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Introduction


American elections are one of the most studied and analyzed areas in political science. Arguably, everything from the behavior of mayors, congressmen, and presidents to the implementation of policy at all levels of government is influenced by political campaigns (Mayhew 1974; Randon Hershey 1984; Johnson-Cartee and Copeland 1997; Thurber, Nelson, and Dulio 2000; Nelson, Dulio, and Medvic 2002; Sabato 2006). However, all too often, election research proposes theories, reaches conclusions, and leaves campaign managers, consultants, and organizers—actual political professionals—out of the equation. This is akin to seeing a group of well-dressed, high-minded art critics crowded around a painting and discussing its implications, all the while ignoring the artist who is standing right next to the work. At the same time, many political professionals believe that academic theory comes from men and women locked away in ivory towers and that it has no place in the real world of political campaigns (Johnson-Cartee and Copeland 1997; Thurber 1998a; Jamieson and Waldman 2001; Craig 2006).


The goal of this book is to bridge the gap between these two groups, to find out where political science theory and political professionals agree and where they disagree. The hope is that this research will not only teach us more about campaign managers and political professionals but also give us more insight into how exactly political science theory can be helped or improved by consistently including the men and women pulling the strings in American politics. In order to show where this book will take political science research on campaign managers, it is first necessary to explain where the research has been.



The Personal Era, 1950–1970



Although there have always been men and women involved in running political campaigns, there was very little political science research on political managers until fairly recently. The first era of work on campaign professionals is best described as sporadic and personal. The advent of modern polling technology in the 1950s, and dynamic innovations in campaign strategy (demonstrated in John F. Kennedy’s presidential campaign in 1960), brought about more sophisticated discussions of American elections in political science, but work on actual campaign managers was still fairly sparse.1 Much of the knowledge about political professionals in the 1950s and 1960s came from the professionals themselves (Perry 1968; Pritchell 1958) in the form of memoirs2 or oral histories collected for archives and journalists (Shadegg 1964; Kirwan and Redding 1964; Scott 1968). The principals of Baus and Ross, one of the first fully functioning political consulting firms in America, put together a “how-to book” for budding political campaigners that hinted at overarching campaign theories without explicitly stating any. Baus and Ross wrote, “Forcing the issue transcends merely debating acknowledged issues. The winning offensive strategy is to convince the voters that the issue is what the winner says it is, not what his opponents say it is. The winner forces the loser to fight on terrain of the winner’s choosing” (1968, 120). While Baus and Ross hinted at issue positioning strategy, they did not go so far as to suggest how this might apply across various types of elections. The majority of the work in this era either by consultants or by academics spoke little to campaign strategy beyond the particular races individuals ran, and there was little or no work done on the profession in general. Campaign managers were an afterthought in political science research on campaigns, and campaign managers themselves seldom referenced political science in their musings.


The Professionalization Era, 1970–1980


Changes by national parties in the presidential primaries, the passage of the Federal Election Campaign Act of 1974, and the creation of the American Association of Political Consultants (AAPC) all led to slightly more study of campaign strategy and managers in the 1970s.3 The average voter was introduced to political professionals when Mike Wallace, host of the news program 60 Minutes, interviewed Joe Napolitan, founder and first president of the newly created American Association of Political Consultants. With a full-fledged association for political professionals in existence, a few brave political scientists with an interest in campaign politics began to take a look at the professionals who worked behind the scenes in campaigns. At the time, most researchers were not sure if this new group should be what Nimmo (1970) called “campaign managers” or what others dubbed “implementers of campaign strategy” (Parkinson 1970; Shadegg 1964; Napolitan 1972 cited in Perlmutter 1999). Barkan and Bruno suggested calling them “business marketers who’ve gone political or just a new generation of political organizers.” Clearly, an increased “professionalization” in politics began and was here to stay. Research on campaign operatives began to veer from purely anecdotal discussions, and for the first time some political scientists began to bring social science studies and technology into analyzing campaigns and even suggesting improvements to campaign managers. For example, Barkan and Bruno first suggested the use of political science theories to improve targeting partisans during a campaign. “To activate an electoral majority, campaign strategists must first identify and geographically locate those segments of the electorate which are most likely to constitute a base of partisan support. . . . Though campaign managers usually make intuitive judgments in this regard detailed maps of the geographical distribution of party identification across a constituency are rarely made because of the difficulties involved” (1974, 710). Voter targeting existed long before political scientists took notice and was not always guided by the guts and instincts of campaign managers, but their interest made it clear that a change was coming. Blydenburgh (1976) used game theory to explain the behavior of campaign managers. Hershey (1973), on the other hand, assessed whether consultants were influenced by “minimum winning coalition theory.” Finally, Price and Lupfer’s concerns dealt not with what theories a given campaign used but with how the political science theories could be applied (1973, 412). A very small but consistent group of political scientists began to realize that campaign managers were here to stay—even if the methods with which to identify and research campaign managers had not been established (Wilson 1966; Nimmo 1970; Hiebert et al. 1971; Rosenbloom 1973). It would not be until the next era that the impact of this new profession started to receive serious analysis in political science.



The Party Downfall Era, 1980–1990



Campaigns and Elections, the first and still most influential trade magazine for political consultants, launched in 1980, established that enough self-described campaign managers existed across the nation to support a magazine that shared tactics and strategies. With a trade magazine, some intrepid political scientists began the first systematic analysis of campaign managers and their impact on the American electoral system. In the 1980s political scientists Larry Sabato (1983, 1989a, 1989b, 1989c; Sabato and Larson 1987) and Paul Herrnson (1986, 1988, 1989) led the way theoretically and methodologically for the analysis of campaign professionals as a distinct group. The rise of political consultants (also the title of Larry Sabato’s seminal book [1983]) as a topic of research in political science coincided with new research showing that the power of the Republican and Democratic parties over candidates and campaigns locally as well as nationally was starting to fade (Blumenthal 1980; Sabato 1989a, 1989b; Salmore and Salmore 1989; Petracca 1989; Everson 1992). At the time, researcher Walter DeVries explained the relationship between the weakening parties and the rise of consultants: “A major reason—if not the only reason—for having campaign consultants is that political parties basically failed to do their job in a changing technological and social environment” (1989, 21). Celinda Lake’s study showed that “political consultants were bringing new and innovative technology into the campaign world, playing a huge role in the recruiting of candidates.” Her study also pointed out that “managers were playing an increasingly important role in image creation and policy stances for candidates, all areas that were once mostly in the control of state or national party leaders” (1989, 26).


