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Abstract 
This paper explores US Presidential campaign strategy over time. Using data from content analysis of 
campaign speeches, change in campaign strategy has been identified across presidential elections. 
Using the data, which ranges from the 1960 election onwards, an examination of what is ‘typical’ of 
campaign strategy is presented in the paper including what choices are usually made with regards to 
campaign strategy. The paper then proceeds to look at US Presidential campaigns of recent years, 
exploring whether these follow what has been normal of campaign strategy in the past, or whether 
recent campaigns may be redefining or disregarding the ‘typical’ campaign strategy playbook. For 
example, is there evidence strategic choices are coming to the same decisions as was normal in past 
campaigns; do the campaigns stand up to ‘normal’.  
 
Introduction : Background 
 

Campaign strategy is the plan that "charts the path to win the election"; the "game plans, 

blueprints, and calculated efforts to convince the electorate to vote for a particular candidate" 

(Thurber and Nelson 1995: 4; Wayne 2008: 224; Greener and Arterton in Johnson 2009; Sides et al 

2013: 122). It is comprised of a number of elements including the campaign message, and ideally 

takes a four year outlook, in line with presidential election cycles. This plan covers both the primary 

period and the general election, and should cover everything from answers to big questions such as 

what is the core message to give to voters, down to when an event should happen; the specific to 

the general (Jamieson 2001: 14-16; Wayne 2008: 224; Bike 1998: 176). Campaign strategy is 

designed to be fixed, and in an ideal world would rarely need to change because all eventualities 

would have been anticipated (Shea 1996; Thurber and Nelson 1995). As Shea highlights, strategy 

should not change where it is working correctly for the campaign, only doing so when there is "clear, 

unrefutable evidence that what you are doing is not working because the fundamental 

circumstances in which the race is being conducted have changed" (1996: 173, 174; Thurber and 

Nelson 1995).  
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However, within media commentary and in strategy literature there have been references 

made which imply that campaign strategy changes. Elections do not happen as planned, and some 

have even gone so far as to suggest campaigns may actually be "dynamic and in constant change, 

reacting to events and opponents" (Newman 1999: 77; Kessel 1974; Wayne and Wilcox 1992; Shea 

1996; Caesar, Busch and Pitney Jr 2011).  This paradox as to whether campaign strategy changes, 

when, and potentially why, is what has driven this investigation of presidential campaign strategy 

from 1960 onwards. In assessing when campaign strategy changes, and potentially why, in the 

campaigns from 1960 onwards, it is possible to identify a form of ‘normal’ campaign strategy. From 

analysis of core aspects of strategy; the use of tone, issues and party, in campaign rhetoric, it has 

been possible to determine what is ‘normal’ with regard to change in candidate campaign strategy. 

From this assessment of ‘normal’, the recent elections of 2008 and 2012 have then been assessed to 

see if they fit what is ‘normal’ or whether recent campaigns actually may not stand up to ‘normal’. 

Whilst no two campaigns are ever the same, the term ‘normal’ is used in relation to whether 

candidates follow what has been typical of campaign strategy and changes in campaign strategy in 

the three areas, and what choices are usually made with regards to change in campaign strategy, 

based on data from campaigns from 1960 through to 2004. 

Investigating change in campaign strategy 

Campaign strategy as a whole is comprised of a number of elements; target voters, 

candidate message, candidate resources, tactics and timeframe. The element of message is the 

focus for this research. Message is expressed through campaign rhetoric and is a necessity in 

strategy that enables candidates to portray information about themselves to voters that focuses on 

their biography, experience, issue positions and more; it is important to give "the right message" in 

campaigns (Thurber and Nelson 2010: 19, 50, 51; Jamieson 2001: 86, 33, 37). "Carefully crafted from 

what the voters want, what your candidate has to offer and what the opponent brings to the table," 

the message is considered the "central idea that the campaign communicates to the voters" (Shea 

1996: 149, 163; Thurber and Nelson 2004: 52; 2010). Given that campaign strategy as a whole is 
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multi-faceted, message has been used as a proxy for campaign strategy as a whole. This is 

appropriate because message, as seen in rhetoric, is a measurable behaviour, is widely accessible, 

and has links to other elements of strategy.  

