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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

There is no doubt that the mass media play a crucial role
in the projection of a president's public image. From where else
but the mass media do the people learn of their presidents? ot
only through the printed word--the editorials and news stories--
but also through radio fireside chats, televised press conferences
and addresses to the nstion. The media are important in bringing
the president, his successes and failures to the nation. Elrer
Cornvell, Jr., presidential scholar who has focused upon the role
of the press in presidential politics, says of the media's role
in & democracy:

Theoretically, democracy is impossible without the free
expression of citizens' views which the press makes possible.
Less frequently emphasized is the use of the news media by
government itself to inform the electorate and to win approval
of its acts, The means of doing this must be orgeanized in
such a way as not to violate fundemental freedoms . . . .
Yresidents are neculiarly dependent upon the mass media for
the exercise of their essential function of leadership. The
growth of the 'cpinion leadership' and 'policy leadership'’
aspects of the presidency has been paced by developments—-
both technical and organizational--in the media of communi-
catiomn,

The press conference is one of the most important vehicles
for presidential politics. The prers conference is the event
during which a pre<ident may utilize all types of the media to
exvlain his Progroms, to defend his actions, to solicit public

support. It is the time during which he may establish rapport -

with the newsmen who deliver his messapes to the public.
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The one clezr overall conclusion is the continuing importance
of the press conference as a channel of communication from
Fresident to pubiic . . . 2ll thet Yresidents have needed is
some kind of forum, sufficiently formalized to maximize
attention and regulsr enough t~ create a pattern of expecta-
tions, yet flexible and informal enough to suprlement the
relative rigidity of set speeches and messzges to Congress.
The precs conference, in almost all of its varicus forms

and permututions sincg its inception, has met these broad
criteria fairly well.

The press conference is rot the only vehicle, of course,
through which presidential information is given and dispersed. 1%
is one of many different ways the president presents his programs,
policies and personality to the public. But it is one of the most
importent, for the above reasons.

Moreover, it must not be assumed that the press conference
benefits only the president. Tresidential politics are important
to the press, which attempts to know everything thet is haprening
in the government of the people. The press conference helps
newsmen fulfill their jobs. 1t is the time that togcther on an
equal basis newsmen see the president, receive his information
and quiz him on questions of int-rest to the nation, afterwards
dissecting the material and evaluating it for their readers,
listeners and viewers.

This thesis, however, focuses most heavily on the importance
of the press conference to the president in conveying his public
image. This 1s a necessary rese:.rch topic because:

The citizenry's capacity for information and argumentation is
less than its capacity fo absorb and respond to imapes projected
by public figures, political and otherwise. A political
leader's successfully projected apnearance of competence,
sincerity--his image in a word--can carry a far greater impact
than his utterances. The skillful exerutive will, thus, do

all thot he can to grrate and project a favorable image
for himself + « & «



TURIOSES OF THE STUDY

This thesis proposes to conmpzare the press confercnce skill
of two presifents, Dwight Iisenhower and Lyndon Johnson, as a
contributing factor in the formation of their public images.
Questions to be answered include:

*What types of news conferences did each president hold;
ie, formal or informal; informative or uninformztivej; televised
or private; newsworthy or without importance?

.What technigues or abilities did he have to develop a
skillful prccsentstion in his meetings with the press?

+Did this skill come out in the press conferences as an
arset or a lisbility with the press and the electorate, with whom
he must communicate in a derocratic society forlsupport of his
programns?

«What was his public image during his time in office?

*Did his personality have any besring on the type of image

he projected; ie, favorable or unfavorsble?

DEFINITICN OF A FRESIDENTIAL PRESS CONFERENCE

A presidential news conference shall be defined as any time
the president gives information to the representatives of the news
media, provided the proceedings are on public record. Fress shall
refer to all types of the media, not Jjust the newspaper press.

Tresidential news conferences have two common participants,
the president and the press. A press conference may be televised
for the public, but the rublic does not become a participant in it.

