fearful, enthusiastic, and neutral crime ads. We then identified the number of times that each ad 

was broadcast in each DMA.  

An additional key independent variable is the crime rate, given existing evidence that 

individual-level perceptions of crime affect judicial elections. We use Uniform Crime Reporting 

statistics at the county level (ICPSR 2015), and measure Crime Rate as the number of violent 

crimes committed in each county, per 1,000 residents. We opt for violent crimes because these 

are the crimes most likely to lead to news coverage, impacting voters’ perceptions and 

engendering fear.5  

Table 1: Summary Statistics by County-Race 

 Mean St. Dev. Min Max N 
 

Judicial Incumbent Vote Share (%) 
 

62.02 
 

16.13 
 

13.6 
 

95.2 
 

4,161 
Exogenous Fearful  

Crime Ad Airings (1,000s) 
 

0.061 
 

0.175 
 

0.000 
 

1.606 
 

4,161 
Exogenous Enthusiastic  

Crime Ad Airings (1,000s) 
 

0.208 
 

0.276 
 

0.000 
 

1.149 
 

4,161 
Exogenous Neutral  

Crime Ad Airings (1,000s) 
 

0.238 
 

0.267 
 

0.000 
 

1.697 
 

4,161 
 

Crime Rate (per 1,000 persons) 
 

2.51 
 

2.00 
 

0.000 
 

16.39 
 

4,161 
 

Table 1 includes summary statistics on our outcome variable, Judicial Incumbent Vote Share, as 

well as airing counts of the three different types (enthusiastic, neutral, and fearful) of Exogenous 

Crime Ads, and the crime rate. There is substantial variation in each. Finally, we obtained 

estimates of county-level demographics from the 2010 Decennial Census via American Fact 

Finder, including racial demographics for each county in our sample. 
                                                
5 Our results are robust to broader (all property and violent crimes) and narrower (just the murder rate, as in Hall 
2001) definitions of the crime rate; see Appendix A5 for details.   
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Each observation in our data is one incumbent justice’s vote share in one county. The 

number of state court of last resort races within a state varies between one and six (as we include 

both Texas courts of last resort),6 and there are 1,445 total counties in our dataset, for 4,161 total 

observations. Thus, some counties appear in our data multiple times. As Table 1 shows, 

congressional and gubernatorial races included only a modest number of crime mentions. 

However, the average media market still featured over 500 crime-focused ads, a substantial total. 

Our analysis also includes controls for whether the race was a formally Partisan Election and 

whether the race was a Retention Election (leaving non-partisan elections as the base category). 

We control for the Total Number of Exogenous Ads (of any topic) ran by congressional and 

gubernatorial candidates in the county. We further control for the Total Number of Endogenous 

Ads (of any topic) ran by the incumbent justice, as well as by their challenger, which stands as a 

proxy for candidate’s strength (since this number is highly correlated with funding and spending) 

and focus in a particular DMA. We also include control variables for whether the incumbent 

judge was affiliated with the Democratic party or running as an Independent with no party. 

Finally, we include a measure of the White Percentage of the Population, and interact that with 

the Democratic and Independent indicators. This helps capture the possibility that race plays an 

important factor in the evaluation of judicial incumbents.7 The interaction with the incumbent’s 

party captures the fact that we expect minority voters to be more favorable to Democrats than 

Republicans, on average. All else equal, we should find that counties with fewer minorities vote 

more for Republican and Republican-associated justices.    

 

                                                
6 We find no evidence that crime matters differently for the Texas Supreme Court, the court of final civil resort, 
compared to the Texas Court of Criminal Appeals, the court of final criminal resort, suggesting that voters do not 
distinguish between each court’s purview when evaluating them.  
7 We examine the racial dynamics of crime spillover effects in a separate paper.  



	 13 

Analysis and Results 

To test the effect of Exogenous Crime Ads on judicial races, we estimate OLS regression 

models with Judicial Incumbent Vote Share at the county level as our key dependent variable.8 

Each observation in our data includes an incumbent’s vote share in a particular county, in a 

particular race, in the 2010 General Election across the entire United States. Since some states 

included multiple elections simultaneously, we include each race separately rather than average 

across all races in a county. Treating each race separately allows for more precise controls for the 

ads the candidates run themselves, which should be even more important than the exogenous ads, 

and thus important to accurately control for. Each model features race-specific fixed effects, 

which capture unobserved heterogeneity across races. This is meant to account for differences in 

candidate quality, race competitiveness, and specific events and shocks that impact one race but 

not others. The inclusion of election fixed effects makes our test more conservative: by 

estimating a separate slope for each particular race, our analysis uses variation in Exogenous Ads 

in the state to explain the variation of vote outcome within races. This choice helps address the 

possibility that unobserved election-specific events are driving the results we observe.  