The impact of political consultants had grown so fast that their influence led to debates in political science and journalism about whether this influence on American democracy represented a positive or a negative development. Some people had concerns that American politics was being taken over by hired guns who slipped in and out of politics and cared more about money and wins than good government (DeVries 1989; Petracca 1989; Rosenberg and McCafferty 1987). However, Lake viewed the consultants and managers as “breaking the hold of party bosses, opening up the electoral process and giving candidates a chance to speak to the people unfiltered” (1989, 26).


This meteoric rise also led to the first academics decrying the lack of reliable systematic analysis about who political consultants were, what they were doing, and how their actions should be studied (Petracca 1989, 12). Consequently, campaign management schools and institutes popped up across the country at various colleges, giving academics and practitioners a chance to work together.4 However, the newfound togetherness between the academic world and the practitioner world did not change the minds of many skeptics in either domain. Although former AAPC president Joe Napolitan noticed the increasing interest in campaign professionals among a small cadre of academics in the 1980s, he was not impressed: “I see little relationship, if any, between political science and politics. Political Science, in my opinion, is an academic pursuit of what happened; politics is the pursuit of making things happen” (Binford 1985, 89).


Despite skepticism on the part of most practitioners and academics, political science programs and a very small but dedicated group of researchers began to focus on campaign managers as a topic of analysis. The increasing focus resulted in (by the end of the 1980s) political scientists outlining the methods to actually study campaign managers on a large scale. The methods ranged from simply observing campaign managers in the process of their jobs to the old standby of consultant interviews (Howell 1980; Bositis 1985; Goldenberg, Traugott, and Baumgartner 1985). For the first time, large-scale empirical surveys were conducted that looked at campaign managers across the nation as well as how the public viewed the actions of campaign managers (Herrnson 1988; Petracca 1989; Binford 1985).


The Celebrity Manager Era, 1990–2000


The 1990s brought political consultants out of the back rooms of politics and into the limelight in a way that surprised the public, including academics and journalists. Successful consultants emerged as pundits, writing books and appearing on television shows, and they became part of American popular culture. Steven K. Medvic and Silvo Lenart, two of the few political scientists studying consultants at the time, commented on these newfound political celebrities: “The role of political consultants in the U.S. electoral process has increased exponentially in the last few decades such that, in the current political landscape, they are often as prominent as the politicians for whom they work” (1997, 61). In particular, Bill Clinton’s cadre of political consultants, George Stephanopoulos, James Carville, and Dick Morris, became the topics of gossip magazines and pop culture icons in addition to staying on in his administration past the election to create policy and messages. However, not everyone was thrilled with these political viziers coming out from behind the curtain. At one point, disgusted with attention-hogging consultants, then-candidate Bill Clinton said to two of his top aides, “I don’t want to read about you in the press. I’m sick and tired of consultants getting famous at my expense. Any story that comes out during the campaign undermines my candidacy” (Johnson 2000, 3).5 Of course, candidates were not the only ones getting tired of the celebrity campaign game: “I cringe when I see consultants write ‘kiss and tell’ books that reveal embarrassing information about their candidates. . . . Most important, a consultant owes a certain amount of loyalty to his candidates—even after the election” (Perlmutter 1999, 6). Some consultants actually began to see the trend as harmful not only to the candidates but also to the public perception of the profession. Perlmutter quoted another prominent consultant of the era: “Each public utterance by the consultant in this context [media] becomes a reminder to the television viewer or newspaper reader that the candidate in question is a creature of his handlers. . . . It actually insults and devalues the candidate and breeds further cynicism towards the political process” (ibid., 296).


Despite grumblings from some inside the profession and in politics, the tidal wave of celebrity campaigners could not be stopped, and the very nature of political science research on consultants and campaigns, when it occurred, was caught up in the wave. Popular films like The War Room (1992), Wag the Dog (1997), and Primary Colors (1998) actually provided information about campaign consultants and strategy but were dramatized by Hollywood for public consumption. Big-name consultants wrote a spate of personal campaign memoirs that further mixed up the waters (Morris 1997, 1998; Carville and Matalin 1995). When James Carville, Clinton’s top campaign manager, and Mary Matalin, Bush’s top campaign manager, wrote All’s Fair: Love, War, and Running for President in 1995, detailing how they met and fell in love while running opposing presidential campaigns, the fusion of campaign managers and celebrity life finally came full circle.6 At the same time, many political scientists were writing books for and about political consulting with political consultants that mixed anecdotes and social science that were great for the emerging culture of “political junkies” and “pundits” but did not necessarily move the political science or theoretical discussion forward (Carville and Matalin 1995; Carville 1996; Morris 1997, 1998; Perlmutter 1999; Strother 2003; Moore and Slater 2003; Bailey and Faucheux 2000; Watson and Campbell 2003). Ironically, with the rise of consultants in almost every sector of American popular culture, scholarship on consultants still remained the work of a few outliers, scholars who dabbled in the subject but usually as a backdrop to larger discussions about political campaigns. The work that did emerge provided some initial examples of fusing theory and scholarship on political consultants: Scholars now viewed them as partners instead of usurpers of the two major parties, investigated consultant views on negative advertising, and examined the role of campaign managers in enhancing voter turnout and fund-raising; all these subjects were bolstered by scholarship in this era despite the cacophony of celebrity books, movies, and television programs (Nelson 1998; Kolodny and Logan 1998; Theilmann and Wilhite 1998; Medvic 1998). The methods of analyzing political consultants also advanced during this period due to greater visibility of consultants as well as better communications technology. The majority of the political science work still relied on consultant interviews (Magleby and Patterson 1998; Nelson 1998; Kahn and Kenney 1997). Researchers such as Glaser (1996) used observation, but several new methods for studying political consultants were introduced. Some political scientists began to use data from the magazine Campaigns and Elections to determine which campaigns used consultants as well as how extensive consultant activities were to start their analyses. In some cases academics used either Campaigns and Elections or the membership roster of the American Association of Political Consultants to survey or record the actions of political consultants (Medvic and Lenart 1997; Herrnson 1992; Kolodny and Logan 1998; Medvic 1998). Nevertheless, this represents a minuscule amount of research in the ocean of political science work on campaigns. There were still “too many theories and too many campaign managers running around that weren’t being connected in any meaningful way, and the calls for change within the profession became louder” (Medvic and Lenart 1997, 61–77).


