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--- The Dynamics of Issue Ownership---- in Presidential Campaigns 

DAVID E DAMORE, UNIVERSITY LASVEGASOF NEVADA, 

This effort examines the dynamics of the agenda-setting process in presidential campaigns by assessing the 
conditions that motivate candidates to discuss issues associated with their opponentk party, The article's argu-
ment contends that occurrences of issue trespassing are a function of the context in which a campaign is occur-
ring and factors stemming from the campaign process. The hypotheses are tested against data collected from 
all available campaign advertisements produced by major party candidates competing in the 1976 through 
1996 presidential elections. The results of the logit analysis indicate that candidates' decisions to address issues 
owned by their opponent's party are a function of their competitive standing, their partisanship, the impor-
tance of an issue to the electorate, and the tone of their campaign messages. 

I ncreasingly, the field of campaign politics is moving 
away from an emphasis on voters (e.g.,voting behavior, 
information processing, and attitude formation) and 

toward analyses of candidate behavior (e.g., Damore 2002; 
Jacobs and Shapiro 1994; Kahn and Kenney 1999; Shaw 
1999a, 1999b; Simon 2002). This shift has resulted in the 
emergence of a body of knowledge that has improved our 
understanding of the supply side of the campaign process, 
particularly in terms of the study of campaign strategy. 

I seek to further this research by building on prior work 
examining the theory of issue ownership (Petrocik 1991, 
1996) to assess how presidential candidates compete to 
define and control campaign agendas. Briefly, the theory of 
issue ownership posits that the parties hold reputations for 
their ability to handle certain issues. These reputations, in 
turn, provide candidates with credibility over issues associ-
ated with their party By increasing the salience of party-
owned issues, candidates can stack the campaign agenda 
with issues that accent their strengths and highlight their 
opponents' weaknesses. 

While the advantages that candidates may reap from 
discussing party-owned issues is apparent, what is less 
obvious, and which is the focus of this effort, is why can-
didates would choose to trespass on issues associated with 
the opposition's party. Indeed, evidence from recent presi-
dential campaigns indicates that such behavior is common, 
if not always successful (i.e., Dukakis in the tank). Investi-
gation of this behavior and the study of campaign agenda 
setting more generally have implications for our under-
standing of campaign strategy and political communica-
tion, as well as the linkage between campaign processes 
and election outcomes. 

NOTE: An earller version of thls research was presented at the Annual 
Meetlng of the Western Polltical Science Association, Denver, 
March 27-29, 2003. 1 am thankful for the comments and sugges-
uons of Scott Gartner, Bob Jackman, Tom Hansford, Steve Nichol-
son, and Jlm Spriggs. 
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The research begins by assessing the strategic considera-
tions that underlie candidates' decisions about which issues 
to discuss during a campaign and which issues to avoid. 
Next, I draw on prior research to develop a set of hypothe-
ses that capture the conditions under which presidential 
candidates will address issues associated with their oppo-
nent's party In particular, I argue that these decisions are 
shaped by the context in which a campaign is occurring and 
the dynamics of the campaign process. These hypotheses 
are then tested with data collected from all available cam-
paign advertisements produced by major party candidates 
competing in the 1976 through 1996 presidential elections. 
After presenting the results of the analysis, the paper con-
cludes by discussing its implications for the literature. 

As Riker (1993: 1) notes: "Agendas foreshadow out-
comes: the shape of an agenda influences the choices made 
from it." As applied to the study of campaigns, Riker's axiom 
suggests that candidates who are able to define campaign 
agendas hold a distinct advantage over candidates operating 
under agendas established by their opponents.' Given this 
link between agendas and outcomes, understanding how 
campaign agendas emerge is a critical component of cam-
paign strategy. 

