Who wins the electoral campaign?

The political billboards are back in town - in and around Kyiv, one can now admire the billboards of amongst others Anatoliy Grytchenko, Yuri Lutsenko, Victor Yuchenko, Borys Tarasyuk and Arsenii Yatsenyuk. No doubt, in the coming months, mailboxes will be filled again with political flyers, sideways and squares will be occupied by tents of various electoral blocks and tv and radio programs will be interrupted by lengthy messages of politicians and political parties. 
Such political advertising plays an important role in the electoral process of any democracy, providing the electorate with information about the views of politicians – thanks to the billboards, we now know that both Anatoliy Grytsenko and Victor Yuchenko are focusing on the role of the constitution, that Borys Tarasyuk claims to have kept his word for 20 years and that Arsenii Yatsenyuk plans to save Ukraine (while overall sympathetic to his campaign, I should add that given the ugliness of his billboards, it also informs us he’s unlikely to save Ukraine from bad taste).  Such information is important as more informed voters are more likely to turn out to vote and make a choice rather than abstain. Research has shown that at elections where more is spent on campaigns, more voters indeed tend to turn out to vote.
Researchers also have found that politicians that spend more on their campaign are also more likely to get more votes and that this effect is especially important for challengers, not so much for incumbents (those who are in power). Though how the causality runs remains a question – that is, whether more campaign expenditures cause better electoral results or whether more popular politicians are just able to raise more funds and hence can spend more money on their campaign. One study, by Steve ‘Freakonomics’ Levitt of the University of Chicago, that tries to distinguish between these two explanations finds that the causal effect of campaign spending on electoral success is fairly small.  Based on data from the US Congressional elections, he finds that if a typical challenger had increased his or her spending by half, he or she would have gained less than 1% of the vote extra. 
In his book, Levitt further argues that while political campaigns cost a lot of money - in the US, about 1 billion $ per year in a typical election year - spending such money on democratic elections does not look that excessive, especially when compared to other things that people spend money on – for example, in the US, about 1 billion $ per year is also spent on buying chewing gum.
Sure winners of political campaigns, of course, are the advertising firms. The economic crisis has hit the global advertising industry hard - advertising expenditure across television, newspapers, magazines and radio is down 7.2 percent in the first quarter of 2009 compared to the first quarter of 2008. But one of the few countries were advertising spending didn’t drop is Indonesia, there advertising expenditures grew by 19%. No surprise, the first quarter of 2009 was an election campaign period in Indonesia. The Ukrainian advertising industry thus can look to the future with optimism and already start celebrating a successful electoral campaign.