In 1998, James Thurber of the Center of Congressional and Presidential Studies at American University led the clarion call for aggressive and empirical work on political consulting. In his aptly titled article “The Study of Campaign Consultants: A Subfield in Search of a Theory,” Thurber threw down the proverbial gauntlet to political science to investigate further this key part of the discipline: “Though professional political consulting outside of political party organizations has been around since the 1930’s, it has only recently sparked interest among some political scientists. Why have consultants been ignored by political scientists? Why have consultants ignored political scientists? Why is there little or no theory related to political consultants? Why do we know so little about the profession of political consultants? What subfield houses the study of political consulting? Elections and voting behavior, political parties, political communications, political advertising, campaign management?” (1998b, 145). Thurber’s words were heard across political science, especially in a new generation of graduate students who came of age in the celebrity culture of the 1990s. A new generation of researchers saw campaign managers to be as viable and worthy a topic of study as members of Congress, voters, and members of the media. What happened next was a full-fledged research revolution.


The Modern Era, 2000–2010


More than ten years after Thurber’s call, political science arguably knows a little more about political consultants as a whole. A cottage industry of sorts has arisen based on the work of a few key researchers, many of whom spring from Thurber’s research center (Thurber and Nelson 2000; Thurber 2001; Thurber, Nelson, and Dulio 2000; Nelson, Dulio, and Medvic 2002; Rampton and Stauber 2004). The Journal of Political Marketing, launched in 2002, was the first peer-reviewed academic journal to focus specifically on political campaigns, managers, strategy, and theory. The JOPM became the academic and theoretical yin to the practical and functional yang of Campaigns and Elections. The fusion of work between consultants and academics on the ethics and professional norms of political consulting also defined this period. After the celebrity campaign era, many consultants and academics became concerned not just with the negative impact that some rogue campaigners may have on democracy but also on the profession of campaign management in general. Increased media attention, “spin doctors” manipulating public perception of debates, and a few high-profile scandals involving consultants that rocked the political world got many academics and consultants talking.7 In addition, the concern about the long-term impact of the “permanent campaign” wherein consultants moved from the campaign field to essentially run operations from within the statehouse or White House got academics and consultants working together on a plan to clean up the profession before things spun out of control (Panagopoulos 2006; Norton and Goethals 2004; Auer 2003; Edsall and Rosin 1999; Holmes 1996).


With a large grant from the Pew Charitable Trust, researchers at American University began a semiannual survey of consultants’ views on ethics and professional norms in an attempt to rein in some of the more unruly managers out in the field and lay the groundwork for professional standards and rule enforcement. Acknowledging perhaps for the first time how consultants and academics really needed and could help each other, the Campaign Management Institute announced in its Improving Campaign Conduct packet a program to improve consulting as a profession and campaign research at the same time. It read in part, “CMI (Campaign Management Institute) will work with the American Association of Political Consultants (AAPC) to share its research and begin a series of discussions to form consensus around useful industry codes and standards. At the same time, CMI will launch an effort to bring campaign training schools together into an informal association to share the consultant research and involve schools in conversations about campaign standards and practices” (Thurber 1999, 1). At the end of the decade, political science studies of political consultants as a distinct group worthy of critical analysis are in pretty good shape. Heading into the next era, the question is: Where do we go from here?


The Research


Although there has been a tremendous amount of work over the past decade in political science on campaign managers and consultants, there still is no comprehensive work that examines various theories of political campaigns against what consultants are actually doing in the field. Yes, we now know consultants will attack under some circumstances and what they think is ethical professionally, but in so many areas crucial to campaign studies, such as message theory, candidate theory, and even Internet technology, we still have little or no idea if existing theory really approximates or explains what political operatives are doing in the field. This book proposes to take the best of the various eras of research and analyze political consultant attitudes, practices, and beliefs across the entire spectrum of campaign activities. Although this is clearly an ambitious task, this book will provide a better picture of not only where consultants are in today’s dynamic campaign environment but also how effective current political science theories are in explaining the actions and behaviors of political managers.


Methods and Definitions


This book is based on an extensive online survey of political operatives’ beliefs and attitudes on issue strategy, message strategy, candidate traits, negative advertising, and Internet campaigning. You will notice that throughout this book I interchangeably use the terms consultant, campaign manager, and political operative; this is intentional, given that we operate under a very broad definition of campaign operative. Medvic defined the term political consultant as “anyone who worked in two or more congressional and or statewide campaigns during the most recent campaign cycle, was among the highest grossing consultants in his/her field, or was a member of the American Association of Political Consultants” (1998, 150). Sabato similarly defined the term as “a professional who is engaged primarily in the provision of advice and services (such as polling, media creation and production and direct mail fundraising) to candidates, their campaigns, and other political committees” (1983, 8). These definitions possess much insight, but adherence to them would fall short of the purposes of this book. My goal is to capture campaign managers, consultants, and operatives at all levels of political campaigns, and my interest is more in surveying those who are involved in the strategy and organization of a campaign than with what services campaign operatives provide and for how long they do so. For the purposes of this work, my definition of political consultant is “anyone who worked on a political campaign from beginning to end, such that that person was involved in developing campaign strategy. This can include but is not limited to campaign managers, consultants, political organizers, or candidates who ran their own campaigns.” With the thousands of campaigns across America every year, the best way to comprehend who managers are, and how they think, would be to include a sample that ranges from highly paid consultants to the local manager who no one will ever see on MSNBC, CNN, or FOX. This belief serves as the main driving force behind defining a political operative so broadly. The survey captures the consultant who has been running statewide races on behalf of presidential candidates for the past twenty years as well as the public schoolteacher who has taken a semester off every two years for the past twenty to manage his wife’s state senate campaign.


In addition to calling campaigns all across the United States, I sent surveys to professional campaign schools, including the Women’s Campaign School at Yale, George Washington University’s School of Campaign Management, Regent University, and the Bliss Institute at the University of Akron.8 More than 350 consultants responded to the survey, and I analyzed their beliefs, attitudes, and practices against existing political science theory.


