
17

Summary

LearningOutcome 9–1 Explain how elections are held and how the electoral col-
lege functions in presidential elections. 1 During general elections, regularly scheduled 
elections held in even-numbered years in November, voters decide who will be 
the U.S. president, vice president, and members of Congress. 2 An election board 
supervises the voting process in each precinct. Poll watchers from each of the two 
major parties typically monitor the polling place as well. 3 Citizens do not vote 
directly for the president and vice president; instead, they vote for electors who 
will cast their ballots in the electoral college. Each state has as many electoral votes 
as it has U.S. senators and representatives; there are also three electors from the 
District of Columbia. 4 The electoral college system is primarily a winner-take-all  
system because, in nearly all states, the candidate who receives the most popu-
lar votes in the state is credited with all that state’s electoral votes. To be elected 
through this system, a candidate must win at least 270 electoral votes, a majority of 
the 538 electoral votes available.

LearningOutcome 9–2 Discuss how candidates are nominated. 5 The methods 
used by political parties to nominate candidates have changed over time, and have 
included caucuses and nominating conventions. Today, candidates who win primary 
elections go on to compete against the candidates from other parties in the gen-
eral election. In a direct primary, which can be either closed or open, voters cast 
their ballots directly for candidates. 6 Most of the states hold presidential primaries, 
which are indirect primaries used to choose delegates to the national nominating 
conventions. In some states, delegates are chosen through a caucus/convention 
system. Each political party holds a national convention where delegates adopt the 
official party platform and nominate the party’s presidential and vice-presidential 
candidates.

LearningOutcome 9–3 Indicate what is involved in launching a political campaign 
today, and describe the structure and functions of a campaign organization. 7 To run a 
successful campaign, the candidate’s campaign staff must be able to raise funds, 
get media coverage, produce and pay for political ads, schedule the candidate’s 
time effectively with constituent groups and potential supporters, convey the can-
didate’s position on the issues, conduct opposition research, and persuade the vot-
ers to go to the polls. Political party organizations are no longer as important as 
they once were; campaigns have become more candidate-centered. Professional  
political consultants now manage nearly all aspects of a presidential candidate’s 
campaign. Most candidates have a campaign manager who coordinates and plans 
the campaign strategy.

LearningOutcome 9–4 Describe how the Internet has transformed political cam-
paigns. 8 Today, the ability to make effective use of social media and the Internet 
is essential to a candidate. Barack Obama took Internet fund-raising to a new level 
during his 2008 presidential bid. The Obama campaign attempted to recruit as 
many supporters as possible to act as fund-raisers who would solicit contributions 
from their friends and neighbors. 9 Microtargeting, a technique that involves col-
lecting as much information as possible about voters in a database and then filter-
ing out various groups for special attention, was pioneered by the George W. Bush 
campaign in 2004. 10 In his 2008 presidential campaign, Obama also took Web-
based organizing to a new level, using existing sites such as Facebook in addition to 
his own Web site. In 2012, Obama had seven times as many Facebook supporters 
as Mitt Romney. 

LearningOutcome 9–5 Summarize the current laws that regulate campaign financ-
ing and the role of money in modern political campaigns. 11 Campaign-financing 
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australian ballot A secret ballot that is 
prepared, distributed, and counted by 
government officials at public expense; 
used by all states in the United States 
since 1888. 196

campaign strategy The comprehensive 
plan developed by a candidate and his or 
her advisers for winning an election. The 
strategy includes the candidate’s position 
on issues, slogan, advertising plan, press 
events, personal appearances, as well as 
other aspects of the campaign. 207

caucus A meeting held to choose political 
candidates or delegates. 200

closed primary A primary in which only 
party members can vote to choose that 
party’s candidates. 202

