CHAPTER I

Introduction

CALLED THE “GREAT COMMUNICATOR” for his remarkablc oratorical
skill, President Ronald Reagan purportedly could sway the public to sup-
port him, using tclevision to cngage, motivate, and inspirc the viewing
audicnce.' Decades after the end of his presidency, journalists recall with
nostalgia Reagan’s mystic ability to connect emotionally with and thus
lead the American people by saying “a few simple things passionately™
(Packer 20103 scc also Cannon 2004; Hansen 2004). Reagan’s alleged
public relations prowess has become the standard to which subsequent
presidents arc compared. The expectation of cffective presidential lead-
crship is furthered by contemporary presidents who have marshaled an
extensive White House public relations operation to lead the public and
ncws media (Kumar 2007). A failurc of leadership for contemporary presi-
dents, therctore, is often reduced to a failurc of communication.? Despite
this conventional understanding of presidential lcadership that pervades
Washington, D.C., systematic cvidence of cffective presidential leadership
of the public proves illusive, cven for the “great communicator™ (Edwards
2003). In this book we arc guided by the following puzzle: Why has presi-
dential leadership of the public been unimpressive, cven as the presidency
retains substantial institutional tools to lcad the public and news media?

The importance of this question is illustrated with two examples from
both Reagan and Obama who, despite being perccived as powerful ora-
tors by their contemporarics, struggled in their ctforts to lead the public.
Onc of President Reagan’s top policy prioritics concerned relations with
Central America. Reagan’s public relations strategy centered on convine-
ing the Amecrican people that the communist threat in Central America
was rcal and that adequately funding the Nicaraguan Contras, an anti-
communist gucrilla force, was the best strategy to confront it. Reagan

raised the issuc many times with the American people, as he sought
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congrcssionﬂl support to fund the Contras who opposcd the communist
Sandinista government of Nicaragua. President Reagan spoke on aid to
the Contras in twenty-five speeches in 1985 and thirty specches in 1986,
the peak of his attention to the issuc (Edwards 2003, 132). In addition to
mentioning the issuc regularly in his public statements, Reagan delivered
cight nationally televised addresses on Nicaragua and the Contras dur-
ing his presidency (Edwards 2003, 30—31), with four of thesc occurring
before the disclosurc of the Iran-Contra scandal in 1986.

Despite the extent to which Reagan spoke publicly about Central
America, public opinion did not move toward Reagan’s position. Accord-
ing to numerous polls reviewed by Edwards (2003, 52—54), support for aid
to the Contras ranged between 22 and 42 percent during the period 1985
through March 1988, with opposition always substantially outweighing
support. Morcaover, the country consistently viewed Reagan’s handling
of Central America negatively, averaging nearly 61 percent disapproval
between 1983 and 1988 {Edwards 2003, 55). Most telling of all, President
Reagan considered his public leadership cfforts on aid to the Contras a
significant failurc of his presidency. In his memoirs, the president writes,
“Time and again, [ would speak on television, to a joint scssion of Con-
gress, or to other audicnces about the problems in Central America . . .
But the polls usually found that large numbers of Americans care little or
not at all about what happened in Central America™ (quoted in Edwards
1003, §3). Reagan believed his policy failed preciscly because he was un-
ablec to lcad the public on the issue.®

Like Reagan, President Barack Obama used his speaking skills and
the “bully pulpit” throughout his first year in office (sce Goldstein 2009;
Hornick 2008) and cspecially as part of his cffort to pass comprchensive
health care reform. From May 2009 through March 2010, the Obama
White House marshaled the full resources of its communications opera-
tion to build public support for health care reform. To scll reform, the
president held a prime-time televised press conference, delivered a nation-
ally televised address before a joint session of Congress, conducted a na-
tionally televised town hall meeting, and travelled extensively throughout
the nation delivering campaign-style addresses. All in all, the president

mentioned health care reform in over 200 speeches during his first year
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in officc. In addition to the president’s own cfforts, members of the ad-
ministration flooded news programs for months attempting to scll health
carc reform to the American people.