Chapter Outline


This book will proceed in the following order. Chapter 1 focuses on political candidates and the theories surrounding them. I first take a look at existing theory on candidate traits in political science and then examine whether consultants have similar views to voters on the weights and import of candidate traits from current national election surveys. Then I examine the governing-versus-campaigning conundrum and analyze if consultants see a difference in what it takes to be a good campaigner compared to an effective elected official. Finally, I discuss what it takes for a candidate to be “electable” in the minds of campaigners, the press, and academics.


Chapter 2 examines the role that political messages play in the strategies of political consultants. I distill the five key defining messages in political campaigns and discover exactly what factors drive message strategy for consultants. I also look at the influence of message discipline and consistency on campaign success according to consultants.


Chapter 3 is dedicated to issue-position strategy for political consultants. I examine which theories of candidate positioning from political science best describe and explain how political consultants set position strategy during campaigns. I also take a look at “issue ownership” and “deliberative priming” theories and how these concepts may or may not explain consultant strategy.


Chapter 4 delves into negative-advertising strategy and how campaign managers and consultants organize attacks. First, I try to find a functional definition of negative advertising that actually includes input from campaigners out in the field. Then I examine how on-the-ground factors like the district demographics and candidate party identification compare to situational factors like position in the polls in explaining consultant strategies.


Chapter 5 brings us to a discussion of the use of the Internet in modern political campaigns. I look at the role of Internet optimists and pessimists in driving campaign theory and consultant strategy and then examine how consultants use various tools, from campaign Web sites to Facebook and Twitter, to help their candidates.


Finally, in Chapter 6 I wrap up all that we have learned from consultants and discuss the implications for the profession and existing political science theory and, most importantly, I discuss what it really takes to win according to the respondents in my survey. Each chapter will have case-study examples from campaigns across the country over the years to demonstrate the principles being discussed in that section, in addition to interviews with various consultants.


The Appendix serves multiple purposes in support of this text as well. First, it provides in-depth ouputs from SPSS that formed the backbone of the numerous tables in the book. Further, it gives more detailed explanations of the variables, definitions, and procedures that were used to make the book accessible for academics, students, and political practitioners alike.


This Book Is for You


Right after college I took a job as a campaign manager in South Carolina. I was responsible for running two statehouse races after redistricting forced a special election, and I felt prepared for what was ahead. I had read just about every book on campaigns that was available at the time and had taken a Campaigns and Elections class under Larry Sabato while a student at the University of Virginia. Yet just about everything I was trying to do as a manager in my first race was not working. I would knock on doors for my candidate, and people would laugh at my canvassing questions or want to set me up with their daughters. My campaign staff thought posters were silly and did not believe in polling. Nobody on the ground had ever heard of a “strategy box” and did not want to, either.


In frustration, I talked with one of the higher-ups in the state campaign and asked for advice about the “profession.” “This isn’t a profession,” he said. “It’s a bare-knuckles trade. . . . You’re selling something to people, and it has to be good.” And that is when it dawned on me: All of the work I had done in college about campaigns was not enough; there had to be some real-world applications as well. A political campaign is a marketing campaign, with academic research and theory thrown in for good measure. You have about a year to find a product (the candidate), test-market that product (the primary), create a slogan for the product (message and advertising), and then get it to the public as creatively as possible (the Internet). But unlike a new pair of shoes, a new gaming system, or a car, a political candidate has only one day to sell, and that is election day. Either the voters buy your product, or they do not; there is no second chance. I went on to win both of my races with more than 60 percent of the vote.


If you are reading this book, you already have some interest in how political campaigns in America are run. Perhaps you are a campaign manager yourself, looking to learn something else about the trade, or perhaps you are a young volunteer needing a refresher, a political science student reading for class, or just a political junkie looking for an interesting read. Regardless of what has brought you to this work, there is something for everyone to learn, question, and analyze in our journey into the world of campaign theory and campaign managers. It is my hope that after reading this book you will understand some of the theories, beliefs, and attitudes behind all the men and women (from the ivory tower to the feet on the ground) involved in the campaign process.
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The Candidate


There was an old story about President Bill Clinton that used to circulate in Washington during the 1990s. It was said that Bill Clinton could enter a room of 300 people knowing full well that 299 of them adored him and supported everything he did and stood for. But Clinton would spend the entire evening working on changing the mind of that one person out of 300 who had not already come under his sway of charm. His ability to work a room, let alone be singularly focused on changing hearts and minds, represents a significant reason Bill Clinton was one of the most successful political candidates in American history over the past forty years.


The focus of this book is on political operatives from low-level campaign managers to highly paid political consultants and all the men and women in between. Although the experience level and campaign sophistication of the men and women in the sample of operatives may vary, they all have one thing in common: They are trying to get a candidate elected. Therefore, our journey into the world of political consultants begins with candidates, without whom political operatives would have nothing to do and no one to work for.


When you talk to campaigners in the field, you are always drawn back to that most basic of questions: What makes someone a good candidate? Or to delve deeper into the political jargon of the press, what makes a candidate “electable”? This chapter analyzes what makes someone an electable candidate in the minds of academics, pundits, and political consultants and what factors, such as race, class, or even the “post-9/11” world, impact whether someone has a good chance of moving from candidate to elected official. We will also look at the transition from being a candidate to an elected official. Are the traits needed for one role suitable to the other? Or are consultants promoting one product during the election that turns out to be something else once someone is sworn into office? Finally we will look at the extent to which consultants are making lemonade out of sour lemons. Very few campaign managers are influential enough and sought-after enough that they get a choice of for whom they work. Therefore, when we view these political operatives’ answers, we see what they view as the best traits in a candidate that, for better or worse, they are stuck with. That might give us a better reflection of what the elusive concept of the “electable candidate” is all about.


The Traits That Rate


Political candidates are a unique mixture of product and the “real thing”. They are men and women, black, white, Asian, and Latino, from all creeds and belief systems. Yet they have to make themselves fit in with an image of the “candidate” and “elected official” that voters want to pay attention to, donate money to, and vote for on election day. That is where their campaign managers, consultants, and other staffers come in, to help them in this process of becoming a candidate that the public wants to support in the general election. Despite what the television and radio pundits might want you to think, Americans want to like their politicians; there is a reason that people watched The West Wing and were heartbroken when President Palmer died on 24.1 Candidates and elected officials hold both Americans’ dreams for the future and their concerns about power in one tight bundle.