We begin our analysis by testing Hypotheses 1 and 2, which predict that Exogenous 

Fearful Crime Ads will have a negative impact on incumbents’ vote share, while Enthusiastic 

Exogenous Crime Ads will have a positive effect. To support these hypotheses, the coefficient 

for Exogenous Fearful Crime Ads should have a statistically significant, negative coefficient, 

while Exogenous Enthusiastic Crime Ads should be positive and significant. The results are 

presented in Table 2, and provide strong evidence that both fearful and enthusiastic ads have 

large and significant effects on judicial election outcomes.  

                                                
8 All results are robust to using fractional logistic regression models with a rescaled dependent variable that is 
bounded by 0 and 1. We use OLS here to aid the immediate interpretability of regression coefficients.  
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Table 2: The Effect of Exogenous Crime-Focused Advertising on Judicial Vote Share 
 

Crime Rate (per 1,000 persons) -0.176* -0.021 -0.031 
 (0.080) (0.085) (0.085) 
Fearful Exogenous Crime Ads (1,000s) -4.599*** -5.029*** -4.175** 
 (1.350) (1.336) (1.368) 
Enthusiastic Exogenous Crime Ads (1,000s) 3.247*** 3.916*** 3.888*** 
 (0.857) (0.853) (0.853) 
Neutral Exogenous Crime Ads (1,000s) 0.397 0.369 0.785 
 (1.165) (1.152) (1.161) 
Total Exogenous Ads (1,000s) 0.039 0.038 0.025 
 (0.026) (0.025) (0.026) 
Percent White  14.604*** 14.057*** 
  (1.799) (1.805) 
Incumbent Democrat   6.847 6.324 
  (3.683) (3.687) 
Non-Partisan Incumbent  14.701 13.955 
  (7.517) (7.513) 
Incumbent Democrat × Percent White  -26.962*** -26.261*** 
  (3.611) (3.616) 
Non-Partisan Incumbent × Percent White  -43.368*** -42.929*** 
  (7.710) (7.700) 
Partisan Ballot  -8.818** -12.583*** 
  (3.018) (3.556) 
Retention Ballot  2.601 2.789 
  (2.019) (2.020) 
Incumbent Enthusiastic Crime Ads (1,000s)   -8.638 
   (6.334) 
Challenger Enthusiastic Crime Ads (1,000s)   4.214 
   (7.273) 
Incumbent Fearful Crime Ads (1,000s)   -22.350* 
   (10.429) 
Challenger Fearful Crime Ads (1,000s)   -44.846 
   (39.446) 
Incumbent Neutral Crime Ads (1,000s)   -1.768 
   (20.319) 
Challenger Neutral Crime Ads (1,000s)   -7.302 
   (20.982) 
Incumbent Total Ads (all topics; 1,000s)   10.572*** 
   (3.039) 
Challenger Total Ads (all topics; 1,000s)   -7.281* 
   (3.482) 
Constant 59.649*** 58.195*** 58.538*** 
 (1.208) (3.270) (3.273) 
Election Fixed Effects √ √ √ 
Observations 4,161 4,161 4,161 
R-squared 0.674 0.682 0.684 

Ordinary Least Squares regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Election-specific fixed effects 
included in all models. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
 
 

The model predicts that every 1,000 Exogenous Fearful Crime Ads lowers the incumbent 

party’s vote share by about 4.6% (p < 0.01) when all control variables are held to their median 
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values. At the same time, every 1,000 Exogenous Enthusiastic Crime Ads increases the 

incumbent party’s vote share by about 3.8% (p < 0.01) when all control variables are held to 

their median values. These results provide strong evidence that political advertisements have 

spillover effects: judges do not control the number of ads for other races that mention crime, but 

those ads help shape their election prospects.  

Controls perform as expected: the coefficient for the total number of ads broadcast by the 

incumbent is positive and significantly related to vote share, though this could indicate greater 

latent support for a given judge rather than the effectiveness of ads.9 The coefficients for running 

fearful crime ads are all negative, and are significant for incumbent ads. The point estimates of 

these controls should be interpreted with caution because they are based on relatively few non-

zero observations. Finally, incumbents in races with partisan and retention ballots received 

higher vote shares, all else equal, than those in non-partisan elections. This result is intuitive 

since non-partisan elections have an available challenger and the lowest level of voter 

information, which has in the past led to surprising upsets.10  

We estimate that exogenous crime ads cost incumbent justices about 500,000 net votes in 

2010, or about 0.6% of the total number of votes analyzed, once the balance of the enthusiastic 

and fearful ad effects is considered. The estimated average net effect on the 49 analyzed races 

was a loss of about 0.1% of vote share for incumbents, with as much as an estimated 6.3% lost in 

the most affected election and 3.4% gained in the most positive case. The average estimated 

