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$9.6 BILLION 

2

Estimated spending amount of political advertising in the U.S. in 2022 (Majidi, 2023)
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POLITICAL ADVERTISING IN THE U.S. 

Advertising regulations for commercial products;

NO regulations for political advertising. 

Protected under the First Amendment as freedom of speech.

Federal Trade Commission regulates false and misleading advertising:
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PKM (Friestad & Wright, 1994).

Important to identify source and
understand its goal, motive, and intention
(Boerman et al., 2018).
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Political Advertising Literacy 

Recognition of sponsored content;
Understanding the selling intent;
Recognition of source;
Understanding persuasion tactics;
Understanding of economic model;
Self-reflective awareness of
effectiveness of content. 

Skepticism toward content;
Appropriateness of content;
Liking of content.

Conceptual PK:

Evaluative PK:
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PKM (Friestad & Wright, 1994).

Important to identify source and
understand its goal, motive, and intention
(Boerman et al., 2018).

Research suggests people do not know
these source effects or other components
of political advertising PK (Nelson et al.,
2021):

Differences in regulation between
political and commercial advertising.
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Cope with political advertising;

Develop critical thinking and skepticism
(Haley et al., 2022).

Development of PK about political
advertising can help voters:

PKM (Friestad & Wright, 1994).

Important to identify source and
understand its goal, motive, and intention
(Boerman et al., 2018).

Research suggests people do not know
these source effects or other components
of political advertising PK (Nelson et al.,
2021):

Differences in regulation between
political and commercial advertising.
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about false political ads affected how people's
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Persuasion Knowledge (PK)



PK about political advertising, political content, and
literacy can come from schools, media literacy
interventions, family, friends, community, etc. 

A study on Adwatch found that public education
about false political ads affected how people's
conceptual PK to better understand and evaluate
ads (Capella & Jamieson, 1994). 

Increasing conceptual PK may influence
evaluative component of PK (Boerman et al.,
2018).

Political Advertising Literacy
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Persuasion Knowledge (PK)



Increase political advertising literacy 
Education video

Inform a general audience about
political advertising;
Unique regulatory environment;
Encourage more effective coping
strategies. 

Political Advertising Literacy

OUR STUDY

FROM THE LITERATURE
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Persuasion Knowledge (PK)

Created video using best practice design
characteristics (e.g., animation, color,
repetition of key info). 

Brief (~ 3 mins).

Incorporated findings into video content
(Haley et al., 2022).

Coping mechanisms within video for viewers
who encountered political ad with acronym:
STIR it up: Stop, Think, Investigate, and
React by not passing along a false message. 



What voters know about political advertising and what they think they know (Nelson et al., 2021). 

Do not assess the evaluative component of PK (attitudes toward advertising, moral or appropriateness;
Hudders et al., 2017).

Past Research
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What voters know about political advertising and what they think they know (Nelson et al., 2021a). 

Do not assess the evaluative component of PK (attitudes toward advertising, moral or appropriateness;
Hudders et al., 2017).

Most persuasion knowledge research focuses on negative coping responses and beliefs (Eisend &
Tarrahi, 2022).

Political advertising can offer information about candidates and issues (Fowler et al., 2021), which
relate to voters' persuasion goals as well as misleading and false information resulting in less informed
voters (Lang & Krueger, 1993). 

Past Research

FROM THE LITERATURE
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PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
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Obtain a deeper
understanding of people's

positive and negative beliefs
and coping mechanisms.
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PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

9

Obtain a deeper
understanding of people's

positive and negative beliefs
and coping mechanisms.

Where people encounter political advertising.

What people do when they see political advertising.

How people identify the source (conceptual PK).

What people believe about the source (agent knowledge).

=
Richer view of the multiple

components of political
advertising PK

Exploring the lived experiences and interpretations of political advertising (Haley, 2020; Kates, 1998) within our
current digital media and regulatory environment in the U.S. complements the growing body of research.



In the context of the persuasion
knowledge model (PKM), how do
people experience political
advertising?

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1
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In the context of the persuasion
knowledge model (PKM), how do
people experience political
advertising?

What is the interpretation and
learning experience from the
political advertising literacy
education video?

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1

2
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25 individual online interviews (20-60 minutes)
16 females; 8 males; 1 non-binary individual
18 to 64 years old (eligible to vote) 

METHOD
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25 individual online interviews (20-60 minutes)
16 females; 8 males; 1 non-binary individual
18 to 64 years old (eligible to vote) 

Participants asked to share:
Knowledge: Who do you think creates and pays for most political
advertisements?  
Awareness: Where do you typically come across or see political
advertising?
Opinions: What do you like/dislike about political advertising?