Investigation of this process, however, necessitates ex 
ante specification of candidates' agenda setting strategies. 
To this end, Riker (1993) argues that candidates should 
focus their attention on issues that either play to their 
strengths or their opponents' weaknesses while avoiding 
issues that either accent the opposition's strengths or high-
light their own weaknesses (e.g.,the Dominance Principle). 
Execution of this strategy may allow candidates to increase 

In contrast to agendas in legislative settings, campaign agendas are more 
fluid in nature. Whereas legislative agendas are fixed sets of proposals 
that are voted on sequentially, campalgn agendas emerge over time and 
result from the joint cholces candidates make about voter receptivity to 
the~rissue packages. 



the saliency of issues over which they are perceived as cred- 
ible in the campaign e n v i r ~ n m e n t . ~  This, in turn, increases 
the likelihood that candidates will be evaluated in terms of 
their strengths and the opposition candidate in terms of 
their weaknesses. 

Clearly, the Dominance Principle provides a useful tem- 
plate for assessing agenda competition in the campaign 
arena. For the construct to be tractable, however, indicators 
of credibility need to be observable. To wit, past research 
suggests that policy reputations (Carmines and Kuklinski 
1990), incumbency (Kahn and Kenney 1999), and candi- 
dates' backgrounds (i.e., military experience) can serve as 
sources for credibility. However, incorporation of these cri- 
teria into a general model of agenda competition is prob- 
lematic because they are largely idiosyncratic and hence do 
not lend themselves to systematic evaluation. Because of 
this limitation, a more generalizable construct for examining 
the agenda competition process in presidential campaigns is 
used here: candidates' partisanship and the theory of issue 
ownership (Petrocik 1991, 1996). 

The theory of issue ownership rests on the proposition 
that because of long standing party reputation, candidates' 
are more likely to be perceived as credible over issues 
owned by their party (also see Campbell et al. 1960; Nor- 
poth and Buchanan 1992). For instance, voters see Repub- 
licans as being better able to handle foreign policy and gov- 
ernment management issues, while the Democrats are 
perceived as more capable on civil rights and social welfare 
issues. Prior research suggests that these partisan issue asso- 
ciations are consistent and well defined (e.g., Campbell et 
al. 1960; Hamill, Lodge, and Blake 1985).3 

Given the basic thrust of the issue ownership argument, 
it might be expected that as candidates compete for leverage 
over campaign agendas they will focus their campaign mes- 
sages on issues owned by their party and ignore issues asso- 
ciated with the opposition party to maximize perceptions of 
their credibility over the campaign agenda. The data pre- 
sented in Table 1,  however, tell a different story. These data 
present the distribution of appeals taken from all available 
campaign advertisements produced by major party candi- 
dates competing for the presidency between 1976 and 
1996. The data are divided into five categories: appeals 
focusing on candidate traits and backgrounds, appeals 
addressing neutral and performance issues, and appeals that 
highlight either party-owned or opposition owned issues. 

Credibility is a necessary antecedent for persuasion (e.g., Lupia and 
McCubbins 1998). 
Consistent with political psychological approaches to the study of voting 
behavior (e.g., Conover and Feldman 1989; Jacobs and Shapiro 1994; 
Krosnick and Kinder 1990; Rahn 19931, I assume that voters are more 
likely to rely on information that is salient in the campaign environment 
when formulating their vote choice. Thus, the purpose of campaign mes- 
sages is not to change voters' attitudes per se, but to prime the informa- 
tion that voters draw on when evaluating candidates. Consistent with 
strategic actor models of agenda setting, 1 assume that, it is the inter-can- 
didate competition for agenda control that affects what information is 
salient to voters. 

Table 1 yields a number of insights into how major party 
presidential candidates present their campaign messages; spe- 
cific to my purposes, two considerations merit discussion. 
First, to some degree, it appears that all candidates issue tres- 
pass. This ranges from a high of 34 percent for Walter Mon- 
dale in 1988 to a low of 4 percent by George Bush in 1988. 
Second, issue trespassing is more common among Democrats 
than among Republicans. Of the total instances of issue tres- 
passing in the data, Democratic candidates account for 74 
percent. It appears that in some cases presidential candidates 
abandon the efficacy of the Dominance Principle and cam- 
paign in their opponent's issue territories. 