                                                
9 Airing ads is expensive; large numbers of ad airings likely represent a better funded campaign, which in turn is 
likely correlated with a variety of other factors (including candidate quality and political talent) that impact vote 
share. Thus, it is best to see the total ads variables as generalized measures of electoral resources rather than the 
effectiveness of judicial candidates’ overall advertising efforts. Notably, this is not the case for our independent 
variable, since the ads are not purchased or broadcast by the candidates themselves. 
10 For example, Charles Johnson defeated the sitting Chief Justice of the Washington Supreme Court, Keith Callow, 
in a 1990 nonpartisan election despite not even campaigning. At the time (and since), this has largely been seen as a 
result of low name recognition of the incumbent and (now Justice) Johnson’s name having a commonplace 
familiarity (London 1990). 
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absolute effect was about a 1.2% change in vote share. This has two significant effects: first, it 

may potentially impact the winner of close races; second, it may reduce the winning vote share 

such that winning justices change future decisions, as well indirectly affecting other justices who 

observe the “close call.”   

Figure 1: Estimated Incumbent Vote Share as Exogenous Crime Appeals Increase 
 

 

Figure one plots point estimates of the incumbent’s vote share in a county as the number 

of fearful or enthusiastic crime ads aired increases.11 The plotted values for enthusiastic and 

fearful ads are each based on the assumption that the number of non-enthusiastic and non-fearful 

ads are held to their median values; changes in the predicted values for each type of ad should be 
                                                
11 The number of fearful ads broadcast per DMA ranges from zero to 1,606 airings, while enthusiastic crime ads 
range from 0 to 1,149. The 1606 fearful ad count occurs only in one media market (Chicago) and is approximately 
double the next highest in the country. This makes it a potential outlier. All model results in this paper are robust to 
the exclusion of Chicago’s media market. Figure 1 excludes these data points so that the graph better represents the 
actual distribution of the data.  
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interpreted without reference to the plotted estimates for the other type of ad. The estimate for 

fearful ads features a clear downward slope: as the number of Exogenous Fearful Crime Ads 

increases, the incumbent justice’s vote share decreases.  At the same time, increased numbers of 

exogenous enthusiastic crime-focused ads increase incumbent vote share across the range of the 

data. Since there is clear separation between the estimated vote shares, we can cleanly 

distinguish the effects of each type of crime-focused ad.  

Priming Crime? 

We argue that crime-focused ads affect judicial vote choice because they convey 

information about crime in emotionally-charged ways, changing perceptions of crime as an issue, 

rather than increasing individuals’ use of pre-existing perceptions of crime as a standard for 

evaluating judicial candidates. To test the alternative explanation – that ads simply increase 

crime’s importance as a consideration, rather than actually conveying information and altering 

voter perceptions of crime – we estimate an interactive model that shows how the effect of all 

crime-focused ads varies across areas with high and low levels of actual crime. We aggregate 

across fearful, enthusiastic, and neutral ads because all three emotional types of ads should 

increase the salience of crime. If priming is occurring, we should expect that as crime-focused ad 

exposure increases, so does the importance of crime as an issue in electoral decision-making 

(and thus the local crime rate). This would mean that ads increase the importance of the actual 

crime rate in determining incumbents’ success, suggesting that the psychological mechanism is 

priming instead of changing perceptions. We test this mechanism by regressing judicial vote 

share on the aggregate measure of exogenous crime mentions, while also controlling for the total 

number of crime-focused ads broadcast in the judicial races. Otherwise, the model that appears in 

Table 3 is of the same design – and includes the same controls – as that reported in Table 2.  
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Table 3: The Effect of Exogenous Crime-Focused Advertising  
on Judicial Vote Share Across Crime Contexts 

 
Crime Rate (per 1,000 persons) -0.275* -0.069 -0.082 
 (0.118) (0.120) (0.120) 
Total Crime Ads (1,000s) 0.394 0.931 1.111 
 (0.686) (0.682) (0.688) 
Crime Rate × Total Crime Ads (1,000s) 0.144 0.035 0.045 
 (0.149) (0.149) (0.148) 
Total Exogenous Ads (1,000s) 0.043 0.040 0.034 
 (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) 
Percent White  13.788*** 13.706*** 
  (1.800) (1.799) 
Incumbent Democrat   7.953* 7.697* 
  (3.659) (3.654) 
Non-Partisan Incumbent  18.419* 18.091* 
  (7.515) (7.504) 
Incumbent Democrat × Percent White  -25.693*** -25.497*** 
  (3.652) (3.648) 
Non-Partisan Incumbent × Percent White  -42.715*** -42.667*** 
  (7.740) (7.727) 
Partisan Ballot  -4.644 -4.628 
  (2.920) (3.042) 
Retention Ballot  7.034*** 6.892*** 
  (1.878) (1.875) 
Incumbent Total Ads (all topics; 1,000s)   5.169** 
   (1.663) 
Challenger Total Ads (all topics; 1,000s)   -9.509*** 
   (2.412) 
Constant 59.780*** 54.576*** 54.807*** 
 (1.229) (3.218) (3.215) 
Election Fixed Effects √ √ √ 
Observations 4,161 4,161 4,161 
R-squared 0.672 0.679 0.681 

