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To the true loves of my life: my mother, Marge, and father, Robert, my wife, M. Fabiana, and my wonderful children, Christopher, Phillip, and Nicole, whom we are expecting this fall.

—Douglas B. Sosnik

I dedicate this book to my four children: Daniel, Benjamin, Jacob, and Josephine. You are the light in my eyes, you touch my soul and you are who bring God’s hope and Grace to our world. And I want to give credit to my mom and pop, and my ten brothers and sisters who helped and help me remember where I came from, respect the opinions of everyone, and to not take myself too seriously.

—Matthew J. Dowd

To my wife, Lori, and our three children, Holly, Abby, and Tyler; you shine brighter for me than “the fiery passion of a thousand suns.” And to our extended families in Michigan and Florida whose love and support erase the miles between us.

—Ron Fournier






Authors’ Note



WE’RE ASKED ALL THE TIME, “What is Applebee’s America?” The answer is that it’s what you want it to be: a town, a neighborhood, a job, an Internet site, a church or club or cause, a place of business, or any place that evokes a sense of community, a feeling that I belong here. It is your way of life.

Our journey to “Applebee’s America” began more than three years ago and resulted in a unique partnership between a Democratic strategist and former adviser to President Clinton (Doug Sosnik), a Republican strategist and adviser to President Bush (Matthew Dowd), and a nonpartisan political writer (Ron Fournier). In an era of polarization, we found huge common ground despite our political differences. We wrote this book in the third person because we shared the workload and agreed on every conclusion and opinion.

It’s a long story about how the three of us got together, but suffice it to say that it was Sosnik’s idea to write the book, Fournier’s idea to recruit Dowd, and Dowd’s idea to incorporate the groundbreaking connecting strategies he helped pioneer during the Bush campaign in 2004. The research for this book actually began in 2003, when Fournier got into the habit of conducting voter interviews at Applebee’s. The restaurant chain is ubiquitous in the nation’s fast-growing exurbs and caters to middle-class families—the perfect setting and cast for a book about how to connect with a fast-changing American community.

Much of the book takes place in exurban Detroit because Fournier was born and raised in the city, Dowd was born in Detroit and raised in the nearby suburbs, and Sosnik worked in Michigan, spending quite a bit of time in Howell and surrounding Livingston County. For us, Livingston County is a slice of “Applebee’s America,” a friendly, familiar community filled with the type of people whom we wanted to know more about. That was our motivation for writing this book: to discover the strategies and characteristics that help political, business, and religious leaders succeed. It turns out they have more in common than not, perhaps because they are appealing to the same people: folks like you.

We learned about Applebee’s culture of community when we visited Lloyd Hill and his team in Overland Park, Kansas. We met Rick Warren, the megachurch maven whose marketing and organizational genius is easily translated into politics and business. We drew on our collective political experiences, of course, and interviewed dozens of experts, including a few associates (Howard Schultz is a friend and client of Sosnik, and Dick DeVos is a friend and client of Dowd). Most important, we spoke to dozens of ordinary people whose stories reminded us that America is a collection of communities—some as traditional as prayer groups and neighborhood associations, and others more groundbreaking, such as a globe-spanning Internet video game, a “house party” for 20,000 Republicans, or a megachurch’s motorcycling club. It was through these and other examples of people coming together—these bastions of belonging far outside Washington, D.C.—where we found “Applebee’s America,” a restless people in an era of change.

 

The Authors, February 2006









Introduction

Stormy Present


In times of change, learners inherit the Earth, while the learned find themselves beautifully equipped to deal with a world that no longer exists.

—American social philosopher ERIC HOFFER

It is not the strongest of the species that survive, nor the most intelligent, but rather the one most responsive to change.

—CHARLES DARWIN






WILLIAM JEFFERSON CLINTON breezed to reelection in 1996 just two years after his presidency hit the rocks with his health care reforms a bust, his relevancy in doubt, and voters so leery of his leadership that they gave Republicans control of Congress for the first time in forty years.

George Walker Bush won reelection in 2004 even though a majority of Americans questioned his rationale for invading Iraq, fretted about the economy, felt the nation was headed in the wrong direction and favored Democrat John Kerry on education, health care, jobs, Social Security, and most other policies.

Lloyd Hill helped build Applebee’s International into the world’s largest casual dining chain despite his lack of experience in the restaurant business, middling reviews of the chain’s food, and the challenges of running a “neighborhood grill and bar” in 1,700 neighborhoods.

Rick Warren preached to 21,000 worshipers each week, inspired countless megachurch copycats, and wrote the best-selling hardcover in U.S. history just two decades after starting his southern California ministry with no money, no church, no members, and no home.

 

Each case makes you wonder: How did that happen? The answers are in this book, which goes behind the scenes of political campaigns, corporate boardrooms, and church services to reveal how these and other leaders succeed in an era of intense transition. Whether your product is a candidate, a hamburger, or the word of God, the challenge is the same: How do you connect with a fast-changing public and get them to buy what you’re selling?

But this book is not just about America’s successful leaders. It’s also about the people they lead. Anxious witnesses to terrorism, technological revolutions, and globalization, Americans are making seismic changes in the ways they live, work, and play—and those choices ultimately determine how they vote, what they buy, and how they spend their Sunday mornings. People are adjusting their lifestyles for many reasons, chief among them their insatiable hunger for community, connection, and a higher purpose in life. Presidents Bush and Clinton, and Hill and Warren, figured that out, one of the many things they have in common.

We’ll draw lessons from the successes of these and other Great Connectors that you can apply to your next election campaign, your business or your church. It starts with their ability to touch people at a gut level by projecting basic American values that seem lacking in today’s leaders and missing from the day-to-day experiences of life—among them: empathy and optimism; strength and decisiveness; authenticity, faith, and a sense of community, belonging, and purpose. Some people would call these traits, but that term is too small for such an important concept. Hair color is a trait. Authenticity and community are values.

Values are what Americans want to see in a candidate, corporation, or church before they’re even willing to consider their policies and products. The choices people make about politics, consumer goods, and religion are driven by emotions rather than by intellect. That’s why we call President Bush’s tenacity, President Clinton’s empathy, and the sense of community and purpose of Hill and Warren Gut Values. Hill wasn’t just selling burgers. The presidents weren’t just peddling policies. Warren wasn’t just pitching the word of God. They were making Gut Values Connections.

With rare exceptions, Gut Values Connections don’t just happen. They are built. Chapters 1 to 3 (starting with politics, then turning to businesses and megachurches) explore the common routes taken by Presidents Bush and Clinton, and Hill and Warren, to establish Gut Values Connections and the new tools and technologies they have used to communicate them. First, they adapted to a changing public in ways that existing political, corporate, and religious institutions had not. Second, they found and targeted their audiences through strategies that predict voting/buying/church habits based on people’s lifestyle choices. Who are their friends? Where do they get their information? Who do they turn to for advice? What are their hobbies? What magazines do they read? Where do they live? What car do they drive? Where and how do they shop? What do they do for vacation? What angers them? What makes them happy? What do they do for a living? These and thousands of other lifestyle questions form a vast constellation of data points that Presidents Bush and Clinton, and Hill and Warren, used to make and maintain Gut Values Connections. Each man had his own name for what Bush’s team called “microtargeting.” We give this critical tool a new name—LifeTargeting—because the strategy tracks people based on their lifestyles. We also reveal new details about how Presidents Bush and Clinton, and Hill and Warren used the targeting strategy. Third, they said the right things to the right people in the right ways. Great Connectors use every available communications channel and new technology to push out their messages. We’ll share their marketing strategies, including one that is as old as mankind and more powerful than ever.

