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Political ad spending has grown an average of 27% 

per year since 2012. Since the landmark decision of 

Citizens United, Super PACs have grown increasingly 

important in the political universe. However, despite 

consistent hand-wringing about the impact of “dark 

money” on American elections, our data shows that 

candidate spending has grown at a far greater rate 

over the past two election cycles than third party is-

sue spending. Online donation tools such as ActBlue 

have made it much easier for candidates to tap into 

grassroots enthusiasm and raise record-breaking 

amounts of money. 

Pressure on platforms such as Facebook and Goo-

gle have allowed for deeper levels of insight into the 

fast-growing yet previously opaque world of digital 

advertising. As digital expenditures have increased, 

pressure on Facebook and Google to disclose this 

information has increased. 2020 will be the first full 

cycle in which these companies disclose all political 

expenditures. 2008 was the first cycle in which dig-

ital spending was a major factor, and only a dozen 

years later we expect to see more than $1.5B of 

digital video spending in one election cycle.

Broadcast. Cable. Digital Video.



METHODOLOGY

We set out to build our projections from the ground 

up. Rather than dividing the topline numbers from 

previous years, we built a model to project spending 

at the individual race level and then rolled these num-

bers up to reach our topline conclusions. Spending 

levels in a race correlate strongly with the competi-

tiveness of a seat, so we based our 2020 estimates 

on each seat’s previous spending levels and Cook 

Political Report’s race ratings (Lead D, Toss Up, Lean 

R etc.). 

Historic spending levels come from our comprehen-

sive database of political media expenditures. Our 

database includes $10B of spending, more than 

2,000 elections, and 8 million ad airings. This 

baseline number is then adjusted by factors such as 

the price of a media market and candidate cash on 

hand reports. On average, a race in a very expensive 

market like Los Angeles, CA will see far more spending 

than a race in a cheaper market such as Norfolk, VA 

since it costs significantly more to reach the same 

relative audience levels.

 

These projections will also likely change as the 

landscape changes. Currently, the Senate has fewer 

top tier races than it did in 2018. However, if Stacey 

Abrams were to enter the race in Georgia, for exam-

ple, we would expect that race to become far more 

competitive and therefore be weighted higher in our 

model.
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OUR DATABASE

$10 BILLION
IN SPENDING
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AD AIRINGS
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ELECTIONS



TOPLINE PROJECTIONS

Advertising Analytics, in 
conjunction with Cross 
Screen Media, 
is projecting:

2020 POLITICAL SPENDING PROJECTIONS

$6.0B Projected Spending 
2019-2020 Cycle

• $6B in political media spending in the 2019-2020 cycle.

• $4.4B will come on traditional media (broadcast television,

cable, and radio).

• $1.6B will come on digital video (much of which will be on

Facebook and Google).

• This represents a projected 57% growth in political spend-

ing from 2018 to 2020.
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• We expect to see 8 million broadcast airings of political ads in 2020.

• 2020 will see 2.5 million more ads than 2018.

• Election cycles follow predictable patterns with a nadir in June and July,

a steady build in August and September, and a steep October peak.

Presidential years see a slightly different pattern with far more activity in

first quarter due to the primaries.

When will we see 
the ads?
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PRESIDENTIAL

We project Presidential spending to account for the largest segment of 2020 
spending at $2.7B. $800M (29%) of this total will likely be spent on digital video. 
About two-thirds of spending will come from President Trump and the Democratic 
nominee in the general, with the remainder spent in the Democratic primary. 

2020 Presidential General Election
Projected Spending by State

Figure 3
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GENERALPRIMARY

Spending in the General will reach about $1.7B 
between President Trump and the Democratic 

nominee. The growth in Presidential spending will 

be driven by an excited Democratic electorate that 

is already donating huge sums in order to reclaim 

the White House, and a GOP establishment that 

has firmly embraced President Trump and wants 

to deliver him another term.

• Wisconsin and Michigan will each see over 

$60M in spending as Democrats try to rebuild 

the “Blue Wall.” 

• Perennial tossups Florida and Pennsylvania 

could each see more than $250M in spending 

as President Trump tries to hang on to his two 

largest swing states.

• Ohio will likely lose its standing as one of the 

preeminent swing states. We have it ranked 

11th in spending, just ahead of Texas, due to 

its consistent rightward drift.

• Arizona, won by President Trump by 3.5 

points, looks to be a key pickup opportunity 

for Democrats after a successful 2018. They 

flipped the second congressional district and 

defeated Martha McSally in the special elec-

tion to fill the late John McCain’s seat.

• Virginia and Minnesota are two dark-horse 

states that could see much higher spending 

than projected, as they look like two of Presi-

dent Trump’s best opportunities to add to his 

2016 haul. Clinton won these states by 5 and 

2 points, respectively, but scandals wracking 

the Democratic Party in Virginia may give the 

President an opportunity.