 Content analysis was undertaken on campaign rhetoric in order to investigate the use of 

tone, issues and party in campaign rhetoric. For all areas, the rhetoric was analysed paragraph by 

paragraph, and studied on a weekly basis for each campaign. Following a brief explanation of how 

the three areas were analysed, there will be discussion of what is ‘typical’ campaign strategy.  

Content analysis of the use of tone  

 Previous research into the use of tone in campaigns, that is whether campaigns are positive 

in their tone or negative in their tone for example, has focused on a range of mediums, from political 

advertising to news releases. These have been used to define and explore the use of positive and 

negative tone, more recently including the use of contrast tone as well, when a candidate speaks 

positively about themselves whilst also speaking negatively about their opposition. Previous 

research heavily focused on the concept of ‘going negative’, of which there has been comprehensive 

discussion in research. However exploration of change in the use of tone, especially in the medium 

of campaign rhetoric as yet has not been undertaken.  

 With previous research in mind, the use of tone was investigated using content analysis, 

focusing on three variables; positive tone, negative tone and contrast tone. Even though previous 

research does not focus on campaign rhetoric, the same method can inform investigation into 

rhetoric and be adapted to be suitable to focus on speeches.  The research focused on as a basis for 

content analysis is that of the Wisconsin Advertising Project, which uses CMAG datasets. Established 

in 1998, this project “studied campaign television advertisements in the nation’s 75 largest media 

markets” and coded them into positive, negative and contrast advertisements. The Wisconsin 

Advertising Project Codebook (2000) provided coders with questions that were to be answered 

whilst watching the advertisement, with the answers provided in a list. For example:  
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“q12. Is the favored candidate 0 'Not applicable' 1 'Mentioned' 2 'Pictured in the ad' 3 'Not 

identified at all' 4 'Both mentioned and pictured in the ad'” (page 10 Wisconsin Advertising 

Project Codebook 2000). 

 Whilst this form of coding was very applicable to advertisements, it could not be used 

directly with speeches. The Wisconsin Advertising Project coded entire adverts into a category for 

tone, and had both visual and verbal communication to analyse. However the basic premise behind 

the coding has been translated into a codebook that instead was useable for speeches. Where the 

Wisconsin Advertising Project saw coders answer questions in line with specific answers, the 

codebook was developed to analyse speech and detailed what a paragraph for each variable would 

include. Whereas this meant the Wisconsin Advertising Project had many detailed potential answers 

to specific questions, the criteria for the coding of speech paragraphs were centred around the 

premises of mentioning only the candidate, their party, views, opinions,  trying to win (for positive 

paragraphs), mentioning only the candidate’s opponent and opposition party, (for negative 

paragraphs), and mentioning both (for contrast paragraphs). This enabled the premises of previous 

research to inform research into the use of tone in speeches, but also meant that a codebook that 

was relevant to speech communication could be established.   

Campaign rhetoric was analysed at the paragraph level with paragraphs being determined as 

either positive, negative, or contrast in tone, or a non tone paragraph. All the tone paragraphs were 

then totalled, and the raw numbers week by week for each variable were converted into a 

percentage of total tone paragraphs. From this, week to week difference in percentage data was 

also calculated. Change will be identified at the level of two standard deviations using the week to 

week difference in percentage data, and changes that occur in consecutive weeks will be removed 

given that change has to last for two or more consecutive weeks. Any changes that occur in the 

difference from week one to week two will also be removed because this is only identifying the 

change from zero speeches to candidates starting speaking. This will be standard for determining 

change in tone, issues and party.  