Ordinary Least Squares regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. The model on the far right 
includes controls for judicial election ads (total crime ads and total topics). Election-specific fixed effects included 
in all models. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
 

If ads prime local crime rates, the interaction between Crime Rate and Total Crime Ads 

should be negative and significant, indicating that as crime increases, voters exposed to more 

crime-focused ads will be even more likely to negatively evaluate incumbent judges. The results 

are presented in Table 3, and show that the interaction term for all crime ads and the crime rate is 

not statistically significant. This suggests that crime mentions in ads do not simply prime crime, 

inducing voters to place more emphasis on their pre-existing perceptions of the issue: we see no 

negative effect as crime increases. Thus there is insufficient evidence to conclude that ads make 
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the actual crime level more important in evaluations of justices. By eliminating a plausible 

alternative explanation, we strengthen the validity of our argument that ads alter perceptions of 

crime rather than the accessibility of actual crime rates. 

A Placebo Test: Global Warming- and Healthcare-Focused Political Ads  

A final way to evaluate the theory is to adopt the same analytic approach in a context 

where we have no theoretical reason to expect crime ads to have any effect: a placebo test. Thus, 

we test whether exogenous global warming and healthcare issue mentions impact judicial 

incumbent vote share. We chose these issue areas because they do not provide any crime cues (as 

ads focused on gun control or terrorism might suggest). They are also issue areas that voters 

should associate with the federal government, rather than local judicial authorities. To conduct 

the test, we estimate a version of the model reported in Table 2, but use Fearful, Neutral, and 

Enthusiastic Exogenous Ads focused on global warming and healthcare, rather than fearful, 

neutral, and enthusiastic crime ads. We adopt the same measurement strategy for designating the 

emotional content of each ad as described above.  

Since voters should not hold judges responsible for environmental policy issues or 

healthcare policy in the same way that they hold state-level judges responsible for crime, we do 

not expect fearful global warming ads to have any effect on incumbent vote share. We estimate 

similar models as those shown in Table 2, including controls for total exogenous ads and county-

level demographics. Our expectation of null effects is confirmed in Table 4: the placebo test is 

successful. There is no evidence that exogenous global warming or healthcare ads impact judicial 

incumbents, which supports the idea that crime is a relevant heuristic in judicial elections and 

that ads that impact that heuristic have spillover effects, while those that impact irrelevant 

heuristics do not.   



	 20 

Table 4: Placebo Tests 
 

 Global Warming Healthcare 
Crime Rate (per 1,000 persons) -0.053 -0.043 
 (0.086) (0.086) 
Fearful Placebo Issue Ads (1,000s) 8.254 -0.400 
 (8.015) (0.504) 
Enthusiastic Placebo Issue Ads (1,000s) 4.878 -0.685 
 (31.845) (0.522) 
Neutral Placebo Issue Ads (1,000s) -198.047 -0.453 
 (597.888) (0.247) 
Total Exogenous Ads (1,000s) 0.064** 0.139*** 
 (0.021) (0.034) 
Percent White 13.590*** 13.462*** 
 (1.797) (1.800) 
Incumbent Democrat 8.532* 7.645* 
 (3.637) (3.647) 
Non-Partisan Incumbent 18.713* 17.794* 
 (7.516) (7.527) 
Incumbent Democrat × Percent White -25.884*** -25.455*** 
 (3.622) (3.622) 
Non-Partisan Incumbent × Percent White -42.452*** -42.239*** 
 (7.742) (7.738) 
Partisan Ballot -4.516 -5.273 
 (2.920) (3.113) 
Retention Ballot 7.686*** 7.546*** 
 (1.843) (1.939) 
Constant 54.244*** 55.167*** 
 (3.212) (3.249) 
Election Fixed Effects √ √ 
Observations 4,161 4,161 
R-squared 0.679 0.680 

Ordinary Least Squares regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Election-specific fixed effects 
included in all models. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
 
Discussion and Conclusion 
 
 In this paper, we provide strong and consistent evidence of an important spillover effect 

within political advertising. We demonstrate that crime mentions in political ads have dramatic 

and unintended effects on elections beyond those that they were meant to influence. These 

results suggest that studying the persuasive or informative effects of a particular candidate’s 

advertising campaign in isolation might result in incomplete accounts of campaign political 

communication. Indeed, candidates up and down the ballot raise similar issues, and those issues 

have implications for all candidates for office. Voters do not watch advertisements in isolation: 

they apply information and arguments raised in each ad to all relevant political decisions.  
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 As President Barack Obama famously told a group of Republican Congressional leaders 

during a contentious meeting: “Elections have consequences.” Judicial elections are no different. 

