SO YOU WANT TO RUN FOR PRESIDENT?
Pre-Primary Period   During the pre-primary period--the year following the mid-term elections--the field of presidential candidates takes shape, the race for money and campaign talent unfolds, and differences on issues between the candidates begin to crystallize.  Numerous individuals will be seen as presidential prospects.  A few, when asked, admit to "seriously thinking about it" or "testing the waters" (asking advice of supporters about running).  Others may be more noncommittal, stating that they want to "keep the door open" or are "too busy to think about it now."  These individuals begin criss-crossing the nation, making speeches, raising money, and giving interviews before making a formal announcement of their candidacy, or “throwing their hat in the ring.”  Many of the candidates will choose to set up exploratory committees to pursue "testing the waters" activities.  An exploratory committee can raise contributions and make expenditures "solely for the purpose of determining whether an individual should become a candidate."  Establishing such a committee also provides time for the candidate and the campaign team to gear up operations.
A candidate's formal announcement speech sets the tone for his or her campaign.  In a symbolic location, surrounded by family and cheering supporters, the candidate outlines the themes that he or she will call upon repeatedly during the course of the campaign.  Oftentimes the candidate will do an announcement tour, delivering the same or similar speeches at several stops.  

The Primaries & Caucuses Begin:  As the first caucus and first primary states, the small states of Iowa and New Hampshire begin the process of formally nominating presidential candidates. By engaging in grassroots (local level) politics, visiting ordinary citizens in their living rooms and meeting them in diners, a candidate can gain favorable notice, attract support of activists, do well in the caucus or primary, and thereby gain momentum going into the rest of the nominating process. The Iowa caucuses (party meetings to choose delegates to nominating conventions) are the first step in the nominating processes of the both parties.  As a result, Iowa garners a vastly disproportionate number of candidate visits and amount of media attention.  A better than expected showing on caucus night can boost a candidacy, while a poor performance can spell the end of a candidate's hopes.
The premise and the promise of New Hampshire's first in the nation primary (party election to select delegates to nominating conventions & pick other candidates) is that it allows even little-known, under-funded candidates to have a chance at winning the White House.   New Hampshire activists take their politics very seriously and expect face to face contact with the candidates.  Over the decades, the New Hampshire primary has produced many memorable scenes, and each succeeding primary reinforces the proud tradition.  Indeed, the primary's first in the nation status is enshrined in state law.  The primary and all the comings and goings also provide a tremendous economic boost to the state.  Critics argue that New Hampshire is not representative and should not be granted a privileged position. 

After the relatively focused retail campaigns (appearances before small groups of voters) of Iowa and New Hampshire, the surviving candidates enter a dizzying array of primaries.  They must decide where to concentrate their efforts and resources as they jump around the country trying to hit key media markets (an area covered by a TV station & major newspapers) and win enough delegates to gain their party nominations.  Following Iowa and New Hampshire in 2016 will be South Carolina and Nevada. If the field has not been whittled down to the most serious contenders by this point, it most certainly will be after "Super Tuesday," when 13 states, including Texas, hold their primaries or caucuses. If one candidate has dominated the contests up to this point, the race for the nomination could be all but over. If two or three candidates have had strong showings, the battle could drag on through March. However, if one candidate appears to be pulling ahead, the party may want to stop fighting with each other and unite behind one candidate. This could result in deals being made between the remaining candidates, much like when Hilary Clinton pledged her delegates to Barack Obama in return for being promised the position of Secretary of State if the Democrats won the general election.
The National Conventions:  With the advent of television and the widespread adoption of primaries, the national parties' nominating conventions have largely been reduced from decision-making bodies to a rubber stamp function.  The conventions are, in fact, tightly scripted made-for-TV spectacles.   Nonetheless, these quadrennial (every four years) gatherings still fulfill a vital function in the life of the political parties and can provide a boost for the nominee. One could argue that modern day conventions are little more than four-day advertisements for the political parties. They are essentially “pep rallies” to get the party faithful energized for the upcoming campaign.   Because there is no longer much suspense, conventions have suffered declining viewership, coverage by the major networks has been cut, and some observers have suggested that the conventions themselves should be cut to three days. 
The conventions may have been reduced to rubber stamps, but they still fulfill a vital function in the life of the political parties.  In the lead-up to the convention, the drafting of the party platform (outlines the party's philosophy and priorities) provides interests aligned with the party a forum to present their concerns. The conventions also select the people who will serve on the party’s national committee to guide the party between elections. At the end of the convention, party activists return to their communities energized for the fall campaign and, if all goes well, the presidential ticket emerges with a convention bounce (a rise in the candidates’ standing in the polls). 

In 2012, the Republican National Convention was in Tampa, Florida, while the Democrats met in Charlotte, North Carolina. In 2016, the Republicans will hold their convention in Cleveland, Ohio, and the Democrats will meet in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
The first night of the convention is devoted to speeches and the acceptance of each state’s delegates.  The major speech of the evening is the “keynote address,” usually given by a “rising star” or an “elder statesman” of the party which typically extols the virtues of the speaker’s own party while stating the shortcomings of the other party.  The second night is devoted to adoption of the platform, and amendments to the document prepared by the platform committee are allowed from the floor, sometimes resulting in spirited debate.  On the third night nominating speeches are given for presidential hopefuls, and the roll call of states follows, each state touting some claim to fame before announcing its delegates’ votes. The fourth and final night of the convention is devoted to nomination speeches and voting for the party’s vice-presidential candidate, but in reality, the convention simply ratifies the choice of the presidential nominee.  This is followed by acceptance speeches by the two nominees, accompanied by wild cheering, confetti and balloon drops, patriotic music, and a general celebration of all that is right about the party.