3-minute informational video about political advertising in the U.S. 
Reactions & Feelings: Was there anything that surprised or confused you? 

Analysis:
Audio and video recordings for transcripts 
Two codebooks developed
Inductive and deductive processes through descriptive and in vivo coding

METHOD
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FINDINGS

Where do you typically come across or see political advertising?

15 out of 25 participants answered television
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RQ1. In the
context of the
persuasion
knowledge
model (PKM),
how do people
experience
political
advertising?



FINDINGS

Where do you typically come across or see political advertising?

15 out of 25 participants answered television

Mail
Phone calls to landlines
Radio
Yard signs
Public transportation ads
Billboards
Streaming services (Youtube, Facebook)
Public media (NPR, local PBS station)

Other mentions:
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FINDINGS

Where do you typically come across or see political advertising?

15 out of 25 participants answered television

Mail
Phone calls to landlines
Radio
Yard signs
Public transportation ads
Billboards
Streaming services (Youtube, Facebook)
Public media (NPR, local PBS station)

Other mentions:

No distinct pattern by
demographics; however,
oldest participants relied on
non-digital media. 
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FINDINGS

What do you do when you encounter political advertising?

AVOID ATTENTION COPING RESPONSE
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AVOID

 
 

 
 

"Just skip through it...I try not
to get my information about

political figures through
advertising because I just

don't trust it." 
 

Julia
 

 
 

FINDINGS

What do you do when you encounter political advertising?
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"Fast forward
if I can."

 
Ruth

"Turn the
channel." 

 
Garrett

" I  K I N D  O F  J U S T  
I G N O R E  I T . "  

 
J O R D A N

 
 

"I honestly tune it out usually; I don't
really read into them that often; I feel

like they don't really have an effect
on...who I'm voting for." 

 
Morgan 
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RQ1. In the
context of the
persuasion
knowledge
model (PKM),
how do people
experience
political
advertising?



FINDINGS

What do you do when you encounter political advertising?

ATTENTION COPING RESPONSE

Light attention

Sorting process

Counterarguing

Identifying the source

Searching for more information

16



 
 

FINDINGS: LIGHT ATTENTION 

Incidental awareness

17

 
 

"Typically, I don't really pay much
attention to it but occasionally, if I've

seen...the signs on the side of the road, if
I've seen the same name a bunch of
times, I'm like 'oh, maybe...they have

some popular support for this
upcoming whatever.'"

 
Shelby

 
 

"I lightly pay attention just
to...see what's the general

message. But I'm
usually...maybe walking or

in the process of doing
something else, so I only

kind of...lightly pay
attention and keep

walking...so I only see part
of it."

 
Michael

 

ATTENTION COPING RESPONSE



 
 

Checking on the political party/issue then deciding what to do with the information
ATTENTION COPING RESPONSE

 
 

 
 

"...it depends on the wording of
what draws me...I guess if it's in
agreement with my beliefs, I'm

more than likely to stop and
read it compared to something

that isn't of value." 
 

Wendy
 

 
 

FINDINGS: SORTING PROCESS
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"I kind of

divide them
into two

things right
away. My first
question is,

are they
conservative
or are they

liberal?" 
 

Roger

"...you know there's like an
advertisement and if it's

somebody that I know that I don't
like then, I'm just kinda...annoyed

by it and just like, 'oh, that's a total
b.s.,...but if it's somebody that...I

probably will vote for, then I
mean, I just watch it...just seeing
what they're...trying...to sell me, I
guess, what idea they're trying to

sell me." 
 

Kathleen



Negative emotional reactions to political advertising
ATTENTION COPING RESPONSE

 
 

 
 

"Usually I yell at it...yeah, I'm the only one in my house. So,
you know, so a lot of times I'll yell at it, or I just get up and

leave the room...usually in anger and just disgust." 
 

LYDIA
 

FINDINGS: COUNTERARGUING
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ATTENTION COPING RESPONSE

Who typically pays for political advertising?

FINDINGS: IDENTIFYING THE SOURCE
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UNIONS

POLITICAL ACTION
COMMITTEES (PACS) 

CANDIDATES

PARTIES DONORS, SPONSORS,
CORPORATIONS

CAMPAIGN MANAGERS



ATTENTION COPING RESPONSE

 
 

 
 

 
 

How can you tell the source of a political message?