A formal presidertial news confercnce is ruch the same each

time: the president, throrgh liis press secretary, announces a
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news conference, usually several hours in advance. The reporters
meet in a designeted room large enough to accomodate all the press
and the cameras and lighting equipment of a televised production.
The newsmen are seated, then rise when the president enters from

a side door, often with his press secretary or other government
official he has brought to brief the newsmen.

The president makes opening announcements, then tells the
newsmen they can ask questions. Newsmen vie for the president's
attention by simultanebusly raising their hands and ris%ng from
their seats, usually before the last words of the previous answer
have died out. The president indicates his questioners with a nod
or by calling them by nane.

The whole conference usually lasts about 30 minutes, at
which time the senior wire service man, by tradition, says "Thank
you, Mr. Frecident." For years, lierriman Smith of United Fress
International was known to persons watching televised‘press con-—
ferences as the man who ended the conference. After the "Thank
you, lMr. Fresident", the reporters scramble for the door and the
phone booths in the hallwey. If the conference is televised live,
the exit is somewhat more orderly.

The president may announce an informal conference a few
minutes beforehand, by Just asking a few reporters around the
White House if they would like to come to his office for a press
conference. Or, he may arrange an informal cdnfsrence in advance
with a few selected reporters, perhaps by having them in for
dinner.

Vhatever the informality of the conference, the decisions as

to timing and convenience are the president's,



FURTHER DrFINITICHS

A president's press conference skill shall be defined as
the surmmation of several factors: frequency of meetings, content
of the conferences, technigues the president used, his ability,
and his overall press relations.

Frequency is how often a president met with the press, and is
important to the study because 1t shows the amount of presidential
communicetion with the newsmen, and thus, the public.

Content refers to the topics covered more frequently and in
what depth in the press confe<rences. Content gives an indicaticn
of favorite press and presidential subjects, what sub ects the
president best was able to answer, what subjects he avoided,
and use of presidential announcements.

Technigues refer to the met ods the president used in a
press conference to project his public image. These include
the physical msnner and setting in which the president met the
press, whether the reporters had to identify themselves, whether

the president allowed direct quotation, whether the conferenceg

were live or filmed coverage, whether the president used opening
statements, backgrounding, whether his press conferences were
formal or informal, where he met with the press, and his use of
off-the-record and no comment.

Ability is defined as the president's competence and talent
of performance in his press confercnces. A president's ability
refers to the following factors: passivity or activity during
prcss conferences, knowledgé of subjects, grammar, anger or refusal
to answver qu;stions he didn't like, the amount 6f personal charm

he was able to projeét, and his general adeptness in fielding

guesti~ns,



Presidential relations with reporters who covered the
Yhite lTouse are important to this study because how the presi-
dent fared with reporters determines the amount of news he could
generate, the type of news, and also indicates somewhat the image
he was able to present at large. His relations with reportcrs
include the amount of time he spent with the newsmen, how sympa-
thetic the precs was to him, how personal quirks hurt or helped
his relations, whether the press trusted him, whether the newsmen
believed him, whether his relations were intimate, cordial or
standoffish, and whether he had rapport with the reporters.

A1l of these factors add up to presidential skill in image-
building through the press conference.

Presidential image shall be defined as the idea or concep-
tion of the president the public holds, expressed in terms of
public popularity. This is indicated through public reaction in
the neticnal owvinion polls s5s to how well a president handled his
Jjob, and through studies by newsmen and observers of presidentiszl

popularity.

