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Consumer Sense Making of Political Front Group Messages

Eric Haley

School of Advertising and Public Relations, University of Tennessee, Knoxville, Tennessee, USA

ABSTRACT
This study looks at how highly educated, politically literate individuals
make sense of political front group advertising. Using the concepts of the
persuasion knowledge model and Malmelin’s model of advertising literacy,
the study explores the knowledge base needed for individuals to be liter-
ate in reading these types of political ads. The study uses in-depth inter-
views with both self-identified liberal and conservative voters. The insights
suggest that even the politically literate are not equipped to fully under-
stand a front group ad. Suggestions for ways to enhance political advertis-
ing literacy are discussed.

The U.S. political advertising landscape has changed drastically. In 2010, the Supreme Court
made a controversial decision that now allows corporations to spend unlimited dollars in political
campaigns (Citizens United v. Federal Elections Commission, 130 S. Ct 876: Supreme Court 2010).
Corporations may create their own messages, or may give unlimited dollars for political messages
to front groups such as political action committees, or to other groups the corporations create
themselves for their own for political purposes, thereby masking the true funders/message source
of the political advertising.

An example of such an effort was a 2012 anti-health care reform ad featuring Pat Boone,
sponsored by the relatively unknown group called “60 Plus Association,” which billed itself as a
conservative alternative to AARP (formerly the American Association of Retired Persons). The
group was funded in large part by private insurance companies that would benefit from the pri-
vatization of Medicare, a position advocated by the group. While law requires the funder of polit-
ical ads to be disclosed, who gives the money to the message’s sponsor is likely unknown to the
average viewer unless that viewer chooses to research and see what a sponsor like the “60 Plus
Association” really is.

The money behind such efforts is growing. It was estimated that the Koch brothers, vocal
conservative U.S. billionaire brothers, planned to spend close to $900 million in the 2016U.S.
election, putting their spending on the same financial scale as both the Democratic and
Republican parties. Although the major political parties must disclose financial contributions,
political communication and campaigning efforts from outside groups like the Koch brothers
are run primarily through the creation of networks of nonprofit groups (front groups) that are
not required to reveal donors. This makes it impossible to see who is financially supporting the
advertising and other campaign activities from such groups. In fact, the Koch brothers have
been strong, long-time opponents of campaign disclosure laws (Confessore 2015). Such activities
make it very difficult for voters to know the true source of the advertising and
campaign messages.
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Academic perspectives

Two areas of theory development may aid in understanding how people make sense of political
front group advertising in the United States. These are political literacy and advertising literacy.

Political literacy

Persuasion theories like the elaboration likelihood model of persuasion (ELM; Petty and
Cacioppo 1986) state that a person’s ability to process a persuasive message is an essential com-
ponent of persuasion. In the context of political communication, some researchers use the term
“political literacy” to address voters’ ability to comprehend political information. Political literacy
has been defined as “the knowledge and understanding of the political process and political issues
which enables people to perform their roles as citizens effectively” (Cassel and Lo 1997, 320). It is
seen as essential for informed political participation and necessary for comprehending the
contents of public debate (Cassel and Lo 1997).

Theoretically, to be literate, a person needs to have acquired a certain knowledge base. This
concept is inherent in the definition of political literacy just presented, and is fundamental to the
understanding of literacy development in general (Senechal et al. 2001). According to the cogni-
tive mobilization theory of political literacy, education level and political involvement are the best
predictors of political literacy (Cassel and Lo 1997). However, even highly educated people can
choose to be politically inactive or not pay attention to issues, events, or information that could
be important in making political decisions. Therefore, the motivation to be politically involved is
an important component for achieving political literacy (Converse 1964).

Advertising literacy

In addition to the ability understand political information, the ability to understand advertising
as a form of political communication may be essential to making sense of political messages.
Malmelin (2010) provides a four-component model of advertising literacy. These are informa-
tional literacy, which is the ability of the consumer to evaluate the sources of information; visual
and aesthetic literacy, the ability to comprehend visual communication elements; rhetorical liter-
acy, the ability to understand the means and tactics of persuasion; and promotional literacy, the
ability to understand the commercial nature of advertising.