Great Change

We use the second part of the book to delve deeper into the intense societal changes that are forcing political, business, and religious leaders to adapt or perish. Change is a key word here—rapid, bone-jarring change. Consider what we’ve seen in just one generation:


	Women flooding the workforce, reshaping the American family

	Vast immigration, migration, and exurban sprawl

	The rise of a global economy

	The dawning of the infotechnology era

	The worldwide war against terrorism



In chapter 4, we’ll explain how this crush of events has changed Americans. Tired of chasing careers and cash, many Americans entered the twenty-first century determined to rebalance their priorities and find a higher meaning in their existences. The September 11, 2001, attacks intensified these feelings. People spent more time with family and friends, took longer vacations, and sought jobs with flexible hours. They spent more time praying and volunteering.

The meaning of life changed in America, or at least the meanings of money and success changed. The first years of the twenty-first century saw a rise in the number of people who said cash could do more than bring them pleasure; it could help them contribute to society, leave something to their heirs, or otherwise help their children. A growing number of Americans told pollsters that being a good parent or spouse defined success for them. GfK, a leading market research and consulting firm that has tracked public attitudes for decades in its Roper Reports consumer trends research, called this era of transformation a “recentering” of the American public. “Whatever” became “whatever matters.” And “getting by” wasn’t good enough when “getting a life” was possible. The “Me Generation” has given way to the era of “us.”

Yet life continues to grow more complicated. Global competition is forcing jobs overseas and cutting salaries, pensions, and other benefits that had defined the twentieth-century middle class, producing the first generation of Americans who fear their children will fair worse than they did. The dot-com bust wiped out the savings of middle-class Americans who had finally thought they were getting ahead. No longer are Americans’ perception of the health of the economy and their consumer confidence driven by macro factors like the unemployment rate, the inflation rate, and Gross Domestic Product growth. They have become untethered to those factors as they change jobs multiple times and worry about pensions and health care. The coarsening of popular culture has fueled the belief of many people, particularly parents, that their values are out of sync with the elite. New technologies both improve and complicate the way Americans live.

“Life is changing too damn fast,” Cindy Moran told us one day at an Applebee’s restaurant in Howell, Michigan. A single mother of two, Moran was one of the dozens of people we interviewed for this book to gauge the mood of the country. “It’s not easy being the kind of mother I want to be,” she said, carving a high-calorie path through a bowl of spinach dip while her daughter begged for more, “not with life stuck on fast-forward.”

Buffeted by change, people like Moran crave the comfort of community. They want to know their neighbors and meet people like themselves no matter where they live. They want to help improve their neighborhoods and their country. They want to belong. Chapter 5 explores how Americans are redefining the meaning of community and finding new ways to connect in an Internet-fueled expansion of civic engagement that political, business, and religious leaders are just learning to exploit. Building communities on the Internet is a potent new trend.

People continue to lose faith in politicians, corporate executives, religious leaders, and the media, all of whom used to be society’s public opinion leaders. In this age of skepticism and media diversification, Americans are turning to people they know for advice and direction. We call these new opinion leaders Navigators: they’re otherwise average Americans who help their family, friends, neighbors, and coworkers navigate the swift currents of change.

Twentieth-century technologies gave rise to the television era, and for five decades mass media had an outsized influence on the American public. New technologies are breeding niche media—cable TV, podcasting, wireless messaging, etc.—and returning us to a pre-TV environment in which word-of-


mouth communication is the most credible and efficient way to transmit a message. With their large social networks, Navigators rule the word-of-mouth world. In chapter 6 we tell you who the Navigators are and why they’re so important to political, business, and church marketers.

Americans are not just changing how they live. Many are changing where they live, and the implications are enormous for would-be Great Connectors. Chapter 7 explores the impact of an increasingly self-polarizing society. The mobility, technology, and relative affluence we enjoy allow us to pick up stakes and move to communities of like-minded people. And so we see middle-class minorities and immigrants moving from cities to inner-ring suburbs; suburban white families to new exurbs; and young singles and empty nesters circling back to cities, where they’re gentrifying decayed neighborhoods. Ironically, as the nation is becoming increasingly multiracial, the American people seem to be seeking more homogeneity in their lifestyle choices. It’s as if life were a pickup basketball game and Americans are choosing teams. Actually, they’re bigger than teams; they’re tribes.

In the final chapter, we sum up and look to the future. How will the country change in the next few years? How will the next generation of Great Connectors be created? Chapter 8 profiles “Generation 9/11,” led by the young men and women who were in high school or college when terrorists struck New York and Washington. They are generally more civic-minded, politically active, and optimistic about the nation’s future than Americans in general. Indeed, they put their baby-boomer parents to shame and remind us in more ways than one of the so-called Greatest Generation, men and women who came of age during World War II. A college student today has more in common with his or her grandparents than parents. These future leaders are off to a promising start. Their attitudes about diversity, social mobility, women in leadership, technology, institutions, and spirituality portend big change for the next wave of Great Connectors.

Any leader hoping to draw lessons from this book should start first by jettisoning any preconceived notions about how to connect with voters, consumers, and churchgoers, ignoring conventional wisdom and the false assumptions of pundits. This book debunks their many myths. Our findings include:


Myth 1: A company’s product, a candidate’s policies, or a pastor’s sermons are the main appeal for most people.

Reality: People are looking first for a Gut Values Connection.

Myth 2:September 11, 2001, changed Americans.

Reality: The attacks did hasten change, but Americans had been transforming their values and lifestyles since the mid-1990s.

Myth 3: Technology has created a more disconnected nation.

Reality: Americans are using new technologies to build new forms of community and civic engagement.

Myth 4: The glut of information has made people more independent and less reliant on one another.

Reality: The Information Age and fragmented media have caused people to turn more often to peers for advice, giving rise to Navigators.

Myth 5: A vast majority of megachurch worshipers are antigay, antiabortion conservative Republicans.

Reality: Few megachurches are politically active because they don’t want to turn off a single potential customer. A surprisingly large portion of megachurch worshipers are Democrats and independents.

Myth 6: The electorate is divided into Republican “red states” and Democratic “blue states.”

Reality: Americans are highly mobile and self-polarizing, so it makes more sense to categorize them by their lifestyle choices rather than arbitrary geographic boundaries. We call them Red Tribes, Blue Tribes, and Tipping Tribes.

Myth 7: Republicans have a lock on exurban America, as shown by the fact that because Bush won 96 out of 100 of the fast-growing counties in 2004.

Reality: Democrats can win exurbia because voters in these new, fast-growing areas are driven by their lifestyle choices and values, not partisanship.

Myth 8: Americans slavishly vote their self-interest.

Reality: Their idea of self-interest is more selfless than most politicians realize. Voters will turn to a candidate who reflects their Gut Values over one who sides with them on policies.

Myth 9: The best indicator of how a person will vote is his voting history or views on abortion, taxes, and other issues.

Reality: The key to predicting how a person will vote (or shop and worship, for that matter) is his or her lifestyle choices. To borrow and bastardize a phrase from President Clinton’s 1992 campaign—It’s the Lifestyles, Stupid.



Is all this change good or bad for America? The truth is, we don’t know. But we do know it’s inevitable. It is no time to ignore the lessons of success from Presidents Bush and Clinton, and Hill and Warren—four imperfect men who nonetheless understood the value of community, connections, and purpose in this new social order. Great eras of change seem to occur about every seven or eight decades (a long life span) and follow a war or crises. In this post-9/11 world, the nation’s leaders should pay heed to the words of Abraham Lincoln, who called on his generation to have the courage and foresight to change. “The dogmas of the quiet past are inadequate to the stormy present,” Lincoln said. “The occasion is piled high with difficulty, and we must rise with the occasion. As our case is new, so we must think anew, and act anew.”

