The Colbert Bump in Campaign Donations:
More Truthful than Truthy
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S tephen Colbert hosts a comedy televi-
sion program called The Colbert Re-
port (the t at the end is silent—both of
them!) in which he parodies personality-
based news shows like The O’Reilly
Factor that have become popular during
the last 10 years. In an effort to make fun
of these (usually conservative) personali-
ties who engage in non-stop self-
promotion, Colbert frequently trades
outlandish claims for laughs. Among
these is the claim that anyone who comes
on the Report receives the “Colbert
bump,” immediately vaulting the guest to
stardom, fame, and fortune. Like Midas
turning everything he touches to gold,
Stephen Colbert can turn losers into win-
ners, just by interviewing them on his
show (but, ahem, he would never actually
interview a loser now would he?).
Stephen Colbert first coined the term
Colbert bump to describe the effect ap-
pearing on his program would have on
candidates running for office. In particu-
lar, he trumpeted the victory of former
Orleans singer John Hall in a very close
election to become a member of Congress
from New York in November 2006. He
also claimed to have influenced the Con-
necticut race for U.S. Senate that same
year. Ned Lamont, who earlier appeared
on the Report, won the Democratic nomi-
nation against incumbent Joe Lieberman
who refused to appear on the program (in
spite of a temptingly comfy wingback
chair Colbert had placed on the set just
for him). However, Lamont did not return
to the Report before the general election,
so Colbert claimed this caused his sub-
sequent loss to Lieberman! As his fans
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note, this proves that “the Colbert bump
is stronger than ‘Joementum.’”!

Colbert later used the Colbert bump to
try to persuade candidates for the presi-
dency to come on his show. In his own
words:

For those of you who are unfamiliar
with the concept ... the Colbert Bump is
the curious phenomenon whereby any-
one who appears on this program gets a
huge boost in popularity ... Another
lucky recipient of the Colbert Bump is
former Arkansas Governor Mike Hucka-
bee. Before he came on the Report, his
presidential campaign was polling at 1%.
After his appearance, he soared to 3%.
That’s a 300% increase after a two-and-
a-half-minute interview. If he keeps up
that pace between now and the election,
he’ll be the first candidate ever to get
elected with 88,128,000% of the vote.
(Colbert Report June 21, 2007)

Colbert also credited himself with dou-
bling support for Republican candidate
Ron Paul (who previously was polling
at 1%).

Since then, the term Colbert bump has
entered the mainstream media, especially
online, spawning references in blogs,
news stories, and at least one YouTube
music video:

We need fresh new leadership in
Washington, D.C.

A proven leader like Mike Huckabee.

He wasn’t too well known, on the
campaign stump,

Until he got his biggest break, the
Stephen Colbert bump!!!?

Colbert even claims that his eponymous
bump extends to the arts—country music
star Toby Keith’s Album Big Dog Daddy
went to #1 on Billboard’s chart after his
appearance on the Report, and (Sir) Sal-
man Rushdie was knighted by the queen
of England shortly after his interview
with Colbert.

To acquire the alleged Colbert bump
candidates must usually endure an inter-
view with the host. Some of these inter-
views are live, but the majority of them
air in a recorded segment called “Better
Know a District,” which profiles and
lampoons both the candidate and the
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district where he or she serves. For
these segments, Colbert will interview
political candidates for one to two hours
in order to find just the right out-of-
context statements to make fun of them.
For example, Colbert asked Republican
Lynn Westmoreland, “What are the Ten
Commandments?” (Westmoreland sup-
ports displaying the Ten Commandments
in the U.S. Congress). In the segment
that aired he could name only three
(Westmoreland’s press secretary claims
he managed to name seven during the
full-length interview) (Puzzanghera
2006). Similarly, Colbert prompted
Democrat Robert Wexler to finish the
sentences “I like cocaine because ...”
and “I like prostitutes because ...” Wex-
ler played along, saying “because it’s a
fun thing to do!” The mainstream media
and leaders in Congress reacted to both
incidents with less than a sense of
humor (Puzzanghera 2006). At a press
conference in July 2006, House Speaker
Nancy Pelosi said, “I wouldn’t recom-
mend that anyone go on the show. I
would think it would be okay to go on
if you were live to tape, but don’t sub-
ject yourself to a comic’s edit unless
you want to be made a fool of” (Roll
Call 2006). 1t is especially interesting
that the Democratic leader would come
out so strongly against appearing on a
show whose audience probably votes
Democratic. This suggests that the Re-
publican leadership might have been
even more reluctant to send its foot
soldiers into the jaws of Colbert.

