
Pete  Brodnitz

July  9,  2016

Applying  Communications  Theory  To  
Make  Sense  of  the  2016  Elections



2

Applying  Communications  Theory  to  the  2016  U.S.  Election  for  President

v How  is  it  possible  that  people  support  Trump?

v Why  voters’  mind-set  should  influence  message  design.

v What  candidates  need  to  tell  voters  about  themselves  and  their  
opponents.  

v Why  the  candidates  are  both  talking  about  their  children.



3

Applying  Communications  Theory  to  the  2016  U.S.  Election  for  President

v How  is  it  possible  that  people  support  Trump?

§ He  is  tapping  into,  fanning,  and  addressing  anxiety.



4Which  best  describes  how  you  feel  when  you  think  about  the  future  of  the  U.S.  economy?  
(PPI  data  by  Expedition  and  HMP  data  by  Expedition/Normington)

Why  Trump?  He  Taps  into  Battleground  and  White  Working  Class  Voters'  
Concerns

11% 13%

52%

65%

34%

23%

Battleground WWCV

Angry Worried Optimistic

Which  best  describes  how  you  feel  when  you  think  about  the  future  of  the  U.S.  economy?
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64%

36%

59%

41%

80%

20%

WWCV:  Wide  Concern  About  Economic  and  Demographic  Changes

57%

43%

Now,  you  are  going  to  read  some  statements  that  are  related  to  issues  in  America.    Using  a  scale  of  1  to  10,  where  1  means  you  
are  not  concerned  at  all  about  it  and  10  means  you  are  very  concerned  about  it,  please  rate  the  following...  (HMP  WWCV  Data)

The  rich  are  getting  
richer  all  the  time

Same  sex  couples  are  
allowed  to  get  married

American  Muslim  communities  are  
building  more  mosques  in  American  cities

White  people  will   no  longer  
be  a  majority  in  the  U.S.

Total  Concerned Total  Not  Concerned

How  Concerned  Are  You  About?
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WWCV:  The  Jobs  We  are  Losing  are  the  “Good”  Ones

When  You  Think  Of  Creating  More  Good  Jobs,  Are  You  Picturing…

72%

28%

Factory

Office  Job

An  Office  Job  With  A  Salary

A  Factory  Job  That  Pays  Well

When  you  think  of  creating  more  good  jobs  in  the  U.S.,  are  you  picturing  a  factory  job  that  pays  well  or  an  office  job  with  a  
salary?    (HMP  WWCV  data)
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Concern  Affects  Voter’s  Mindset  and  Should  Affect  Message  Design

vMany  voters  are  in  a  heightened  emotional  state  – especially   non-college  White  
voters.  

§ That  affects  how  they  process  information.

vWhen  emotional  decision-making   dominates  that  means  System  I  decision-
making  has  taken  over.

v You  can  see  it  at  work  in  how  people  will  create  excuses  for  Trump’s  actions  –
even  when  he  does  not  offer  excuses.
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How  The  Messenger's  State  of  Mind  Matters  Affects  The  Message

System  I System  2
Types  Of  
Information  
Processing

How  We  Do  It

Emotional

Gut-level

Drives  rational  decision-
making  

Reactions  are  fast,  intuitive  
and  instantaneous

Heightens  the  importance  of  
validators,  superficial  cues

Thoughtful

Weighs  arguments

Deliberative

Decisions  are  slower

Heightens  the  importance  of  
platforms  and  plans  

Basic  descriptions  defined  by  Kahnaman  and  Tversky.    Similar  to  Central  and  Peripheral  processing  concept
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Trump:  In  His  Own  Words

On  Security

“If  we  don’t  get  tough,  and  if  we  don’t  get  smart,  and  fast,  we’re  not  going  to  have  our  
country  anymore.  There  will  be  nothing,  absolutely  nothing,  left.”

“Bad  things  will  happen.    It  will  be  bad.”

On  Jobs

“I  will  be  the  greatest  jobs  President  that  God  ever  created.”

“The  American  dream  is  dead  but  if  I  get  elected  President,  I  will  bring  it  back  bigger  and  
better  and  stronger  than  ever  before  and  we  will  make  America  great  again.”
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Clinton:  An  Example  Of  System  II  Appeal
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Prospect  Theory  Also  Provides  Guidance  for  Message  Design

vPeople  make  choices  based  on  the  value  of  potential  losses  and
gains.

§ Not  always  in  a  thoughtful,  rational  way.

vTypically  risks  are  weighed  more  heavily  than  gains  – people  will  
make  decisions  based  on  avoiding  risks.
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Prospect  Theory  Provides  Guidance  for  Message  Design

Clinton Trump

Identify  The  Risk The  Status  Quo  Is  Risky Change  Is  Risky

Explain  The  Risk “There  Will  Be  Nothing  Left” Trump  Is  Divisive  And  Violates  
Our  Values

Offers  Some  Hope  For  
Improved  Security,  Economy  

“Greatness”

Offers  Hope  Of  Unity  And  
Reduced  Barriers  To  SuccessOffer  Alternative
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How  Hindsight  Bias  Makes  the  Candidates’  Children  Part  of  the  Story

v Hindsight  Bias:    people’s  tendency  to  conclude  that  if  the  outcome  is  good  the  
process  must  have  been  good.

§ For  Trump  this  means  if  he  is  successful,  he  must  have  been  a  good  
businessman  and  must  know  how  to  create  jobs.  

• And  if  his  children  have  good  values,  he  must  have  raised  them  with  good  
values.  

§ Clinton  gets  the  same  benefit  as  a  parent  but  she  relates  it  to  her  public  
service  as  a  way  to  show  her  values  and  priorities.
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Example:  For  Proof  Trump  Is  A  Good  Dad,  Look  At  His  Daughter
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Example:  Going  Beyond  Good  Parenting  to  Be  a  Strong  Advocate
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What  Might  Change  How  People  Process?

v Fight  fire  with  fire.

§ Offer  a  countering  emotional  appeal

§ Offer  strong  third  party  validators

§ Use  clear  visual  heuristics  to  drive  message

§ Offer  simple  alternative  proposals  and  branded  plans  that  are  easy  to  process

v Calm  people  and  allow  people  to  shift  to  System  II  thinking

vWait  for  your  opponent   to  implode