APTROACH

To determine presidential skill in press conferences and
the subsequent effect on image-making, it is necessary to look
at the presidents and to compare their press conference abilities,
technigues, content and other factors making press conferecnce
skill. The two presidents were studied becnuse of their differ-
ences in personality, press conference approach and public popu-
larity: Eisenhownr was a former general of immense porularity

vho did not exhibit any particular skill during his presidential
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conferences. Johnson was a politician who ran the presidency
and his press conferences at the expense of his public image,

who tried every conference format and still was not satisfied,
and who saw his ratingé drop considerably in the public polls

during his Administration, ‘

The author has relied heavily upon the studies of several
presidential scholars, especially Cornwell, whose research in
presicdential leadership of public opinion has shown the press
conference to be a vital factor in the shaping of presidential
image. The words of other writers have contributed substantially
to an understanding of presidential press conference techniques
and resulting public opinion. Many of these writers are newsnmen
who have covered presidents regularly, and, by the nature of their
closeness to the presidents, have been able to determine assets
and liabilities in presidential leadership of press conferences,

This resezrch has utilized the recorded transcripts of each
president's press conferences. These indicate techniques and
abilities of the president, and format and content of his press
conferences, all which relate to presidential skill.

Interviews with Washington correspondents, both in person
and through recorded transcripts at the Eisenhower Library in
Abilene, Kensas, have been especially important.

Also resesrched were the personal papers of Eisenhower and
correspondence between him and his staff and the public at large,
botl: through selected files at the Eisenhower Library. To
determine pQEularity, or imsge, the national opinion pells,

particularly the Gallup Opinion Index, and studies of them, were



consulted. These are recognized by most scholars as indications

of a president's public popularity.
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CHAPTER II

EVOIUTION COI' TIIL TPRESS CCNIFERENCE

HISTORICAL FERSFECTIVE

The presidentizl news conference was a natural occurrence
in the development of a democratic society such as the United
States. As the country grew and the population increased, the
nevs conference was developed so that the press, as carrier of
information, could pass it on to the populace at large from the
government leaders, In this way, the people became informed as to
what their elected representatives were doing in governnent.
Furthernore, the press conference became a method for the presi-
dents to give information about their programs and policies.

Of course, without the growth of the press itself, there
could have been no press conferences. In George Washington's
time, in an isolated capital where there were few newspapermen,
press conferences were not needed. In fact, there were no formel
conferences for the first 124 years of the Republic, although
newspepers were rublished in America from colonial days. However,
the press was not ignored by government officials. The founding
fathers did not set up an official informaztion system, so the
press became the informant, thereby receiving attention from t .ose
officizls who wished to utilize it to their best advantace.

Before the 1890s, the press was the party organ type, but

as teclnolopgy developed methods of mass production, the "penny
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press", or mass-circulation dailies, came on the scene. The mass
press broke dovn the isoletien in which much of the population
always had dwelt, TIublic awareness of governnment cdeveloped and
the press tried to meet this need for information.
Cornwell zttributes much of the reason for press conference
development to the fact that the president is news:
What the President says has always been news, and increasingly
so as the public appetite for dramatic copy has increased,
and as competition arong a number of channels disseminating
news has grown.
Cornwell indicates that the president benefited more than
Congress from the public's new curiousity about government, accom-

2 The

panied by the possibilities for molding popular attitudes.
president is the chief spokesman for the government, the one
representative of all the people. He is bigger news than any

other person in the capital. Ie is the symbol of the state, the
leader of his party, the head of the government, and the personifi-
cation of authority. He is well kmown to every rezder, and so
anything he thinks or says is newvis.

These factors, accompanied by several episodes in presi-
dential history, helped to hurl the chief executive first and fore-
most into the reportorial limelight. The latter include, according
to Cornwell, President Garfield's assassination, in which the
papers covered his lingering dezth avidly for their readers; the
illness and death of ltresident Grant, during which time the press
again was filled with detailed stories; and the wedding in the White
House of fresident Cleveland.5 Human interest stories therefore
becare an inmportant source of copy, and presidents became among

the most newsworthy humans.
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IRESIDENTIAT UCE CF THE PRECC CONFYRTNCE

In the beginning, the presidentizl news conference belonged
solely to the presicdent. The few reporters who attended remem-
bered what they were there for, and the president was unconstrained
because he did not have to weigh every word for its meaning.4

Iresident Theodore Roosevelt was the first president to =set
aside an arca in the White Hcruse for press use, although p-rhaps

without realizing the far-reaching consequences of his decision.

