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In Politics and Marketing, Does Negativity Work? 
 
By Christine Birkner, staff writer 
cbirkner@ama.org 

 
Saying “negative political advertising” is beginning to sound redundant. The 2012 election cycle is 
picking up steam and, once again, the mudslinging is in full effect. Such contentious advertising 
from political candidates is distasteful—and it’s even more unappetizing when it’s created by 
mainstream brands, experts say. 
 
Negative messaging doesn’t work for any brand, political or otherwise, says Harris Diamond, 
CEO of New York-based PR firm Weber Shandwick, who has worked on U.S. gubernatorial and 
senatorial campaigns. He cites drops in voter turnout such as for this year’s Republican primary 
in Florida, which attracted10% fewer voters than in 2008, as evidence of the detrimental effect 
that negative political adverting has on the political “category” as a whole. “Candidates only care 
about themselves, not the product, not the category, so what candidates managed to do is 
destroy people’s opinions about politicians. The way [negative advertising] works for politicians 
would be dangerous for brands. If two brands are fighting it out and destroying the category, 
that’s not a good place to be,” Diamond says. 
 
Since you can, of course, learn from others’ mistakes, there’s a lesson to be learned from 
politicians’ marketing missteps, experts say: Rather than intentionally calling out a competitor in a 
negative way, brands (and candidates) should engage in comparative advertising.  
 
“In marketing, one competitor doesn’t characterize the other as evil, bad or dangerous. They try 
to make themselves look better most of the time by stressing their positives. The inference makes 
the other product look worse, but it’s only by inference. It’s very rarely said as a specific line,” 
Diamond says. For example, Southwest Airlines’ ads simply state that the airline doesn’t charge 
baggage fees and, therefore, let consumers make the assumption that other airlines do.  

 
Parallels can be drawn between negative advertising for underdog political candidates and 
comparative advertising for smaller brands, says Mitch Lovett, assistant professor of marketing at 
the University of Rochester’s Simon School of Business. “Trailing candidates do far more 
negative advertising than front-running candidates and that’s going to be the case in commercial 
settings as well. Comparative advertising [works] much better for small brands than big brands.” 
Apple’s “Mac vs. PC” ads are an example of this phenomenon, he says. “They worked very well 
because PC had all the market share.” 
 
A strong example of an effective comparative ad is the Chevrolet Silverado commercial during the 
Super Bowl, Diamond and Lovett say. The spot depicts an apocalyptic scenario in which three 
Silverado-driving friends find each other among the ruins, but their Ford-driving friend, Dave, is 
missing. “Dave didn’t drive the longest-lasting, most dependable truck on the road. Dave drove a 
Ford,” one of the actors says.  
 
According to recent Weber Shandwick research, 69% of Americans will sever their ties to 
companies if they think that they’re uncivil and the Silverado ad worked because it didn’t cross 
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the line into incivility, Diamond says. “People can tell the difference when you’re doing something 
that’s a genuine comparison with a sense of humor. People enjoyed the joke. They didn’t think of 
it as uncivil. That’s comparative advertising at its best.” 
 
 
 


