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ential Advisor Hamilton Jordan assessed Jimmy Carter’s first two
e in March of 1977 as follows: "You are making major domestic
s with tremendous political implications in a political vacuum .
sions could jeopardize your political base and undermine the
our Administration."' Jordan’s warning foreshadowed the
inuous political crisis which permeated the Carter years. As the
1, support for the Carter Administration deteriorated in Congress
merican people. The President appeared inconsistent, indecisive,
e. As a result of these perceptions, Jimmy Carter rapidly lost

rd E. Neustadt defines presidential power as the power to
persuade effectively, a president must draw upon his vantage as
 government, his professional reputation, and his public prestige.
eatly affects a president’s ability to utilize these factors. In
lic perception impacts it. When a president successfully projects
of being able to influence, they increase their public support and
ty to persuade. A president’s perceived style, that is their
1 skills, personal public relations, and public appearance as a
:int02 a president’s ability to influence and thereby affects
DWer.

tion, an administration’s theme affects a president’s leverage to
strong, centralized theme which "packages” an Administration’s
oth the government and the people a focused direction for the
Thus, presidential power is affected by both a president’s
e and the presence of a unifying theme, both of which were in dire
ication during the Carter Administration.

e, 1978, a New York Times/CBS News Poll placed the President’s
g at a mere 38 percent. To remedy the situation, Carter appointed
1 and long-time friend, Gerald Rafshoon, to the post of Assistant
for Communications. Describing his position as that of "image
afshoon’s specific duties included supervision of presidential
angements, speech writing, and providing advance publicity for
oon stated: "Anyone who doesn’t know Jimmy Carter, whose
based on the Washington media, must see him as weak, indecisive
uch." His job was to alter that perception. Publicly Rafshoon
uld portray the "real" Jimmy Carter; however, the approaches he



implemented in the following months were anything but "natural
sleeved" President. The day before Rafshoon took office on
Carter’s approval rating stood lower than that of any of the
presidents after their first 17 months in office. Gerald Rafshoon
task in altering Carter’s perceived style and fashioning a marke
the administration.’
Rafshoon wasted no time in beginning his ass
Administrations’ problems. In a five-paged memo to the Preside
outlined Carter’s most pressing problem; perceived style: 4

In politics—-. . . style is everything. . . Your natural sty
low-key, soft spoken, gentleness--was perfect for 1
People were looking for the antithesis of Richard Nix
non-politician. In 1980 they’re looking for a leader
You're going to have to start looking, talking and acti
like a leader if you're to be successful--even if it’s arty

The memo stresses Carter’s weaknesses in the three areas of |
speech, relations, and appearance. o

Rafshoon cited communication as Carter’s major
about altering both the substance and the delivery of Carter’s spe
in effect, controlled nearly all Administrative information release
White House observer Andrew Glass noted the speech write
order" with Rafshoon as the head chef. No longer were
boring blocks of rambling rhetoric. They became tightly o
However, only Carter could solve his delivery problem. His
move an audience with his words was cited as the single grea
Administrative control for Carter’s lack of political s
suggested a speech coach, an idea which Carter summarily rej
countered with reference to Senator Edward Kennedy, Carte
the Democratic nomination: "[The public doesn’t] even li
saying. Nor do they listen to what you say; they only kno
slower and softer than Kennedy."® While Rafshoon could co
of Carter’s speeches, the President’s delivery continued to | !
problem.

Carter’s personal public relations also concerned
Jordan once told a reporter: "[Carter] doesn’t understand
in politics." The President was perceived as distancing hi
and vacillating in his dealings with White House staff membe
the frequency of presidential press conferences and invitin
media to informal breakfasts hosted by the Carters, Rafshog

132



ions with much of the press. Rafshoon then advised Carter on
fouse discipline: "[There] is only one issue on which this country
ted: the need for you to fire some people. . . It is inconceivable
e you haired [sic] two and a half years ago was just the right person
. Why is this the only large organization in the world that never
" Rafshoon cited weakness as the only explanation. For the
d of the Administration, he found it imperative that Carter dismiss
his stance probably led to the resignation of presidential advisor
1za who resigned after Rafshoon canceled her appearance on a talk
irst clearing it with his office. He urged Carter to be firm in his
h people and to stop trying to please everyone. "People want you
-—:- er and leaders make tough decisions and stick with them even
"