In 1895, a reporter for the Vashington Star, William W. Frice,

Y
had begun the practice of standing outside the White Houce gates,

waiting for visitors to interview as they left the President's
office. Other correspondents joined him, keeping up their vigil
in even the worst of weather. One rainy day, Roosevelt saw the
revorters at their post, and, either touched or inspired, ordered
an anteroom set aside for them. This became the White House rress
room.5

Roosevelt, a dynamic personality with energetic force,
transformed the White lHouse into a source of news and action in
governrment. He also set a model for future executive use of the
mass media for opinion leadership. Cornwell says Roosevelt's
overriding contribution was "a vivid realization of leadershi: via
the newspapers, and hence, reslization that access to this poten-
tial must be pursued actively and continuously.”6 Ee was the first
to treat newsmen with a consideration calculated to have its
revards.

ilthough Roosevelt met with reporters he liked personally
for informal conferences, he did not held open news conferences.

Gften reportrrs met with him while he was being shaved.
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The newsmen, perhaps because of Roosevelt's personality,
let him ret by with some things without question. He probably
was the first president té use newspapermen deliberately for
publication of "trizl-balloon" statements for which he accepted
no re5ponsibility.7 Oswald G. Villard sars Roosevelt did more
"to corrupt the Vashington newspapermen than anyone" yet they
"worshipped" him:

However opposed politically one might be, it was impossible
not to y¥ield to his personal charr and the extraordinary
stimulus waich ceme from associati-n with him. He flattercd
[the press corpsl] not a little by confiding freely in them

and consulting them on matters of state . . . . Most of them

« « «» worshipped (himJ. They created what remains a legendary
Roosevelt , . . . Thgy helped him mightily in the making of
his vast reputation.

Other presidents after Roosevelt carried on the press con-
ferences, but each esteblished his own format. New techniques
were developed by presidents who felt a need to have control over
the conferences, but these gradually became more liberalized until
today few reguirements are set.

Although Roosevelt developed the first informal press con-
ferences, the news conference soon became more structured. It fell
to Woodrow Wilson to establish the first formal conferences.
Wilson held the first meeting eleven days after his inauguration
in 191%. He welcomed the newspapermen, and asked them to serve
a5 antennae between him and the public.9 But, despite his original
intentions, it was difficult for him to create an intimate atmos-
phere with the correspondents.

Wilson also was the fether of the "official spokesman" device,
by which newsmen could attribute whnt he said only to a “spokes-

man." They could not cuote him directly except by permission.lo
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Under Calvin Coolidge, the press corps was forced to
perfect the "White House spokesman'", "an official spokesman for
the President", and "a soﬁrce close to the White House". These
devices served Coolidge admirably, since they publicized information

11 However, the practice

for which he disclaimed responsibility.
of never speaking for publicstion had its drawbacks. The New

York World pointed out that on a single day in April, 1925, the

President had expressed his opinion on ten important subjects
without once speaking for publication.l2
Herbert Hoover abolished the spokesman device. He established
three categories of news: news for which he could be quoted
directly; background information which might be used to improve
the content of dispatches, but on which he could not be quoted;
and strictly confidential information, to be used in no way what-
soever. These categories generally are followed by presidents
today.
Another device initiated by these presidents was the rule
that written questions had to be submitted in advance of the press
conference, ané the president could ignore those he did not wish
to discuss. Coolidge, Warren G. Harding and Hoover all followed
this practice, which gave them control over what came out of
the press conference, and whether the information would be favorable
or not.
A new era opened up in 193% with Franklin D. Rocsevelt's
first meeting with the press March 8. Roosevelt, like an earlier
Roosevelt, made obvious efforts to please the press. One Jjournalist
described him &s a man of many moods, "jovial, scornful, quippy,

schoolmasterish or solemn."15 The atmosphere at his press
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conferences was inforral, with 40 or 50 reporters gathered around
his decgk in the Oval Room of the White House. Many Washington
reporters feel that the ﬁresidential news conference, as a mcans
of obtaining useful information, reached a peak in the 19%0s under
Franklin Roosevelt.l4