What accounts for the discrepancy between the theoret- 
ical predictions outlined above and these data? The work of 
Downs (1957) provides a useful starting point for explain- 
ing this behavior. Specifically, Downs (135) argues that to 
appeal to the largest segment of voters, candidates in a two- 
party system should cast "some policies into the other's ter- 
ritory in order to convince voters that their net position is 
near them." Thus, some level of issue trespassing should be 
expected as a function of normal campaign ~t ra tegy.~  Prior 
research also suggests additional factors, most notably the 
context in which a campaign is occurring and factors stem- 
ming from the campaign process that may affect occur- 
rences of issue trespassing. Below, I more fully elucidate the 
hypothesized relationship between these factors and candi- 
dates' decisions to issue trespass. 

Environmental Factors 

As the work of Holbrook (1996) and others suggests, 
macro-level forces (e.g., the state of the economy) shape the 
context in which campaigns transpire. This, in turn, may 
constrain candidates' selection or avoidance of specific 
issues. In particular, environmental factors may affect the 
decision to issue trespass at two levels. First, candidates may 
adapt the content of their campaign messages in response to 

'	Although this strategy is rational from the perspective of candidates, its 
implications for voters may not be so satisfactory In addition to spend- 
ing a good deal of time discussing moderate policies, candidates who 
employ this strategy are likely to heighten ambiguity about what they 
stand for. Moreover, evidence from the voting behavior literature indi- 
cates that the payoffs for this strategy may be less than expected. In their 
analysis of voter recall of Dukakis and Bush's discussion of opposition 
party issues during the 1988 presidential campaigns, Norpoth and 
Buchanan (1992) find that because of voters adherence to long-stand- 
ing partisan stereotypes, voters failed to associate the candidates with 
the trespassed issues. With this said, it is important to remember that 
campaigns do not target all voters equally, but rather direct their 
resources towards voters at the margins whose decisionmaking ulti- 
mately determine election outcomes (Shaw 1999a, 1999b). As a conse- 
quence, seeking evidence of campaign effects by analyzing the behavior 
of all voters is likely to miss subtle effects that have large implications 
in the aggregate. 



= TABLE1 
DISTRIBUTIONOF CANDIDATEAPPEALS 	 CAMPAIGNS PARTYI N  THE 1976-1996 PRESIDENTIAL (MAJOR CANDIDATES) 

Traits and Neutral Party Opposition Performance 
Year Candidate Background Issues Issues Issues Issues 

1976 Ford 66% (141) 1% (2) 16% (35) 8% (17) 9% (20) 
Carter 44% (44) 1% (2) 16% (16) 13% (13) 26% (26) 

1980 Reagan 45% (94) 1% (3) 13% (28) 5% (10) 36% (76) 
Carter 53% (65) 1% (1) 16% (20) 16% (19) 14% (17) 

1984 Reagan 34% (45) 3% (4) 26% (33) 5% (6) 32% (41) 
Mondale 30% (27) 2% (2) 22% (20) 34% (31) 12% (11) 

1988 Bush 52% (54) 0 31% (32) 3% (3) 14% (15) 
Dukakis 29% (59) lo/, (2) 30% (60) 26% (52) 14% (27) 

1992 Bush 44% (35) 2% (2) 24% (19) 16% (12) 14% (11) 
Clinton 36% (44) 1% (1) 23% (28) 17% (22) 23% (28) 

1996 Dole 34% (44) 0 50% (66) 11% (14) 5% (6) 
Clinton 8% (16) 6% (12) 42% (89) 30% (63) 14% (32) 

1976-1996 All Candidates 39% (668) 2% (31) 26% (446) 15% (262) 18% (310) 