In the advertising literature, the consumer knowledge base needed to understand advertising
has been addressed somewhat through the persuasion knowledge model (PKM) (Friestad and
Wright 1994). PKM assumes that consumers can develop and enact coping mechanisms against
persuasive efforts if consumers can recognize advertising as persuasion and are knowledgeable
about sponsors, the domain of the product/service advertised, and advertising tactics.

However, there are some measurement issues with PKM, in that items seem to indicate that
one is knowledgeable about persuasion if one feels persuasion is negative. That is, many of the
measures suggested by the original authors and that have been introduced into the literature
more aptly measure attitudes toward persuasion than knowledge (Lee and Haley 2014). Also,
some authors have commented that the PKM is biased toward cognitive processing and does not
adequately explain emotional and peripheral processing of advertising (Zarouali et al. 2019).

PKM has provided useful insights into children’s advertising. For example, Nelson (2016)
showed the positive impact of teaching advertising literacy to low-advertising-literate high school
students in their development of persuasion knowledge. Also, Nelson et al. (2017) looked at the
role of family and media in building children’s persuasion knowledge. Changing the focus to
parents, Evans and Hoy (2016) examined parents’ perceived persuasion knowledge of
kids advergames.
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The PKM model may also provide insights beyond children’s advertising issues, especially in
situations where advertising literacy may be low, such as with political advertising. The model
acknowledges that persuasion knowledge is dependent on knowledge of sponsors (agents) and
advertising tactics and is domain specific, which suggests a question like “How able are U.S. vot-
ers to understand political ads such as those produced by the ‘60 Plus Association’ or by other
such ‘front groups?’” The proposed line of study seeks to understand how consumers of political
ads understand what they are seeing. The ultimate aim of the inquiry is to explore what type of
knowledge is needed by voters/consumers in order to understand and interpret the special case of
political front group advertising.

The results of this study should advance the advertising literature in at least two areas. First,
most studies of political advertising look at the effects of advertising (mostly negative ads) on
voter memory, attitudes, and behaviors (e.g., Bradley, Angelini, and Lee 2007; Kahn and Kenney
1999; Pinkleton, Um, and Austin 2002; Tinkham and Weaver-Lariscy 1991; Lariscy and Tinkham
1999). These studies are often conducted after elections are completed. The results of these inqui-
ries are mixed and vary from study to study in valence.

There is a new line of work that attempts to track political advertising awareness in relation to
levels of probable political advertising exposure over time. Thorson et al. (2019) used a rolling
cross section sample to observe changes in reported exposure to political ads across media in
relation to actual political advertising spending and significant news events within 23 days of the
2016 presidential election primaries.

Lines of inquiry such as those already mentioned are useful in attempting to determine polit-
ical advertising’s potential impact on such things as voter turnout, memory, and intention, but do
not examine how voters/consumers interpret the ads they are seeing. The studies do little to help
us understand what goes through a voter’s/consumer’s mind when she or he encounters political
ads such as front group advertising. Understanding the level and type of knowledge a voter needs
in order to be literate when it comes to political front group advertising should allow insights
into how better to equip voters to evaluate such ads as they make voting decisions. Second, the
study should help us better define persuasion knowledge in the context of political advertising.
The insights could lead to better operationalizations of PKM concepts and suggest appropriate
measures for domain, agent, and tactic knowledge relevant to political advertising literacy.

Research philosophy and method

This study is based in the philosophy of phenomenology (e.g., Gurwitsch 1974) and used in-depth
qualitative interviews (e.g., McCracken 1988) with U.S. voters to understand voters’ ability to pro-
cess and comprehend a front group’s political advertising. As Belk (2017) stated, there is more
need than ever for qualitative advertising research that focuses on how ads are “read” by consum-
ers. By understanding the thought processes as voiced by voters/consumers, we can better see on
what knowledge individuals are drawing to interpret political ads like front group advertising.