Roosevelt started the practice of giving reporters information
off-the-record, which was much like Hoover's strictly confidential
information. This has been continued today, so that a president
may &answer a report-r's questicn, but not allow it to be public,
possibly becsuse of security reasons. Another device, back-
rrounding, was developed so that a president could impart infor-
mation in an explanatory way to the press, but not have it attribu-
ted to him. Deep backgrounding today is when the president may
explain why he is doing something, but the information may not be
released to the public at all. These methods provide the pre:rs
with informztion for its own curiosity, but prevent information
damaging to security or to the president from getting out.

Although Franklin Roosevelt began a practice of far-
reaching consecuences, the "fireside chat", it was not until
Harry Trumen's presidency th.t the press conference became truly
formalized and institutjonalized.l5 Both the tone and format of
the press conference had changed considerably by 1953. Presidents
were required to adopt new technigues to deal with the changes
in nevws conference format.

For one thing, the rooms in which the press confrrence
traditi~nally had been held were no lornger large enough to

accomodate the growing numiers of reporters. Instead of the Cval
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Room or his office, Truman switched to the Indian Treaty Room
on the fourth floor of the old State-War-llavy building, across
from the White House.

Truman stood to address reporters, perhaps the first indica-
tion that a more formal atmosphere was pending. Truman was not
as personal with reporters as Franklin Roosevelt, and his contacts
never were as informal. Truman believed that the news media should
perform the "informing function”,lgnd so did not make the extensive
public relations uce of the conference that Roosevelt did.

Reporters began to rise and introduce themselves to ask
guestions. There could be few impromptu interjections. DMNore and
more rerorters were prescnt. The famlly atmosphere of the
Roosevelt era was gone, until L&ndon Johnson,

The print media had dominated the mass communications until
this time. DNews conferences had been held almost in private.
Fhotogrephers were banned.17 But, after Dwight Eisenhower became
president, the news conference was opened to television filming
for later broadcast, and still photos were permitted. Eisenhower
2lso brought in a stenotypist to make an official transcript,
and switched to direct quotation.18

Thus began the true formalization of the press conference.
The president began to reach directly to the public. No longer
could presidents have their words paraphrased to sound better,
and no longer could reporters Jjoust verbally with the president.
Everything becare public, and quite businesslike,

Because the press conference was formalized, Disenhower and

the reportrrs hed to resort to a number of techniques. Initial
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questions often had to be long enough to brief the President

~J

on a subject raised, and the range of cuestions widened, so the
President was boumr to becéme more generalizing and less controversial
It was impossible for the President to go off-the-record or to
provide semi-confidential background information, so to fill the
resulting gap, Eisenhower instituted the "background dinner",

and other sessions held for reporters by high Washington officials
and members of the White House staff.19

Later presidents generally followed these same techniques,
John Kennedy started the regulear, live productions that are
prominent today. He also instituted the practice of holding
"television chats" with reporters.

Kennedy accepted the news conference frankly for what it
was by 196l: a channel of direct corrunication with the public
that in recent years had moved closer and closer in function
to the fireside chat.zo

Strangely enough, fecent presidents have made roves to
change the press conference to what it was during Roosevelt's
time--a more informal affair that allowed a little intimacy with
the press. Lyndon B. Johnson talked to reporters under many
circumstances-~-swimming in the White House pool, jogging or
walking his dog on the White House lawn, flying in Air Force One,
lying in a hospital bed; walking at the Johnson ranch, and once

21

sitting on top of a bale of hay. His impulse was to revert to

the practice he had followed as mgjority leader in the Senate:

highly informal meetings with small groups of reporters.22
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Itichard lixon has used television news conferences less than
any other president in recent times. In the first 23 months of
each administrztion, Nixoﬁ had 19 news conferences, which include
formal and informal guestion and answer sessions, compared to 51
for Johnson, 46 for Kennedy and 56 for Eisenhower.25
At his December 10, 1970 conference, Nixon, expressing his
distrust of the printed word, said, "I think the American public
are entitled to see the Fresident and to hear his views directly,