Truthiness, Wikiality, and
the American Way

How reliable is all this self-promotion?
Does Colbert really influence the cam-
paigns of the political candidates that ap-
pear on his show? Colbert already has
enough evidence for himself—he feels it
in his gut. In this sense, the Colbert bump
is “truthy.” According to Colbert, “Truthi-
ness is what you want the facts to be, as
opposed to what the facts are. What feels
like the right answer as opposed to what
reality will support” (Colbert Report Oc-
tober 17, 2005). He uses this term to de-
scribe the emotion-based arguments
politicians like George W. Bush and
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media personalities like Bill O’Reilly
make to support their points of view.

A concept closely related to truthiness
is “wikiality,” which is, “A reality where,
if enough people agree with a notion, it
becomes the truth” (Colbert Report July
31, 2006). In other words, if something
is truthy, it is bound to become a part of
wikiality. Colbert particularly uses this
concept to refer to the constructed state
of reality formed by online polls and
open source collections of information
on the Internet like Wikipedia. To dem-
onstrate his capacity to influence wikial-
ity, he joked on the show that the world
population of elephants was no longer in
need of protection because it had tripled
in the last decade. Within minutes, the
Wikipedia entry for elephant had been
changed to highlight this “fact.” He later
convinced his fans to vote for him 17
million times in an online competition to
choose a name for a new bridge in Hun-
gary. Colbert wryly noted on the Report
that this was an impressive feat, given
that Hungary has less than 10 million
people.

In spite of his appeal to made-up
concepts and his small audience
(Nielsen reports average viewership of
about 1.3 million for 2007), Colbert ap-
pears to exert disproportionate real
world influence. The New York Times
recently reported that publishers were
targeting the Colbert Report because of
its elite demographic. Said one pub-
lisher: “You have a very savvy, inter-
ested audience who are book buyers,
people who do go into bookstores, peo-
ple who are actually interested in
books” (Bosman 2007). Colbert’s own
book, I Am America (And So Can
You!), recently topped the New York
Times bestseller list for several weeks.

In spite of the clear left-leaning nature
of his parody, Colbert’s popularity has
not gone unnoticed by the mainstream
media and it has attracted attention from
both liberals and conservatives. In 2006
Time Magazine named Colbert one of
the 100 most influential people in the
world. He was also invited that year to
speak at the White House Correspon-
dents’ Dinner attended by President
Bush. He surprised many when he stayed
in character to roast the president (“I
believe the government that governs best
is the government that governs least—by
these standards, we have set up a fabu-
lous government in Iraq”) and lambast
the press (after bragging that the Colbert
Report was a “No Fact Zone,” he turned
to Fox News and warned them that the
term No Fact Zone was copyrighted). In
spite of the mixed reactions it received,
his speech was viewed on YouTube 2.7
million times in less than 48 hours after
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being posted (The Globe and Mail
2007).

Colbert recently capitalized on his
influence by entering the political ring
with his own campaign. On October 16,
2007, he told Jon Stewart on The Daily
Show that he had only “decided to offi-
cially consider whether or not I will an-
nounce” his candidacy to be president of
the United States. Immediately afterward,
Colbert told viewers of his own show:
“After nearly 15 minutes of soul search-
ing, I have heard the call.” He later reg-
istered as a presidential candidate for the
Democratic primary in his home state of
South Carolina (the fees to enter as a
Republican were too expensive) and
began to woo Doritos™ as a corporate
sponsor for his campaign on his show.
The Rasmussen polling firm quickly con-
ducted a poll that showed Colbert would
win 13% of the vote in a three-way con-
test with Democrat Hillary Clinton and
Republican Rudy Giuliani (Rasmussen
Reports October 24, 2007). A separate
poll also showed he would actually de-
feat less popular candidates like Republi-
can Ron Paul and Democrat Dennis
Kucinich in head-to-head match ups
(Rasmussen Reports October 30, 2007).