Note: Data collected from all ava~lable campalgn ad\zert~sements produced by major party cand~dates Values In parentheses are number of unique issue 
appeals gleaned from the advert~sements Determ~nat~on for each party5 candldates was taken from Petrocik (1996) and Petrocik et al. of Issue o ~ v n e r s h ~ p  
(2003-2004) 

the mood of the country Stimson, MacKuen, and Erikson 
(1995) suggest that politicians are informed about move-
ments in the natlon's ideological tenor and adapt their behav- 
ior In response to changes In the publlc's mood, a strategy 
they refer to as rational anticipation. Thus, when the public 
mood does not provide a context amenable to issues owned 
by a candidates' party, candidates may opt to trespass in 
order to appear in line with the deslres of the electorate. 

At a more expliclt level, this same loglc may result In a 
greater likelihood of candidates discussing issues that are 
important to voters even if the opposition party owns those 
Issues. In thls case, trespassing may allow candldates to 
associate themselves wlth concerns that are already sallent 
in the mlnds of voters, as opposed to simply abdicating 
these issues to their opponents. Aldrich and Griffin (2003: 
247) succinctly capture this point by noting that "lf voters 
identify certain issues as priorities, we would expect the 
candidates to speak more often and show more advertise- 
ments about these issues." 

Occurrences of issue trespassing also may be affected by 
voters' expectations about the role of the president. Jacob- 
son (1990), for instance, suggests that the electorate expects 
presidents to pursue diffuse collective goods such as bal- 
ancing the budget, lowering taxes, and greater governmen- 
tal efficiency and evaluates presidential candidates in terms 
of their competence in dealing with national problems. 
Given that voters' expectations about the role of the presi- 
dent positively correlate with issues owned by the Republi- 
can Party these institutional expectations may work to the 
advantage of Republican candidates. As a consequence, 
Democratic candidates may feel obliged to discuss Republi- 
can issues in order to satisfy voters' wants. Indeed, this 
dynamic may account for much of the partisan differences 
in the data presented in Table 1 

The Campaign Process 

In addition to the context in which a campaign 1s occur- 
ring, factors stemming from the campaign process may 
affect the decision to issue trespass. Foremost here is candi- 
dates' level of support, whlch past research has shown to be 
a strong predictor of variation in candldates' behavior (e.g., 
Damore 2002; Kahn and Kenny 1999; Shaw 1999a). As 
applied to the context of Interest here, I expect that traillng 
candidates will be more likely to issue trespass in order to 
reconnect with voters. That is, given that the opposition's 
lead may stem from voter receptl\,ity to its campaign mes- 
sages, issue trespassing may prov~de the means by which 
trailing candidates can attach themselves to issues that may 
loom large in voters' e \ ~ a l u a t i ~ n s . ~  More generally, because 
of their disadvantaged status, trailing candidates may be 
more willing to accept the risks associated with issue tres- 
passing. In contrast, candidates who are ahead in the polls 
have little incentive to alter their messages 

A second campaign attribute that may affect candidates' 
decisions to trespass is the tone of their campaign mes-
sages. Here, I anticipate that to increase the veracity of their 

j 	However, 1 expect that when candldates Issue trespass they will alter the 
frames through whlch they discuss opposltlon owned lssues (Petroc~k 
1996) L'v'hereas a Republican may choose to discuss crlme reduction In 
terms of strengthening law enforcement, a Democrat may focus on the 
Issue by hlghllghtlng Investments In educat~on and job tralnlng. By uslng 
an alternative frame to present an Issue candldates may be able to 
reshape voters' understanding of an Issue In manner that hlghllghts t h e ~ r  
perce~ved strengths More generally. Chong (1996) and others argue that 
the frames through whlch elltes present lssues can have strong effects on 
how voters understand what lssues are and are not about. However. to 
date, the study of how candldates choose to frame Issues IS a \old In the 
polltlcal communlcatlon l~terature (Slmon 2002) 



attacks, candidates' party-owned issues will form the basis 
of candidates' negative appeals. In so doing, candidates can 
explicitly highlight their opponents' weaknesses over issues 
that accent their credibility. Moreover and as is argued else- 
where (Damore 2002), the returns for discussing party- 
owned issues positively may be limited given that voters 
may be inclined to associate candidates with such issues 
favorably. However, when candidates issue trespass they 
will do so positively in order to assert their credibility over 
issues that might otherwise be perceived as weaknesses. If 
candidates were to use opposition-owned issues as the 
basis of their negative appeals, these attacks may falter 
given that candidates may not be perceived as credible in 
this regard. 