24

and not to see him only through the press." He held fever

news conferences during his first months than any of the three
presidents before him.25

In summary, the press conference has developed through
three stages since its inception. Under Teddy Rocsevelt, the key-
note was informality and intimacy of contact on a selective basis.
Wilson and Frenklin Roosevelt typified the coupling of a new
equal access rule with a continued semi-private dialogue between
president and reporters. Since 1952, the press conference has been
mass, televised ancd fully public., How each president utilized
the media available to him depended upon his ow:. persbnality,
since some presidents with few opportunities to develop their

images used all techniques at hand, while other with many oppor-

tunities did not develop them fully.

DEVEIOFMENT OF ELECTRCHIC HMEDIA
The advent of the electronic media--radio and television-—
brought more changes in technicues in the presidential press
conferences. UlMany of the chanpes were permanent, since radio and

television were revoluticnary developments for the presidency as



i 19

Well as for society as a whole, Until Coolidge, the channels
available for a president to reach the public had remained the
same since the days of Waéhington: the printed word or oral
utterances to a live audience. Despite wide variations in the
skill in which these could be used, as evidenced by the foregoing
presidents, and despite the technological changes which overtook
the printed medium, the president could not escape the boundaries
thus imposed on him,

Although Franklin Roosevelt made the best use of radio, the
innovation was not all his; Coolidge was aware of its potency as
a projector of presidential image. Hoover used it, too, although
probably more in deference to established expectations than as a

26 A pattern for presidential broad-

means of promoting himself,
casting already had been set by 1933,

Roosevelt's approach was significant by his clear understanding
of radio's overall implications. He no longer had to rely solely
on the press to take his messages to the people. Cutting, editing,
paraphrasing, quoting out of context and other alleged newspaper
practices were out. One source notes that the press, aware that its
readers now knew exactly what the President had said, handled
after-the-fact comment with new circumspection.27

The president now co-1ld appeal directly to the public, some-
thing which many presidents do in opening or closing remarks at
press conferences. The president could give his side of a situation
with Congress or other parties.

With the advent of television, the president's weapon of

being able to go to the public was far more potent. The news confer-

ence became a channel of dircct communication with the publie.
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Television has a2t times brought difficulties for-all

presidents using it. The president has needed to develop a
"stage personality". He must be able to convince the public of
his sincerity through his actions as well as his words. Television
demands thast he be an effective speaker and be able to radiate
good human cualities. He must be able to use the skills of those
aronnd him effectively, such as t'ose of the script writers, the
production ranzgers. They are helpful in selling him to the
people. Cornvell says,

The ultimate test is his ability to do 2l1l of this, while &t

the szre time enhencing rather than blurring his individual

image as the source of initiative and energizer of public

policy. His individuality is a key asset which must not 29
become submerged in a collegial effort by hucksters and ghosts?’

The advent of the electronic media, especially television,
likewise changed the reporter's role from that of courier of the
news to participant in meking it. In the television era of press
conferences, the reporters pitch the questions to the president,
for him to bat the answers to the public. The fact that many
reporters feel as though they are part of the show instead of news-
men is a frequent criticism of television press conferences. A
description of & t-pical Kennedy conference is given by one
source:

The conferencss themselves also became productions, far closer
to & Hollywrod epic than to the informal family gatherings of
a scant two decades before. The new administration's first,
on Jenuary 25, saw the use of two TV camerazs on the platform,
on either side of the microphones to nick up guestions, a
pulpit-like lectern for the Chief Executive, an attendance of
418 reporters . . . and an estimated television audience of
sorme twenty-four million., The reporters grew to feel they
were ex'ras in the recurring drama . . . . So efficient had
the transcript systen become that the first five or six pages
were rcedy for use by the time "Thank you, Mr. tresident", was
uttered . . . . The point had almost been reached, in short, at
which the only real excuse . . . wWas . . . the . . . audience,20
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THE 1RESIDENTIAL KE.S CONFYRENCE TODAY

With the development of the electronic media, the presidency
and the press conference és well, became more and more "insti-
tutionalized". Cornwell has described "institutionalizaticn" as
the process of formalization and routinization of press conferences.