‘notably, Rafshoon altered the physical appearance of leadership
istration. In his "Style" memo, Rafshoon explained to Carter:

‘you don’t look like you’re providing leadership . . . 1
 that you won’t be too proud or committed to ‘just being
self” that you won’t take the relatively small, cosmetic
 necessary to convey the accurate impression of your
ership . . . I know you think it’s phony and that you’re
the way you are but that pride is, by far, your greatest
cal danger.®

ioon once admitted: "When Jimmy Carter follows his own
seldom makes a mistake." He introduced a barrage of changes,
ch ran contrary to Carter’s own "shirt-sleeved populist” approach.
afshoon agreed with the media that Carter’s low-key style and front
isms were somehow too nice and neighborly. His changes ranged
p formalism, to a "get tough" with Congress policy all aimed at
y "tough" Carter image. He altered the President’s wardrobe to
ark suits, white shirts, and striped ties as light suits projected a
. He also undertook actions to "re-pomp" the presidency by
- Carter-shelved "Hail to the Chief" at ceremonies, black
nd neckties on Senior aides.’

oon also helped organize Carter’s "get touch" with Congress
e Fall of 1978, Carter vetoed a number of bills on inflationary
h intensive lobbying by several White House aides and a minor
 Rafshoon, the vetoes were sustained. Soon it became commonly
pitol Hill that to be politicized by a carefully coordinated media
to be "Rafshooned.” The sweeping changes Rafshoon made were
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aimed at forging a new Carter image: a "Rafshoon" Carter i
Rafshoon was also responsible for articulating the ove:
the Administration. Aided by his deputy, Greg Schneiders, R
consolidating the President’s goals and policies into a unified
theme. The 1979 State of the Union address was set as the la
new orientation. In a memo, Schneiders articulated the urgency ¢
"This is the halfway point in Carter’s first term. The major charg
(in general) are that he has no clear idea of where he is leading f
that, largely as a result of the first problem, he has failed
people.""  Schneiders was adamant that the speech convey
insisted on an uplifting tone peppered with stark, bold rhetori
wanted an untraditional address which would allow Carter to d
political, economic, and social "State of the Union." "
"Stability," "Need for new maturity. . .," were several obj
The concept of "Laying ‘New Foundations’ for the 1980s
finally fixed upon as the theme to consohdate the Administratio
to complement the "tough" Carter image."
On January 25, 1979, Jimmy Carter, dressed in dark
and striped tie unveiled the Administration’s goal to lay a Ne
Schneiders requested, the theme was stated clearly up fro
throughout the speech. The press noted the change in Carter:
. now seems comfortable wearing the mantle of the presi
famed Cardigan sweater, a president who is enjoying th
deliberate battle plan for the first time in his Administratio
After altering Carter’s perceived style and constructi
the Administration, it appeared as if Rafshoon had only to
sell. During the first crucial months of 1979, however, the
was shattered by forces beyond Rafshoon’s control;
Organization of Petroleum Exporting States (OPEC).
Between June and November, 1978, Carter’s pub :
rose 14 points to 52 percent. This figure dropped dramatical
months of 1979. A study of the President’s approval rating
inflation rate for the first half of 1979 revealed, not surpri
inflation rate spiraled the President’s public approval rating pl
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j FIGURE 1
arter’s approval rating vs. annualized inflation rate

ANNUALIZED

4 GALLUP INFLATION
IONTH APPROVAL (%) RATE (%)
ember >78 52
ember *78 51 6.54
79 43 8.62

79 37 10.51

79 41 11.15

79 40 11.89

79 32 12.39

79 29 12.80

79 28 13.08

wo events in the Middle East added to the tense situation: the fall
he decision by OPEC to enact a series of price increases for their
th developments limited the amount and increased the cost of crude
on the world market. "

April, the energy crisis hit home for many people in the United
ine lines began forming in California and soon spread across the
consuming states. The public began to seriously question the
s, and particularly President Carter’s, ability to lead the nation out
g difficulty.'
ousness of Carter’s political plight was confirmed by a June
¢ Times/CBS public opinion poll:

J FIGURE 2
Margin correlation study of Carter’s approval rating.