Thesc cfforts notwithstanding, the public did not move to support the
president’s plans for reforming health care. After his national address on
Scptember 9, 2009, for example, Obama received just a one-point increasc
in the percentage of Americans who felt he had explained his position but
no other bump in public support.* Throughout the fall of 2009, as Obama
went public on health carc reform and the Senate debated it in committec
and on the Senate floor, public support h:u‘cly moved from a consistent
basclinc of 40 percent approval.® At the same time, Obama’s handling of
health carc reform continued to decline, dropping to 43 percent after his
nationally televised State of the Union address in January 2010.°

Given these failures to move public opinion, why did Presidents Reagan
and Obama spcak so frequently on these top policy prioritics in the face
of overwhelming cvidence that their efforts were not paying dividends?
Why have other presidents, such as Bill Clinton on health care reform in
1993 or George W. Bush on Social Security reform in 2005, devoted con-
siderable communications resources to strategics that cventually failed?
If the president’s cfforts in speaking arc centered on moving public opin-
ion, then the contemporary presidency is replete with anccdotes signify-
ing that presidents arc unwisc to attempt to directly lead public opinion,
whether or not these failures arc a product of hubris (Edwards 2003, 5)
or arrogance within the White House (Jacobs and Shapire 2000). Indeed,
the cost of public relations may be too high, given the low level of payoff
that has resulted.

Failure to lcad the public has not deterred the contemporary Whitce
Housc in its public relations cfforts, of course. The White Housc com-
munications opcration, buttressed by a staff of several hundred to assist
with public rclations, devotes substantial resources to impart the presi-
dent’s message, after all, including facilitating the delivery of hundreds
of speeches, dozens of interviews, and formal and informal exchanges
with reporters annually (Kumar 2007, 5). With all of this cffort, surcly
the White Housc has achicved some return on its investment in public

leadership, despite the lack of clear direct opinion leadership.
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To be surc, President Obama’s public cfforts on health care reform arc a
clear illustration of the benefits of public leadership even in the absence of
an increasc in public support for top policy prioritics. First, news coverage
of health care reform was extensive, occupying a sizeable percentage of
the weekly news hole through much of the sccond half of 2009.” Sccond,
health carc reform became a top priority of the American people, as a
quarter of the public in September 2009 considered health care to be the
most important problem facing the nation, up from just 9 percent in May
(Jones 2009). Most importantly, the president scored a signature policy
success when he signed health care reform into law on March 23, 2010."

Our discussion contends that if presidential speeches do not affect
public opinion, then going public should provide other important bencfits
for the president. Given the strong link between the media’s and public’s
policy agendas (McCombs 2004)—and in light of the difficultics presi-
dents encounter attempting to lead the public dircctly—our cfforts to ex-
plore this topic center on presidential leadership of the news media. We
arguc that presidential leadership of the public occurs through increased
ncws coverage of the president’s policics. By affecting the news media’s
policy agenda, presidents may then influence the public’s policy agenda.
However, as presidents lament their inability to penetrate the “filter™ or
overcome the “noisc” of contemporary presidential news coverage in the
recent media age, it remains unclear whether presidents and their massive
communications opcration can indeced lead news coverage.

With this in mind, our study explores simultancously presidential
leadership of both the media and public agendas. Despite the common
assumption that presidents can influence the public’s agenda, there is only
limited evidence to support this claim (Cohen 1995; but sce Young and
Perkins 2005). More importantly, prior rescarch leaves uncovered the cf-
fects of the media in the president’s relationship with the public despite
the strong impact that media have on public concerns (but sce Baum and
Grocling 2010). Although there exists a larger body of literaturc on presi-
dential agenda setting of news coverage (scc Edwards and Wood 1999),
this rescarch docs not simultancously model the public’s agenda and its
impact on the president-media relationship, despite the working assump-

tion that media are vital to reaching the public.” The media’s importance
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to the public presidency (sce Cohen 2008) requires a study that accounts
tfor both the media and public simultancously in a model of presidential
leadership.