Credentials Committee A committee of 
each national political party that evaluates 
the claims of national party convention 
delegates to be the legitimate represen-
tatives of their states. 206

delegate A person selected to represent 
the people of one geographic area at a 
party convention. 200

direct primary An election held 
within each of the two major par-
ties—Democratic and Republican—to 
choose the party’s candidates for the 
general election. Voters choose the 
candidate directly, rather than through 
delegates. 201

elector A member of the electoral 
 college. 196

electoral college The group of electors 
who are selected by the voters in each 
state to elect officially the president and 
vice president. The number of electors in 
each state is equal to the number of that 
state’s representatives in both chambers 
of Congress. 196

general election A regularly scheduled 
election to choose the U.S. president, vice 
president, and senators and represen-
tatives in Congress. General elections 
are held in even-numbered years on 
the Tuesday after the first Monday in 
November. 196

independent expenditure An expendi-
ture for activities that are independent 
from (not coordinated with) those of a 
political candidate or a political party. 212

nominating convention An official 
meeting of a political party to choose 
its candidates. Nominating conventions 
at the state and local levels also select 
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database and then filtering out 
various groups for special atten-
tion (LearningOutcome 9–4)

 7. federal income tax returns 
(LearningOutcome 9–5) 

 8. super PACs 
(LearningOutcome 9–5)

Multiple Choice
 9. a. (LearningOutcome 9–1)
 10. b. (LearningOutcome 9–1)
 11. a. (LearningOutcome 9–2)
 12. b. (LearningOutcome 9–2)
 13. c. (LearningOutcome 9–3)
 14. c. (LearningOutcome 9–4) 
 15. b. (LearningOutcome 9–5)

AnswErs tO study tOOls Quiz
Fill-in

 1. who receives the largest popular 
vote in a state is credited with 
all that state’s electoral votes 
(LearningOutcome 9–1)

 2. 270 (LearningOutcome 9–1)
 3.  direct (LearningOutcome 9–2)
 4. the states moving their primaries 

to earlier in the year in an effort 
to make their primaries more 
prominent in the media and 
influential in the political process 
(LearningOutcome 9–2)

 5. opposition 
(LearningOutcome 9–3)

 6. collecting as much information 
as possible about voters in a 

laws enacted in the 1970s provide public funding for presidential primaries and 
general elections, limit presidential campaign spending of candidates accepting 
federal funds, require candidates to file periodic reports with the Federal Election 
Commission, and limit individual and group contributions. 12 The Bipartisan 
Campaign Reform Act of 2002 addressed the issues of soft money and independent 
expenditures to a certain extent. Several court decisions, however, have altered the 
rules of campaign financing, especially with respect to independent expenditures. 
The most notable consequence of these rulings has been the rise of super Pacs 
and the huge amounts of money poured into them by wealthy individuals. 13 Total 
presidential campaign spending, including by candidates who lost in the primaries 
through independent expenditures, reached $2.5 billion in the 2011–2012 election 
cycle.

delegates to represent the citizens of their 
geographic areas at a higher-level party 
convention. 200

open primary A primary in which voters 
can vote for a party’s candidates regard-
less of whether they belong to the 
party. 202

opposition research The attempt to learn 
damaging information about an opponent 
in a political campaign. 208

political consultant A professional politi-
cal adviser who, for a fee, works on an 
area of a candidate’s campaign. Political 
consultants include campaign managers, 
pollsters, media advisers, and “get out 
the vote” organizers. 206

poll watcher A representative from one 
of the political parties who is allowed to 
monitor a polling place to make sure that 
the election is run fairly and that fraud 
doesn’t occur. 196

primary election An election in which 
voters choose the candidates of their 
party, who will then run in the general 
election. 201

soft money Campaign contributions 
not regulated by federal law, such as 
some contributions that are made to 
political parties instead of to particular 
candidates. 212

special election An election that is held 
at the state or local level when the voters 
must decide an issue before the next 
general election or when vacancies occur 
by reason of death or resignation. 196

winner-take-all system A system in 
which the candidate who receives the 
most votes wins. In contrast, propor-
tional systems allocate votes to multiple 
winners. 197