Specifically, voters who self-identify as politically knowledgeable were recruited as participants.
It was assumed that politically knowledgeable participants might give better insights as to what
types and levels of knowledge is necessary to understand front group advertising. For example,
data may reveal the difference between a voter who accepts versus questions the message in terms
of the depth of message processing, the knowledge base used to comprehend the message, the
critical examination of the message sponsor, and so on. Data may also indicate how prior know-
ledge of political advertising tactics, current issues, candidates, and so on translate into front
group advertising interpretation. Given the paradigmatically qualitative nature of this inquiry,
prior assumptions about findings are not made. The aforementioned ideas are suggested as
possible insights only.

162 E. HALEY



Politically knowledgeable voters were recruited through local political party organizations, both
liberal and conservative. Based on the cognitive mobilization theory of political literacy discussed
in the preceding, it was assumed that those involved in the local political party organizations
would also be somewhat politically literate.

It is difficult in a phenomenological study to know in advance how many participants will be
needed. The criterion accepted in the published advertising literature is data redundancy (see
Haley, Taylor, and Morrison 2014). McCracken (1988) suggests that redundancy among a rela-
tively homogeneous participant pool can happen in as few as eight interviews. However, research
was conducted until the researchers feel no new information could be elicited by diversifying the
participant pool.

Participants were interviewed in a location of their choice to maximize participant comfort
level. The interviews were semistructured, with the interviewer beginning with rapport-building
questions (such as “Tell me about yourself”) to get the participant comfortable with talking. The
conversation moved then to asking the participant to look at six political print advertisements.
Three of the ads had widely recognizable sponsors like the Democratic or Republican National
Committee. Three of the ads were front group ads. Participants were asked to talk about the ads
freely, relaying any thoughts or feelings they might have about them. Questions then narrowed to
a discussion of the front group ads. How much thought participants gave to the front group ads
was noted. In particular, under what circumstances and how much did participants note or com-
ment on the ad sponsors were explored. If participants did not freely comment on the sponsors,
the researcher asked specific questions about the ad sponsor to see whether and under what con-
ditions participants might question the identity of the sponsor. Once the interviewer had
exhausted the participant’s willingness and ability to discuss the ads, the interviewer disclosed to
the participant that the three ads were from “front groups” (explaining what a front group is) to
see whether the participant’s knowledge of the sponsor’s identity changed how she or he proc-
essed the ads.

The interviews were recorded with the permission of the participants and transcribed verbatim
so that the research could capture an accurate record of the conversations. This is an essential
step to enhance the trustworthiness of the research (Lincoln and Guba 1985). The interviews
were analyzed inductively (Haley 1996). When possible, the researcher’s analysis was presented to
study participants to make sure that each participant’s experiences/views were represented in the
final analysis. In total, the analysis was presented to and discussed with 41 of the study’s 52 par-
ticipants to clarity the analysis.

Findings

The findings reported here are based on 52 completed interviews with party-affiliated, politically
active adults aged 30–85 years. All participants were active in either a local or national party
organization (26 Republican and 26 Democrat). All participants were college educated, and 20
had graduate degrees. Twenty-nine of the participants were male and one identified as transgen-
dered. Participants were recruited past the point of redundancy. Redundancy in this study was
defined as the point at which no new themes emerged from the interviews regarding how partici-
pants made sense of the front group ads, as previously discussed.

The results are presented in the following using quotations in participants’ own words to illus-
trate the analysis. Due to journal article space constraints, an exhaustive list of quotes regarding
each theme is not presented. Rather, quotes that most clearly illustrate the emergent theme are
used. In explaining their thinking about the front group ads, participants’ logic can be grouped in
the following themes: “That’s a good message so that must be a good organization,” “That mes-
sage is totally wrong, so it must be a suspect organization,” “Now that’s a front group ad if I ever
saw one,” “It must be legal,” and “All’s fair in love, war, and politics versus ethically bankrupt.”
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The wording for each theme was derived from participants’ own words as ways to best illustrate
the finding.

So, how did these educated, politically involved adults make sense of the front group ads? The
following insights illustrate.