5 
 

 Content analysis of the use of issues  

Issues are considered core to campaigning (Denton 2002: 226).There has been widespread 

discussion in prior research as to why candidates focus on particular issues when campaigning. There 

is a consensus in previous research that candidates’ “should take stands or at least have opinions on 

a wide variety of issues” (Bike 1998: 119). This is because the issues that candidates’ identify in their 

campaign strategy matter; they show the electorate what candidates have to offer, which the 

electorate could then use to try to understand a candidate and make their mind up on who to vote 

for (Shea 996: 163; Thurber and Nelson 2004: 46, 49). Again, whilst extensive research into why 

candidates may focus on certain issues exists, there has been less focus on candidates changing the 

use of issues in campaign strategy.  

  As with the use of tone, prior research informed the content analysis of the use of issues in 

campaign rhetoric. After consideration of a number of possibilities for exploring the use of issues in 

campaign rhetoric, the Policy Agendas Project was taken as a start point. The Policy Agendas Project 

was initially developed by Baumgartner and Jones to investigate “changes in the national policy 

agenda and public policy outcomes of the United States since World War Two” as part of the 

Comparative Agendas Project (Jones, Policy Agendas Project Website). Although specific to policy, 

the project had developed a codebook which has been used to explore policy agendas but also for 

content analysis of documents such as the State of the Union Address. Updated in 2014, the 

Codebook has 20 core categories that have been used in previous analyses which encompass an 

extensive range of issue areas. Using the Policy Agendas Codebook as a start point for exploring the 

use of issues within campaign rhetoric enabled coverage of a wide range of issue areas, which have 

been categorised appropriately in a tried and tested method both in analysis of State of the Union 

Addresses, and policy rhetoric.  

The codebook provided detail as to what issues would be included in each category, and 

detailed specific examples as to what, in policy terms, would fall under the category. Each of these 

issue areas then had stipulated examples as to what was included. The benefits of using the 
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codebook were the level of detail, as compared with other options, that was provided under both 

the general category and the issue area.  As well as this, the updated version meant that issues from 

the whole time period being studied were addressed.     

However, the Policy Agendas Project Codebook could not be used straight away as it was. As 

with the use of tone analysis, the codebook needed adapting to be relevant to campaign rhetoric as 

oppose to presidential rhetoric. The Codebook was used to categorise issues easily, but the terms 

within the codebook categories were replaced with terms that would be likely to appear in campaign 

rhetoric instead of presidential rhetoric. Some areas in the Policy Agendas Project were removed 

entirely from the analysis because they were irrelevant to analysis of issues in campaign rhetoric. 

Along with adapting the terms for campaign rhetoric, specific indicators that could be used to 

analyse the campaign rhetoric were also developed. The indicators were systematically developed, 

based on what fell under each category of the Policy Agendas Project Codebook, but which were 

relevant to campaign rhetoric given the terminology, focus, language, and detail that were more 

commonplace in candidate rhetoric during a general election campaign for the Presidency, rather 

than in presidential rhetoric.  

Following pilot studies, the 20 categories of the Policy Agendas Project were then regrouped 

into five variables. This enabled better analysis of the use of issues in campaign rhetoric. Given the 

policy focus of the original 20 categories, it was determined that campaign rhetoric, with the aim 

being to convince the electorate to vote for a candidate, would more likely cater towards broader 

issue areas such as economics, or foreign affairs as opposed to macroeconomics or finance, banking 

and domestic commerce specifically. With this all in mind, the use of issues was analysed based on 

the variables of economics, social, rights and legal, environmental and foreign/international. As with 

the use of tone, rhetoric was analysed at the paragraph level, totalled and converted into 

percentages, then week to week difference in percentage data was calculated. Change again was 

identified at the level of two standard deviations using the week to week difference in percentage 
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data, and changes that occur in consecutive weeks were removed along with any changes that occur 

in the difference from week one to week two.  