Data gathered from all available campaign advertise- 
ments produced by major party candidates competing in 
the 1976-1996 presidential elections are used to test the 
hypotheses specified above. An overview of the data collec- 
tion, coding, reliability, and validity is provided by Damore 
(2002, 2004). Due to the dichotomous nature of the 
dependent variable, logistic regression is used to estimate 
the model. Robust standard errors (clustering on each can- 
didate) are used to control for lack of independence among 
observations. The model's unit of analysis is the appeal, 
which represents a unique mention of an issue within an 
ad.6 The determination of issues follows Smith (1985). The 
number of observations in the model is 708 taken from 476 
ads. Excluded from the dataset are appeals focusing on neu- 
tral and performance issues, as well as appeals addressing 
traits and candidates' backgrounds. 

Variables and Measures 

The dependent variable is a dichotomous measure that is 
coded 1for a trespassed issue and 0 for a party-owned issue. 
Data used to create this measure are taken from Petrocik 
(1996) and Petrocik et al. (2003-2004) and are summarized 
in Damore (2003). 

Four independent variables are specified to assess the 
affect that the larger context in which a campaign is occur- 
ring has on candidates' likelihood of issue trespassing. A 
dummy variable, Democrat, is included to test if Democratic 
candidates are systematically more likely to issue trespass 
than their Republican counterparts. Salient is included to 
assess the affect that issue specific public opinion exerts on 
candidates' decisionmaking. The variable is measured as the 
percent of respondents identifying an issue as being the 
most important problem in pre-campaign Gallup polls. 

Using the appeal as the unit of analysis provides a finer measure of can- 
didate behamor glven that candidates discuss multiple Issues in an 
advertisement. often focus on the same Issues or trans multiple times 
wthin an advertisement, and typically include posltlve and negatlve 
appeals in the same advertisement. 

Both variables should have a strong and positive effect on 
the likelihood of issue trespassing. 

Two interaction terms, Democrat X Mood Change and 
Republican X Mood Change, are included to evaluate the 
influence of public mood on candidates' decisionmaking. 
The partisan components of the terms are dummy variables 
and the mood component is measured as the change in 
domestic policy mood between the third quarter in the year 
prior to the election and the third quarter of the election 
year using data taken from Stimson (1999). Negative values 
for the mood term suggest that the country is moving in a 
conservative direction and positive values are indicative of a 
liberal shift. Thus, the sign for the Democratic term should 
be negative and the sign for the Republican term should be 
positive. 

Support Dqjerence and Tone are included to assess the 
influence that the campaign process has on candidates' deci- 
sionmaking. Support Dij'Jerence is measured as the difference 
in candidates' poll standings (moving over time). With the 
exception of 1992, the data for this measure are taken from 
Gallup. For 1992, data presented by Goldman et al. (1994) 
are used." anticipate that the variable's coefficient will be 
negative, indicating that candidates who are behind are 
more likely to issue trespass. Tone is a dummy variable that 
takes on the value of 1 if the tone of an appeal is negative, 
and 0 if positive. An appeal is considered negative if it 
focuses on a candidate's opponent and positive if it focuses 
on the candidate producing the ad (e.g., Damore 2002). The 
sign for the coefficient should be negative suggesting that 
when candidates go negative party-owned issues will form 
the basis of their attacks. 