The justices who won elections in 2010 went on to help decide cases and change laws. Consider 

Justice Charles Wiggins of the Washington Supreme Court. Since 2010, he has been pivotal in 

deciding laws ranging from parental custody rights,12 the power of Native American police 

outside of reservation boundaries,13 and the standards for proving drunk driving charges.14 Most 

importantly, Justice Wiggins was the deciding vote in extending Washington’s Law Against 

Discrimination to apply to religious organizations in certain circumstances, which had once been 

exempted from the law entirely.15 This precedent has the potential to be significant in future 

debates about discrimination and religious liberty. Justice Wiggins won his seat with only 

50.34% of the vote (to 49.66%). Crucially, there were 4.4 fearful exogenous crime ads for every 

one enthusiastic exogenous crime ad aired in Washington in 2010. One of those ads argued that 

an incumbent Senate candidate was spending taxpayer dollars to provide Viagra to sex offenders. 

Another ad, focused on an Idaho race for the U.S. House but broadcast in much of eastern 

Washington, featured ominous music and images of drug labs alongside a description of how one 

drug dealer was able to avoid charges and remain at large due to a candidate’s lax enforcement 

policy. While these ads are specific to the candidates in their respective races, they impart a 

broader message to voters: criminals are not being punished and political actors are to blame. We 

estimate that such ads cost the incumbent, Justice Richard Sanders, about 1.6% of the vote, an 

amount that would have changed the result of the election. Thus it is possible that these ads cost 

Sanders his seat and put Wiggins on the bench. Estimates of judicial ideology suggest that 

                                                
12 State v. Veliz, 176 Wn.2d 849 (Wash. 2013). 
13 State v. Eriksen, 172 Wn.2d 506 (Wash. 2011). 
14 State v. Eriksen, 182 Wn.2d 191 (Wash. 2014). 
15 Ockletree v. Franciscan Health Sys., 179 Wn.2d 769 (Wash. 2014). 
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Sanders was a libertarian conservative and Wiggins more liberal.16 While it is impossible to say 

what Sanders would have decided had he remained on the court, it is likely that the election of 

2010 – and indeed, the fearful crime ads run in other races in Washington in 2010 – had 

meaningful impacts on the development of Washington law.17 

 From a practical point of view, these results are troubling. They imply that the reality of 

crime may not matter quite as much as the perception of crime – and that perception may be 

altered outside of the candidates’ own control. These results indicate that justices (and all 

candidates) should see themselves as existing in an entire system of political communication that 

alters voters’ perceptions constantly on a wide variety of factors, including on important issues to 

justices. Strategies may need to take into account both the actions taken by an opponent, but also 

by major up-ballot candidates as well. These results also imply that judicial elections may be best 

administered in irregular times that do not coincide with other major elections and the ad blitzes 

that accompany them. The recent trend toward holding spring judicial elections in some states or 

having judicial elections in odd-numbered years may alleviate some of these concerns – though 

at the expense of voter turnout. 

 By focusing on advertisements that judicial candidates do not control, we obtain credible 

causal identification without randomization. As a result, our intent-to-treat estimates of crime 

mentions should be reliable and generalizable to other elections.18 Scholars can adopt this 

empirical approach to examine other spillover effects. Indeed, ads featuring economic or 

                                                
16 Adam Bonica’s (2014) Judicial CFscores rate Sanders a 0.57 and Wiggins a -1.30, with lower scores being more 
liberal, based on each candidate’s campaign finance history. For comparison, these values correspond fairly closely 
to prominent national politicians like John McCain (0.68) and Hillary Clinton (-1.16). 
17 This is most clearly seen in the case of the Native American police “hot pursuit” question, which had been 
decided differently as recently as 2010 with Justice Sanders, before being reversed on reconsideration in 2011 with 
Justice Wiggins casting the deciding vote. For more information, see Pulkkinen (2010, 2011). 
18 2010 is the only year for which data that includes all judicial election ads and all up-ballot ads is currently 
available, but future data releases from the Wesleyan Media Project will allow scholars to test spillover effects in 
2012 and beyond. 
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immigration-focused issue mentions and enthusiastic or fearful appeals might exert similar 

spillover effects for races beyond their purview. Voters may also consider issues raised by state 

and local candidates when evaluating Presidential candidates. By measuring the entire universe 

of broadcast advertisements, scholars can reliably detect spillover effects outside the lab. More 

generally, this research provides a more comprehensive account of political communications 

across races than existing work. By focusing on the broader political context of campaign 

communication, we can better understand the messages that inspire mass political behavior and 

isolate the links between political agents and their principals in the mass public.  
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Online Appendix 
 