Content analysis of the use of party  

When candidates are developing campaign strategy, it is necessary to address how they will 

use party within their campaign rhetoric. With the two main presidential candidates being members 

of either the Republican or Democratic party, campaigns can try to use either their Democratic or 

Republican party affiliation to some degree in order to reinforce predispositions which may 

encourage voters to vote for them (Jackson and Crotty 2000; Shaw 2006; Polsby an Widalsky 2016: 

10, 42; Ceaser and Bush 2005: 137). Although there is debate in existing research as to the role of 

the party in influencing the electorate, campaigns try to use party in order to reinforce 

predispositions which may encourage voters to choose the candidate in question (Jackson and 

Crotty 2000; Shaw 2006; Polsby and Wildavsky 2016: 10, 42; Ceaser and Bush 2005: 137). What is 

less researched again is whether, and why, candidates change the use of party within campaign 

strategy.  

 In order to investigate the use of party in rhetoric, again past research was used as a starting 

point for content analysis. Rhodes (2014) undertook content analysis of the Public Papers of the 

President, focusing on the use of partisanship, cross-partisanship and bipartisanship. Whilst Rhodes’ 

focus was on partisan polarisation, the method used was an ideal start point to investigate the use 

of party in campaign rhetoric (Rhodes 2014). For the analysis, Rhodes extracted every paragraph 

containing the words ‘Democratic president’ and ‘Republican president’ (Rhodes 2014:127).  The 

extracted paragraphs were then coded into seven “exhaustive and mutually exclusive categories”:  

- Democrats Positive 

- Democrats Negative 

- Republicans Positive 

- Republicans Negative 

- Both Parties Bipartisanship 
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- Both Parties Other 

- Not a statement about parties (Rhodes 2014:127).  

Again, it was not possible to just use Rhodes’ (2014) method given that the focus was not 

the Public Papers of the President but instead campaign rhetoric. Firstly, paragraph extraction 

indicators were expanded to include; ‘democrat’, ‘republican’, ‘RNC / Republican National 

Committee’, DNC/ Democratic National Committee’, ‘party’ , ‘bipartisan (ship)’, and presidents of 

the past 30 years prior to when the candidate in question is running. For example, with Obama this 

would mean any paragraphs referencing Carter, Reagan, G H W Bush, Clinton and G W Bush would 

be identified as party paragraphs. This was in order to capture all use of party in campaign rhetoric. 

The indicators then became more generic and were added to, to enable easy analysis of all 

campaigns over time:  

- Own party positive 

- Own party negative 

- Opposition party positive 

- Opposition party negative 

- Bipartisanship 

- Both other  

- Above party 

The content analysis again took place at the paragraph level, with paragraphs being 

categorised as one of the seven options listed above only. Following pilot studies, the campaigns 

were then organised into four strategic variables; volatile campaigns, classic partisanship, cross 

partisanship and above party. Campaigns with a total standard deviation in the top 25% of all 

campaigns, that is any campaign with a total standard deviation above 91, were considered volatile; 

having no clear use of party in campaign strategy. These were the campaigns of LBJ 1964, G H W 

Bush 1992, Gore 2000, G W Bush 2000 and Kerry 2004.   
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The remaining three variables were considered to be strategic options that may explain 

candidates use of party, based on existing literature and close study of campaign rhetoric. The 

variables were comprised of aggregated data of the seven options, which was converted into 

percentages, and then week to week difference in percentage data calculated. Change was identified 

at the level of two standard deviations like with the use of tone and issues, using the week to week 

difference in percentage data, and changes that occur in consecutive weeks were removed along 

with any changes that occur in the difference from week one to week two. The aggregates of the 

three variables were: 

1. Classic partisan: this was analysed through aggregation of the variables of Own Party 

Positive, Opposition Party Negative, and Both Other.  

2. Cross-partisan: this was analysed through aggregation of the variables of Bipartisan, 

Own Party Negative and Opposition Party Positive.  

3. Above party: this variable did not need to be aggregated.  

What is ‘typical’ campaign strategy  

With the analysis into the use of tone, the use of issues and the use of party in campaign 

rhetoric briefly explained, in order to see if recent campaigns stand up to ‘normal’, it is important to 

discuss the findings from each area, and what happens in ‘typical’ campaign strategy. 