Three control variables also are included in the model. 
Opposition Emphasis is used to control for discussion of 
issues that may result from the dialogue that emerges over 
the course of a campaign. Specifically, past research (e.g., 
Damore 2003; Simon 2002) finds that as the opposition's 
attention to an issue increases so does the likelihood that 
candidates will discuss the same issue. The variable is meas- 
ured as the percent (moving over time) of the opposition 
candidates' total appeals devoted to an issue. Candidate 
Emphasis is included to control for the affect that candidates' 
decisionmaking at earlier points in a campaign may have on 
their subsequent decisionmaking. Again, the variable is 
measured as the percent (moving over time) of candidates' 
total appeals devoted to an issue. Finally, because many of 
the model's variables are temporally dependent, I include 
Days Prior to Election to control for time. The variable is 
measured as the number of days prior to Election Day on 
which an appeal was generated. 

' 	Due to coll~nearity Issues, Mood Change IS not ~ncluded as a main effect. 
1use the data presented by Goldman et al. (1994) for 1992 because they 
promde tracking data for the campaign. Gallup does the same for 1996. 
However. for the other four campaigns, Gallup reports poll results inter- 
mittently. For dates when candidates' poll numbers were not available. 
these data are estimated assuming monotonic linearity between dates 
when Gallup did report polling data. 



Table 2 presents the results of the logit analysis for the 
model examlnlng the factors that affect candidates' deci- 
sions to discuss issues owned by their opponentk party. The 
fit of the model appears to be strong. The significance of the 
chi-square value suggests that the inclusion of the inde- 
pendent variables provide a significant improvement in the 
models explanatory power. The PRE statistic indicates that 
the model makes a modest improvement in reducing pre- 
diction error. Inspection of the parameter estimates suggests 
support for the hypotheses specified above as the coeffi- 
cients for all six variables of substantive interest are in the 
predicted and all but two obtain conventional levels of sta- 
tistical significance.' 

The performance of the variables assessing the Influence 
that the context In which a campaign IS occurring exerts on 
candidates' likel~hood of issue trespassing suggests a 
number of insights into the process by which campaign 
agendas are formed. First, consistent with the descriptive 
data presented in Table 1 ,  the sign and significance for 
Democrat suggests that Democratic candidates are more 
likely to discuss issues owned by the Republican Party as 
compared to the propensity of Republican candidates to dis- 
cuss Democratic issues. This behavior is likely driven by 
voters' expectations about the role of the presidency That is, 
because voters' expectations about the type of issues that 
presidential candidates should address correlate with issues 
associated w ~ t h  the GOP, it appears that Democratic candi- 
dates strategically adapt the content of the~r  messages In 
response to these expectations. 

Consistent with Aldrich and Gr~ffin (2003), the results 
also indicate that candidates are more likely to issue trespass 
if the electorate has identified an issue as a priority. Specifi- 
cally, the sign and significance for Salient suggests that as the 
importance of an issue to the electorate increases so does the 
likelihood that the candidates w11l discuss the issue even ~f 
it is associated with the opposition party. Lastly, although in 
the predicted direction, the insignificance of the public 
mood interaction terms indicates that change in the coun- 
try's mood does not systematically affect candidates' deci- 
sions to issue trespass.'" 

The performances of the two variables assessing the 
influence that the campaign process has on occurrences of 
issue trespassing are consistent with theoretical expecta- 
tions. The sign and statistical significance of Support Differ-
ence indicates that candidates who are trailing in pre-elec- 
tlon polls are more likely to discuss issues associated with 
their opponent's party, presumably as a means to jump-start 
t he~r  campaigns. The performance of Tone suggests that 

" Because Opposttton Emphasts, Candtdate Emphasts, and Days Pnor to Elei-
tton Day are Included as controls. 1 do not d~scuss thelr substantive effects 

"' \%'hen the model IS run separately for each partyk cand~dates the mood 
term remalns In the predicted dlrectlon and IS statlstlcally slgnlf~cant for 
Democrats at the .03 level and approaches slgn~flcance for Republicans 
(p = 08) 