That’s a good message so that must be a good organization

There was a clear pattern in the interviews across all three front group ads, such that if a person
agreed with the premise of the front group ad, the person elaborated very little about the ad and
gave few comments about the ad sponsor, even when probed about the sponsor. The general feel-
ing was summed up by the following exchange:

Participant: I agree with this. I don’t know who “Patriots for Freedom” are, but I agree with this statement
about the importance of the 2nd Amendment. Those gun control people don’t understand the Constitution.
That’s a good message so that must be a good organization.

Interviewer: Any other thoughts about the ad or the ad’s sponsor?

Participant: No that’s about it. Must be a good organization.

Beyond looking at the quotes for content, the number of sentences used in participants’
explanations of their assessments of the front group ads were counted. In situations where partic-
ipants agreed with the front group advertisement, as just illustrated, participants used, on average,
three to four sentences to explain their thinking about the ad and the sponsoring organization.

That message is totally wrong, so that must be a suspect organization

Conversely, if a person disagreed with the front group ad message, the politically active partici-
pants freely elaborated on the message and the sponsor as shown with this quote from a different
participant about the same front group ad discussed in the preceding:

I’m trying not to get angry here and I’ll try to keep this nice, but those people have so corrupted the 2nd
Amendment. I’ve doubt they’ve even read the thing to know its history or context. It does not guarantee
anyone the right to a semi-automatic weapon. It is an archaic amendment necessary to assist states in their
own security back in a very different time. They parade around as if guns, even military grade guns, make us
free. Could not be more wrong. Guns make us live in fear not in freedom. We’ve gone gun crazy to the point
that we seem to value guns over our own kids, just to make gun manufacturers rich. They use the 2nd
Amendment as a mask to hide the real issue which is expanding markets for gun makers. If gun maker[s]
could only sell military grade weapons to the military, their growth would be smaller. They have to sell to the
average people to satisfy their greed and make more and more money. They don’t care who gets killed as
long as they make their money. That’s why they buy off the Republican politicians. This ad is just bull, well,
let me be nice, that message is totally wrong. So wrong on all counts. It’s absolute ignorance. Who the hell is
putting this out? (looks at the sponsor at the bottom of the ad) Never heard of them. This “Patriots for
Freedom” group, whatever it is, must be a suspect organization if it’s propagating such ignorance.

The number of sentences participants used when explaining their thinking in situations where
participants disagreed with the front group ad, as just illustrated, were also counted. In such sit-
uations, participants used, on average, 15 to 16 sentences to explain their thoughts about the ad
and the ads sponsor. Also, little probing was needed to solicit participants’ thoughts when they
disagreed with the political ad.

That’s a front group ad if I ever saw one

Only one participant out of 52 highly educated, politically active participants identified the three
ads as front group ads. Unlike the other participants whose involvement in campaigns had been
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mostly at the local or grassroots levels in their own communities or states, the participant who
spotted the front group ads had worked for 30 years in Washington, DC, as a political strategist.

Participant: I guess most people won’t know the difference because they don’t care, or they are politically
ignorant, or just don’t think that deeply about politics and these ads, but if you know what to look for you
can spot a front group ad a mile away. That’s a front group ad if I ever saw one.

Interviewer: How so?

Participant: Look at the name of that sponsor, “Citizens for Patients’ Rights.” How could anyone disagree
with that? These nonprofits that are created as front groups seem to always have names that no one could
disagree with, but what does “Citizens for Patients’ Rights” mean? That meaning would change radically if
people knew “Citizens for Patients’ Rights” was created and funded by the big health insurance companies
who want to control health care and profit from charging higher premiums and limiting payouts. Their
agenda has little to do with “patients’ rights.” “Patriots for Freedom?” (points to ad). Those are gun
lobbying code words but the average citizen won’t know that. Most people won’t even look at the source or
think anything about it. Few will try to find out who is behind it, unless the media or opponents expose it
somehow. That’s why these ads work. It’s so wrong. But it’s all legal.