A1: Information About Judicial Races 
 

Table A1: All Judicial Races in Sample 
 
State Justices 
Alabama Bolin, Parker 
Arizona Berch 
Colorado Bender, Martinez, Rice 
Florida Canady, Labarga, Perry, Polston 
Georgia Nahmias 
Illinois Fitzgerald, Freeman, Kilbride, Thomas 
Iowa Baker, Streit, Ternus 
Kansas Beier, Biles, Luckert, Nuss 
Maryland Barbera, Harrell 
Michigan Davis, Young 
Minnesota Meyer, Page 
Montana Baker, Wheat 
Nebraska Connolly, Gerrard, Heavican, Wright 
New Mexico Daniels, Maes 
Ohio Brown, Lanzinger 
Oklahoma Taylor, Winchester 
Texas Green, Guzman, Johnson, Keasler, Lehrmann, Meyers 
Washington Sanders  
Wyoming Kite, Voigt 
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A2: Operationalizing Crime Mentions 
 
In this section, we adopt a stricter definition of what qualified as a crime-focused ad. We use 
only those ads that Wesleyan Media Project codes as mentioning crime, excluding ads that 
mention narcotics or capital punishment (even though both issues are directly related to crime). 
As table A2 shows, the results remain largely unchanged, though the magnitude of the effect of 
enthusiastic crime-only references is slightly larger than the estimated effect of fearful crime-
only references.  
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Table A2: The Effect of Exogenous Crime-Only Advertising on Judicial Vote Share 
Crime Rate (per 1,000 persons) -0.182* -0.027 -0.037 
 (0.080) (0.085) (0.085) 
Fearful Exogenous Crime Ads (1,000s) -3.617* -4.030** -3.093* 
 (1.434) (1.419) (1.453) 
Enthusiastic Exogenous Crime Ads (1,000s) 3.418*** 4.073*** 4.053*** 
 (0.853) (0.848) (0.848) 
Neutral Exogenous Crime Ads (1,000s) -0.114 -0.004 0.286 
 (1.141) (1.128) (1.135) 
Total Exogenous Ads (1,000s) 0.035 0.033 0.023 
 (0.025) (0.024) (0.025) 
Percent White  14.545*** 13.998*** 
  (1.800) (1.806) 
Incumbent Democrat   6.474 5.903 
  (3.679) (3.683) 
Non-Partisan Incumbent  14.656 13.928 
  (7.527) (7.523) 
Incumbent Democrat × Percent White  -26.813*** -26.110*** 
  (3.613) (3.618) 
Non-Partisan Incumbent × Percent White  -43.312*** -42.872*** 
  (7.716) (7.705) 
Partisan Ballot  -8.754** -12.706*** 
  (3.024) (3.561) 
Retention Ballot  2.817 3.070 
  (2.041) (2.043) 
Incumbent Enthusiastic Crime Ads (1,000s)   -8.386 
   (6.337) 
Challenger Enthusiastic Crime Ads (1,000s)   3.407 
   (7.286) 
Incumbent Fearful Crime Ads (1,000s)   -23.234* 
   (10.445) 
Challenger Fearful Crime Ads (1,000s)   -46.190 
   (39.455) 
Incumbent Neutral Crime Ads (1,000s)   -1.946 
   (20.312) 
Challenger Neutral Crime Ads (1,000s)   -5.851 
   (21.002) 
Incumbent Total Ads (all topics; 1,000s)   10.786*** 
   (3.039) 
Challenger Total Ads (all topics; 1,000s)   -7.114* 
   (3.485) 
Constant 59.686*** 58.236*** 58.541*** 
 (1.206) (3.286) (3.289) 
Election Fixed Effects √ √ √ 
Observations 4,161 4,161 4,161 
R-squared 0.674 0.681 0.683 

Ordinary Least Squares regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Election-specific fixed effects 
included in all models. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
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A3: Proportion-Based Measure of Issue Content 
 
Here we use a measure of crime-issue focus based on the proportion of all ads that focus on the 
topic, rather than the number of broadcast ads. Results remain consistent, though neutral ads 
have a significant, positive effect. This measure does not capture the number of crime-focused 
ads that individuals are exposed to, however, and we are hesitant to conclude that neutral crime-
focused ads do have a distinct effect.   
 