This book will help twenty-first-century American leaders think anew about the people they serve. We hope the people they serve will find comfort in knowing that there are new ways to connect, create community, and navigate change.









Part I

Great Connectors











1

Politics:


Values Trump the Economy




His 1840 campaign plan divided the party organization into three levels of command. The county captain was to “procure from the poll-books a separate list for each precinct” of everyone who had previously voted the Whig slate. The list would then be divided by each precinct captain “into sections of 10 who reside most convenient to each other.” The captain of each section would then be responsible to “see each man of his section face to face and procure his pledge…[to] vote as early on the day as possible.”

—DORIS KEARNS GOODWIN, Team of Rivals:


The Political Genius of Abraham Lincoln




IN 2000, the nation was at peace, the economy was booming, and President Clinton’s approval rating stood at 62 percent. The odds were stacked against Texas Governor George W. Bush in his bid to defeat Clinton’s vice president, Al Gore. One day at Bush headquarters in Austin, Texas, his media adviser, Mark McKinnon, blurted out a perfectly facetious campaign slogan: “Everything’s going great. Time for a change.” It became a running joke inside the Bush team.

Four years later, the nation was mired in an unpopular war, the economy was slumping, and President Bush’s approval rating had dipped to 46 percent. No president had ever been reelected with such a low number. This time, his strategist Matthew Dowd put a sardonic twist on McKinnon’s line: “Everything sucks. Stay the course” was the 2004 rallying cry.

President Bush twice defied conventional wisdom and won national elections. We’re going to tell you how. But we’re not going to stop there. We’re also going to explain how President Clinton battled back from political irrelevancy to win reelection in 1996. Despite their different ideologies, these two men had strikingly similar approaches to making and maintaining Gut Values Connections.

First, they recognized changes in the political marketplace and adapted. For President Clinton, that required expanding his appeal to “swing voters” (independent-minded folks who bounce between the parties) after being elected with just 43 percent of the vote in 1992. For President Bush, it was the determination that there were not enough swing voters to make a difference in 2004 and that his reelection hopes hinged on finding passive and inactive Republicans.

Second, both presidents blended cutting-edge polling and consumer research strategies to target potential voters based on how they live. A voter who played tennis and watched ER was pegged by President Clinton’s team as a supporter of his Republican opponent, Bob Dole. Another who watched basketball and public television was considered a Democrat. If the Clinton plan had been the equivalent of LifeTargeting 1.0, President Bush’s advisers created LifeTargeting 4.0—a quantum leap that allowed them to track millions of voters based on their confidential consumer histories. If you’re a voter living in one of the sixteen states that determined the 2004 election, the Bush team had your name on a spreadsheet with your hobbies and habits, vices and virtues, favorite foods, sports, and vacation venues, and many other facts of your life.

[image: 12]

President Clinton’s reelection team predicted political behavior based on a person’s recreation and media habits.

Presidents Bush and Clinton also found new ways to talk to people. For the Clinton team, that meant identifying where the swing voters lived and basing presidential travel and paid advertising decisions on their whereabouts. President Bush’s advisers devised a formula that estimated how many Republicans watched every show on TV. They also revolutionized word-of-mouth marketing for politics and the use of Navigators—society’s new opinion leaders helping Americans navigate what Lincoln called the “stormy present.” Both presidents were innovators in the use of niche TV and radio ads.

Though wildly successful in 1996, President Clinton’s playbook was out of date by 2004. President Bush’s reelection strategies were breakthrough two years ago, but they will be stale by the next presidential election. Great Connectors like Presidents Bush and Clinton adapt to the times.

They also realize that tactics do not win elections. Gut Values do. Cutting-edge strategies are useful only when they help a candidate make his or her values resonate with the public. For all their faults (and they had their share), Presidents Bush and Clinton knew that their challenge was in appealing to voters’ hearts, not their heads. We heard this countless times: “Sure, he had sex with an intern and lied about it, but he cares about me and is working hard on my behalf.” And this: “The Iraq war stinks and his other policies aren’t so hot, but at least I know where he stands.”

Even as the war in Iraq grew unpopular in 2004, President Bush’s unapologetic antiterrorism policies seemed to most voters to reflect strength and principled leadership—two Gut Values that kept him afloat until mid-2005, when he lost touch with the values that had gotten him reelected. Even after lying to the public about his affair with a White House intern, President Clinton never lost his image as an empathetic, hardworking leader—the foundation of his Gut Values Connection.

Both presidents understood that the so-called values debate runs deeper than abortion, gay rights, and other social issues that are too often the focus of the political elite in Washington. Voters don’t pick presidents based on their positions on a laundry list of policies. If they did, President Bush wouldn’t have stood a chance against Al Gore in 2000 or John Kerry in 2004. Rather, policies and issues are mere prisms through which voters take the true measure of a candidate: Does he share my values?

For those Democratic leaders, including Kerry himself, who whined and wondered why people “voted against their self-interests” in 2004, here’s your answer: the voters’ overriding interest is to elect leaders who reflect their values even when, as in 2004, the Gut Values candidate (Bush) fared poorly in polls on the economy, health care, Social Security, the war in Iraq, and other top issues. These are not selfish times. Americans are not selfish people. A quarter century ago, Ronald Reagan asked, “Are you better off today than you were four years ago?” That was an effective question in 1980, but more relevant ones today would be: Is your country better off? Is your family better off? How about your community? Voters are looking for leaders to speak to those questions—those Gut Values.

Today, two Gut Values dominate the political landscape. Success will come to any leader who appeals to the public’s desire for community and authenticity. President Bush’s team knitted existing social networks into a political operation that fed on people’s desire to be part of something, anything—preferably a cause greater than themselves. Democratic presidential candidate Howard Dean created communities on the Internet and exploited them in 2004, a topic for chapter 5.

Authenticity is a valued commodity in the political marketplace because Americans have been subjected to years of failure, scandal, and butt-covering by institutions that are suppose to help them prosper. From the Vietnam War, Watergate, Iran-contra, and President Clinton’s impeachment to runaway deficits, soaring health care costs, and Hurricane Katrina, voters have been fed a steady diet of corruption and incompetence in government. Business scandals at the turn of the millennium soured the public on corporate America. The unseemly excesses of TV evangelism, the Catholic Church’s sex abuse scandals, and wrongdoing at several charitable organizations challenged the public’s faith in private institutions.

Tired of the lies and half-truths, people are more jaded than ever. They’re also better educated and better informed than in the past, which helps them spot a phony. Americans don’t expect their leaders to be perfect, but they want them to be perfectly frank: to acknowledge their mistakes, promise to fix the problem, and then actually fix it. This we learned from President Bush in 2005: when a politician loses his credibility, voters start to question his other values and eventually start looking at his policies differently. In politics, this can be doom.

To explore the shifting political landscape fully, we’ll keep taking you back to a table at an Applebee’s restaurant in exurban Detroit, where two middle-class women named Debbie Palos and Lynn Jensen explained how their political inclinations changed after they became mothers and moved to a Republican-dominated exurb.

When you get done with this chapter, you’ll see that while the playing field has tilted toward the GOP in recent years, neither party has cornered the market on “Applebee’s America.”