The use of tone  

Overall, there was change in the use of tone in campaign rhetoric, with 68 points of change 

occurring across the campaigns from 1960-2004. This is an average of three changes per campaign, 

given that 23 campaigns were studied. These could have had multiple changes happening at the 

same point in time, including in all three variables. The use of positive, negative and contrast tone 

both increased and decreased in use to the necessary level to determine change, of two standard 

deviations or more, for at least two consecutive weeks.  There was change in at least one of the 

variables in 21 of the 23 campaigns studied (91% of campaigns studied). Only the campaigns of 

Johnson 1964 and Nixon 1973 saw no changes occur during the campaign in the use of tone. 
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When looking further into change in the use of tone, the findings were analysed in terms of 

the types of campaign options that may be ran; challengers, incumbents, or open races, Democrats 

and Republicans, and winners and losers, to determine if there are any differences or patterns with 

regards to these groups. Incumbents made 22 changes to the use of tone, whereas challengers made 

18 changes in the 23 campaigns analysed from 1960-2004, for both this is an average of three 

changes per campaign. However, in terms of percentages, 75% of incumbent campaigns changed the 

use of tone at least once, compared with 100% of challenger campaigns. Therefore it seems that 

whilst incumbents have slightly more points of change in individual campaigns compared with 

challengers, challenger candidates are more likely to change the use of tone in campaigns. Open 

candidates had 24 points of change in the use of tone, an average also of three changes per 

campaign, and 100% of open candidates changed the use of tone in campaign rhetoric.  

Democrats saw more changes to the use of tone with there being 43 changes in Democratic 

campaigns, on average four changes per campaign, compared with only 31 points of change, or 

three on average in the use of tone in Republican campaigns. In percentage terms, 92% of 

Democratic campaigns change the use of tone at least once in campaign rhetoric, compared with 

91% of Republican campaigns. As with challenger and incumbents, whilst Democratic candidates 

seem to have more points of change in individual campaigns, Republicans and Democrats are fairly 

even in terms of change in the use of tone overall in campaigns.  

Finally, candidates who won campaigns made slightly less changes; 36 in the use of tone, an 

average of three per campaign, compared with 38 changes made by the losers of elections, which is 

on average four changes per campaign. 83% of winners had change in the use of tone, compared 

with 91% of losers which had points of change in the use of tone. This implies that winners both 

have slightly less individual points of change and change the use of tone slightly less when compared 

with losers, based on the findings from 1960-2004.  
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The use of issues  

 There was change in the use of issues in campaign rhetoric. Across all the campaigns 

studied, there was change in at least one of the five variables, and overall there were 69 points of 

change across the campaigns from 1960 -2004, which is again an average of three changes per 

campaign. Again, these could have had multiple changes occurring at the same point in time, 

however there were no more than three variables with changes occurring at any one point in time. 

In looking at the campaigns in the distinctions of incumbent, challenger, or open races, Democratic 

or Republican and winners or losers, given that all campaigns had at least one change, there was 

100% of campaigns with change in the use of issues in each dichotomy. Open races had 26 individual 

changes in the use of issues, compared with 25 in incumbent races and 20 in challenger races. 

Republicans had more instances of change in the use of issues than Democrats; 37: 31. Winners of 

elections had 38 changes in the use of issues compared with only 33 points of change in losing 

campaigns.  For each option, this worked out at an average of three changes per campaign.  

The use of party  

There was change in the use of party in campaign rhetoric. There were 5 campaigns 

considered volatile; Johnson 1964, Bush 1992, Gore 2000, Bush 2000 and Kerry 2004. All other 18 

campaigns had changes in use of party in campaign rhetoric. The non volatile campaigns had at least 

one change in classic partisanship, cross partisanship or above party, with no more than two changes 

occurring at one point in time. Aside from volatile campaigns, there were 37 changes in the use of 

party in campaign rhetoric, meaning on average there were two changes per campaign. Incumbents, 

challengers, Republicans and winners had 100% of campaigns with evidence of change in the use of 

party. Open races had change in the use of party in 67% of campaigns, Democrats in 89% of 

campaigns, and losers in 88% of campaigns. In general, the number of changes in the use of party 

were lower than with the use of tone or issues. Incumbents had 16 changes, challengers eleven, and 

open races eight. Incumbents and challengers both on average had two changes per campaign, and 

open races had on average one change per campaign.  Republicans had 20 changes in the use of 
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party, on average two per campaign, compared with 16 in Democrat campaigns, on average one for 

each campaign. The biggest difference, equal to the difference between the use of tone between 