Political science literature has focused on researching the four main traits on which voters evaluate candidates based on the American National Election Survey that is conducted during major election years in the United States (Iyengar and Kinder 1985; Funk 1996). These four traits are competence, integrity, empathy, and leadership. These traits carry a great deal of importance in understanding America’s political system, since voters weigh these traits differently depending on a host of factors yet still use them to make judgments about a candidate’s policies and fitness to serve. If you are a conservative Republican, what appeals to you in a candidate differs from what appeals to a liberal Democrat. But what happens if you are a liberal Democratic woman living in New York City who lived through 9/11? Or what if you are a conservative Republican man living in New Orleans who lived through Hurricane Katrina? Perhaps what appeals to you in a candidate has changed, and you might put more emphasis on one trait over another. Political scientists and academics have argued for decades about how different traits and characteristics influence how or why citizens perceive and evaluate candidates the way they do (Rapoport, Metcalf, and Hartman 1989; Pierce 1993; Hardy and Jamieson 2005). The majority of debates and discussions revolve around what value can be found in these candidate traits and how voters evaluate them under different circumstances (Keeter 1987; Alexander and Andersen 1993; Funk 1996, 1997, 1999; Fox and Smith 1998; Hayes 2005). No one, however, has examined how any of these factors, time, space, or place might influence how a campaign manager or consultant looks at the traits of their candidate. In this next section we will be taking a look at some of the existing theories on what factors influence how voters evaluate candidates, and we will use those theories to get a better idea as to how a consultant might be influenced by the same variables.


Party


As I mentioned in the Introduction, party identification, or “partisanship,” influences how one looks at a political candidate (Stoker 1993; Goren 2002; Klein and Ahluwalia 2005). Of course, how that partisanship interacts with demographic traits about the voter and their environment is something subject to a great deal of discussion in political science. Some political scientists have focused on how party voters look at candidate traits in particular campaign years. Analyzing the 1996 presidential election, Alvarez and Glasgow found that Democrats evaluated Bill Clinton highest on his leadership skills and also found leadership to be the most important trait for someone running for office (1998, 148). Since Republican voters valued integrity as the most important trait in a candidate, conservatives rejected Bill Clinton because of his various extramarital affairs. In another analysis of the 1996 presidential election, other researchers found that Clinton received equally high marks from Republican and Democratic voters on empathy, but the two partisan groups parted ways regarding his intelligence. Democrats thought of him as a genius, whereas Republicans thought of him as well short of that mark (Klein and Ahluwalia 2005, 132).


Researchers Hansen and Otero found that not only is partisanship the best predictor of how people will vote, but it is also a stronger predictor of the weight placed on candidate traits (2007, 36). Leadership and compassion seemed to be the most important traits to both parties from 1988 to 2004, with the candidate rated highest in one or both of those categories by Democratic and Republican partisans usually winning the day. This suggests not only that partisanship might matter as an individual predictor for the candidates but that the partisan leanings of a district might come into play as well. Most researchers have found that campaign context—such as whether the district was leaning Republican or Democratic or if it was a “good” year for either party—influences how candidate traits are viewed (Funk 1999; see also Goren 2002; Doherty and Gimpel 1997; Kinder et al. 1980). In fact, one of the few researchers who posit that partisanship is not the most important factor in determining how a candidate is evaluated says this is the case because the voter’s race trumps partisanship in those evaluations (Colleau et al. 1990, 386).


What is most interesting about the partisan effect on candidate evaluation discussions is that it plays out in a very real way in most elections. Former president George W. Bush was a classic example of this partisan evaluation. Democrats, progressives, and left-leaning analysts and columnists remarked on the infamous “Bush smirk.” HuffingtonPost.com columnist Bob Cesca dedicated an entire article to this “smirk” and pulled no punches: “His uncomfortably ridiculous smirks and smiles illustrate his inadequacies as a leader: his fugacious attitude; his vacant stature; and, most strikingly, his apparent inability to grasp the reality of his decisions. It’s all right there on the screen—underlined by those tiny baby teeth” (2007). Yet at the Republican convention in 2004, when former Tennessee senator Fred Thompson narrated President Bush’s photo-essay introduction, some of those same pictures deemed as “smirks” by liberals and Democrats were said to demonstrate “his lack of pretension, a sincerity both of action and purpose. . . . There’s a sense of humor that’s natural. He’s even been known to kid around with folks.”2


Which was the real reflection of Bush’s infamous “smirk”? No academic or analyst can truly say; the truth was in the eye of the beholder, and the beholder saw a different truth whether they were Republican or Democrat.



Type of Race: Challenger, Open Seat, or Incumbent



There are three ways in which a candidate starts a race: He or she is either seeking an open seat, challenging the current seat holder, or the incumbent defending his or her seat. Depending on what position one is in, political science research shows that how traits are evaluated can change significantly. Carolyn L. Funk, one of the originators of modern candidate trait research in political science, argues against this theory, suggesting that evaluations are all about the specific candidates involved, and what type of race they are running really does not make a difference (1999, 2). Other researchers, however, have shown that incumbents and challengers are evaluated differently by voters and observers. Kinder et al. (1980) found that voters tended to judge incumbents on integrity and leadership first and then take a look at the challenger. Alvarez and Glasgow (1998) and Goren (2002) found that challengers are evaluated more harshly than incumbents on their competence, since voters do not know if they can truly get the job done. Trait evaluations in open-seat races tend to be more of a mixed bag, with most researchers not finding significant differences in voter evaluations of candidates when both parties are trying out for a new position (Kinder et al. 1980; Alvarez and Glasgow 1998; Goren 2002; Arnold and Hawkins 2002).


Finally, in addition to what kind of position a candidate is in at the beginning of the race, the position they seek, be it legislative or executive, can influence how their competence is viewed as well as their leadership ability (Nadeau et al. 1995; Burden 2002; Atkinson and Partin 2001; Arnold and Hawkins 2002). Atkinson and Partin find that voters view the responsibilities and competencies of gubernatorial and senatorial candidates differently (2001, 796). Whereas governors are seen as being more caring about and responsible for the poor, senators are seen as more likely to take strong leadership stands on international issues. Burden’s work discusses the difficulties Senate candidates face in their pursuit of the White House, in part because they are evaluated differently on traits and issues from those running for executive positions (2002, 82). There is evidence to suggest that because those seeking and serving in executive positions are viewed and evaluated differently from those serving in and seeking legislative positions, the traits upon which they are evaluated will differ as well.