Swing Voters

HOWELL, Mich.—Debbie Palos is a prochoice nurse and the daughter of a Teamster who cast her first two presidential ballots for Clinton. Her friend and neighbor Lynn Jensen supports abortion rights, opposes privatization of Social Security, and thinks President Clinton was the last president “who gave a hoot about the middle class.”

They’re lifelong Democrats, just like their parents. Economically, the Hartland, Michigan, women and their families fared better in the 1990s than they have so far in this decade. Both opposed the war in Iraq.

Yet they both voted for President Bush in 2004.

“I didn’t like doing it, but the other guy was too radical for me,” says Jensen, a thirty-three-


year-old mother of two. She scoops a spoonful of rice from her plate into the mouth of her fourteen-month-old daughter, Ryan.

Across the polished wood table at their local Applebee’s, Palos picks at a steak salad, enjoying lunch with Jensen while her nine-year-old boy and six-year-old girl are in school.

“I just don’t think much of Democrats anymore,” says Palos. “Besides, I may not agree with President Bush on everything, but at least I know he’s doing what he thinks is right.”



President Clinton

Adapting

Doug Sosnik was summoned to the Oval Office for a job interview. Actually, it was more of an introduction. Clinton’s adviser Harold Ickes had already assured Sosnik that he had it wired and Sosnik would be White House political director after a perfunctory meeting with President Clinton.

“Take a seat,” President Clinton said to Sosnik, who fell into a yellow-striped sofa across from the young leader. It was February 1995. Just three months earlier, voters had signaled their frustration with President Clinton by abruptly ending the Democratic Party’s forty-year reign over Congress. The president already was considered a lame duck, not that he ever saw it that way.

“I’m really looking forward to the campaign,” President Clinton told Sosnik, jumping excitedly into a conversation about the 1996 presidential race. He said he expected to win reelection, a prediction that caught Sosnik off guard. Suppressing a smile, Sosnik replied, “Me, too.” The new White House political director walked from the Oval Office wondering why President Clinton was looking forward to a campaign that few thought he could win.

Sosnik was not the only Clinton adviser worried about the president’s chances. Shortly after Sosnik took the job, the pollster Mark Penn completed a confidential survey for President Clinton that suggested that 65 percent of Americans would not consider voting for the incumbent in 1996. It was not just that these people were saying they didn’t like the president or didn’t approve of his performance. They were determined to never, ever vote for him. Talk about tough political terrain.

The lowest point of Clinton’s presidency was yet to come. It was two months later, on the night of April 18, 1995, when the White House press corps filed into the elegant East Room for a prime-time news conference. Past presidents had made these events must-see TV. John F. Kennedy had kept reporters at bay with sharp humor. Richard Nixon had scowled at questioners over Watergate. Former actor Ronald Reagan had charmed the nation even as he muffed policy details. But in April 1995 there was little interest in a White House news conference.

President Clinton was overshadowed in Washington by the bombastic leader of the GOP revolution, House Speaker Newt Gingrich. The networks had just given Gingrich airtime to address the nation on the hundredth day of the new Congress, a remarkable show of deference for a House speaker. By contrast, just one of the three major networks, CBS, agreed to broadcast President Clinton’s news conference, and its ratings were less than half those of Frasier on NBC and Home Improvement on ABC.

Making matters worse, President Clinton admitted in that April 18 news conference how far he had fallen. A reporter asked whether he worried about “making sure your voice will be heard” if no one was covering his words. President Clinton replied, “The Constitution gives me relevance. The power of our ideas gives me relevance. The record we have built up over the last two years and the things we’re trying to do to implement it give it relevance. The president is relevant here, especially an activist president—and the fact that I’m willing to work with Republicans.” When the president of the United States plaintively argues his relevancy, it’s time to ditch plans for a second term and start working on the presidential library.

“If he would have taken voters on face value, they would never reelect him because so many voters said that they were unalterably opposed to his election,” Penn said a decade later. “We were at low tide.”

The tide began to rise the day after the disastrous April news conference, when domestic terrorists bombed the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City. The bombing was for President Clinton what September 11 would be for President Bush—a national tragedy that cried out for leadership. Both men seized the moment. But, as at the Bush White House, nothing was left to chance by the politically astute Clinton administration. With the advice of the hard-nosed political operative Harold Ickes, the mercurial consultant Dick Morris, and the pollster Penn, the Clinton team assembled four tools for reelection:


	Comprehensive polling of the political attitudes, lifestyles, values, and personality traits of voters. Nothing like it had ever been done before.

	A formula for determining where to advertise and where to schedule presidential trips to maximize the campaign’s appeal to swing voters.

	Development of bite-sized policies they knew would appeal to swing voters, noncontroversial and cheap initiatives such as supporting school uniforms, and giving cell phones to neighborhood watch programs.

	A contingency LifeTargeting plan that, though never fully implemented, foreshadowed what President Bush’s team would do in 2004 by mixing political and consumer data on potential voters.



Swing Is and Swing IIs

In 1992, then–Arkansas Governor Bill Clinton defeated President George H. W. Bush while getting just 43 percent of the vote. That means nearly six of every ten voters wanted somebody else to be president. Thirty-eight percent backed the incumbent president, and the independent Ross Perot received two of every ten votes.

Penn’s 1995 surveys showed that only 28 percent of the public was committed to President Clinton and another 7 percent might consider voting for him. Without a thriving third-party candidate in the race (a diminished Perot would earn about 8 percent of the vote in 1996), President Clinton needed a much stronger plurality to win reelection. The breakthrough was realizing that the voters who had helped him climb from 35 percent to 36 percent in the polls would be much different from those who lifted him from 48 percent to 49 percent. President Clinton’s team needed to figure out who those voters were, what motivated them, and how best to communicate with them.
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President Clinton’s team told him that he would win reelection if he could secure 60 percent of Swing I and 30 percent of Swing II voters.

Through standard polling (Penn eventually logged more than 100,000 interviews), personality tests, and analysis of voter lifestyles and values, Penn broke President Clinton’s target audience into two groups: Swing I and Swing II. A memo written by Penn’s team for President Clinton at the time explained them this way:


Swing I voters are less concerned with partisan politics and more interested in family-oriented middle-class programs. These voters remain supportive of many progressive causes, but their first priority are programs that will help them feel safe physically and financially. This group has personal priorities and wants to solve them before delving into environmental regulations (which it wants more of) and abortion rights. Many of these voters hurt from the cost of health care and want insurance companies to cover them between jobs and pre-existing conditions; this group wanted guaranteed health care for their families. A raise in the minimum wage would benefit this group most. To protect their families, Swing I voters want to fight crime utilizing the carrot and the stick. Their liberal-moderate values tell them crime prevention through social programs, including apprenticeships and Domestic Service and jobs, are the best solutions, but their support for more death penalty provisions and harsher penalties for illegal gun possession show they will not tolerate violent crime….

Swing II voters are disgusted with Beltway politics that have ignored their struggling middle class needs. A perfect example is how they direct their anger towards illegal aliens who they feel receive undeserved benefits. Their position is not based on a racial problem but more as a matter of survival since they feel they are competing for scarce federal resources. They also support the death penalty for a wide range of criminals who have been coddled by a system that cares more about a criminal’s rights than that of the victims. One indication of their anti-Washington fervor is their support for term limits…. On social issues, this group’s moderate-conservative composition has a low tolerance for a progressive agenda. These people…identify with traditional values that match their middle American culture. Overall, this group shows little inclination to support President Clinton and is a primary target of the Republican or independent candidate.