Coefficients 
Independent Variables (robust standard errors) 

Democrat 1,03** 

(.358) 

Salient 

Democrat * Mood Change -.007 
(.037) 

Republican * Mood Change 

Support Difference 

Tone 

Opposition Emphasis -.223 
(.257) 

Candidate Emphasis 

Days Prior to Election Day ,002 
(.005) 

Constant 

Number of Observations 708 
Wald chi-square 61 44 
Log Likelihood -415 64 
PRE (tau) 7Oh 

* * * p< ,001, * * p  < .01, *p < 05 (one tailed lest), robust slandard errors 
clusler on each candidate. 

when candidates attack they are more likely to do so by 
addressing issues owned by their own party and when can- 
didates present a positive message they tend to use opposi- 
tion owned issues as the basis for these appeals. As dis- 
cussed above, this behavior is designed to maximize the 
veracity of candidates' appeals. 

Due to the nonlinear nature of logit analysis, the coeffi- 
cients presented in Table 2 do not indicate the linear effects 
of the independent variables on the dependent variable. To 
assess more clearly the substantive effects of the analysis, 
Table 3 reports predicted probabilities for values of the sta- 
tistically significant variables. For these predictions, the 
values of the independent variables of interest are varied 
while all other variables in the model are held at their 
means. Thus, these values capture the net affect of the Inde- 
pendent variables on the dependent variable. 

Examination of the values presented in Table 3 Indicates that 
the model's statistically significant variables also have strong 
substantive effects. This IS most apparent in the difference in 



Value of Probability of 
Independent Variable Issue Trespassing 

Candidate Party 
Democrat .45 
Republican .22 

Tone 
Positive 
Negative 

Salient 
0 
10% 
20% 

Support Difference 
+13 (-1 SD) .28 
0 .35 

-13 (+1 SD) .44 

-26 (+2 SD) .52 


Note: Values are net effects, all other var~ables in the model are held at the~r  
means. 

the probabilities of issue trespassing for Republican and 
Democratic candidates. All else equal, Democratic candidates 
are 23 percent more likely to issue trespass. The predicted 
probabilities for Tone and Salient also suggest comparable 
effects. If, for example, candidates present a negative message, 
the probability that they will use opposition issues as the basis 
of these appeals decreases by 15 percent as compared to 
when presenting a positive appeal. The change in the proba- 
bility of issue trespassing also appears to be strongly influ- 
enced by the saliency of an issue in the electorate. Indeed, if 
10 percent of the electorate identifies an issue as a priority, the 
likelihood that candidates will discuss the issue even if it is 
associated with the opposition party increases by 14 percent. 
This value increases an additional 13 percent as an issue's 
saliency increases to 20 percent. Finally, changes in the prob- 
ability of issue trespassing for candidates who are trailing in 
the polls suggest similar effects. 

As mentioned at the outset, the study of candidate 
behavior and campaign strategy has received much less 
attention in the literature, particularly as compared to analy- 
ses of voters. This effort seeks to help fill this lacuna by 
extending our understanding of the agenda-formation 
process in the campaign arena by assessing the conditions 
under which presidential candidates will discuss issues that 
are associated with their opponents' party. The result of the 
analysis indicate that candidates' decisions to issue trespass 
are shaped by their partisanship, the tone of their campaign 
message, their competitive standing, and the importance of 

an issue to the electorate. The model failed to detect sys- 
tematic evidence that changes in the public mood affect can- 
didates' decisionmaking (although see note 10). 

The implications these findings have for our understand- 
ing of campaign strategy in presidential elections are at least 
threefold. First, consistent with prior research, the analysis 
suggests that candidates' level of support accounts for a 
good deal of variation in candidate behavior. Here, I find 
that candidates who are trailing in the polls are more likely 
to alter their messages in a manner that distance their can- 
didacies from the issues traditionally championed by their 
party In so doing, these candidates are willing to accept the 
potential risks that may result from issue trespassing in 
hopes of reenergizing their campaigns. In contrast, candi- 
dates who are ahead in the polls have little incentive to 
adjust their messages, and as a consequence, they appear to 
behave in a more risk adverse manner. 