In spite of this credibility as a candi-
date, the Democratic Party decided not
to accept Colbert’s nomination. The head
of the Executive Committee of the South
Carolina Democrats, Carol Fowler (no
relation to the author), called into the
show and tried to sooth the would-be-
candidate: “They loved the fact that you
sucked up to us all day ... we loved the
Doritos™ ... some people are still
drunk.” Stephen Colbert would have to
content himself with influencing the
campaigns of others.

Truthy Methods and
Selection Effects

The efforts by fans to measure Col-
bert’s influence on the 2006 campaign
were not—what’s the word?—scientific.
They were more truthy than truthful. For
example, one method involved averaging
the percent of the vote earned by every
candidate that appeared on the show.
Since 89% of these candidates were in-
cumbents, it is hardly surprising that they
beat their opponents by 34 percentage
points on average. These amateur statis-
tics fall prey to the problem of selection
effects—candidates who are willing to
appear on the Report may be much more
likely than others to be willing to take
the risk of humiliation.

The best way to avoid selection effects
is to conduct an experiment with a treat-
ment and a control. That way we

wouldn’t have to worry about the fact
that better-performing candidates are the
ones who are more likely to appear on
the Report in the first place. Thus, to
really control for such effects, it would
be best to randomly assign which candi-
dates appear on the show. I floated this
idea to Stephen, but he isn’t returning
my calls. Neither is Congress.

So the next best thing is to figure out
a way to clone each candidate who ap-
peared on the program, make each clone
run for Congress, and see what happens
to their campaigns if they don’t go on
the program. Unfortunately, my human
subjects board wasn’t too happy with
that approach, either.

Instead, what we can do is try to find
similar candidates to compare to those
who went on the Colbert Report. Each
similar candidate should match the party
of the Colbert candidate because Repub-
licans may tend to raise more money
than Democrats. Likewise, we should
match incumbents with incumbents and
challengers with challengers since in-
cumbents are usually better at raising
money while challengers are in greater
need of money. Finally, the most impor-
tant items to match are the number of
donations and the amount of money ac-
tually received immediately prior to the
Colbert candidate’s appearance on the
show. This will help to minimize differ-
ences in the quality of the candidates,
since we will be matching high-earning
candidates with other high-earning candi-
dates (and vice versa). It will also con-
trol for the typical ups and downs of
fundraising demands during the election
cycle, since we will be matching the
amount of money raised by both the Col-
bert candidate and the similar candidate
over the same period of time.

To figure out whether candidates re-
ceive more donations after appearing on
the Report, 1 acquired data from the Fed-
eral Election Commission (FEC) on all
individual contributions to U.S. House
campaigns between January 1, 2005, and
October 30, 2007. There were 1,568 can-
didates who received at least one donation
during this period—806 Democrats, 670
Republicans, and 92 from third parties.

For each candidate who appeared on
the Colbert Report’s segment Better
Know a District, I identified a subset
of these candidates matching the party
and incumbency status for the nearest
election (2006 or 2008) occurring after
the show.? I then ranked each candidate
in this subset by number of donations
received in the 30 days before the
candidate’s appearance on the show. I
also ranked candidates by amount of
money received in this same period.

I then narrowed the subset to those
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candidates with the smallest sum
of the squared difference in both
ranks relative to the Colbert candi-
date. These rules generated 35
unique matches and 12 matches
where more than one candidate
from the control group might qual-
ify (under these circumstances,
one of the qualifying candidates
was chosen by lot). Table 1 shows
a list of candidates who appeared
on the Colbert Report and their
matched counterparts. Colbert
might call the group on the left the
Hall of Heroes and the group on
the right the Hall of Cowards
(though who knows if they were
even invited on the show?).