For every three swing voters President Clinton won over, his advisers estimated that two would be Swing I and one would be Swing II. While those in the second group believed in many Democratic policies, they didn’t believe that Clinton had what it took to be president. He looked weak and unaccomplished and was utterly lacking in a Gut Values Connection. “They have to see that you are willing to draw lines and make choices,” Penn told the president, “because they believe that they’re not going to get a better education or improved health care if you don’t.”

Targeting

The Clinton team broke the electorate into nine distinct groups of voters who had similar tastes in politics. Three of the groups were part of President Clinton’s base: Economic Liberals (9 percent of the electorate), Social Liberals (10 percent), and International Liberals (7 percent), according to a campaign memo. Another group of voters backed President Clinton in 1992 but were wavering in the 1996 campaign. These so-called President Clinton Voters made up 9 percent of the electorate and were likely to be in the Swing I category.

There were three groups that generally fell into the Swing II category: Balanced Budget Swing Voters (11 percent), Crime Stoppers (6 percent), and Young Social Conservatives (15 percent).
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The 1996 electorate divided into nine clusters,


with those in the middle up for grabs.

Republican candidate Dole’s base consisted of Senior Citizen Conservatives (13 percent) and Rich Conservatives (20 percent).

The Clinton team produced a chart labeled “Issue-Based Clusters” that plotted all nine groups according to their likelihood of backing President Clinton or Dole. Falling to the far left were Economic Liberals and Social Liberals and to the far right Rich Conservatives. Smack dab in the political middle were Crime Stoppers, Young Social Conservatives, and Balanced Budget Swing Voters, a visual reminder of which voters mattered most. “We figured out who those (Swing I and Swing II) voters were, everything from their sports, vacations, and lifestyles,” Penn said.

The Clinton campaign also indexed voters’ values based on their attitudes toward homosexuals, sex before marriage, pornography, the sanctity of marriage, and the importance of religion, as well as their belief in God. The higher they scored on the “Values Matrix,” the more likely they were to vote Republican. Penn said that the matrix was a better indicator of voting behavior than a person’s income, age, or religion.

Hearts, Not Heads

Based on a modified Myers-Briggs personality test given to scores of voters, Penn divided the electorate into four sets of basic traits: extroversion–introversion; sensing–intuition; thinking–feeling; and judging–perceiving.

“The purpose of this analysis is to determine if President Clinton appeals to certain personality types and if it is possible to better relate to the rest of the people,” Penn wrote in a confidential campaign memo. “In many cases, people may actually agree with President Clinton on issues but are turned off by his communication style.” In other words, voters judge Clinton with their guts, not their heads.

Penn continued, “In fact, voters that share the same personality characteristics as the president are more likely to support him, and those with opposing personalities are less likely to vote for him.” Penn’s analysis showed that President Clinton was doing well among voters who acted on intuition and feeling but not well among “sensing, thinking, and judging” swing voters.
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This chart showed President Clinton how much more likely he would be to earn a person’s vote by taking certain positions.

The next challenge was to determine what issues appealed to each personality type. Campaign surveys found that “sensing voters” liked limited affirmative action, a higher minimum wage, and lower inflation. “Thinking” voters favored cutting able-bodied people off welfare after two years. “Judgment” voters wanted stiff sentences for crimes.

President Clinton dutifully embraced those and other policies, some of which were derided by critics as bite-sized, or “small-bore,” initiatives because they seemed almost too puny for presidential action. But those policies spoke to people’s concerns. They showed that President Clinton could draw lines and make choices. He pivoted off both parties, fighting GOP budget cuts and angering liberals by signing welfare reform, a “triangulation” strategy crafted by Morris, who would resign under pressure during President Clinton’s nominating convention due to a sex scandal.

While President Bush would later use LifeTargeting to sharpen his message and strengthen his get-out-the-vote operation, President Clinton used a primitive form of it to shape his message and policies. Clinton’s speechwriter Don Baer said that was how the president connected. “For most voters what’s important is not some big health care reform bill or some long list of policies, it’s just me. Right now. My life. Help us out a little bit.” He said President Clinton had been a success because he had done “all of the small things he promised and half of the big.”

In other words, the Democrat promised real, concrete changes that would affect a voter’s everyday life and could easily be implemented. This is what we mean by giving voters a sense of authenticity—or, as Baer put it, “Doing things in a way that actually delivers goods to the customer, the voter.”

First Steps

Throughout the 1996 campaign, the telephone numbers of every person polled by President Clinton’s team were turned over to Claritas, a private marketing firm that marries demographic and lifestyle data to help companies target customers. The firm assigned each telephone number to one of its fifty-five PRIZM Clusters—from Blue Blood Estates and Kids & Cul-de-Sacs to God’s Country.

Penn said that with additional polling he could have predicted the political attitudes of people—in units as small as a few blocks—based on their lifestyle choices. But the plan was never implemented because Clinton was so far ahead of Dole by mid-1996 that he didn’t need the extra help, Penn said. The $10 million price tag might have had something to do with it.

Four years later, President Bush would have no shortage of money and the technology would allow his team to track and target individual voters, not just their neighborhoods.

Communicating

Now that it had identified President Clinton’s targeted voters and knew which issues and values appealed to them, his team had to figure out how best to communicate with them.

It started with a formula that measured the cost of advertising to Swing I and Swing II voters. This first-of-its-kind formula determined how many swing voters were in each TV market in the battleground states (the dozen or so states where President Clinton and Dole were competitive). In the Jacksonville, Florida, TV market, for example, the campaign identified 16,476 Swing I and Swing II voters, using the polling and focus groups. Then they divided that number by the price of ad time in the market to determine the cost-per-swing-voter in Jacksonville.

The rule of thumb was to buy ads in markets that had a low price per swing voter. In markets where the price was too high per Swing I or Swing II voter, President Clinton would travel there to exploit the power of the bully pulpit.

Clinton was the first candidate to realize the value of targeting TV ads to the most important markets rather than carpet bombing the nation with ads, wasting money in states that were overwhelmingly Democratic or Republican and therefore unswayable by advertising. The Clinton team used its data on swing voters to aim other forms of communication at them, using the power of the White House to create local TV, radio, and print coverage of the president’s activities.

Though innovative at the time, the communication strategies seem quaint compared to what you’ll read about President Bush and his cost-per-Republican-voter formulas.

President Clinton was the master of niche and nontraditional media. Immediately following his laughably boring speech at the 1988 Democratic convention, the then–Arkansas governor salvaged his national standing with a self-depreciating, saxophone-playing appearance on The Tonight Show with Johnny Carson. In his 1992 campaign, President Clinton reached young voters by playing the saxophone on Arsenio Hall’s show. Once in the White House, he famously acknowledged his preference for boxers over briefs in an MTV town hall meeting. His communication team opened the North Lawn and White House driveway for talk-radio hosts to broadcast live from the White House in 1993 and 1994. For President Clinton and his advisers, the essential thing was to find the right voters (Swing I and Swing II) and talk to them in the right way. That meant staying alert for the emergence of new communication channels and inserting President Clinton into them.

Connecting: It’s Values, Stupid

While Gut Values Connections in general are enduring, specific values rise and fall in significance as the national environment changes. In the aftermath of Watergate, integrity was the Gut Value of people’s choice and the one that President Carter projected in his 1976 election. The Iran hostage crisis and tensions with the Soviet Union made 1980 (like 2004) ripe for a leader such as President Reagan, who promised strong leadership.