Second, the evidence presented here lends credence to 
Aldrich and Griffin's (2003) argument that the priorities of 
voters should exert a strong influence on the issues that can- 
didates choose to discuss. Specifically, the results indicate 
that issues that are perceived as important to the electorate 
are more likely to be discussed by presidential candidates 
regardless of the issues' partisan ownership. Although this 
finding could be construed as support for Aldrich and Grif- 
fin's (2003) contention that the issue ownership approach to 
agenda setting is problematic (because it presupposes that 
candidates' selection of issues are made irrespective of the 
wants of voters), I am unwilling to go that far." Given the 
preponderance of evidence indicating that party-owned 
issues are a staple of candidate rhetoric in presidential cam- 
paigns (e.g., Petrocik et al. 2003-2004), a more fitting con- 
clusion on this point might be that the discussion of party- 
owned issues is tempered by pragmatic assessments of the 
issue environment in which a campaign takes place. 

Finally, these findings offer insight into the difficulties 
facing Democratic presidential candidates as they compete 
to define campaign agendas on terms favorable to their can- 
didacies. As Jacobson (1990) suggests, traditional Democra- 
tic themes run counter to the expectations that voters have 
about the type of policies and goals that presidents should 
articulate. More to the point, as the data in Table 1 and the 
multivariate analysis suggest, Democratic candidates are 
aware of this dynamic and have generally sought to over- 
come it by discussing Republican issues. However, with the 
exception of Bill Clinton, these candidates have been unsuc- 
cessful in convincing the electorate that they are credible 
over such issues. More broadly, the agenda setting strategy 

' I  	 Aldnch and Gr~ffin (2003) base the~r  analys~s upon campalgn adver- 
tlsements and speeches made by A1 Gore and George Bush dunng the 
2000 presidentla1 campalgn Interest~ngly In the~r  analys~sof Issue oun-  
ersh~p In the 1952-2000 pres~dent~al campaigns Petroc~k et al (2003- 
2004) hnd that the 2000 campalgn IS an outl~er that does not comport 
w t h  e~ther  the~r  or my theoretical expectations Specifically, they find 
that In 2000, Republ~can George Bush not Democrat A1 Gore, was the 
cand~date most likely to Issue trespass 



employed by recent Democratic presidential candidates 
raises a host of questions. For instance, pragmatically, one 
might speculate if it is in the Democratic Party's best Inter- 
est to nominate candidates who have credibility in Republi- 
can turf. Normatively, we might questlon if candidates 
whose messages emulate those of the opposition are capable 
of engaging voters and promding a meaningful choice. 

While the above insights are Important and for the most 
part novel, I would be remlss to ignore the limitations of 
this effort. Most notably, the theory and analysis advanced 
here is llmited to the study of presidential candidates. 
Clearly, these contests are atypical of most campalgns 
because of the medla attention they command, the voter 
interest they receive, and the ability of presidential candi- 
dates to disseminate their messages. As a consequence, 
determining the generalizability of the analysis presented 
here IS difficult. At the very least, these findings are consls- 
tent with Petrocik et a1.k (2003-2004) analysis examining 
patterns of candidate attention to party-owned issues in the 
1952-2000 presidentlal elections. 

With this sald, I conclude by notlng that this effort has 
provided a unlque examination of an important, albelt 
under-studied, component of the campaign process. 
Whereas past research has tended to concentrate on the 
effects that information presented during a campaign has on 
voters' decislonmaking, this effort has sought to increase 
our knowledge about the process that shapes the informa- 
tion that candidates choose to present to the electorate, and 
in so doing, extend our understanding of the supply side of 
the campalgn process 
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