Table A3: The Effect of Exogenous Crime-Focused Advertising on Judicial Vote Share: 
Proportional Measure 

 
Crime Rate (per 1,000 persons) -0.130 -0.027 -0.025 
 (0.079) (0.084) (0.084) 
Fearful Exogenous Crime Ads (1,000s) -183.050*** -192.906*** -188.072*** 
 (27.990) (27.737) (28.121) 
Enthusiastic Exogenous Crime Ads (1,000s) 16.748*** 16.478*** 16.497*** 
 (4.913) (4.868) (4.863) 
Neutral Exogenous Crime Ads (1,000s) 33.563*** 31.963*** 32.068*** 
 (4.596) (4.598) (4.593) 
Percent White  11.901*** 11.996*** 
  (1.781) (1.779) 
Incumbent Democrat   6.694 6.689 
  (3.605) (3.602) 
Non-Partisan Incumbent  11.923 12.098 
  (7.405) (7.397) 
Incumbent Democrat × Percent White  -25.846*** -25.819*** 
  (3.571) (3.570) 
Non-Partisan Incumbent × Percent White  -44.686*** -44.793*** 
  (7.630) (7.621) 
Partisan Ballot  -10.519*** -10.402*** 
  (2.931) (2.928) 
Retention Ballot  0.812 0.908 
  (1.927) (1.927) 
Incumbent Enthusiastic Crime Ads (1,000s)   -14.630 
   (10.927) 
Challenger Enthusiastic Crime Ads (1,000s)   -0.258 
   (4.435) 
Incumbent Fearful Crime Ads (1,000s)   13.569** 
   (4.419) 
Challenger Fearful Crime Ads (1,000s)   2.019 
   (2.008) 
Incumbent Neutral Crime Ads (1,000s)   -29.089 
   (16.811) 
Challenger Neutral Crime Ads (1,000s)   7.519 
   (15.970) 
Constant 60.078*** 62.306*** 62.113*** 
 (1.144) (3.162) (3.159) 
Election Fixed Effects √ √ √ 
Observations 4,155 4,155 4,155 
R-squared 0.682 0.689 0.690 

Ordinary Least Squares regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Election-specific fixed effects 
included in all models. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
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A4: Restricting the Time Horizon 
 
If, as Hill et al (2013) suggest, ad effects are short-lived, our estimated effects may be sensitive 
to changes in the time horizon of advertising efforts. Here we restrict the sample to just those ads 
broadcast in the final two months of the 2010 campaign, and observe consistent results. 

 
Table A4: The Effect of Exogenous Crime-Only Advertising on Judicial Vote Share 

Crime Rate (per 1,000 persons) -0.172* -0.018 -0.030 
 (0.080) (0.085) (0.085) 
Late Fearful Exogenous Crime Ads (1,000s) -6.413** -6.837** -5.385* 
 (2.131) (2.107) (2.155) 
Late Enthusiastic Exogenous Crime Ads (1,000s) 4.047*** 4.547*** 4.641*** 
 (0.870) (0.863) (0.864) 
Late Neutral Exogenous Crime Ads (1,000s) 3.072* 2.798* 2.968* 
 (1.335) (1.321) (1.326) 
Total Exogenous Ads (1,000s) -0.011 0.002 -0.011 
 (0.040) (0.039) (0.040) 
Percent White  14.525*** 13.934*** 
  (1.801) (1.808) 
Incumbent Democrat   6.550 5.870 
  (3.668) (3.670) 
Non-Partisan Incumbent  13.434 12.699 
  (7.557) (7.551) 
Incumbent Democrat × Percent White  -26.566*** -25.901*** 
  (3.607) (3.611) 
Non-Partisan Incumbent × Percent White  -43.327*** -42.853*** 
  (7.711) (7.699) 
Partisan Ballot  -9.586** -13.719*** 
  (3.099) (3.598) 
Retention Ballot  1.066 1.383 
  (2.154) (2.162) 
Incumbent Enthusiastic Crime Ads (1,000s)   -7.665 
   (6.341) 
Challenger Enthusiastic Crime Ads (1,000s)   2.974 
   (7.252) 
Incumbent Fearful Crime Ads (1,000s)   -21.597* 
   (10.508) 
Challenger Fearful Crime Ads (1,000s)   -57.637 
   (39.461) 
Incumbent Neutral Crime Ads (1,000s)   -5.903 
   (20.307) 
Challenger Neutral Crime Ads (1,000s)   -8.440 
   (20.950) 
Incumbent Total Ads (all topics; 1,000s)   10.773*** 
   (3.031) 
Challenger Total Ads (all topics; 1,000s)   -6.687 
   (3.481) 
Constant 60.262*** 59.564*** 59.865*** 
 (1.171) (3.370) (3.374) 
Election Fixed Effects √ √ √ 
Observations 4,161 4,161 4,161 
R-squared 0.674 0.682 0.684 

Ordinary Least Squares regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Election-specific fixed effects 
included in all models. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
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A5: Different Operationalizations of Crime Rates  
 
In Table A5-1, we us a measure of crime that combines property and violent crime in the 
calculation of ‘crime rate,’ and find almost identical results. In Table A5-2, we use a narrower 
definition of crime rate: only the murder rate. Again, we find highly similar results. 
 