In 1992, voters wanted a candidate who cared about their travails as an emerging global economy wreaked havoc on their lives. Candidate Clinton felt their pain. When a strategist posted an “It’s the Economy, Stupid” sign in the Clinton campaign headquarters, he had it only half right. The campaign wasn’t merely about the economy. It was about the Gut Values Connection the candidate made when he vowed to work every day, “until the last dog dies,” to improve people’s economic condition. It was a visceral appeal based on empathy, not policy. “Values trump the economy,” the Arkansas governor told his staff, according to his adviser Paul Begala.

Begala now believes that Democrats have become “too bloodless,” focused on lists of policies and how those issues rank in polls. “We’re spending too much time staring at voters behind one-way glass windows” in focus groups “and not enough time connecting with them based on their values—on the traits they want out of their leaders, a gut-level feel, not some poll-tested policy,” Begala said in 2005.

Two former Clinton White House advisers, William A. Galston and Elaine Kamarck, wrote in their report The Politics of Polarization that Democrats must forge a “bond of trust” with voters based on the Gut Values we discuss in this book. They cited a Pew Research Center poll suggesting that 27 percent of respondents had chosen “moral values” as the principal determinant of their vote in 2004. Gay marriage and abortion topped the list of moral values issues, but “candidate qualities” was close behind. “This more nuanced and personally driven view of the ‘moral values’ debate should remind us that selecting a president is a deeply personal transaction between candidates and the electorate,” Galston and Kamarck wrote. “…In the public mind morality has as much to do with the personal integrity of the presidential candidates as it does with their stance on hot-button social issues…. Having logged many presidential campaigns between us, the authors can attest to the fact that Democrats are likely to spend days on health care plans and minutes on character issues (Republican campaigns do not often make such mistakes).”

Community and Anxieties

President Clinton built community with his words. He had a way of convincing people that they were all in this together—that no matter how bad things might be, they would get better if Americans rallied as one. A big reason for his early success was his knack for seeing change coming before most and putting words to voters’ pangs of anxiety. As governor of Arkansas in the 1980s, he constantly warned of “massive changes in the world economy” that would impact people’s lives. As a presidential candidate in 1991 and 1992, he talked about the nation “standing at the threshold of a new millennium” and called himself “an instrument of change.”

During his first two years in the White House, his aides were puzzled as to why President Clinton was not getting credit for the rebounding economy. They discovered in focus groups that every time a member of the Clinton administration spoke of economic problems, it reinforced voters’ anxieties about the future and drove down the president’s approval rating. President Clinton was the worst offender, often telling audiences that the new economy would require Americans to change jobs a half-dozen or so times in their lifetimes. “He was trying to explain the challenges ahead but really was scaring the hell out of people,” said the speechwriter Don Baer.

A new rule was put into place at the White House: stop bad-mouthing the economy. Aides tweaked the president’s stump speech to talk about how much opportunity the new economy offered for hardworking Americans under his leadership. President Clinton started urging voters to join with him and “build a bridge to the twenty-first century.” The slogan was mocked by critics, but it spoke to people’s concerns and their desire to do something constructive together. It was an optimistic message crafted out of necessity.

“Because the information age is so dramatically changing the way we work, the way we live, the way we relate to each other and the rest of the world, the next generation of Americans is literally going to have more opportunities to live out their dreams than any generation in American history,” President Clinton told a Denver audience in July 1996. Still, in the same speech, you could hear the loquacious Clinton fighting his old habits: “The young people that are in this audience today, within a matter of 10 years, will be doing jobs that have not even been invented yet. Some of them have not been conceived yet. So this is going to be a very exciting time, full of enormous opportunity. But as is inevitable in the human condition, it will also have some very stiff challenges.”

A Fragile Connection

At the start of President Clinton’s reelection campaign, both Swing I and Swing II voters supported Democratic policies in 1995, yet most were saying they would never vote for President Clinton “because they really didn’t know what he stood for,” Penn said. He had damaged his Gut Values Connection by stumbling out of the gate early in his first term with liberal policies and a string of political failures that made voters wonder whether he had lost touch with their values. He seemed to be fighting for everything but them—and looking ineffective while doing it.

With the Oklahoma City bombing, the budget fight with House Speaker Newt Gingrich that led to a government shutdown, and the poll-tested “bite-sized” agenda he outlined in the 1996 State of the Union address, President Clinton convinced many Americans that he was fighting for them again. He won reelection with 49 percent of their votes in 1996 (he got 65 percent of the Swing Is and 35 percent of the Swing IIs).

Two years later, President Clinton lied to the public about his affair with Monica Lewinsky. He survived impeachment, fighting to preserve his empathy-based Gut Values Connection by telling voters he’d get up each day worried about them. The Lewinsky scandal hurt the Democratic Party (Swing II voters were especially angry at the president), but Gore still had huge advantages: a strong economy, experience, and Clinton’s still solid job approval rating. But the vice president failed to make a Gut Values Connection. To many voters, he seemed aloof, disingenuous, and unprincipled. Bush, then the Texas governor, took advantage of the values vacuum, vowing to restore honor and dignity to the White House. President Clinton and Gore had to share the blame for giving Bush the chance to connect.

Again we quote Galston and Kamarck, who said the Clinton scandal “left a lasting moral stain on Democrats” that can be wiped clean only by candidates who display strength, integrity, and empathy. “Candidates who say only what they think others want to hear cannot display strength. Candidates who shift positions on what should be matters of conviction can not pass the integrity test. And candidates who are far removed from the lives and feelings of average families will have a hard time understanding the daily challenges these families face, or credibly conveying care and concern about them.”


Anxious Americans

HOWELL, Mich.—Palos’s father immigrated from Mexico in 1953 and found a job at Kroger, a grocery store chain, where he was a proud member of the Teamsters Union. Her mother, an insurance specialist at a Detroit-area hospital, grew up on the city’s west side. They met in a Detroit library, where she worked and he was studying.

The family lived in Dearborn, an inner-ring suburb filled with white, middle-class families during most of Palos’s childhood. By the time she graduated from the University of Michigan and moved to Livingston County in 1998 to raise her family, Dearborn had changed dramatically, becoming one of the nation’s largest Arab-American communities.

The promise of a bigger home and safer streets drew Palos to what she calls “the boonies.” Gesturing out the restaurant window toward the bumper-to-bumper traffic and rows of big-box stores on Grand River Road, she says, “None of this was out here then. That’s why I moved out here. It was two lanes and quiet. Look at it now.”

She and Jensen kibitz about a series of neighborhood break-ins. “We moved out here to get away from the city,” Palos says with a sigh. “But it’s scary even out here now.”

Jensen’s journey to exurbia is less typical. She grew up in Caro, a small town in northern Michigan, graduated from the University of Michigan in 1994, and moved to Royal Oak, about two miles from Detroit’s northern border. In 1996, she and her husband moved to fast-growing Brighton, Michigan, nearly sixty miles from Detroit. The move put them halfway between each other’s work, giving them both a long commute: Jensen worked as a civil engineer in Lansing, while her husband, also an engineer, was based in Detroit.

She now stays at home with their children, despite the strain that it puts on a household budget built for two incomes. Most of her friends work outside the home, a fact that only adds to her sense of isolation in exurbia. “This is going to sound silly, but I wish things were like they were when we were growing up,” Jensen says.

“I know what you mean,” replies Palos.

“I wish I could go back in time. We had stable lives. Mom could stay home, and we could afford it. Life was slower. God, I’m sounding like my parents—all nostalgic for the old days. But it’s true: there wasn’t trouble then like there is today. Take my kids—they’re growing up too fast. My daughter is only five, and she knows too much.”

“They don’t let them be children as long in school, testing them all the time, pushing them in sports,” says Palos.