Figure 1 shows the average
monthly number of donations and
money received by candidates who
appear on the Colbert Report
compared to their matched coun-
terparts on each day starting
60 days before the appearance and
ending 60 days after. Each data
point indicates activity for the past
30 days, so the left-most point
measures donations made between
60 to 90 days before the show,
while the right-most point mea-
sures donations made between 30
to 60 days after the show. The
value for Day 0 should be close to
0 because we have matched each
Colbert candidate to a similar can-
didate that received nearly the
same number and amount of dona-
tions in the 30 days prior to the
show. Results for Democrats and
Republicans are shown in their
traditional locations on the left and
the right, and results for number of
donations and amount of money
received appear at the top and the
bottom, respectively.

To be sure that the trends we
see are not due to chance we
need some statistical tests. Throughout
the results below I will use results from
these tests to indicate the likelihood that
the observed difference could be the
result of a random aberration, like get-
ting 10 heads in a row in 10 coin
tosses. When I write something like p =
0.05, it means there is a 5% chance that
there really isn’t any difference in the
numbers that are being compared. By
convention, when p < 0.05 we say the
difference is “significant” though the
choice of that number and not some
other is essentially arbitrary (one might
even call it truthy!).

To evaluate absolute differences be-
tween Colbert candidates and others I use
a Wilcoxon signed rank test. This test is
nonparametric, which is a super-cool term

Monthly Donations (#) to Democrat
Absolute Difference Between
Colbert Candidates and Others

Manthly Donations ($) to Democrat
lute Difference B

Colbert Candidates and Others

Figure 1
Algsolute Differences in Number and Dollar Amount of
Donations to Candidates Who Appear on The Colbert Report
Compared to Matched Candidates Who Do Not Appear on the
Program
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that means I don’t assume that a histo-
gram of the data produces a nice, “nor-
mal” bell shape. In fact, I know the data
doesn’t look that way—it looks more like
a skateboard ramp, starting high near zero
and curving down sharply to become flat.
For percentage differences, I use a related
nonparametric (so cool) test called the
Mann Whitney U. I'm sure Stephen will
be pleased that there is a “man” in his
statistical test (though what kind of a man
calls himself Whitney?).

Democrats in Trouble and
the Colbert Bump

First, let’s start with Democrats and
their fundraising activity before the Col-
bert Report. Notice in Figure 1 that
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These graphs show that Democrats who appear on The Colbert Report enjoy a significant increase
in the number and total amount of donations they receive in the next 30-40 days, compared to
similar candidates who do not appear on the show. Top panels show the difference in total dollar
amount of donations for the past 30 days on each date relative to the candidate’s appearance,
while bottom panels show similar figures for the total number of donations. Left panels show results
for Democratic candidates and right panels show results for Republicans. Open circles indicate
points where donations during the past 30 days among candidates who appear on The Colbert
Report are significantly different than others (based on nonparametric Wilcoxon Signed Rank tests,
p < 0.10).

60 days prior to appearing on the show,
Colbert Democrats are doing about as
well as others. However, their luck takes
a serious turn for the worse in the next
30 days. At their lowest point 28 days
before appearing on the show, donations
to Colbert Democrats lag those of simi-
lar candidates by 7.7 contributions per
month. In dollar terms, Colbert Demo-
crats are receiving $8,449 less than the
control group, and this result is weakly
significant (p = 0.06).

Poor performance prior to the show
suggests one of two possibilities. First,
the Colbert Report may be targeting
Democrats who are in trouble with their
campaigns. If this were true, it might
be because they are trying to help them,
or because their campaign troubles are
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salient political news that will be of in-
terest to viewers (this might also give
Stephen a better chance to “nail” the
candidates during the interview). Sec-
ond, if the Colbert Report is not select-
ing Democrats in trouble, it might be
they are selecting themselves. Democrats
who are in trouble may see an appear-
ance on the show as a way to re-
energize their campaigns. Alternatively,
Democrats who are doing well may
avoid the show, preferring not to take
the risk of nationwide public humilia-
tion. Whatever the explanation, by the
time candidates appear on the show,
their fundraising activity recovers to the
same level it was at 60 days earlier,
suggesting either that their troubles were
temporary or they benefited from some
pre-show “buzz” in the media about
their upcoming appearance on the
Report.