Democrats and Republicans, was between the numbers of changes in winning campaigns compared 

with losing campaigns; there were 24 changes in winning campaigns, two in each campaign on 

average, and half as many, twelve or one in every campaign on average, in losing campaigns with 

regard to the use of party in campaign rhetoric.  

What choices are usually made with regards to campaign strategy?  

 With all the changes analysed from the use of tone, issues and party, it is clear that there is 

evidence that strategy changes within campaign rhetoric at the level of two standard deviation, for 

at least two consecutive weeks. From the analysis it is possible to draw ideas of what could be 

considered normal for certain types of campaigns; incumbents, challengers, open races, Democratic, 

Republican, winners and losers. Once these have been defined, then the question of whether 2008 

and 2012 were ‘normal’ can be answered. Obviously it is not as easy as this given that each 

candidate will fall into three options, but it can give a good indication based on what the candidates 

do, as to whether the campaign changes are normal compared with analysis from 1960-2004.  

Incumbent Campaigns  

  Based on the analysis of change in the use of tone, issues and party in campaign rhetoric, it 

would be anticipated that incumbent campaigns would; have more points of change in the use of 

tone than their challenger opposition, although they are less likely to change in campaigns than their 

challenger counterparts. Incumbents are likely to change the use of issues and party, and do so more 

so than challenger counterparts.  

Challenger Campaigns 

The analysis suggests that challenger candidates would be likely to change the use of tone, 

issues and party, but a lower number of times than their incumbent opposition.  

Open Race Campaign 
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Open race candidates are likely to change the use of tone and issues, but slightly less likely 

to change the use of party in campaign rhetoric. In the use of tone and issues though they are likely 

to have a higher number of points of change than candidates in an incumbent or challenger race. 

Candidates in open races would have lower instances of points of change in party compared with 

incumbent or challenger races however.  

Democratic Campaign 

Democratic candidates are equally likely as their Republican opposition to change the use of 

tone, issues and party in a campaign, though a Democratic candidate would likely have more 

instances of change in the use of tone than their opponent. Democrats are likely to have lower 

numbers of instances of change in the use of issues and party compared to Republican candidates.  

Republican Campaign 

Similarly, Republican candidates are as likely as their opposition to change the use of tone, 

issues and party in a campaign, however are likely to have more instances of change in the use of 

issues and party than Democrats.  

Winner Campaign 

Candidates who go on to win an election are less likely to change the use of tone, than their 

losing opponent, but are equally likely to change the use of issues and party. They are likely to have 

lower instances of the use of change in tone, but more instances of changes in the use of issues and 

tone than their opposition who go on to lose. Winner campaigns are twice as likely to change their 

use of party as their opponent.  

Loser Campaign  

Finally, candidates who go on to lose a campaign, are more likely to change the use of tone, 

equally as likely as their opponent to change their use of issues and party, but likely to have lower 

numbers of change in issues and party. Losers are likely to change the use of tone more than 

winners, and are less likely to change the use of party than winners.  

 



14 
 

How does 2008 and 2012 fair compared to ‘normal’? 

2008- Barack Obama and John McCain.  

Barack Obama did change the use of tone as did 91% of the campaigns studied for the 

analysis. Obama did make four changes, which is slightly higher than average for changes in the use 

of tone. Obama had one instance when there was change in all three variables of the use of tone. 

Obama’s changes in the use of tone, whilst being slightly above average, do fit with what open 

candidates and winners generally do in campaign rhetoric, but fits well with what Democrats do with 

regard to change in the use of tone in campaign rhetoric given that on average Democrats change 

the use of tone four times in a campaign.  