It must be legal

Participants voiced questions about the legality of political advertising, especially when faced with
information they felt to be false or misleading, as the following quotes from three different partic-
ipants illustrate:

I guess this about political advertising in general, but it seems you can get away with murder in them. I
mean, many of them try to tell the truth, but it seems like so many of them distort things or just make
crazy assertions with no basis, you know, like Fox News. That’s not an ad, I know, but it’s the same idea. I
worked in advertising in Chicago for (big agency) and everything we did had to go through legal and the
ads could not be misleading or false. We had to be careful of things that could be implied, too. Doesn’t the
same thing apply to these campaign ads? I never worked on political ads, so I don’t know.

This can’t be legal, can it? I guess they get by with it because they are voicing opinions, but some of these
statements are presented as facts. You would think they would have to verify those facts and have
something to back them up in order for this to be legal. Isn’t there some agency that has to screen these
ads for truthful content? I guess you can’t have censorship, but at least I think it has to be true on some
level. Maybe this is what comes about when we accept the notion of “alternative facts”?

I guess it must be legal. Like these facts about immigration and the drain on our resources. They couldn’t
say this if it weren’t true, right?

All’s fair in love, war, and politics versus ethically bankrupt

After the participants exhausted their thoughts on the front group ads, it was disclosed to them
that the three ads were from a front group. In doing so, it was explained that a “front group”
was usually a nonprofit group created by an industry or individuals who want to exercise their
voice in an election or on political policy indirectly by funding the nonprofit and having the non-
profit serve as the advertising sponsor. It was also explained that in doing so, the funding sources
of the nonprofits did not have to be disclosed. There were two types of reactions. First, some
conservative participants voiced this opinion:

Really? We’ll, all’s fair in love, war and politics. You do what you gotta do to win.

It’s fine. It’s just the way things are. I mean, a corporation has the right to influence the political process
and as long as it’s legal, it’s fine.

JOURNAL OF CURRENT ISSUES & RESEARCH IN ADVERTISING 165



However, the more prevalent opinions voiced by both liberal and conservative participants
were those opposed to the practice, as illustrated in the following examples from six participants:

How ethically bankrupt can you get? I mean, if you have to hide behind a fake organization to be taken
seriously, you’ve got serious problems.

I agree with some of these ads about health care and gun rights, but I think the people behind the ads
should be strong enough to claim the ads rather than try to hide behind these other names. Honestly, even
though I agree with the ads, I would think less of those companies or people who are behind them because
they tried to hide.

People need to know whose opinion this is. If it’s gun makers, or health insurance companies or some
billionaire, it’s ok for them to have an opinion but, you know, I agree with some of these statements in
these ads, but it does make me question them a bit more, finding out who actually paid for them. It makes
me wonder what their agenda is and that is something that I need to consider in making up my own mind
about things. Is their agenda valid or not. But now that I look at this, these names of these groups who are
supposedly paying for these ads look kind of ridiculous.

That makes me so damn mad. I guess it doesn’t surprise me. I mean if people knew this opioid policy ad
was from pharma, it would have zero credibility since big pharma is the reason we have the epidemic to
begin with.

It just bolsters what I already think. These companies like insurance companies or the Koch brothers are
bullies and cowards. They are too afraid to stand up and give their opinions so they hide. If people knew
the scum behind the messages, those ads would be immediately dismissed.

This has to be stopped. It’s unethical and bad for democracy. It’s a major source of false information. If we
want to be able to self-govern, we have to have good information on which to make our decisions. If we
can’t see the source of the information then we can’t begin to evaluate the validity of the information
presented. But, of course it won’t be stopped. I’ve worked in political strategy long enough to know the
power of corporate money. Now that it’s pretty much unlimited, lawmakers who have benefited from this
type of advertising won’t work to unmask it.

Discussion

The present study looked at how highly educated politically involved adults made sense of front
group advertising. Only one person in the participant pool of 52 adults was able to identify the
advertising practice due to his high level of political literacy and tactic knowledge he acquired
from his career as a political strategist. In examining the process of how people made sense of
front group messages, certain theoretical insights can be gained regarding the processs voters use
and the knowledge voters need in order to more effectively deal with front group advertising.

Insights regarding message processing

The participants’ responses illustrated a flow of processing. Specifically, agreement or disagree-
ment with the message was related to how much explanation participants gave regarding their
thoughts on the ads.