Given this backdrop, we offer a fresh theoretical and empirical look
at presidential leadership of the media and public. First, we arguc that
presidents may be using their institutional resources primarily to com-
municate their policy prioritics through news coverage. If presidents can
lead the media, then this presents a promising opportunity for indirect
leadership of the public given the strong interrelationship between the
public and news media. Sccond, we conceptualize leadership in a manner
that reflects both leadership and responsiveness (Burns 1978; Geer 1996;
Pitkin 1967). We then consider leadership in a way that accounts for the
impact that presidents may have on the public and news media and how
the public and media may also affect the president. Third, the presidents’
cfforts at public lcadership arc not geared so much at changing public
preferences, that is, moving public opinion, but rather at influencing the
issucs the public considers important, that is, agenda sctting. We test our
claims across three strategies of presidential leadership most common to
modecrn presidencies: focused attention, whercby presidents address the
nation on television; sustained attention, whereby presidents discuss their
prioritics through a scrics of major and minor addresses; and going local,
whereby presidents use domestic travel to affect local news coverage and
local public opinion. In addition, we cxplore how presidential leadership
differs across forcign and cconomic policy, two key policy responsibili-
tics of modern presidents.

In this book, we ask the following questions: How successful are presi-
dents as they attempt to lead the media and public agendas? Do presidents
lead the media agenda, and doces this lcadership translate into indirect
leadership of the public? Docs simultancously accounting for leadership
and responsiveness alter our expectations and conclusions concerning
presidential leadership of the public? How docs this play out across dif-
terent lcadership strategics and policy arcas? Although our focus is not
on how presidential leadership affects legislation, presidents ultimately
hope to make major changes in public policy, and their speeches arc often

geared to pressurc Congress (Beckmann 2010; Kernell 1997). Thus, we
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conclude the book with a discussion of the implications of our results on

the prospects for going public and legislative victory.

THE PUZZLE OF PRESIDENTIAL LEADERSHIP

Presidents speak more today than they have at any time in the modern
presidency, an observation made by a number of scholars (including Hager
and Sullivan 1994; Lammers 19825 Powell 1999). According to Ragsdalc
(2009), presidential speeches have increased noticeably since the Truman
administration. Despite some variation, including Gerald Ford’s extraordi-
nary spccch making during his clection campaign of 1976, there is a clear
upward trajectory in the number of presidential speeches over time, with
presidents delivering over 400 speeches per year throughout much of the
1980s and 1990s. This is up substantially from the 1950s and 1960s, when
presidents averaged 154 speeches per year. More recently, from 1974 to 2009,
presidents average 351 yearly speeches. Without question, presidents engage
frequently in public speaking to communicate their policy agendas to in-
terested political actors and lead the national policy agenda (Barrctt 20043
Eshbaugh-5cha 2006b; Kernell r997; Whitford and Yates 2003, 2009).
The president’s greatest institutional means to lead the policy agenda is
through public relations. Behind these efforts at public leadership are con-
siderable White Housc resources. Buttressed by a competent and flexible
staff, the White House Office of Communications and the Press Office assist
the president’s cfforts to communicate with the Washington media, regional
and local media, and the American public (Hult and Walcott 2004; Kumar
2003, 2007; Maltese 19943 Walcott and Hult 1995). As Kumar (2007) shows,
the president’s communications operations arc central to this development
and potential effectivencess of presidential speeches. The Office of Commu-
nications (OOC) has become an indispensable part of presidential public
rclations strategy (Kumar 2007; Maltese 1994) and has grown along with
the increase in presidential specches since the T970s. According to Kumar’s
(2007, 157-164) counts, the staff resources devoted specifically to the OOC
have risen alongside the president’s tendency to deliver more speeches.
Establishing the policy agenda is onc of the primary tasks of the con-
temporary White Housc and is of particular purvicw of the communica-

tions officc (Kumar 2007; Maltese 1994). The OOC acts as a liaison with
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non-Washington-based media, a coordinator of information flows from the
White House, and a “political tool for generating public support for admin-
istration initiatives” (Maltese 1994, 118). Its staff advocates for the presi-
dent, defends his actions, coordinates publicity, and explains the president’s
many decisions (Kumar 2007, 6—32). Not to be outdone, the Press Office
provides the official record of the president and is geared toward influenc-
ing (or at lcast communicating with) the Washington press corps. Kumar
(2007, 199) identifics three roles for the press scerctary: information con-
duit, constitucncics’ representative, and manager of the Press Office. Each
of these roles is crucial as presidents seck to manage press operations to lead
not only the news media but also the public. Whercas presidents undoubt-
cdly hope to do much more with these offices than simply begin a conver-
sation on policy—presidents also desire to build public support and sign
legislation that they prefer—affecting the prioritics of others in and outside
of government is a critical and necessary focus of presidential leadership.