“And the sex, the violence,” adds Jensen. “Can you believe what they could see on TV if you’re not careful?”

As they wrestle with their anxieties, you hear the first inklings of why Jensen voted Republican for the first time in 2004, why Palos left the Democratic Party four years before that, and why their stories reflect the shifting landscape of American politics.



President Bush

Adapting

Matthew Dowd was chewing on an unlit cigar, staring in disbelief at the numbers on his computer screen in Austin, Texas. It was a winter day, shortly after the Supreme Court settled the election recount in George W. Bush’s favor. Dowd had stayed behind in January 2001 after most of his colleagues headed to Washington with the president-elect to claim their narrow victory. Gore had won the popular vote but lost Florida, and thus the presidency, by a mere 537 votes. Both sides had run a traditional-style campaign, focusing on independent-minded swing voters while doing as little as possible to keep their most fervent supporters happy. There was no reason to think 2004 would be different.

Until Dowd started chewing over the numbers.

It was well known that people who identified themselves as independents divided almost evenly between President Bush and Gore. Digging deeper, Dowd discovered that 75 percent of the self-described independents who backed President Bush also voted GOP in down-ballot races. The same percentage of independents who backed Gore cast down-the-line Democratic ballots.

That left only 7 percent of the electorate who not only called themselves independents but also voted like independents. His head spinning from the implications, Dowd turned to even older exit polls and did the same math. The trend was unmistakable: one in four voters was a ticket splitter in 1984, falling to 16 percent in 1988, to 15 percent the year President Clinton was elected the first time, and to 10 percent in 1996.

The percentage of consistently Republican and Democratic voters had increased every election cycle. For now, it didn’t matter to Dowd whether self-polarizing people were motivated by partisan issues (the answer is no) or emotional connections such as the desire to be part of a political community (the answer is yes). He just knew that politics had changed.

Dowd banged out an e-mail to the longtime Bush strategist Karl Rove, asking for a meeting in Washington: It’s time for a different strategy. Dowd, a former Democrat who had recently converted to the GOP, wrote that it didn’t make sense to focus 75 percent of a campaign’s resources on finding, targeting, and communicating with a declining number of swing voters, as had been done in 2000. Shouldn’t the bulk of time and money be spent targeting passive and inactive Republican voters? We must adapt, he said.

A few days later, Dowd walked into Rove’s office on the second floor of the White House with a simple bar graph showing the growth of the GOP base and the decline of swing voters. Rove instantly recognized the significance of the numbers. “Really?” he said, grabbing the sheet from Dowd’s hands, his voice rising with excitement. “Man, this is a fundamental change.”
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Matthew Dowd crunched some numbers in early 2001 and determined that the percentage of truly independent voters had been falling steadily, prompting a big shift in GOP strategy.

More Changes

Suddenly, instead of looking for new ways to identify and persuade swing voters, Rove and Bush’s campaign manager, Ken Mehlman, were obsessed with finding new Republican voters. In the months to come, a team of GOP strategists headed by Dowd would make two other discoveries that reshaped their strategies for 2004:


	Only 15 percent of Republican-leaning people lived in precincts that were heavily Republican (65 percent or higher). Most of the rest were rarely targeted by GOP campaigns. That had to change. Many passive and inactive Republicans were living in the fast-growing new exurbs, which the Bush team made a focal point of the campaign.

	The heaviest TV watchers tend to be Democrats. President Bush’s team couldn’t change that, but they could figure out how to target their ad money to broadcast and cable shows favored by potential Bush voters.



President Bush’s strategists realized the deck was stacked against them. They had to find and motivate new GOP voters, and that meant new strategies. Dowd had one in mind: targeting people based on their lifestyles rather than just their voting histories and their policy views.


“Don’t Know What You’d Call Us”

HOWELL, Mich.—Jensen and Palos have a difficult time categorizing themselves politically. Like most voters, they spend little time thinking about politics and less time talking about it.

On this day, gentle prodding reveals that both women are still coming to terms with their recent turn to the GOP. Their allegiances to the Republican Party are fragile and still forming but will cement in due course unless the Democrats give them reason to pause.

Jensen and Palos say Kerry is too liberal, but they struggle to name a position of his that led them to that conclusion. They are certain about one thing: the Democratic senator is a waffler, and indecision is dangerous when the nation is at war.

“I don’t think Kerry was too consistent,” Jensen says.

They oppose the war in Iraq but say they respect President Bush for doing what he thought was best for the country. They gave the president high marks for the war on terrorism, which they called the single most important issue of the election.

Other than the character of the candidates and perhaps terrorism, it’s hard to find an issue that motivates either woman.

They believe women have a right to abortion, despite their personal opposition to the procedure. They don’t have strong feelings about President Bush’s tax cuts.

They would ban gay marriage but say the issue had no role in their decision for president. “It’s not something that gets me bent out of shape,” said Palos.

They support prayer in schools. “That’s where I’m more conservative,” says Jensen. She attends church regularly, Palos less so.

The women backed a Republican bankruptcy bill making it harder for debt-ridden Americans to wipe out their debts. “People should pay what they owe. I do,” Palos says.

“But that doesn’t make us Republicans,” Jensen says. “I don’t know what you’d call us.”



Targeting

President Bush’s advisers knew what to call Palos and Jensen: Terrorism Moderates.

The Bush team also knew the size of their mortgages, their favorite vacation spots, magazines, music, sporting activities, and virtually every other lifestyle checkpoint that money can buy. Without ever talking to Palos or Jensen, the Bush team knew how they had voted in past elections and could predict with 90 percent certainty how they would vote in 2004. They knew what issues angered them (Democrats’ plans to weaken the USA PATRIOT Act) and what messages would get the women to the polls (President Bush would keep them and their children safe).

It was all in a 157-page book titled Michigan MicroTactics: The Party Model, a highly confidential 2003 report compiled under Dowd’s direction by Alex Gage of TargetPoint Consulting in Alexandria, Virginia. It compared the political and lifestyle habits of Palos and Jensen with those of every other voter in the state, then lumped them in with people exhibiting similar sociopolitical DNA.

Despite the small steps with LifeTargeting taken by the Clinton team in 1996, Kerry and his fellow Democrats had nothing like it. Here’s the step-by-step rundown on how the Bush team did it.

Voter Lists

They began with the Republican National Committee’s list of Michigan’s 6 million registered voters: their names, ages, addresses, and voting histories. Over the years, the list had been enhanced by any additional political information the RNC could buy or collect. If, for example, Palos or Jensen belonged to an antiabortion group, there would be a notation in their file. Democrats started with the same voter registration list and made note of such things as union memberships and abortion rights supporters. For years, this was as close as any party got to LifeTargeting.

Consumer Histories

President Bush’s team sent the RNC list to a data-mining firm called Axciom, which has the largest collection of consumer data in the United States. Axciom buys customer information from credit card companies, cruise lines, airlines, retail stores, and scores of other places where people do business. It sells it to other businesses, which mine it for potential new customers. If Palos subscribed to a wine magazine, gambled at casinos, or collected stamps, Axciom had a record of it. If Jensen liked taking cruises, purchased dog food, or bought golf equipment, Axciom knew that, too.

Master List

Axciom cross-referenced the Bush team’s voter list against its own list of Michigan consumers and found a 95 percent match. It had consumer histories on about 5.7 million of the 6 million registered voters in Michigan. The Bush team did not have access to the raw consumer data, but it had all it needed: a list from Axciom showing the stage in life (age, marital status, number of children, etc.) and lifestyles (hunter, biker, home renter, SUV owner, level of religious interest) of each voter, drawn from a menu of more than four hundred separate categories. Palos and Jensen were on this list.