Gender



Most political science research on gender and candidate traits looks at how the candidate’s gender and the gender of the voters influence how voters evaluate the candidate. Initially, many researchers suggested that there was not any real difference in how voters evaluated women compared to male candidates (Darcy and Schramm 1977; Eckstrand and Eckert 1981). However, since the late 1980s and the increase in women candidates running for higher office, especially executive positions, researchers have found that there was a fascinating mix of how gender and policy issues played off each other in female candidate evaluations. For example, Rosenwasser et al. found that women were deemed as highly “competent” on “feminine” issues such as education and civil rights, while they were evaluated as less competent on issues such as foreign affairs and the military by the average voter (1987, 193). Sanbonmatsu found similar results, in that female candidates were found to be generally more empathetic than men, and that empathy also played a larger role in how voters evaluated them (2002, 22). Further, while women were found to be just as competent as men, this evaluation varied according to what issues were placed before the public. In explaining 1992, “The Year of the Woman,” when an unprecedented number of women candidates were successful in gaining office, especially on the federal level, Jennifer L. Lawless, director of the Women and Politics Institute at American University, reiterated this relationship between gender issues and women candidates’ success. The year “1992 was an election cycle where women’s issues and women’s ability to lead was at the forefront of these campaigns. The Clarence Thomas and Anita Hill hearings and the Family Medical Leave Act are just two of the issues that were prioritized by a lot of the women running” (Horn 2010). Women candidates who focus on a few issues that are seen as their inherent strengths or political environments where “women’s issues” are at the forefront may lead to women candidates being as or more successful than male candidates (Clayton and Stallings 2000; Hansen and Otero 2007). Continuing on this theme, women candidates’ traits are also more positively evaluated for certain positions than men’s. Some analysts find that voters think women are much better suited for legislative positions like city council or school board member than “leadership” positions like mayor or governor (Hedlund et al. 1979; Huddy and Terkildson 1993a and 1993b; Ballew and Todorov 2007; Dolan 2004b).


This belief can put women candidates and the consultants that are working for them in a real bind when it comes to running for higher office positions, especially in the post-9/11 world of federal politics. Most voters see women as being more capable as legislators and on domestic issues, but a woman seeking higher office or an executive position faces a “glass ceiling” of stereotypes and expectations. This is one of the reasons Hillary Clinton worked so hard to create a hawkish image of herself during her time in the Senate, because she knew as a woman it would be critical for her to appear tough on foreign policy issues. Clinton’s increasingly aggressive foreign policy positions as she moved from candidate to senator to presidential candidate were well chronicled in the press. Even the slightly right-leaning Real Clear Politics site noticed this transformation. Cofounder and executive editor of the Web site Tom Bevan said, “Never known as an ardent supporter of the U.S. military, Clinton secured a coveted seat on the Armed Services Committee upon entering the Senate and has worked diligently on military issues. In the wake of Sept. 11, she became devoted to homeland security and supported military action in Afghanistan and Iraq. It’s no secret critics suggest Clinton’s transformation to foreign policy hawk is a calculated move designed to help achieve her ultimate goal of becoming the first woman president” (Bevan 2006). Now, one might argue that making hawkish moves in a post-9/11 world is something that any ambitious candidate would do regardless of gender, especially one coming from New York. However, given the existing research demonstrating that many voters do not see women candidates as being as competent or capable in handling foreign affairs as men, these moves became even more important for someone like Hillary Clinton. In a survey of one hundred Republican and Democratic political “insiders” by the Atlantic Monthly in late 2005 about Clinton’s chances as a presidential candidate in 2008, one of the specific hurdles she was seen as facing was her gender in relation to foreign policy and leadership issues. One Republican insider stated, “While it’s difficult to pick just one, Hillary’s gender will more than likely be the biggest obstacle to her becoming President. The bottom line—with such uncertainty in foreign and world affairs, the United States will not elect a woman to be the leader of the free world” (Barnes and Bell 2005).


In fact, under the strong advice of her campaign staff, Clinton went out of her way to brandish her toughness on foreign policy issues, and then went a little too far. In one of the more critical events in the 2008 Democratic primary, Clinton claimed to have been under sniper fire when coming off an airplane for a state visit to Bosnia as first lady in 1996. When reporters and even a stand-up comedian who attended the trip with her disputed this account, and video of her state visit was discovered showing clear skies and no snipers, she was caught in a serious political lie that dogged her campaign for weeks. Analyzing the Hillary Clinton presidential campaign as symptomatic of the challenges that female candidates face on certain issues, Lawrence and Rose assert, “Clinton’s ‘Bosnia Fairy Tale’ highlights, among other things, the imperative for the female presidential candidate to burnish her national security credentials. Clinton may have felt pressure to exaggerate her foreign policy experience to establish her ‘toughness’ in the foreign policy area, especially in a time of war” (2010, 74).3


When evaluating how a candidate’s gender influences trait evaluation, one of the challenges in political science has been the relative paucity of subjects to examine. While the number of female candidates for higher office, especially executive positions, continues to grow, there has been a relatively small sample of prominent women presidential candidates to analyze.4 Consequently, the role of gender in campaign studies has often been viewed from the side of the voter in terms of how men and women evaluate candidate traits. Since the vast majority of political candidates running for high office are men, sometimes gender plays a role in trait evaluation from the demographics of the voter, not the candidate. Doherty and Gimpel found that women tended to trust Bill Clinton more than George Bush across the board, especially on economic issues, in spite of the fact that Clinton had been caught in various extramarital affairs (1997, 178). At the same time, men often found Bill Clinton lacking in leadership compared to both Bush and Dole.


Political science literature does not have a definitive answer about how gender influences candidate evaluations, but there are a few things we can surmise. First, women are viewed differently from men, and whether that is a positive or negative has to do with what the issues in the campaign are and what position is being sought. Second, the way that women are evaluated when running for office is really driven by the context of the campaign environment, which in many respects does not differ that much for men.