In his use of issues in campaign rhetoric, Obama makes four changes during the campaign. 

Unusually, one point of change has change in four variables which does not happen in any campaign 

between 1960 and 2012. He has a slightly higher than average number of changes in the use of 

issues. And fits with what open race candidates, winners and Democrats do, but with a higher than 

average number of changes.  

With regard to the use of party, Obama had a higher than average number of changes, with 

six changes occurring in the use of party during the campaign. However although higher than 

average, the changes fit with what would be anticipated for an open candidate, a Democrat and a 

winner campaign.  

John McCain did change the use of tone in campaign rhetoric, but only once; at point 20 

McCain changed the use of positive tone. This is below average for the use of tone in general, but 

also for an open candidate, a Republican and a losing campaign. With that said, he does fit what 

these types of campaign do, just to a lower degree than the average campaign.  

The same is not to be said for McCain’s use of issues. McCain changed the use of issues five 

times during the campaign, which is actually higher than average. However with regard to the use of 

party McCain was considered to have run a volatile campaign. However whilst only 22% of the 

campaigns were volatile, of the five that were, three were Republican, three were losing candidates 



15 
 

and two were open candidates so McCain does ‘fit’ with the profile of a volatile campaign quite well 

in the use of party in campaign rhetoric.  

In terms of whether the two candidates were normal, it is also useful to look at the choices 

normally made by certain types of candidate.  

As an open candidate, Obama did not have a higher number of changes compared with his 

own incumbent race in 2012 for the use of tone, or with Romney’s changes in the use of issues. He 

also had a lower number of changes in the use of party than he did as an incumbent in 2012. He did 

not fit the model of a typical open race campaign well.  

As a Democratic candidate however, Obama did run a normal campaign. Obama in 2008 had 

more instances of change than McCain in the use of tone, and less instances of change than McCain 

for issues. With McCain being volatile in the use of party it is impossible to compare these two, but 

on the other two criterion, Obama in 2008 ran a normal Democratic campaign.  

As a winner campaign Obama somewhat fit into what is ‘normal’. Although he had higher 

instances of change in the use of tone, he had less instances of change in the use of issues than 

McCain, and again given McCain was volatile in the use of party it is impossible to compare on this 

criteria.  

With regard to McCain, he does not have a higher number of changes in the use of tone than 

incumbents or challengers, but does in the number of changes in the use of issues.  McCain was 

volatile in his use of party, as were two of the volatile candidates analysed 1960-2012. McCain is not 

too far from ‘normal’ in regard to an open race candidate.  

McCain fits what it normal of a Republican campaign well. McCain had less changes than the 

Democrats in the use of tone, more changes in the use of issues, and whilst his campaign was 

considered volatile in the use of party, three of the five volatile candidates were Republican.  
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McCain does not seem to fit with what is normal of a losing campaign. He had less changes 

than the winner in the use of tone, higher numbers in changes to the use of issues, and again came 

as volatile for the use of party as did three other losing candidates.  

With that, it would seem appropriate to suggest that Obama and McCain did run fairly 

normal campaigns, especially based on the party type of campaign. That is, Obama ran a normal 

campaign from Democrats and McCain ran a normal campaign for Republicans. Romney could also 

be said to fit what is normal for an open race candidate fairly well also.  

2012- Barack Obama and Mitt Romney. 

As with 2008, Obama changed the use of tone in his campaign, again making four changes in 

the use of tone.  This is also slightly higher than average. There was again an instance when there 

was change in all three variables of the use of tone. As with 2008, Obama’s changes in the use of 

tone are slightly above average but fit with what incumbent and winner candidates do generally, and 

fits well with what Democrats tend to do. With regard to the use of issues, Obama makes two 

changes in 2012. This is slightly below average both in general in the use of issues, and for 

incumbent races, Democratic campaigns and winning campaigns. In his use of party, Obama had 

three points of change, which was above average for the use of party in general and as an 

incumbent, Democrat and winning candidate. However whilst in aspects Obama was either above or 

below average, his campaign changes were not what could be considered abnormal.  