Once Democrats actually appear on
the show, we see a dramatic rise in their
performance. By the thirty-fourth day
after their segment airs, Colbert Demo-
crats are receiving significantly more
contributions than matched candidates
(p < 0.05) and the difference remains
significant through day 40. The biggest
difference in this period occurs on day
36, when Colbert Democrats receive 9.2
more contributions than the treatment
group (p = 0.03). This compares to the
average for all candidates at all points in
time in the data of 27.6 donations per
month, suggesting a bump of about one-
third over the normal number of dona-
tions received.

We also see a significant rise in re-
ceipts. On day 32, Colbert Democrats
receive $8,247 more than the control
group and the difference remains weakly
significant until day 44 (p < 0.10). In
fact, on day 34 the difference becomes
strongly significant (p = 0.01), and it
remains below the 0.05 confidence
threshold until day 42. To give a sense
of scale, the average monthly amount
received by all candidates at all points
in time in the data is $21,107, so we
are talking about a bump of roughly
two-fifths over the normal rate of
receipts.

Finally, notice that the bump is tem-
porary. For both donations and money
received, the difference disappears and
actually turns negative by day 60, re-
turning candidates to their pre-Colbert
levels of fundraising. While there is no
guarantee that a second appearance on
the Colbert Report would be as good as
the first, Stephen would probably point
out that this means candidates should
appear on his show at least once a
month (for best performance, wash,
rinse, repeat).
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Table 1

Candidates Appearing on Colbert Report and Their Matched

Colbert Guests (Hall of Heroes)

Donations in
Previous 30 Days

Colbert Report

Name District Appearance Date Number Amount
Kingston, John Heddens GA-1 10/18/05 50 $ 33,300
Frank, Barney MA-4 10/27/05 50 $ 25,920
Tubbs-Jones, Stephanie OH-11 11/3/05 0 $ 0
Mica, John L. FL-7 11/9/05 6 $ 2,250
Udall, Mark CO-2 11/16/05 52 $ 49,250
Kilpatrick, Carolyn Cheeks MI-13 11/30/05 1 $ 250
Moran, James P. Jr. VA-8 12/6/05 27 $ 37,600
Owens, Major Robert NY-11 12/15/05 0 $ 0
Rothman, Steven R. NJ-9 1/12/06 16 $ 15,550
Engel, Eliot NY-17 1/19/06 8 $ 6,750
Pascrell, William J. Jr. NJ-8 1/25/06 19 $ 28,240
Nadler, Jerrold Lewis NY-8 2/2/06 1 $ 1,000
Fattah, Chaka PA-2 2/8/06 1 $ 1,000
Sanchez, Linda CA-39 3/9/06 1 $ 2,100
Sherman, Brad CA-27 3/22/06 4 $ 3,500
Schiff, Adam CA-29 3/29/06 39 $ 34,088
Hooley, Darlene OR-5 4/6/06 18 $ 12,184
Wynn, Albert R. MD-4 4/20/06 14 $ 5,750
Gingrey, Phillip J. GA-11 4/26/06 66 $ 54,025
Blumenauer, Earl OR-3 5/4/06 9 $ 10,400
Terry, Lee NE-2 5/10/06 41 $ 13,344
Westmoreland, Lynn A. GA-3 6/14/06 34 $ 28,200
Degette, Diana L. CO-1 6/22/06 10 $ 4,500
Larsen, Rick R. WA-2 7/12/06 83 $ 52,050
Wexler, Robert FL-19 7/20/06 6 $ 5,250
Norton, Eleanor Holmes DC-1 7/27/06 3 $ 2,850
Woolsey, Lynn C. CA-6 8/10/06 7 $ 1,700
Becerra, Xavier CA-31 8/17/06 25 $ 23,725
Sexton, Richard J. NJ-3 9/12/06 13 $ 5,000
Aronsohn, Paul S. NJ-5 9/21/06 68 $ 46,113
Gay, Carol NJ-4 10/12/06 19 $ 9,226
Hall, John Joseph NY-19 10/19/06 372 $224,726
Jones, David Nelson CA-30 11/1/06 3 $ 992
Baird, Brian N. WA-3 1/17/07 1 $ 500
Altmire, Jason PA-4 1/24/07 1 $ 200
Meeks, Gregory Weldon NY-6 1/31/07 0 $ 0
Space, Zachary T. OH-18 2/7/07 1 $ 1,000
Snyder, Victor Frederick AR-2 2/15/07 0 $ 0
Cohen, Steve TN-9 3/1/07 0 $ 0
Yarmuth, John A. KY-3 3/8/07 5 $ 4,050
Hare, Philip G. IL-17 3/15/07 9 $ 2,837
Hinchey, Maurice D. NY-22 3/21/07 5 $ 5,750
Davis, Thomas M. IlI VA-11 5/3/07 90 $122,800
Grijalva, Raul M. AZ-7 5/24/07 13 $ 8,000
Schakowsky, Janice D. IL-9 6/4/07 68 $ 48,700
Smith, Adam WA-9 6/7/07 14 $ 7,950
Paul, Ronald E. TX-14 6/13/07 2 $ 500