Race



Both the race of the candidate and the race of the voters have an impact on how candidates and candidate traits are evaluated. Most academics agree that white voters tend to have harsher evaluations of black candidates than white ones, especially when it comes to leadership and competence (Colleau et al. 1990; Wright 1995; Hajnal 1998; Jeffries 2002; Burden 2002; Liu 2003; Abrajano 2005). Black candidates can counter this lingering prejudice if they focus on certain issues that white voters do not find as threatening or establish their competence by having held previous office or having a stellar record of success (Colleau et al. 1990; Gimpel and Doherty 1997; Hajnal 1998; Clayton and Stallings 2000). This can usually be done with a focus on “valence issues,” that is, issues where there is near-universal support or disapproval from the voters.5


Many political commentators believe that the existing research on the effect of a candidate’s race on how they are evaluated has been turned on its head over the past three years because of the election of Barack Obama (Hollinger 2008; Collins 2008; Taranto 2009; Steele 2008). Or has it? Some researchers have shown that were he a white male, candidate Obama’s election margin would have been much larger (Lewis-Beck and Tien 2009). Other political pundits and leaders claimed that if he was not black, he would not have even won the nomination, such as Geraldine Ferraro, who in 1984 was selected by Walter Mondale to be the first female vice presidential nominee for a major party. She infamously said in an interview with California’s Daily Breeze newspaper, “If Obama was a white man, he would not be in this position. . . . And if he was a woman (of any color) he would not be in this position. He happens to be very lucky to be who he is. And the country is caught up in the concept” (Maddaus 2008). Ferraro’s suggestion that being African American was actually an advantage in running for president of the United States was met with both scorn and support in public discourse. Ultimately, her comments and the discussions that followed just further muddled the role race could play in such a high-profile election.


For their part the Obama campaign staff was consistently coy about any racial issue throughout the primary and into the general election. In late 2007, long before the actual presidential primary, Barack Obama trailed Hillary Clinton by double digits among African American Democrats, yet “his strategists nonetheless, resisted any temptation to run a more race conscious campaign. Most of Obama’s top staffers viewed his ambiguity on matters of race as an asset; they decided therefore to soldier on with the racial balancing act that Obama had been engaged in since the 2004 Democratic Convention” (Sears and Tesler 2010, 5). Like Hillary Clinton’s role in political science research on female candidates, Barack Obama’s role in influencing research on candidates’ race has been significant as well.6 If an African American man can get elected to the highest office of the land, does that mean that race is no longer a detriment to minorities running for higher office? Not likely, but it does suggest that perhaps conventional wisdom and observation on race in American elections needs to be reevaluated and that political operatives working with minority candidates might have some insights into race and the electorate that are missing in existing political science work. Much of the existing political science and cultural writing on African Americans in politics deals with those men and women who have already been elected, as opposed to suggestions or proposals for how minorities can be elected (Howell and McLean 2001). The amount of work on Latino elected officials is similar, focused more on those who have already achieved office rather than those who are running (Kam 2007; Kaufmann 2003). The prevailing wisdom about the impact of race on political candidates prior to the election of Barack Obama fell to three main ideas. Sigelman et al. noted that the majority of white voters were still reluctant to support African American candidates over white candidates for higher office (regardless of what they might have said to preelection pollsters) because whites did not believe blacks had the proper traits (intelligence, discipline) to serve (1995, 244). This diminishing support from whites for black candidates by election day is colloquially referred to as the “Bradley Effect.” Although this phenomenon does not always result in the minority candidate losing, the belief is that white support cannot be fully trusted when cameras are not watching and people are safe in the voting booth. The phrase originated when Tom Bradley, a long-term African American mayor of Los Angeles, ran for governor of California as a Democrat in 1982. Polls prior to the race showed him with a substantial lead over rival Republican candidate George Deukmejian. In October, just about a month before the election in an interview with the Los Angeles Times, Bill Roberts, campaign manager for Deukmejian, stated, “If we are down only 5 points or less in the polls by election time, we’re going to win (because of) the hidden anti-black vote. . . . It’s (the hidden anti-black vote) just a fact of life. If people are going to vote that way, they certainly are not going to announce it for a survey (poll) taker. You will not get the truth from people regarding the race issue.” Not only did Bradley lose the race, but subsequent high-profile races across America have reinforced this theory.7 The second piece of conventional wisdom about African American candidates is that white political candidates will exploit lingering racism in order to improve their chances of success against a black candidate.8 Finally, the way that African American candidates have to counter this exploitation is by running “deracialized” campaigns defined as “conducting a campaign in a stylistic fashion that defuses the polarizing effects of race by avoiding specific reference to race specific issues, while at the same time emphasizing those issues that are perceived as racially transcendent thus mobilizing a broad segment of the electorate for the purposes of capturing or maintaining public office” (Orey and Ricks 2007, 325; see also Austin and Middleton 2004). This concept is challenging, since it is almost impossible for an African American, Latino, or other minority candidate to not in some way remind white voters that they exist. Nonetheless, the prevailing suggestion to minority candidates to at least remain “ambiguous” on those issues likely to cause racial anxiety in white voters when they are needed to win an election has persisted. One could argue that theories one and two were in play during the Obama campaign, but his campaign staff helped him to successfully adhere to theory three so well that he still won the election.


The race of the candidate is not the only racial factor that influences trait evaluation; the racial composition of the election district has an impact as well. Although it is known that African American voters form a pretty consistent voting bloc for Democrats, the number of minorities in a district also has an impact on trait evaluation (Miller and Miller 1975; Tate 1991; Lublin 1999; Austin and Middleton 2004). African American voters may view some traits as more important than Latino or Asian American voters. Moreover, the size of a minority population in a campaign area has a significant impact on what policies are promoted or discussed by candidates. Immigration reform is a make-or-break issue for candidates running in Texas, Arizona, and Nevada, because each of these areas has large Latino voting populations. But a candidate is going to get a lot of blank stares if they base their 2011 campaign on closing the borders when they are running for mayor of Dayton, Ohio (Alvarez and Glasgow 1998; Doherty and Gimpel 1997; Alvarez and Bedolla 2003; Leal 2004; Alexander 2006; Arnold and Hawkins 2002; Burden 2002).


What is important to remember is that race has a dual role in how political candidates are evaluated, which is reflected in most political science work. As with gender, the race of the candidate and the race and number of the voters play off each other to paint the campaign environment in different ways. It is the job of the campaign manager to determine the best way to use these various elements to the advantage of the candidate.