Disagreement with the ad seemed to serve as a motivation to elaborate, as suggested by the
ELM model (Petty and Cacioppo 1986). That is, people generally need some reason or “cue” to
be motivated to think about an advertisement more deeply. Disagreement served as such a cue,
but message agreement did not.

There are a few perspectives that might explain why message agreement did not lead to much
critical processing of the front group ads. Motivated reasoning (Kunda 1990) proposes that
motivation may affect reasoning through reliance on a biased set of cognitive processes—that is,
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strategies for accessing, constructing, and evaluating beliefs. The motivation to be accurate enhan-
ces use of those beliefs and strategies that are considered most appropriate, whereas the motiv-
ation to arrive at particular conclusions enhances use of those that are considered most likely to
yield the desired conclusion. There is considerable evidence that people are more likely to arrive
at conclusions that they want to arrive at, but their ability to do so is constrained by their ability
to construct seemingly reasonable justifications for these conclusions (Kunda 1990). There is evi-
dence of this in the interviews, specifically in justifications that those participants who agreed
with the front group ad messages gave when the nature of the front group ads (hidden sources)
were disclosed. Recall that some participants used rationalizations such as “all is fair in love, war,
and politics.” They justified the method as long as it supported the conclusion they wanted.
Participants who agreed with the messages also tended to feel the message source was credible,
despite not knowing anything about the source organization.

Such tendencies may also be explained by confirmation bias (Nickerson 1998), which suggests
that people seek and interpret evidence in ways that are partial to existing beliefs or expectations.
Researchers have also concluded that, in general, human cognition is driven by the desire to be
able to argue it’s own belief, rather than by taking incoming information and evaluating it
“objectively” (Mercier and Landemore 2012).

These ideas, taken together, seem to suggest that front group advertising (and perhaps political
advertising in general) may be challenged to change the minds of viewers with existing beliefs,
but may be more effective in solidifying existing opinions among those who agree with the mes-
sage content. However, when the sources and nature of the front group advertisements were
revealed to the participants in the present study, most reevaluated the message to some extent.
The conflict over ‘being duped,” as expressed by some participants, served as a cue for add-
itional processing.

Insights regarding knowledge needed

As the types of knowledge needed to understand political front group advertising as illustrated
this study are discussed, the PKM (Friestad and Wright 1994) divisions of domain, agent, and
tactic knowledge are used to organize the theoretical insights and practical implications.

Domain knowledge
Domain knowledge, knowledge of the topic discussed in the ads, was the primary cue that led
people to question the front group ads’ sources. Those participants who could explain the intrica-
cies of the issues featured in the front group ads seemed to express more skepticism about the
message sources, especially when they disagreed with the message.

Since important political issues span many domains of knowledge, from economic, to environ-
mental, social, health, infrastructure, energy, and so on, trying to educate voters on the various
domains needed to make good voting decisions seems daunting. Education across these domains
is certainly a justification for the need for citizens’ access to quality education so that voters can
know something about these various topics that impact their daily lives. The primary reasons
why the highly educated participants in this study questioned the political ads were their know-
ledge about the topics discussed in the ads and their ability to judge the validity of the ads’ asser-
tions against their own knowledge base. This supports the cognitive mobilization theory of
political literacy (see Cassel and Lo 1997), such that more highly educated and politically active
individuals will have higher political literacy and thereby be more capable of making reasoned
political decisions.
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Agent knowledge
Knowledge of the front group ad sponsors was nonexistent. This is not surprising, given that the
strategic intent of the ads is to hide the true sources of the messages. In fact, some participants
expressed a desire to know who the sponsoring organizations were, as they felt it would lead
them to better evaluate the validity of the messages, which is consistent with the academic source
credibility literature. The ability to evaluate the message source is also a fundamental part of
Malmelin’s (2010) conceptualization of advertising literacy.