Table A5-1: The Effect of Exogenous Crime-Only Advertising on Judicial Vote Share 
Property and Violent Crime Rate (per 1,000 persons) 0.032** 0.054*** 0.053*** 
 (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) 
Fearful Exogenous Crime Ads (1,000s) -4.739*** -5.092*** -4.286** 
 (1.349) (1.332) (1.363) 
Enthusiastic Exogenous Crime Ads (1,000s) 3.206*** 3.918*** 3.891*** 
 (0.857) (0.849) (0.849) 
Neutral Exogenous Crime Ads (1,000s) 0.620 0.596 1.019 
 (1.165) (1.149) (1.158) 
Total Exogenous Ads (1,000s) 0.035 0.034 0.021 
 (0.026) (0.025) (0.026) 
Percent White  16.973*** 16.476*** 
  (1.753) (1.758) 
Incumbent Democrat   6.998 6.507 
  (3.672) (3.676) 
Non-Partisan Incumbent  17.518* 16.798* 
  (7.507) (7.504) 
Incumbent Democrat × Percent White  -26.874*** -26.208*** 
  (3.599) (3.605) 
Non-Partisan Incumbent × Percent White  -45.467*** -45.060*** 
  (7.686) (7.676) 
Partisan Ballot  -7.889** -11.473** 
  (3.016) (3.552) 
Retention Ballot  3.112 3.273 
  (2.016) (2.016) 
Incumbent Enthusiastic Crime Ads (1,000s)   -8.154 
   (6.316) 
Challenger Enthusiastic Crime Ads (1,000s)   4.757 
   (7.253) 
Incumbent Fearful Crime Ads (1,000s)   -21.901* 
   (10.400) 
Challenger Fearful Crime Ads (1,000s)   -43.462 
   (39.337) 
Incumbent Neutral Crime Ads (1,000s)   -2.834 
   (20.264) 
Challenger Neutral Crime Ads (1,000s)   -9.031 
   (20.926) 
Incumbent Total Ads (all topics; 1,000s)   10.113*** 
   (3.029) 
Challenger Total Ads (all topics; 1,000s)   -7.048* 
   (3.473) 
Constant 58.388*** 54.322*** 54.641*** 
 (1.212) (3.284) (3.286) 
Election Fixed Effects √ √ √ 
Observations 4,161 4,161 4,161 
R-squared 0.675 0.684 0.685 

Ordinary Least Squares regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Election-specific fixed effects 
included in all models. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 



	 33 

Table A5-2: The Effect of Exogenous Crime-Only Advertising on Judicial Vote Share 
Murder Rate (per 1,000 persons) -5.318 -2.116 -2.110 
 (2.833) (2.837) (2.835) 
Fearful Exogenous Crime Ads (1,000s) -4.617*** -5.010*** -4.164** 
 (1.350) (1.336) (1.367) 
Enthusiastic Exogenous Crime Ads (1,000s) 3.302*** 3.927*** 3.904*** 
 (0.858) (0.851) (0.852) 
Neutral Exogenous Crime Ads (1,000s) 0.452 0.370 0.792 
 (1.165) (1.152) (1.160) 
Total Exogenous Ads (1,000s) 0.037 0.038 0.025 
 (0.026) (0.025) (0.026) 
Percent White  14.556*** 14.085*** 
  (1.717) (1.722) 
Incumbent Democrat   6.802 6.275 
  (3.682) (3.686) 
Non-Partisan Incumbent  14.552 13.855 
  (7.515) (7.510) 
Incumbent Democrat × Percent White  0.000 0.000 
  (0.000) (0.000) 
Non-Partisan Incumbent × Percent White  -26.891*** -26.185*** 
  (3.610) (3.616) 
Partisan Ballot  -43.160*** -42.779*** 
  (7.708) (7.698) 
Retention Ballot  -8.793** -12.542*** 
  (3.018) (3.555) 
Incumbent Enthusiastic Crime Ads (1,000s)   -8.599 
   (6.333) 
Challenger Enthusiastic Crime Ads (1,000s)   4.174 
   (7.273) 
Incumbent Fearful Crime Ads (1,000s)   -22.228* 
   (10.429) 
Challenger Fearful Crime Ads (1,000s)   -44.572 
   (39.446) 
Incumbent Neutral Crime Ads (1,000s)   -2.232 
   (20.327) 
Challenger Neutral Crime Ads (1,000s)   -7.712 
   (20.986) 
Incumbent Total Ads (all topics; 1,000s)   10.526*** 
   (3.036) 
Challenger Total Ads (all topics; 1,000s)   -7.243* 
   (3.482) 
Constant 59.319*** 58.214*** 58.473*** 
 (1.190) (3.213) (3.214) 
Election Fixed Effects √ √ √ 
Observations 4,161 4,161 4,161 
R-squared 0.674 0.682 0.684 

Ordinary Least Squares regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Election-specific fixed effects 
included in all models. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
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