The large Democratic field, filled with proven fund-

raisers armed with a highly motivated base, will see 

2020 set records for primary spending. We expect 

to see $971M in the 2020 presidential primary, 

71% more than 2016. About three-fourths of this 

spending will happen in the first quarter of 2020, 

with spending before this date heavily concentrat-

ed in the two first states, Iowa and New Hamp-

shire. In total, about $160M will likely be spent 

in Q3 and Q4 of 2019 in these two states, plus 

smaller amounts in Nevada and South Carolina.

• New Hampshire and Iowa will continue to see 

the highest levels of expenditures, at $232M 

and $125M respectively. 

• We believe that California moving its primary 

to Super Tuesday will likely cause it to see 

much more activity than in previous years, 

$123M, nearly as much as Iowa. 

• South Carolina ($76M), Florida ($64M), and 

Nevada ($36M) will see the most spending 

after the big three. In total, these six states will 

make up nearly 75% of primary spending. 
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HOUSE

We expect House spend-
ing to total $1.0B in 2020 
with $242M in spending on 
digital video. After House 
spending grew 120% from 
2016 to 2018, 2020 will see 
a relatively stagnant 7% 
growth rate. But there will 
still be races to watch in the 
32 congressional districts 
that Trump won in 2016 
but are now held by Dem-
ocrats.

2020 Projected House Spending

• $390M, 39% of total spending in the House, is projected to

be spent in these 32 Trump-leaning districts with Democratic

incumbents.

• 2018 saw Democrats win many suburban seats. We expect

this trend to continue in 2020 in the Texas and Georgia

suburbs.

• Texas is likely the crucial House battleground of 2020. We

have 7 races there, each projected to see more than $10M

in spending.

• The Atlanta suburbs will have two of the nation’s most

expensive races in GA-06 and GA-07, with each expected to

see more than $20M in spending.

Figure 4
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SENATE

• The Senate map looks quite different from when these seats

were last up in 2014. That cycle, Democratic incumbents in

Arkansas, Louisiana, and Alaska all lost after seeing more than

$35M in spending. None of them are expected to be particular-

ly competitive in 2020, as all have moved substantially right.

• Colorado and the special election in Arizona will probably be

the two top-tier races. Democrats need to pick up both these

states to have any chance of reclaiming the Senate.

• In 2016, no state split its Senate and Presidential votes. Since

President Trump lost Colorado and Maine, this could mean

trouble for Republicans in those states. Conversely, it will likely

provide some comfort to McSally in Arizona after Democrats

defeated her last year for the state’s other Senate seat.

• With three seats needed to reclaim the majority, and the likely

loss of Doug Jones’ seat in Alabama, the Democrats’ hopes

will rest on winning several long shot races in North Carolina,

Maine, Kentucky, and Georgia.

Senate spending is ex-
pected to be down 14% to 
$789M in 2020, $176M of 
which will happen on digital 
video. Currently, the Senate 
map only has four seats 
listed as Lean or Toss Up by 
Cook Political Report. But 
2018 saw 13 states reach 
Lean or Toss Up status, and 
a similar shift could happen 
this cycle. The number of 
competitive seats could 
grow with strong Demo-
cratic challengers in Maine, 
Georgia, Iowa, Kentucky, 
and North Carolina.
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2020 Projected Senate
Spending by State
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GUBERNATORIAL

• North Carolina will likely be the top race, with a

projected total of more than $50M as Democrat

Roy Cooper attempts to retain his seat.

• Democrats will aim to knock off Matt Bevin in

red Kentucky. They see an opportunity here with

former AG Andy Beshear, son of popular former

governor Steve Beshear.

• Montana looks like a strong GOP pickup opportu-

nity term-limited Gov. Bullock on his way out.

In total, we expect to see $252M 
in gubernatorial races, $64M 
of which will be spent on digital 
video. This will be a 56% increase 
over the 2015-2016 cycle. Given 
that 36 states hold their elections 
in non-presidential years, this total 
is still considerably lower than oth-
er 2020 spending levels. However, 
Montana, Kentucky, Louisiana, 
Mississippi, and North Carolina all 
have races in the 2019-2020 cycle 
that should be competitive.
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Figure 6

2020 Projected Gubernational
Spending by State
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Advertising Analytics provides clients with sophisti-

cated, real-time media intelligence. Our product suite 

provides actionable data about ad spends, airings, 

ratings, and creative details on both traditional and 

digital platforms.

For more information or to request a demo, please 

email jlink@advertisinganalyticsllc.com 

Cross Screen Media is a marketing analytics and soft-

ware company built by advertisers to help plan/buy 

television and digital video advertising together. Video 

advertising is hard.  Our mission is to make it easy.

For more info, please email info@crossscreen.media.