Note: D = Democrat, R = Republican,

Republicans and the
Pre-Colbert Bump

Now let’s take a look at the Republi-
cans (the right half of Figure 1). It is

| = Incumbent, C = Challenger

important to point out that the results
for Republicans are quite tentative since
only eight have agreed to appear on
Better Know a District. Nonetheless,
some of the patterns that emerge are
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Counterparts
Matched Candidates (Hall of Cowards)
Donations in Both

Previous 30 Days Candidates
Name District Number Amount Party Status
Weldon, David Joseph FL-15 53 $ 32,700 R |
Cummings, Elijah E. MD-7 55) $ 26,550 D |
Watt, Melvin L. NC-12 0 $ 0 D |
Gillmor, Paul E. OH-5 6 $ 2,137 R |
Costa, Jim CA-20 54 $ 55,800 D |
Obey, David R. WI-7 1 $ 200 D |
Eshoo, Anna CA-14 36 $ 36,100 D |
Abercrombie, Neil HI-1 0 $ 0 D |
Boswell, Leonard L. IA-3 16 $ 17,850 D |
Honda, Mike CA-15 8 $ 6,500 D |
Meehan, Martin T. MA-5 18 $ 28,300 D |
Lowey, Nita M. NY-18 1 $ 1,000 D |
Dicks, Norm D. WA-6 1 $ 1,000 D |
Green, Raymond E. “Gene” TX-29 1 $ 1,000 D |
Berman, Howard L. CA-28 4 $ 3,500 D |
Pastor, Edward L. AZ-4 45 $ 32,650 D |
Michaud, Michael H. ME-2 19 $ 11,500 D |
Tierney, John MA-6 14 $ 5,700 D |
Pence, Mike IN-6 69 $ 58,550 R |
Kennedy, Patrick J. RI-1 9 $ 10,600 D |
Royce, Ed CA-40 39 $ 15,750 R |
Musgrave, Marilyn N. CO-4 34 $ 26,050 R |
Holden, T. Timothy PA-17 11 $ 4,819 D |
Salazar, John Tony CO-3 75 $ 53,770 D |
Thompson, Bennie G. MS-2 6 $ 5,900 D |
Mollohan, Alan B. WV-1 3 $ 2,850 D |
Levin, Sander M. MI-12 6 $ 1,750 D |
Ortiz, Solomon P. TX-27 26 $ 25,150 D |
Lindeen, Monica J. MT-0 13 $ 5,700 D ©
Mahoney, Tim FL-16 62 $ 43,939 D C
Martinez, Jill Marie CA-24 20 $ 9,450 D C
Murphy, Patrick J. PA-8 350 $229,436 D ©
Hughes, Bradley Curtis GA-2 3 $ 1,250 R C
Larson, John B. CT-1 1 $ 300 D ©
Carson, Julia IN-7 1 $ 250 D |
Hirono, Mazie K. HI-2 0 $ 0 D |
Jefferson, William Jennings LA-2 1 $ 1,000 D |
Weiner, Anthony D. NY-9 0 $ 0 D |
Castor, Katherine Anne FL-11 0 $ 0 D |
Hastings, Alcee L. FL-23 5 $ 5,150 D |
Taylor, Gene MS-4 8 $ 3,000 D |
Carnahan, Russ MO-3 4 $ 5,300 D |
Flake, Jeff AZ-6 97 $ 92,900 R |
Solis, Hilda CA-32 14 $ 8,250 D |
Ryan, Timothy J. OH-17 80 $ 46,100 D |
Moore, Dennis KS-3 12 $ 7,500 D |
Lamborn, Douglas L. CO-5 2 $ 450 R |

