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About the Reilly Center for Media and Public 
Affairs 
 
The Reilly Center for Media & Public Affairs, an integral part of Louisiana State University’s 
Manship School of Mass Communication, uses the intellectual muscle of the school’s faculty to 
help solve practical problems and advance good government initiatives. The Reilly Center’s 
mission is to generate thoughtful programs, dialogue, and research about mass 
communication and its many faceted relationships with social, economic, and political 
issues.  Evident in everything the Center does is its commitment to strengthen and advance 
the Manship School’s national leadership in media and politics. 
 
The Center’s agenda is diverse and fluid – from the annual John Breaux Symposium, which 
brings in national experts to discuss a topic that has received little or no attention, to 
conducting the annual Louisiana Survey, a vital resource for policymakers, which tracks 
advancements and regressions of citizen attitudes about state services.  The Center’s role, 
within the state’s flagship university, is to respond quickly to the needs of state governance in 
addressing challenges facing Louisiana, particularly in times of crisis such as during 
Hurricanes Katrina and Rita and the 2010 Deepwater Horizon oil spill.  Its action-oriented 
and partnership-driven philosophy underscores the Reilly Center’s dedication to tackling 
ideas and issues that explore the relationship of media and the public in democratic society. 
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Executive Summary
 
This report presents the results from the Reilly Center for Media and Public Affairs’ Louisiana Election 
Panel Study, a unique survey that tracks the opinions of approximately 350 registered voters over the final 
two weeks of the campaign.  Respondents were initially interviewed online from November 9-13 and re-
interviewed November 18-21, 2015.  Key results from this study include:   

 Edwards successfully framed the election around character issues and held a big advantage over 
Vitter on perceptions of candidate traits 
 

 Voters were ideologically closer to Vitter and gave him the edge on many issues, but most indicated 
they were not voting on the basis of national issues or partisanship, focusing on state issues on 
which Edwards had an advantage and character traits 
 

 In spite of Edwards’ impressive margin of victory, voters showed signs of moving back toward 
Vitter in the last week.  Among Republicans, Vitter’s favorability rose a bit and Edwards’ fell in the 
last week.  They also saw bigger ideological differences between the candidates – potentially 
advantageous to Vitter – but it was too little too late. 
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Edwards’ Win: Personality over 
Party 
 
John Bel Edwards, a Democrat, won Louisiana’s 
gubernatorial election despite the state’s 
Republican-leaning tendencies, in part, because 
he successfully defined the election in terms of 
personal traits.  Meanwhile, the Republican 
candidate, David Vitter, made gains late in the 
campaign but ultimately failed to define the 
election in terms of partisanship or policy issues 
that might have favored his bid.   

In the final days of the election, voters gave 
Edwards the edge on four of the five candidate 
traits asked about in our study: Honest; 
leadership; cares about people like the 
respondent; and shares the respondent’s values.  
For example, 44 percent agreed with the 
statement that Edwards is honest and 
trustworthy, and 25 percent disagreed.   For 
Vitter, 16% agreed and 61% disagreed. Only in 
the case of experience did Vitter hold an 
advantage.   

In contrast, Vitter’s potential advantage was on 
ideology.  On average, members of our sample 
saw themselves as ideologically closer to David 
Vitter than to John Bel Edwards in the final days 
of the campaign.  Respondents placed themselves, 
as well as each of the candidates, on a seven-point 
scale of political ideology from very liberal to 
very conservative.   Respondents, on average, 
placed Edwards about half a point further from 
themselves than they placed Vitter. 

Respondents saw few differences between the 
two candidates on specific issues.  However, they 
did see differences between the potential 
performance of the candidates on immigration, 
guns and homeland security, trusting Vitter more 
on these issues, and government corruption & 
ethics, elementary & secondary education and 
higher education, trusting Edwards more on 
these.  

Unfortunately for Vitter, his strongest issues had 
a national scope, especially homeland security 
and immigration but only a fraction of the voters 
we interviewed considered national issues a 
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decisive factor in their voting.1  We asked 
respondents to rank four potential factors that 
could have influenced their vote decision, 
including national issues, state and local issues, 
character and experience and party.  The most 
important criterion to participants who 
responded to the Election Week survey was their 
position on state and local issues (45.6 percent) 

                                                        
1 Homeland security and transportation/traffic were 
included in the second interview only. 

and candidate character and experience (35.8 
percent).   

The electorate’s focus on personal traits and 
state/local issues favored Edwards.  If the public 
had focused instead on ideology or national 
issues, Vitter would have had stronger footing. 
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Vitter’s Lift: Too Little, Too Late  
 
In the final weeks of the campaign, Vitter made 
gains in shifting voters’ attitudes about the 
candidates and issues but ultimately proved 
unable to shift the foundations of their decisions 
far enough to tilt the election his way.  Among our 
respondents, 17% expressed a less favorable 
opinion of Edwards in the final days of the 
campaign than they had the previous week, while 
opinions of him improved among just 13%.  In 
contrast, only 11% expressed a less favorable 
opinion of Vitter in the final days than they had a 
week before, and 19% expressed a more 
favorable opinion.   

The shift in opinion occurred almost entirely 
among Republicans, 26% of whom had a more 
favorable opinion of Vitter by campaigns end 

than they had earlier.  The same share of 
Republicans moved to a more negative opinion of 
Edwards during this period.   