Polling

The Bush team called 5,000 people from the Axciom list and asked them a series of questions to gauge their political behavior and attitudes. Did they back Bush or Kerry? Who did they support in past elections? Their views on abortion, school choice, and other ideological issues were recorded. To find out what issues might motivate them to vote, the Bush team asked a series of questions about their “anger points”: How angry are you that Democrats are trying to repeal tax cuts? Does legalized abortion make you angry? Pornography on the Internet? Gay marriage?

Remember, the Bush team’s goal was to find passive and inactive Republican voters.

Political/Lifestyle DNA

Bush’s team ran the polled voters’ answers through a sophisticated computer program and grouped the 5,000 voters into thirty-four segments, each consisting of people who shared political and lifestyle traits; think of them as a virtual community. Then every other voter—nearly 6 million in all—was assigned to one of the thirty-four segments that fit based on the lifestyle and political habits he or she shared with those surveyed and already placed in groups.

This is how the computer identified 101,200 politically moderate, middle-class voters whose No. 1 issue was terrorism. They were roughly in the same stage of life and had similar lifestyles. Though they were more likely to come from union households and therefore sure to be targeted by Kerry, most of them supported Bush’s reelection. The Bush team labeled them Terrorism Moderates.

Gage compared the process to identifying a DNA strand. Palos, Jensen, and the other Terrorism Moderates had similar political/social genetics. If John Doe earned $150,000, drove a Porsche, subscribed to a golf magazine, paid National Rifle Association dues, and told a Bush pollster he was a pro–tax cut conservative who backed President Bush’s war again terrorism, the Bush team figured that anybody with similar lifestyle tastes would hold similar political views.

Nearly every time a person takes out a loan, uses a credit card, makes an Internet transaction, books a flight, or conducts any of hundreds of other business transactions, he or she leaves a data trail. The average consumer travels through life trailed by thousands of clues to future buying and voting habits, a veritable gold mine for any organization with the money and motivation to solve the mysteries of his or her political attitudes.

[image: 37]

The cover page of the Michigan targeting book shows the size of each segment, the percentage of staunch Republicans in each category, and the percentage of those committed to voting for President Bush’s reelection. “A Few Stranded Good Guys” and two other segments are listed on the second page.

The Bush team’s LifeTargeting program was able to predict with 80 to 90 percent certainty whether a person would vote Republican, according to postelection surveys conducted by the Bush team. Under the old tactics, campaigns couldn’t predict voting behavior with even 60 percent certainty.

Much of corporate America and the megachurch industry embraced LifeTargeting years ago, but political leaders inexplicably resisted. Strategists for businesses and churches understood that people’s foremost priority is deciding where and how they’ll live and work; and those lifestyle choices are the predicate for every other decision people make—including how they shop, worship, and vote.

To those political strategists who still doubt the merits of LifeTargeting, we wonder why you would spend millions of dollars to track a person’s voting history, political affiliations, survey responses, and other imperfect predictors of future political activity yet turn your back on an information-rich new consumer data resource. Consider an average twenty-six-year-old single Virginia man who has voted Democratic in three straight elections, including for Kerry in 2004. Imagine that sometime before the 2008 election, that same man turns thirty, gets married, has two children, buys a van, moves to the exurbs, and joins a megachurch—all changes that make him, statistically, much more likely to vote Republican. Will his past voting history be the best indicator of his 2008 vote? Or will his lifestyle choices be the best guide? The answer is that you must know both, and failing to take advantage of lifestyle data available to twenty-first-century campaign strategists borders on political malpractice.

Micro-Michigan

The Bush campaign’s Michigan MicroTactics book ranked the voter groups from the most pro-Bush group to the most anti-Bush group.

The description of each group included an extensive analysis of voters who fell into that category—their demographics and their views on hot-button issues such as terrorism, gay marriage, birth control education in public schools, taxes, the influence of the religious right in politics, the cost of health care, and tort reform.

The group most in favor of President Bush was called Religious Conservative Republicans, 51,308 voters who were most angry about pornography on the Internet and most supportive of the ban on partial birth abortions. The Bush team now had their names, mailing addresses, e-mail addresses, and phone numbers, along with an analysis on what messages were most likely to get them to vote. That influenced where they sent their campaign mail and what the fliers said.

There were other advantages. Campaign organizers could have supporters from one of their LifeTargeting groups call like-minded people and ask them to get involved. A voter from Warren, Michigan, who fit into the group called Flag and Family Republicans would get calls from other Flag and Family Republicans from Michigan. This is how the Bush team used Navigators, real-people opinion leaders who have more credibility in an age of skepticism and media fragmentation (see chapter 6). More than at any time in recent history, Americans are more likely to be influenced by other people than by traditional advertising, studies show. That’s why campaign volunteers who happened to be Mellow Bush Supporters and Religious Independents were used by the Bush team to reach outside the GOP base and court moderates.

The worst-performing group for President Bush was called A Few Stranded Good Guys, a sardonic title for 69,681 voters who opposed affirmative action and gun control but were otherwise big-government Democrats. Bush could ignore them.

Terrorism Moderates was segment 14, sandwiched between hard-line Republicans and liberal Democrats.

“Sounds like me,” Palos said.

Selling Karl Rove: A History of LifeTargeting

It almost didn’t happen. Though LifeTargeting has been done by churches and businesses for years, politicians have long been skeptical of it. Even Karl Rove, Bush’s sharp-minded political strategist, needed to be convinced by Dowd and others.

Let’s start this little history in Texas, where the president and his top political advisers got their start. Rove said it’s where the seeds of the 2004 LifeTargeting plan were planted.

In every election since 1978, Texas Republicans have made hundreds of thousands of telephone calls to voters, seeking to find and motivate potential backers. “So all of our mind-sets were ‘Hey, this is how politics is normally done.’ What we found when we got on the national stage is that this was just not the case,” Rove said. “The idea that you’d have a couple of phone banks in a congressional district was unheard of, particularly on the GOP side of the aisle.”

But the Texas system described by Rove was at best a rudimentary form of LifeTargeting. Phone banking from voter registration lists doesn’t account for people with unlisted numbers. Even worse, the operations usually focused on people living in GOP areas, missing thousands of potential Republicans who live in swing or Democratic areas.

While working on a Missouri campaign in the mid-1980s, Rove had a hand in a phone bank operation that asked voters their views on hot-button issues. That was a step forward, but the process still had major limits.

By the end of the decade, some political campaigns were purchasing limited amounts of consumer data and overlaying that against information gathered from state voter files and through phone banking. That was a major breakthrough. Still, it took eight years of technological advancement and prodding from Dowd for President Bush to take political LifeTargeting to the next level.

“This has been bubbling around for a while,” Rove said. “It’s just that there has never been as much data as we were able to collect this time. There’s just an explosion of data—an exponential increase each year in the amount of information that is available on a household.”

The information revolution that Rove talked about arrived just in time for Bush’s advisers. Coming off their narrow victory in 2000, they were desperate enough to try new things. In the spring of 2003, Rove gave Dowd the OK to test the LifeTargeting system in Pennsylvania and report back to him and Mehlman.

Dowd made his case in a PowerPoint presentation at the campaign’s headquarters in Arlington, Virginia, where a handful of aides gathered around a shiny faux-wood conference table. They included Dowd and his deputies Sara Taylor and Mike Shannon, as well as the political director Terry Nelson and his aide Coddy Johnson.
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