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Ad Watch: Obama 2012 Campaign Ad 

The 2012 presidential campaign ad featuring Barack Obama presents a clear and 

structured message about economic direction in the United States. The ad opens by framing the 

election as more than just a choice between two candidates or parties. Instead, it emphasizes that 

voters are choosing between two fundamentally different economic plans. This framing 

immediately raises the stakes and sets the tone for the rest of the message. 

  The ad contrasts Obama’s approach with that of Mitt Romney. Romney’s plan is 

described as one that would cut taxes for the wealthy and roll back regulations on big banks, with 

the assumption that economic growth will follow and benefit everyone. The ad then counters this 

by claiming that this “top-down” approach has already been tried and contributed to past 

economic problems. In contrast, Obama promotes strengthening the middle class, asking 

wealthier Americans to contribute more to taxes, and investing in areas like education, 

manufacturing, and American energy. 

  Visually the ad reinforces its message through tone and pacing. Political ads like this 

often use steady narration, simple graphics, and clear transitions between ideas to make the 

message feel logical and trustworthy. He motioned towards “Strengthen the Middle Class” and 

“Invest in Education,” suggesting a structured, almost policy outline approach, which helps make 



   Edwards 2 

 

   

 

the message feel organized and intentional. The calm and direct delivery also helps position 

Obama as steady and confident. 

  The ad aired during the 2012 presidential election cycle, meaning it would have been 

seen by voters nationwide through television and online platforms. It ends with the standard 

approval statement, confirming that the Obama campaign paid for and authorized the message. 

  When looking at the factual claims, the ad simplifies Romney’s economic plan into a few 

key ideas. It is true that Romney supported tax cuts and reducing certain regulations, particularly 

in the financial sectors. However, the ad frames this as a purely “top-down” approach without 

acknowledging nuances in Romney’s broader economic proposals. The claim that this approach 

“caused the mess in the first place” is more interpretive than factual. It references the 2008 

financial crisis but does not explain the multiple factors involved, including housing market 

failures, global financial systems, and bipartisan policy decisions. This is a key omission because 

it narrows a complex issue into a single narrative. 

  On the other hand, Obama’s plan is presented in a positive and forward-looking way, 

focusing on middle-class growth and investment. While these proposals were part of his 

platform, the ad does not address potential criticisms, such as concerns about increased taxes or 

government spending. This selective presentation shows bias by highlighting strengths while 

avoiding possible downsides. 

  From a rhetorical standpoint, the ad relies heavily on contrast and cause-and-effect logic. 

It sets up a clear “we tried that and it failed” argument, followed by “here is a better path 

forward.” This is effective for persuasion, but it oversimplifies reality. The logic assumes a direct 

connection between past policies and economic outcomes without fully proving that connection. 
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  Applying the Four-Way Test helps evaluate the ethics of the ad. First, is it the truth? The 

ad contains elements of truth, particularly in describing general policy positions, but it also 

simplifies and frames information in a way that could mislead viewers. So, it is partially true but 

not fully transparent. Second, is it fair to all concerned? The portrayal of Romney’s plan is one-

sided and lacks context, which makes it less fair. Third, will it build goodwill and better 

relationships? Political ads like this often deepen division by emphasizing differences rather than 

common ground, so the answer here is likely no. Finally, will it be beneficial to all concerned? 

While it may inform voters, the selective framing could lead to misunderstandings, limiting its 

overall benefit. 

  Looking at ethical theories, Utilitarianism focuses on the greatest good for the greatest 

number. From this perspective, the ad could be justified if it successfully persuades voters to 

policies that improve economic conditions for the majority. However, the risk is that misleading 

simplifications might lead to poorly informed decisions, which could harm overall outcomes. 

  Kantian ethics, which emphasizes truth and treating people as ends rather than means, is 

more critical of this ad. By selectively presenting information and framing the opponent’s plan in 

a negative light without full context, the ad uses viewers to achieve political victory rather than 

fully respecting their ability to make informed decisions. From this viewpoint, the ad falls short 

ethically because it does not prioritize complete honesty. 

  In the broader context of American politics, this ad reflects a common pattern in 

campaign advertising. Ads are designed to persuade quickly, often by simplifying complex 

issues into clear choices. While this can help voters understand key differences, it also risks 

reducing important debates into overly basic narratives. 
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  In conclusion, this Obama 2012 campaign ad is effective in delivering a clear and 

structured message, but it raises ethical concerns. While it is grounded in some factual elements, 

it relies on selective framing, simplification, and omission of context. Based on the evidence and 

ethical analysis, the ad leans more toward being unethical because it does not fully meet 

standards of fairness and complete truth, even though it succeeds as a persuasive political 

message. 
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Source: 

Obama for America. (2012, July). The Choice [Video]. YouTube. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FBorRZnqtMo 