Favorable Unfavorable Margin +/-
;;,; ly 1979: 54% 39% +15
e 1979: 33% 45% -12

Total margin change: -27 points.
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In his comparison of the Democratic National Committee (DNi
the updated Times/CBS poll, Patrick Caddell, a White House s
Carter: "The significance of this result cannot be over-empha
tends to suggest that frustration with the President is moving
hostility as opposed to indifference or disappointment.™®

The New Foundation was shattered. Gerald Raf_
Schneiders found themselves in the difficult position of picking
pieces and attempting to counter the political harm caused by th
previous six months. It was imperative that an image of
viable leader be impressed upon the public before the
irreparable.

Rafshoon and Schneiders felt a hard-hitting speech
around the energy issue was their best option. Set for July 5
to be very war-like in tone with OPEC as the clear enemy and
fight’s leader. Excerpts from the fourth draft of the speech
philosophy: "We are now in a decisive fight for the indepen:
of our nation. The battlefield is energy . . . in a spirit of
must follow-up with the speed and fervor of a nation at war .
that only pressure from the people would force Congress to
community, Rafshoon sent a draft of the speech to the P
David.'® i

On July 4, Carter called his advisors to inform the
the speech set for the following day. Although he gave no pul
for the cancellation, the President addressed the subject in ‘;i
July 4, 1979: "After Rosalynn and I read it over, I told her I ¢
it, that I had already made four speeches to the nation on e
had been increasingly ignored . . . I had to do something to
of the news media and the public.""

Carter decided to invite a broad spectrum of people
advise him on the failing aspects of his presidency. In essenc
was doing what Rafshoon stated he did best; following his insti
returning to the "just being himself" style which won him
1976. It was widely felt that by opening the Administratio
the President was digging his own political grave. In additio
explain the cancellation of the July 5th speech magnified its po
raised more questions about Carter’s decisiveness. The
countered that he was willing to accept concern and criticism
importance of the crisis at hand. It was a great political gamb
Rafshoon to see that the gamble paid off.”

It was decided early on that the President would addr
the conclusion of the "domestic summit.” As speech prep
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| themselves divided over direction and substance. Schneiders
d straightforward speech on the energy issue, while Caddell
estoration of public confidence in governrnent of overriding
It became a question of "which Carter” to present’!

ing a gritty approach, Schneiders stressed his points in a memo to
eople don’t want to hear Jimmy Carter talk about our problems
y don’t want to hear him whine about them . . . They want to
as beginning to solve the problems, inspire confidence by action,
He likened presidential speeches to rock music. No matter how
ie public heard a speech "they still wouldn’t know any of the
ssed a tone, beat, and rhythm much like that of Franklin
st "fireside chat.” He thought the President should be "terse," yet
ognize the serious subject matter, yet give "hope.” In closing,
ed: "[Carter has] been describing--and bemoaning--the problem
8 now. It’s time for action and the action better be big and

Matthews, another member of the executive team, defined
¢ post-summit position: "For the first time since inauguration,
'_ntently interested in what he has to say." He suggested an
glcal posture, which kept with the "Rafshoon Carter image the
 department had cultivated for nearly a year.”

agreeing with an aggressive tone, Pat Caddell thought the speech
‘the growing problem of the nation’s lack of confidence in
d itself. His essay entitled, "Of Crisis and Opportunity,"
he believed to be the underlying cause of Carter’s lack of
3 a national crisis of confidence. He wrote: "By 2 to 1 in late
you could unify the country, that now fails by about the
more believe you to be ineffective than effective, wishy washy
ot in control than in control."” He described the various signs
 crisis: non-voting, the "me" generation, greed, lack of national
sonse, decline of productivity and work, and institutional
f was Caddell’s belief that waves of selfishness and personal
e casting aside the notions of national involvement and moral
on had arrived at the brink of disaster "by an exhausting
illed with assassination, war unrest and deceit.” When the
foundation" overturned, the government, political system, and
s "totally failed the American people.” Carter endorsed
‘and a compromise was reached with Schneiders. This
ed a profound and effective speech which captured the attention
Congress, and the nation.