In short, the White Housc communications opcration provides the
organizational resources to manage cffectively and cfficiently growing
cxpectations about presidential public leadership. As a result, presidents
arc able to deliver hundreds of speeches every year. There is thus plenty of
opportunity for the media to cover the presidency if they choosc to or for
the president to influence the media through a communications strategy.
The modern presidential communications operation is well positioned
to sct the policy agenda, especially—as was the casc for both Presidents
Reagan and George W. Bush, who arc scen as having successful, first-
term communication organizations—when onc issuc takes clear prior-
ity. Most importantly, White House staffers clearly believe that correct
application of these resources can generate the public support presidents
nced to govern successfully. Martha Kumar (2007, §) summarizes, quot-

ing from President Clinton’s press scerctary Mike McCurry:

I'd say 25 to 30 percent of the paid White House statf devotes at least two-thirds
of its time to communicating and shaping the storyline. But the truth is, just
about everybody who has any serious, consequential role at the White House,
from the chief of staff on down, has to be mindful of, cognizant of playing a

role in how are we going to communicate, how are we going to present our
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message, how are we going to put our best argument forward? [After all], the
modern presidency revolves around this question of how you use or how you
penetrate the filter of the press to go directly to the American people, which is

vour ultimate source of political strength.

The empirical reality appears starkly different, however. Even as we
have witnessed an increasc in presidential speech making and an expan-
sion of the institutional resources devoted to public leadership, presidents
arc no more successful leading public opinion. Whether Reagan’s cfforts
to change opinion on government spending or taxes, Clinton’s leadership
on NAFTA (Edwards 2003), George H. W. Bush’s support for clean air, or
cven Obama’s litany of domestic policy priorities, public opinion simply
docs not move in the president’s favor (Edwards 2010). At worst, it trends
against the president’s position {Wood 2009a). Figure 1.1 illustrates this
using a broad measure of public support, the president’s job approval rat-
ings. Even as presidential specches and institutional resources devoted to
public communication and leadership have trended upwards over time,
the president’s approval ratings have trended downward.

Perhaps the best case examples to illustrate this are George W. Bush’s
cfforts to rcform Social Security in 2005 and his numerous speeches to
maintain support for the war in Iraq in 2003. In 2005, the Bush Whitc
Housc marshaled the full range of resources available to the president’s
communications officc, including his top administration officials from the
vice president to the secretary of the treasury, in an intensive sixty-day
public relations tour to build public support for the president’s plans to
reform Social Sccurity. Public opinion on Social Security did not move
in the president’s favor. Rather, public support for the president’s han-
dling of Social Sccurity was highest, at 41 percent, before he announced
his intentions during his 2005 Statc of the Union address and dropped
precipitously during his sixty-day tour, plummecting to 29 percent by the
cnd of July 2005 (Eshbaugh-Soha and Peake 2006, 7o1). President Bush
also campaigned cxtensively for public support on Iraq in 2o03. Although
his cfforts generated voluminous news coverage, the public’s support of
his handling of Iraq dropped from a high of 76 percent at the start of the

invasion to a low of 45 percent in November.”
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FIGURE 1.1. Presidential approval ratings, 1953—2009.
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Thesc ditficultics concern not just the relationships between the presi-
dent and public opinion but also the president’s relationship with the news
media. As presidents have devoted more resources to cultivate media cover-
age, ncws coverage of the presidency has declined in its amount and tone.
Cohen (2008) documents a clear decline in the amount of presidential
ncws coverage on both network television (sec Patterson 2000) and as
printed in New York Times (scc Ragsdale 1997). For example, although
thc Obama administration witnesscd a honeymoon of cxtensive ncws
coverage, higher than both Clinton and Bush'’s first fifty days combined,
it declined soon after the honeymoon faded {Rieck 2009b). Cohen (2008,
o1) illustrates increasing negativity in presidential news, despite the presi-
dent’s best cfforts to influence news coverage. Even focusing public rela-
tions on local media does not guarantee positive coverage. For example,
President Bush's extensive domestic travels to affect local media cover-
age of the Iraq War led to an increasc in negative news storics in 2003
(Eshbaugh-Soha and Peake 2008)