In 2012 Mitt Romney was the challenger to Obama. In his use of tone, change occurred 

twice, both in the use of negative tone once at point 3 then at point 23. His use of tone was slightly 

below average in general and for a challenger, Republican or losing campaign. Conversely, Romney 

was above average in regards to his use of issues. He made four changes during the campaign, which 

is more than Obama, and slightly more than normal for challenger, Republican and losing 

candidates. With regard to the use of party, like McCain, Romney ran a volatile campaign in the use 

of party. However as with McCain, of the five volatile campaigns from 1960-2004, three were 
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Republican, three were losing candidates, and one was a challenger. So he was actually a fairly good 

‘fit’ for the use of party.  

Again in terms of whether the two candidates were normal, it is useful to also look at the 

choices normally made by the certain types of candidate.  

As an incumbent candidate, Obama did have more points of change than Romney in the use 

of tone. However he had less points of change than Romney in his use of issues. As with McCain in 

2008, Romney was considered volatile in the use of party so this could not be compared. So as an 

incumbent candidate Obama does not fit perfectly but is not completely abnormal, compared with 

the 1960-2004 findings.  

As a Democratic candidate, Obama again ran a normal campaign. As with 2008, he had more 

instances of change than Romney in the use of tone, and less instances than Romney in the use of 

issues. Again since Romney is a volatile campaign in the use of party it is impossible to compare 

these two, but on the other criteria Obama ran another normal Democratic campaign in 2012.  

The same is to be said looking at the winning campaign option, as Obama again is a 

somewhat normal fit for the option. Although he had higher instances of change in the use of tone, 

he had less instances of change in the use of issues than Romney. Whilst Obama does not fit all the 

criteria again to the same exact averages, his 2012 campaign would not be considered abnormal on 

this.  

As a challenger candidate Romney fits in a similar way as Obama does as an incumbent. That 

is, Romney does have less points of change than Obama for the use of tone, but more points of 

change than Obama for the use of issues. However he was volatile in the use of party, and only one 

other candidate from the analysis 1960-2004 was a challenger candidate and volatile in the use of 

party. This again does not make Romney completely abnormal, but he does not fit the campaign 

type of a challenger best.  

Romney ran a typical Republican campaign in 2012. He had fewer changes than Obama did 

in the use of tone, and more changes in the use of issues. Whilst he was considered volatile in his 
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use of party, but three of the five volatile candidates were Republican. Romney’s changes in 

campaign rhetoric are best explained by the Republican type of campaign.  

 In terms of Romney being a losing candidate, what is typical of a losing campaign does not fit 

with what Romney did. He made less changes in the use of tone, more changes in the use of issues, 

and was considered volatile in his use of party. However given that Romney fits with at least one of 

the types of campaign well it still would not be accurate to describe him as running a abnormal 

campaign. 

Conclusion 

Overall the candidates from 2008 and 2012 seem to fit with what is normal, and it is clear 

that the fit well with at least one of the types of campaign be this incumbent, challenger, open, 

Democratic, Republican, or winning or losing. The big question next would be whether 2016 

candidates also still fit with what is normal, or whether they actually did throw out the playbook as 

has been suggested. This is not to say there were not aspects which were unusual, as Obama in 2008 

has one point of change where four of the five issues variables all change. However overall the 

strategy that Obama, McCain, Obama and Romney ran seem to stand up to normal campaign 

strategy based on changes in campaign rhetoric.  

In order to see if there is a move towards more variables moving at one point of change or 

whether it is something that is unusual to Obama, who by certain definitions is like no other 

candidate that has run before, the same study must be done for the 2016 and 2020 campaigns. It 

would be interesting to look to the 2016 campaign in regards to following what is ‘normal’ for 

campaigns as well, given that there has been commentary suggesting that the political playbook was 

thrown out at least by Trump in 2016.  

 
 
 