significant. Like their Democratic coun-
terparts, Republicans who appear on the
Report raise funds at about the same rate
60 days prior to the show as they do
when their show airs. However, in stark

contrast to the Democrats, the Republi-
cans featured on the show have typically
experienced a burst of activity I call the
pre-Colbert bump. Exactly 30 days before
appearing on the Report, Republican can-
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didates have received a monthly average
of 53.6 more donations than their
matched counterparts, yielding an extra
$63,357 in campaign funds. The differ-
ence between Colbert Republicans and
the control group reaches its strongest
significance 21 days before appearing on
the show (p = 0.02 for the amount and
p = 0.04 for the number of contributions)
and gradually declines until the show airs.
The pre-Colbert bump suggests one of
three possibilities. First, the Colbert Re-
port may be targeting Republicans who
are doing well. If this were true, it might
be because the show is trying to help
them by showcasing their surge in popu-
larity, or because their campaign success
is due to salient political news that will
be of interest to viewers. It is also con-
ceivable that the show targets well-
performing Republicans in an effort to
humiliate them. Second, if the Colbert
Report is not selecting Republicans
based on their performance, it might be
they are selecting themselves. Republi-
cans who are doing exceptionally well
relative to other candidates may be will-
ing to risk humiliation on the show be-
cause they already feel safe in their
campaigns. Alternatively, Republicans
who are doing poorly may avoid the
show, thinking that any potential Colbert
bump is too small to justify the risk.
Third, it may be that the Colbert bump is
actually so strong that it can travel back-
wards in time. Alas, this hypothesis is
untestable (although we might ask for
help from Tek Jansen, an animated space
hero who appears on the Report).
Looking forward in time, however, Fig-
ure 1 shows that there is no evidence of a
normal Colbert bump for Republicans. In
the days after being on the show, the dif-
ference in monthly receipts between Col-
bert Republicans and the matched
candidates actually turns negative, dip-
ping to $4,207 by day 28 (though the dif-
ference is not significant, p = 0.46). In
fact, Colbert Republicans receive a signif-
icantly smaller number of monthly contri-
butions on days 17-20 (p = 0.05), with
the difference hovering between 10 and
15 through day 30. Although this is not
strong evidence of a “Colbert bust” since
the sample is so small, it does argue
strongly against evidence for a Colbert
bump for Republicans who appear on the
show. Ron Paul’s legions of hopeful sup-
porters are sure to be disappointed.

Relative vs. Absolute
Differences in the
Colbert Bump

In Figure 2 I look at the data in a
different way. Rather than analyzing
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Figure 2

Percent Differences in Number and Dollar Amount of
Donations to Candidates Who Appear on The Colbert Report
Compared to Matched Candidates Who Do Not Appear on the
Program
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These graphs show that Democrats who appear on The Colbert Report enjoy a significant
percentage increase in the number and total amount of donations they receive in the next

30-40 days, compared to similar candidates who do not appear on the show. Top panels show the
percent difference in total dollar amount of donations for the past 30 days on each date relative to
the candidate’s appearance, while bottom panels show similar figures for the total number of
donations. Left panels show results for Democratic candidates and right panels show results for

interval the difference peaks on
day 32 when Colbert Democrats
receive 44% more money than the
matched candidates. These results
are close to the one-third and two-
fifths increases reported for abso-
lute differences above, suggesting
the findings are robust. To mangle
an aphorism: no matter which way
you slice it, it comes up Colbert