This is the puzzle of public leadership. Presidents increasc their specch

making over time but have no demonstrable positive impact on public
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opinion. Even as they increase speech making and devote more resources
to public leadership, most evidence shows that presidential news coverage
has declined in amount and has become more negative. This could mean
that presidents have to devote greater cffort to public leadership cven as
they receive fewer payoffs. It also suggests that presidents may be waging
a losing battle. Nevertheless, given the political and technological con-
text of presidents in the cra of twenty-four-hour news, presidents must
penctrate the news to even think of reaching the public. Their cfforts at
spcech making and communications, in general, arc geared toward get-
ting on the news. In an interview with George Stephanopoulos on Janu-

ary 2o, 2010, President Obama reasoned that:

In this political environment, what I haven’t always been successful at doing is
breaking through the noise and speaking directly to the American people in a
way that during the campaign yvou could do. You know I'd just get, I wouldn’t be
here and [ wouldn’t be bogged down with how are we negotiating this provision

or that provision of a bill. I could speak directly to people and hear from them.

Whether Obama’s difficultics in leading public opinion can be re-
duced to a failurc of communication, as so many of his predecessors have
also claimed {Edwards zoo3), it is clear that presidents expend innumer-
able resources with little payoff. We tackle the idea of presidential pub-
lic leadership from another perspective: that presidents may yet achieve
a minimum payoff from their public cfforts, cven if their primary goal
of opinion lcadership falls short. That is, if presidents can sct the news
agenda, they may lead the public’s agenda, both of which may assist the

president in achicving his larger policy goals.

EXISTING EVIDENCE
Given presidents’ monumental efforts at public leadership and the myriad
resources presidents bring from their institutional base to succeed, onc
might expect presidents to successfully lead the public through speech
making. As wc have alrcady suggested, this simplificd view is unlikely
to be supported by the empirical record. Morcover, the existing political
scicnce literature presents a mixed picture, at best, of the president’s suc-

cess in leading the public. At worst, it shows that presidential leadership
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of the public typically fails, even though public relations arc at the core
of the president’s governing strategy. Because our theory hinges on the
notion that responsivencss is an important component to studying presi-
dential leadership, we review not only whether presidents successfully
lead the public but also the extent to which presidents are responsive to

the public.

Do Presidents Lead the Public?

The literature presents mixed cvidence that presidents can lead the pub-
lic, despite clear expectations that presidents should be capable lcaders
of public opinion. The rcasoning behind an expectation for presidential
leadership focuses on the president’s institutional capacity to lcad the
public. As singular leader of the United States, with the “bully pulpit” at
their disposal, presidents have the most frequent and consistent access to
the media, and thercfore the public, of any public official. By speaking
often about a policy, presidents may be able to “expand the scope of con-
flict” (Schattschneider 1960), focus policy makers” attention on an issuc
(Baumgartner and Jones 1993), or increasc an issuc’s salience (Druckman
and Holmes 2004). In so doing, presidents may sct the national agenda
(Kingdon 1995) or prime the public to evaluate the president (Brace and
Hinckley 1992) and his policics morc favorably. Being able to lead the
public is also central to “going public,” with at lcast suggestive evidence
that prr.:sidcm:s can succcssfull}' lead the public through n:ltion;lll}' tele-
viscd addresses (Kernell 1997; Rottinghaus 2010).

Most scholarship is clear that presidents at least attempt to lead pub-
lic opinion, whether or not it illustrates that presidents have been suc-
cessful doing so. The people arc the source of power for the “personal
president” (Lowi 1985), and presidents are *active players in the game of
public opinion” (Hart 1987). Increased resources available to the president
buttress this claim. Morcover, technological advances have made pub-
lic leadership more practical (Hager and Sullivan 19943 Lammers 1982).
Although the goal of presidential communication is to generate political
support (Stuckey 1991), its context and focus has undoubtedly changed
over time with changing public expectations and media environments

(Cohen 2010; Laracey 2002; Tulis 1987).



