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Dear Commission and Staff,

[ am a social scientist who studies campaign finance disclosure. I write in response to
the re-opening of the ANPRM on online disclaimers for political advertising, to summarize
what social scientists have learned about the informational benefits of disclaimers on
advertising.

The broad takeaway from several scholars is that campaign finance information can
be used as a heuristic (Popkin 1994, Gerber and Lupia 1999, Garrett 2003). Moreover, it is
possible that campaign finance information is a particularly strong heuristic, because it not
only tells the voter the groups who support each candidate or issue, it also reveals the
intensity of their support, because it reveals the amount contributed or spent (Garrett 2002,
Youn 2013).

Campaign finance information will only be used by voters for whom it is valuable.
Information is valuable only where it improves knowledge (Lupia & McCubbins 1998). This
insight leads to an obvious conclusion that has so far remained implicit in the literature on
campaign finance: Because only some voters will need additional information to increase
their knowledge, the effect sizes we observe from offering campaign finance disclosure
information to voters will necessarily be limited. This is especially true because, among the
subset of voters who seek out information during campaigns, many will be sophisticated
voters whose opinions are already fairly well fixed (Zaller 1992, Lau and Redlawks 2006).
The conclusion does not minimize the policy importance of campaign finance disclosures,
but it should temper our expectations of its observable effects.

Among those who are benefitted by information they view in disclaimers, their
informational benefits will go beyond the ability to “evaluate the arguments to which they
are being subjected” (Citizens United). In addition to enhancing voters’ ability to locate a
candidate’s ideological positions the groups to whom she will be responsive on an
ideological spectrum, disclosure (and disclaimers) should also help voters identify the
groups that “endorse” a candidate by spending on her behalf (Ortiz 2012). And audits,
opposition research, and media coverage of disclosures also contain “meta data” about
performance on a fairly complicated regulatory task complying with both campaign finance
laws and disclosure laws. Compliance with mandatory campaign finance transparency
requirements, like disclaimers, or voluntary disclaimers where none is required, can reveal a
commitment to transparency that is informative to voters (Wood 2017).
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To understand in more depth how disclaimers can inform voters, consider the
following studies, all of which pre-date the explosion in online political advertising, but all of
which deal with disclaimers in a way that helps us understand how well they can inform
voters. Dowling & Wichowsky (2013) showed subjects an ad attacking a state senate
candidate. An outside group ran the ad, and the ad included the FEC-required disclaimer. The
researchers followed the ad with disclosure information presented in one of three formats.
One treatment listed the top five contributors (akin to Levitt's 2011 “Democracy Facts”
proposal). The disclaimer with the list of top five contributors mitigated the effects of the
attack ad. Subjects who learned about the funding behind the ad were more favorable to the
attacked candidate than those who only viewed the ad.

Disclaimers have consistently been shown to affect voter perceptions. Dowling &
Wichowsky (2015) showed subjects an attack ad and manipulated whether they saw no
disclaimer, a disclaimer saying the attacked candidate’s opponent, the ad beneficiary, ran the
ad, a disclaimer that the ad was run by a party, and a disclaimer that the ad was run by an
outside group. Without any disclaimer, subjects’ perceptions of the ad beneficiary were
favorable, on net; the attack ad hurt the attacked candidate. By contrast, subjects who saw
the party and outside group disclaimers felt much less positive about the ad beneficiary. In
other words, disclaimers of the ad sponsor (without any additional disclosure information,
like the contributors to the sponsor) mitigated the effects of attack ads. This is clear evidence
of an informational benefit. Note, however, that the effects were only observed among co-
partisans of the attacked candidate and were strongest for disclaimers revealing outside
groups ran the ad (Dowling & Wichowsky 2015).

Ridout and coauthors (2015) showed subjects an attack ad with disclaimers. A
disclaimer that went above and beyond the current regulatory requirements helped mitigate
the effects of the attack ads in terms of voter choice; in other words, the participants were
more likely to indicate a different vote choice when they saw the disclaimers than when they
didn’t, which is evidence of learning from the disclaimer.

In conclusion, advertising disclaimers do inform voters, not only in evaluating
arguments, but in evaluating the candidates themselves. The FEC has opened this comment
period so many times that it is unclear to me whether it will ever act. The bulk of the
comments received in each round have supported disclaimers for online political ads, and I
add my voice to that chorus.

Sincerely,
0

Abby Wood
Associate Professor of Law, Political Science, and Public Policy
USC Gould School of Law



P.S. For further reading, please see the literature cited above (detailed below).
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