15, 1979, the nation gathered to hear what ABC newsman
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Frank Reynolds described as "the most eagerly awaited speec
Presidency." The Jimmy Carter presented that evening was not
Carter of the previous nine months, nor the "shirt-sleeved pop
earlier years, but a combination of both. Carter appeared direct
seemed genuinely in touch with the problems and concerns o
people. Dressed in a dark blue suit, white shirt with gray and
the President opened with a firm, yet regretful tone. He apologized
his focus to become transfixed on what the isolated world of
thought, rather than on the Nation’s hopes, dreams, and future
While the initial tone was conciliatory, the physical natu
was forceful. There was no smile as Carter emphasized: "It’s cl
problems of our Nation are much deeper--deeper than the g2
energy shortage, deeper even than inflation or recession.” H
forceful, with fist clenched as he declared: "The threat is near
ordinary ways. It is a crisis of confidence." Using broad swi
chops with his hand he stressed: "Confidence has defined our
served as a link between generations. We’ve always believed 1
called progress. We’ ve always had faith that the days of our Chll
better than our own."
Caddell’s "Of Crisis and Opportunity"” served as a guide
half of the speech, often being quoted nearly verbatim. t
Caddell’s signs of the confidence crisis one by one, stressing em
a nation that was proud of hard work, strong families, close-kn
and our faith in God, too many of us now tend to worship self-
consumption. Human identity is no longer defined by what one
what one owns."” [Emphasis added.] The speech also containy _
elements from the canceled July 5 speech; however, the enemy we
OPEC, but the nation’s own failing confidence in itself. e
Roosevelt’s "fireside chat" influence was also seen thr
speech and felt in Carter’s delivery. There was the straightfo 1
explanation of the problem, the President’s apparent understa
people’s frustrations, and the clear, easily understood outl
government’s solution to the difficulty. Roosevelt ended his 1933
stating: Lef us unite in banishing fear . . . Itis your problem no I!
mine. Together we cannot fail. [Emphasis added].” In closing
speech as it was named by Senator Edward Kennedy, Carter em|
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esced style received an overwhelmingly favorable response, as
a White House poll released on July 18, 1979:

FIGURE 3
Results of a post-speech White House poll
e Calls Mail
2,105 (82%) Pro: 3,562 (75%)
462 (18%) Con: 550 (12%)
' ,967 Total Comment: 634 (13%)

4,746 Total®

s were confirmed by an 11 percentage point rise in the President’s
ing during a five day period:

FIGURE 4
Post-speech New York Times/CBS News Presidential
! Approval Poll results

(1979) Approve Disapprove
June 30 50
July 11 26 56
July 16 37 45%

an attempt to keep the momentum building, Administration officials
time was right for Carter to firmly assert his leadership by making
ed changes within his Cabinet. On this, Hamilton Jordan cautioned
‘White House shake-up should not be seen as the response of the
E- to our energy problems." Jordan did think, however, that such

p" the Administration.™

July 17, 1979, Carter asked the entire Cabinet and White House
ir resignations. This way he could choose the resignations he wished
The result was disastrous. The following day, news of the mass
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resignations, not the President’s energy program, dominated the h

debacle raised new doubts about the President’s leadership
concerns about his competence. These perceptions were reflected
drop in Carter’s approval rating to 25 percent. Rosalynn Carl
"The concept was right, but its execution was wrong, and the mom
speech was lost. "

On August 18, 1979, Gerald Rafshoon announced he
White House the following month. When asked about his depa
responded: "I only planned to stay a year.” No one was
him.”

Jimmy Carter’s public approval rating made great leaps
plunges during Gerald Rafshoon’s tenure, hitting a high o
November of 1978, and a low of 25 percent in July of 1979,
reflected two aspects of perceived style’s effects on presidential p

First, the initial climb reflected the change in public
Carter as a leader. This period is marked by the emergence of th
"Rafshoon” Carter image. The formalizing of the atmosphere
the "get tough" with Congress campaign reinforced this image a
of leadership around the President.

Second, the dramatic plunge of early 1979 demg
reaching impact of events and issues on perceived style an
increasing inflation rate and oil prices produced a two-fold e
perceived power. The geographic nature of the energy c
stalemate on Capitol Hill which even the President’s "toug
break. Largely due to this stalemate, Carter’s public presti
nation seriously questioned his leadership ability. As a
presidential power rapidly diminished.

The Rafshoon-Carter White House depicted the pos
effects perceived style has upon a President’s ability to influen
demonstrated the short term effects of perceived style on pres;
showed how perceived style, no matter how crafted o
overshadowed by the issues and events of the time.
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