The shift in favorability coincided with changes in 
how voters felt about both the candidates’ traits 
and their policies.  On opinions about four of 
Edwards’ traits – honesty, caring about people 
like the respondent, experience, and sharing the 
respondent’s values – more people moved in a 
negative direction than moved in a positive 
direction over the final weeks.  On honesty, 
Edwards lost ground among 23% and gained 
ground among only 15%.  On caring, he lost 
ground among 28% while improving among just 
18%.  For experience, he slipped among 26% and 
gained among only 20%. For shared values, 24% 
soured on Edwards while 17% improved their 
opinion of him. 
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At the same time, respondents began seeing the 
candidates as further apart ideologically – 
increasing the perceived gap between the 
candidates by half a point on the seven point 
ideological scale.  This shift was largely driven by 
Republicans who came to see Edwards as more 
liberal than they had a week before while shifting 
their perceptions of Vitter in a conservative 
direction.   

The sample also began to trust Vitter more on 
several policy areas during the final two weeks of 
the campaign.  On job creation, for example, 28% 
of the sample became less trusting of Edwards 
and more trusting of Vitter.  At the same time 
only 14% moved in the other direction, for a net 
shift toward Vitter of +14.   

Similar shifts occurred on the issues of health 
care (24% towards Vitter and 14% towards 
Edwards for a net shift of +10 for Vitter), 
elementary & secondary education (27% towards 
Vitter and 18% towards Edwards for a net shift of 
+9 for Vitter), government ethics & corruption 
(23% towards Vitter and 14% towards Edwards 
for a net shift of +9 for Vitter), immigration (26% 
towards Vitter and 18% towards Edwards for a 
net shift of +8 for Vitter), and crime (24% 
towards Vitter and 17% towards Edwards for a 
net shift of +7 for Vitter).   

Edwards did not see a net increase in trust on any 
issue.  There was no discernable trend in trust on 
the issues of the economy, energy policy, taxes, 
government spending, higher education, the coast 
& environment, small businesses, guns or 
abortion.  
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Survey Methodology 

 
Data in this report are from a panel survey including two waves of interviews conducted with the same 
respondents during the final weeks of the campaign.  The study was fielded online by Qualtrics among a 
panel of Louisiana registered voters.   
 
The initial sample included 776 respondents interviewed November 9-13.  Of these, 349 respondents were 
re-interviewed November 18-21.  Data in this report are drawn from the sample of respondents who 
participated in both interviews.    
 
The opt-in nature of the online panel combined with non-random attrition between waves one and wave 
two mean this is a non-probability sample.  Specifically, it over-represents white voters (91 percent of the 
re-interview sample) and Republicans (55 percent, including leaners).  Democrats and independents make 
up 33 percent and 12 percent of the sample respectively.   
 
Because it is a non-probability sample, the results of the survey should not be read as representative of 
Louisiana registered voters as a whole.  Rather, the unique usefulness of the data is in its repeated 
interviews of the same respondents.  Repeated interviews allow tracking of opinion dynamics at the 
individual level rather than just in the aggregate.  This approach permits identification of how the final 
weeks of the campaign produced (or failed to produce) trends in opinion because we can effectively hold 
the voters themselves constant across the interviews, something which is impossible when comparing 
across two separate samples.     
 
This study was funded by the Reilly Center for Media & Public Affairs of the Manship School of Mass 
Communication at Louisiana State University.  Michael Henderson, Assistant Professor of Research, and 
Martin Johnson, Kevin P. Reilly Sr. Chair in Political Communication conducted the study and analysis. 
 
Question wording 
 
Favorability. For each of the following individuals, please tell me if you have a favorable or unfavorable 
opinion of that person. If you don’t know enough about him to have an opinion, you can just tell me that: 
 
John Bel Edwards 
David Vitter  
 

Very favorable 
Somewhat favorable 
Somewhat unfavorable 
Very unfavorable 
Don’t know enough to say.   
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Respondent Ideology. When it comes to politics, would you say you are very liberal, liberal, somewhat 
liberal, moderate, somewhat conservative, conservative, or very conservative? 
 

Very liberal 
Liberal 
Somewhat liberal 
Moderate 
Somewhat conservative 
Conservative 
Very conservative 

 
Candidate Ideology. Thinking about the following candidates for governor, please tell me where you 
would place them on the same scale for ideology:  
 
John Bel Edwards 
David Vitter  

 
Very liberal 
Liberal 
Somewhat liberal 
Moderate 
Somewhat conservative 
Conservative 
Very conservative 
 

Traits. We will present you with a list of statements about the characteristics of David Vitter, the Republican 
[or, John Bel Edwards, the Democrat] candidate for governor.  For each, please indicate whether you agree 
or disagree with the statement:  
 
David Vitter [John Bel Edwards] is honest and trustworthy. 
David Vitter [John Bel Edwards] has strong leadership qualities. 
David Vitter [John Bel Edwards] cares about the needs and problems of people like you. 
David Vitter [John Bel Edwards] has the right kind of experience. 
David Vitter [John Bel Edwards] shares your values. 
 

Strongly agree 
Somewhat agree 
Neither agree nor disagree 
Somewhat disagree 
Strongly disagree 

 
Criteria.  Please rank the following factors for how much of a difference they will make in how you vote [or, 
difference they made in how you voted] in the governor's election. A rank of 1 means most important and a 
rank of 4 means least important:  
 

National issues 
State and local issues 
The candidate's character and experience 
The candidate's party 
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Issues. For each of the following issues, please indicate whether you trust David Vitter or John Bel Edwards 
more to handle that issue: 
 
The economy 
Energy policy 
Immigration 
Government ethics & corruption 
Taxes 
Health care 
Government spending 
Elementary & secondary education (Pre K through 12th grade) 
Higher education 
Job creation 
The coast & environment 
Issues affecting small businesses 
Guns 
Abortion 
Crime 
Homeland security 
Transportation & traffic 
 

Trust Vitter a lot more 
Trust Vitter a little more 
Trust Vitter & Edwards equally 
Trust Edwards a little more 
Trust Edwards a lot more 
 

 
 
 
  
 