FINDINGS: IDENTIFYING THE SOURCE
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DISCLAIMERS IN
THE AD

AD CONTENT &
QUALITY 

CANNOT ALWAYS
TELL, ESPECIALLY
ON SOCIAL MEDIA



ATTENTION COPING RESPONSE

Exposure prompts search for additional information 

FINDINGS: SEARCHING FOR MORE INFORMATION
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"If I have a few minutes to spare, sometimes I click the link to their website
and look around it for a bit, and sometimes that leads me to googling them
further (but sometimes it doesn't). Or I might join their email list. [Political

advertising] makes me want to research whatever...politics is
showcasing...whether's it's a candidate or some policy 'cause usually...a lot of
the times political advertisement is...the first exposure I have to...something
politics related so it motivates me to do further research on it to make sure

I'm getting proper facts, factual information." 
 

Minako
 



FINDINGS

What do you do think about political advertising? Likes, dislikes?
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RQ1. In the
context of the
persuasion
knowledge
model (PKM),
how do people
experience
political
advertising?



FINDINGS

What do you do think about political advertising? Likes, dislikes?

GENERAL AWARENESS NEGATIVE EVALUATIONS
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FINDINGS

What do you do like about political advertising?

23

44%
11 participants found political ads to be

useful for building awareness of candidate
names, party affiliation, and positions.

 
GENERAL AWARENESS



GENERAL AWARENESS

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

"I do like them because I'm like 'Oh, I
didn't even know this person was
running,' 'Oh, they do care about this
thing' or 'they don't care about this
thing'...I do like when they show the
things that they've done..." 

Morgan

"...you kind of start learning about them a little
bit with advertising...kind of learn what issues

that [they] think are gona tap into who will vote
for them." 

 
Ben

 
 

FINDINGS: EVALUATIVE PK ABOUT POLITICAL
ADVERTISING 

What do you do like about political advertising? 

24

"...[political ads] get me to...do my own
research and look up who even is

involved in running for things...so it's nice
for name familiarity." 

 
Shelby



100%

FINDINGS

What do you dislike about political advertising?

NEGATIVE EVALUATIONS

25

All 25 participants easily
identified negative aspects:

negativity and message strategy. 
 



FINDINGS 

What do you dislike about political advertising?

NEGATIVE EVALUATIONS

25

aggressiveness
mudslinging
smear campaigns

surface-level material
manipulative information
misleading information 

Negativity:

Message strategy:

 



GENERAL AWARENESS

 
 

 
 

 
 

FINDINGS: NEGATIVITY IN POLITICAL ADVERTISING 

What do you do dislike about political advertising? 

26

"Very seldom do you find somebody who is just
gonna tell you specifically their plan. They're...too
busy saying the other guy is bad...that's just the

wrong way to go about anything."
 

Garrett 

"I think [political advertising is] a pain in the
butt...most political advertisements are 'this

person sucks,' not like, 'this is why you
should vote for this person because they

believe this...it's just shitting on somebody
else...that kind of negativity is

pointless...don't tell me why I shouldn't
vote for this person, I mean, why should

I vote for you?"
 

Jake 

"I don't like the smear kind of things, the so and so
did this or x, y, and z, pulling someone's record, or
things like that or personal attacks on people...that
kind of stuff...makes me think less of the person
who did it than the person...they're talking about." 

Ruth



FINDINGS

Responses to political advertising literacy education video 

27

RQ2. What is
the
interpretation
and learning
experience from
the political
advertising
literacy
education
video? 
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Limited regulation of truth in political advertising content;

More regulations for commercial advertising than political;

Anyone can post political ads on social media;

Funding sources can be masked in political ads in general
(e.g., PACs);

Everyone (e.g., current voters, new and future voters) should
see the video. 

Concerns after watching video: 

 

FINDINGS

Responses to political advertising literacy education video 
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RQ2. What is
the
interpretation
and learning
experience from
the political
advertising
literacy
education
video? 
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SO WHAT?

Insights into how people receive and process political ads;

Coping strategies as neutral (not always negative);

Idea of "getting acquainted" heuristic information for awareness; 

Source and message related to general beliefs about the source;

Limited knowledge of regulatory environment in U.S. politics among voters. 

1

2

3

4

5
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LIMITATIONS & FUTURE RESEARCH

No quota sampling; 

Research topic itself might
not appeal to certain
demographics, resulting in
exclusion from sample;

Did not collect information
on political party; 

Limited space to share full
range of participants'
voices. 

LIMITATIONS:



New voter education with advertising literacy video;

Exploration of persuasion knowledge of persuasion
agents or political strategists to see how they view their
targets' knowledge and their own role in the political
process; 

Investigate relationships between political advertising
exposure and spending, and conceptual and evaluative
persuasion knowledge;

Experimental studies (e.g., sponsorship disclosure, party
affiliation, source information, media). 

FUTURE RESEARCH:
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