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MEASUREMENT

Politics is not an appropriate topic for polite conversation because it is simultaneously 
incredibly important and incredibly normative. As political scientists, we avoid discussing 
what policies ought to be adopted because the value assumptions inherent in such norma-
tive debates are not subject to evidence. Instead, as scientists, we gather evidence in order 
to describe political realities. By taking a step away from a discussion of “good” and “bad” 
decisions, we can focus instead on the possible causes of an event or the possible effects 
of a particular decision. Such empirical analyses are very valuable to policymakers, making 
their job less emotional and more rational. Political science relies heavily on statistics as a 
systematic way to analyze that evidence. But statistical analysis requires that we measure 
political concepts numerically.

Each of the chapters in this book has featured an example of “Numbers in the News”—
events in which numbers made a difference politically. As you look at these (and as you 
notice numbers in the news yourself), you’ll see that before the numbers could even be 
collected, key political actors needed to identify the characteristics that are relevant to the 
political phenomena in which they were interested. For example, in this chapter, the “Num-
bers in the News” looks at how exposure to media ads affected support for President 
Obama in the 2012 election. The two characteristics of exposure to ads and support for 
Obama are interesting precisely because they varied across the population. Obama staffers 
assumed that variation in exposure led to variations in support. Similarly, when we begin 
political analysis, we need to conceptually define the important variables in the political 
process that interest us.

We observe the variation in those characteristics by comparing different cases. Tradi-
tionally, the unit of analysis for campaigns was likely voters. Obama’s staffers narrowed 
down their population to persuadable voters. As political scientists, when we measure a 
characteristic, we may do so for individual people or organizations or countries. The 

likely to vote than any other group of viewers. A more refined analysis of more extensive data, 
however, allows for a more focused media strategy. If a poll indicates that the candidate needs to 
appeal to more women or more young voters, the campaign can use Nielsen ratings to identify 
which TV shows the subgroup is more likely to watch. During the 2012 presidential campaign, 
Obama staffers were able to refine this approach even more. Linking up to the friends of Facebook 
supporters, the campaign was able to identify 15 million Americans who were not currently Obama 
supporters, but who were persuadable. For tens of thousands of those individuals, the campaign 
was able to find actual viewing histories from a new competitor to Nielsen, Rentrak. Because they 
were able to change the unit of analysis from groups of likely voters to voters who were persuadable 
in this specific election, the campaign was able to spend much less on television advertising than 
the Romney campaign, while simultaneously getting more coverage with the voters who ended up 
determining the outcome of the election.2
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