Discussion

It is important not to read too
much into these results. If I were
interested more broadly in the im-
pact of television on political cam-
paigns, I would probably look to
shows with a less focused audi-
ence than the Colbert Report.
Shows like Oprah might fit the
bill, but it would be harder to dis-
cern their impact because they less
frequently book political candi-
dates as guests. Even more confus-
ing, an appearance on the Colbert
Report might be just one piece of
a much broader media strategy. We
cannot rule out the possibility that
appearances on other television
shows might correlate both with
appearing on the Report and with
better fundraising brought about
via other means, causing a spuri-
ous association between the two.

Nonetheless, it is interesting that
the results for Democrats and Re-
publicans prior to appearing on the
show are mirror-images of one
another. Since the Colbert Report’s
main interest is its viewers, it

Republicans. Open circles indicate points where the ratio of donations to Colbert and non-Colbert
candidates during the past 30 days is significantly different from 1 (based on non-parametric Mann

Whitney U tests, p < 0.10).

differences between Colbert candidates
and others in absolute terms, it might
make more sense to look at them in per-
centage terms. Suppose a normal Colbert
candidate received 22 donations in the
last 30 days and the matched candidate
received only 20. The Colbert candidate
received two more in absolute terms, but
10% more in percentage terms. In com-
parison, suppose a Colbert candidate in a
competitive race received 220 donations
versus 200 for the matched candidate. In
this case the absolute difference is much
higher at 20, but the percentage remains
the same at 10%. Thus, using percent-
ages can help us ensure that the differ-
ences in Figure 1 are not purely driven
by a couple of high activity candidates in
competitive races with large absolute

538

differences who bring up the averages
for everyone.

Notice that the results in Figure 2 are
nearly identical to those in Figure 1.
Once again, Republicans experience a
significant pre-Colbert bump but their
performance after the show is lackluster,
suggesting even the possibility of a Col-
bert bust. In contrast, the Colbert bump
in monthly number of donations to Dem-
ocrats is significant (p < 0.05) 32-46
days after they appear on the Report.
Within this interval, the difference peaks
on day 36, when Colbert Democrats re-
ceive 37% more donations than other
Democratic candidates. The difference in
the amount of the donations is also sig-
nificant (p < 0.05) 31-49 days after
they appear on the Report. Within this

makes sense it would invite candi-
dates on the show who are experi-
encing significant changes in their
campaigns, whether up or down.
However, without a specific politi-
cal motive, there is no reason they
would try to preferentially help members
of one party or another. This suggests the
candidates themselves perceive that the
risks are different for each party. Since
members of both parties agree to appear,
we might infer that both expect to ben-
efit from a Colbert bump but Democrats
will take the risk if they are down and
Republicans will take it if they are up.
This implies that difference between the
upside potential and the downside poten-
tial is biased, with more upside for
Democrats and more downside for
Republicans.

Democrats benefit from a one-third
increase in contributions yielding two-
fifths more money over a 30-day period.
In comparison, contributions to Republi-
cans stay flat or even decline. However,

PS July 2008

https://doi.org/10.1017/51049096508080712 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096508080712

this analysis treats all Democrats and all
Republicans the same. It is possible that
some Republicans are skillful enough to
turn an appearance on the Colbert Re-
port into a positive outcome, while some
Democrats have so little skill that they
may actually end up worse off. This may
explain why House Speaker Nancy
Pelosi recommended that members of her
own party avoid the show—she might
have been projecting her expectations
about her own performance if she were
to appear.

One might be tempted to dismiss the
importance of the Colbert bump because
it is just money. It is certainly possible
that the extra funds raised have no im-
pact on popular responses in public opin-

Notes

1. www.wikiality.com/colbert_bump
(December 1, 2007).

2. “I Like Mike Huckabee,”
www.youtube.com/watch?v=4ylfGBxqt2I
(December 1, 2007).
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