According to Iyengar and Valentino (2000), evaluation of a political message’s source serves as
a cue-based processing mechanism that is more efficient for recipients than assembling and proc-
essing complex political information. That is, people may find it more efficient to use an evalu-
ation of a messages sponsor as a cue to assess a political message than the more complex
contents of the political message. If this is true, it certainly argues for clearer knowledge of a pol-
itical ad’s sponsor/source. In the case of front group ads, as our most seasoned participant
pointed out, such ads often feature sponsors with names that seem positive and embody values
that almost everyone can agree with. Yet the names of such groups may mask the agenda of the
funder. While our highly educated, politically literate participants in this study looked at the
information first, then evaluated the source, our findings do not preclude the possibility that peo-
ple with lower levels of domain knowledge or cognitive ability to process complex information
may use the sponsor name as a heuristic to assist them in adopting or rejecting the content of a
front group ad.

Tactic knowledge
Only one participant correctly identified the ads discussed as front group ads. This person had
worked in Washington, DC, as a political campaign strategist for more than 30 years and was a
lawyer. With the other participants, tactic knowledge seemed very low. That is, they did not voice
understandings of political advertising tactics or its legal environment. As revealed in the results,
the participants (except for the former strategist) assumed that the content of political ads was
regulated in some way to ensure truth, although several participants questioned the truth of par-
ticular ads. But once participants understood the nature of the front group ads as intentionally
masking the message source, most participants expressed concern, displeasure, or anger with
the tactic.

Given the difficulties in educating voters across all domains of the knowledge needed to
understand the complex issues that are often themes of political ads, it might be easier to focus
on education about the tactic of front group advertising. With our study participants, knowledge
of the tactic helped them grasp the ads better. Also, given the lack of knowledge about the legal
environment of political advertising in general, education focusing on that aspect of political
advertising/communication tactics may be a more focused route in increasing voters’ polit-
ical literacy.

Future research

While we strongly believe the insights from qualitative work can and should stand on their own
as legitimate contributions to the research literature, we acknowledge that insight from qualitative
work can inform future work across research paradigms.

For example, the study has implications for how to evaluate political literacy in future studies.
Results would suggest that measuring domain knowledge is important as higher domain know-
ledge seemed to help participants in this study critically evaluate the political advertising content.
But the issues from gun control to health costs to environment are varied and complex, so
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domain knowledge measures should be related to specific issues rather than general statements of
political knowledge.

Similarly, agent knowledge measures need to access what people know or how they assess the
message sponsors. For example, in the case of front group advertising, do voters know the differ-
ence between the Democratic National Committee (DNC) or Republican National Committee
(RNC) as a sponsor as opposed to an out-group nonprofit, industry organization, or corporation?
Do voters understand the potential stake different sponsors might have in the outcomes of the
political campaign? How do voters interpret the motivations of the ad sponsor? Questions like
these related theoretically to Malmelin’s (2010) conceptualization of advertising literacy address-
ing the “promotional literacy” aspect (knowledge of business/commercial function of an ad), but
in the context of political strategy and goals (the political function of an ad).

In terms of tactic knowledge, measures should focus on the awareness of certain advertising
practices such as front group advertising. Also, tactic knowledge should incorporate understand-
ing of the legal environment of political advertising as illustrated by the questions our participants
had regarding the legality of political advertising practices. Education on types of issues may
enhance the “rhetorical literacy” component of Melmelin’s advertising literacy model by address-
ing specific advertising means and tactics used for persuasion.

Additional qualitative work should focus on how lower educated voters read political ads like
front group ads. Recall that the participants in this study it what the cognitive mobility theory of
political literacy would predict to be a politically literate voter. If more highly educated, politically
active participants had trouble understanding and diagnosing the front group ads, how do less
educated voters deal with them? What are the heuristics they use in making sense of the ads in
the absence of political literacy? How might low political literacy make voters vulnerable and how
can literacy be enhanced?

The challenge of political literacy is huge, especially in the age of “fake news” and the ability
of anyone to create or circulate unvetted content on social media and other Web-based platforms.
Yet political literacy is critical to the ability of individuals to self-govern and to the effective func-
tioning of Democracy. However, political scientists agree that the extent of political literacy
among mass publics is only modest (Erikson and Tedin 1995) The present study illustrates that
challenge in light of a specific advertising tactic, front group advertising. Also, though, it sheds
light on the types of knowledge needed in order for voters to evaluate political advertising.
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