Education


The more educated you are, the more likely you are to pay attention to politics and the more complex your evaluation of candidates will become. This is not to say that less educated voters do not care about politics, but it is simply a fact that the more educated you are, the more likely you are to care about the issues in a campaign (Kinder et al. 1980; Alvarez and Glasgow 1998; Pierce 1993; Goldthwaite 2002). The same logic applies to candidate evaluations: More educated voters look at things differently than less educated voters. Peterson shows that the more sophisticated a voter is, the more certain they are about the candidate’s policy stands and thus use them to make assessments of the candidate’s character traits (2005, 3). Lavine and Gschwend show that the less sophisticated the voter, the more time they spend judging candidates by personality traits as opposed to their actual words or stands on policy issues (2007, 142). In many political science studies there appears to be a consensus that the more sophisticated the voter, the more heavily they weighed a candidate’s competence, and the less sophisticated the voter, the more they focused on the candidate’s empathy or integrity. The importance of leadership seemed to vacillate with particular candidates and campaign years (Kinder et al. 1980; Pierce 1993; Doherty and Gimpel 1997; Alvarez and Glasgow 1998; Goldthwaite 2002; Bartels 2002).


What this amounts to for our research is that the level of education among the voting population should influence how a campaign manager sees the importance of candidate traits as well. If you are running a campaign in the college town of Chapel Hill, you want to focus a campaign on different traits than if you are running a campaign in rural Tupelo, Mississippi.



9/11 Terrorist Attacks



The terrorist attacks on New York City and Washington, D.C., on September 11, 2001, have irrevocably changed American politics, from the issues that are raised to the manner in which voters respond to candidates, especially for federal office (Lawless 2004; Murphy 2003; Norpoth and Sidman 2007). Understandably, it has also changed how political consultants and analysts interact with political candidates and how they package their traits to the voters. Jordan Lieberman, former publisher of the trade magazine Campaigns and Elections, put it succinctly: “9/11 changed everything. Real is in. Candidates have to be authentic now, especially on national security issues” (Johnson 2010a). No one candidate exemplified this change more than former New York mayor and 2008 Republican presidential nomination candidate Rudy Giuliani. Lawrence Haas, a Democrat who worked in the Clinton White House, spoke to Giuliani’s strengths as a candidate in this post-9/11 era: “Something changed on 9/11. . . . Many Americans came to realize that they are seriously threatened by dangerous enemies, and Giuliani personifies the determination to confront those enemies. So Republicans are holding their collective noses on social issues and flocking to his side” (Cannon n.d.). Haas pointed out two things that are critical to political consultants and trait theory for candidates. First, Giuliani was not just a candidate; he had come to personify traits and a determination that Americans desperately needed after the 9/11 attacks. A candidate who can represent several traits at once, based on one particular event, is usually in good shape politically. Moreover, the strength of those traits associated with Giuliani were such that many Republican elites were willing to overlook his somewhat more liberal positions on issues like gay marriage and gun control. Of course, one seemingly powerful candidate was not enough to quell the arguments on how best to use the events of 9/11 in a campaign environment.


For years Republicans and Democrats have traded barbs suggesting which party did or did not fully recognize how national security priorities had changed since the terrorist attacks. This became a common theme in many political campaigns on the national level. On the one hand, parties used the event to ridicule the opposition: “Democrats have a post-9/11 worldview and many Republicans have a pre-9/11 worldview. Democrats think it is wrong to trust a state that recognized the Taliban as the legitimate government of Afghanistan, Republicans think it’s right. That doesn’t make them unpatriotic but it does make them wrong—deeply and profoundly and consistently wrong.”9 And in other instances, political campaigns used 9/11 to criticize other campaigns for using 9/11 too often. In one of the most memorable quotes from the 2008 presidential primary season, Senator Joe Biden chastised Rudy Giuliani for focusing too much on the terrorist attacks to bolster his résumé for running for president: “There’s only three things he mentions in a sentence: a noun, and a verb and 9/11!”10


Ultimately, among other factors perhaps influencing how a candidate’s traits are evaluated, we must take into consideration whether the campaign was run before or after the 9/11 attacks. One would predict that not only would there be significant relationships between how campaign managers evaluate traits and 9/11, but certain traits like leadership and integrity would likely prove to be more important in their estimation.


The aforementioned analyses of candidate evaluations are mostly from academic research over the past several decades. However, most of what the average voter knows about candidate traits and evaluation comes from the twenty-four-hour news channels, blogs, and their friends. If you ask a thirtyseven-year-old African American female with a college degree living in Utah how she views a candidate’s competence, she will likely give you whatever answer comes off the top of her head. Like most voters, her evaluation is based on environment and who is asking the question at the time. So this leads to our research: Although it is nice to know what influences how voters look at candidate traits, do these same factors influence how campaign managers and consultants look at traits? Voters have the luxury of deciding about candidate evaluation at their leisure, but a political consultant’s very livelihood depends on their ability to figure out who is a good candidate and who is not or, moreover, how to turn what may be a bad candidate into an “electable” one. We will now begin to take a look at what actual consultants think about candidate traits and what influences that thinking.


What Makes a Great Candidate?


The best way to learn about candidates is to simply ask the men and women who work for them. The campaign managers in my study were asked the open-ended question, “What is your candidate’s best attribute?” This simple question opens the door to our overall discussion of candidates, traits, and electability that we will explore in this chapter. First, we want to see what consultants think of the men and women they work for and find out if the traits they find important in the candidates match up with the four main traits that most political science literature has been using to evaluate candidates over the years. There is an inherent strength and weakness to this type of analysis, however. On the one hand, we are asking political operatives in the sample to give the best trait of the candidate that they happen to be working with in the race that is the focus of the survey they completed. There is a difference between asking “What is your candidate’s best trait?” and “What are the best traits a candidate can have?” However, this is also a strong point of this line of questioning. In this initial question we are simply trying to discover if the traits that consultants look at are in any way consistent with the traits that voters appear to care about based on the ANES survey and existing political science research. Given the freedom to choose any trait from a range of election levels, even if the results are time bound, they still give us a worthwhile sample of what consultants in a particular election cycle thought were the most valuable candidate traits.
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