In part because of the work habits of the president, but
also because of trends already noted that were external to the
White House, both the tone and format of this means of communi-
cation had changed considerably by 1953. Aspects of this change
included use of statements prepared on a staff basis, the formali-
zation of the process whereby the president prepared to meet the
press, the growth of subjects, and the lack of spontaneous inter-
change at the meetings.

This institutionalization did cause problems for presidents
and newsmen, who found they couldn't establish rapport so easily
with each other as in the past. Formalization caused the decline
of opportunity for sharp supplementary questions, and initial
questions had to be phrased so as to brief the president on a
subject. Presidents had to become more general in the answers
due to the large number of guestions. And they had to prepare
themselves adequately before the onslaught which required knowl-
edge of all subjects. But the institutionalization had one major
favorable point. It helped the president to reach the publie,
his main reason for holding press ccnferences in the first place.

For the reporters, this institutionalization helped them in
gethering news but also made it available to all reporters at the

same time,

2
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How has institutionalization and the electronic media
affected the president's ability to mzke news at a press conference?
A study by Cornwe11520f press conferences of Coolidge, Franklin
Roosevelt, Truman, Eisenhower and Kennedy, and subsequent front

page news in the New York Times showed frequency of press confer-

ences has made little difference in news, The steadily broadening
range of presidential responsibility has doubtless counteracted

in some measure this decline in conference fregquency. General
public relations skill accounts for some of the president's ability

to create news despite fewer press confcrences,

EVALUATION OF THE NEWS CORFLRENCE

The modern press conference offers desirable and undesirable
characteristics to the public, the press and the president. For
the president, the conference provides a method for him to expound
his ideas, permitting direct appeals to the public by going over
the hesds of newsmen., It provides a way for him to keep subordi-
nates and the opposition in line, by pronouncing his wishes
publicly.

The press conference also benec¢fits the reporters in that it
allows them face to face contact with the official. It saves
them time and frustration in trying to get news about the executive.

Nevertheless, criticisms abound, most of them from the press.
Two-thirds of newsmen questioned in a 0ll gave the following

53 L) the mass atmosphere of the

criticisms of press conferences:
conference, particularly the non-exclusive quality coupled with
the small likelihood of being permitted time to ask questions;

2) too many reporters cannot attend the many press conferences;
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3) conferences are propagandistic, and permit direct apreals to
the citizen and bypass the reportcr,

The size of the conferences is staggering. About 200
reporters now are accredited to cover the White House, according
to one nevs magazine,54and other sources put the figure at over
1,000. However, the attendance at a large, formal conference is
usually about 2CC.

Conferences have developed in such a way as to rule out any
frank, semi-private discussion with the correspondents, who have
increasingly found the president talking directly to the public
and only incidentally to them.

Verront Royster, former Washington correspondent and past
president of the American Society of llewspaper Editors, has
criticized the conference frequently. He says the rodern press
conference is "pretty dull, and nofhing much comes of it anway,"55
emphasizing a criticism which is fcund throughout much of the
literature on the press conference.

Much of the problem may lie with the working press. Offi-
cials and reporters alike have criticized newsmen for trying to ask
difficult guestions to trip up the.president, or of being mnore
interested in showing themselves off before the cameras than con-
centrating on what they are there for. Often questions on current
national policy which are receiving extensive coverage in the news
rmedia are overlooked during press ccn%erences.

An editor who has covered presidents since Coolidge said of
Nixon's news conferences:

Obviecvsly, lresident Nixon is faced by a hostile corps of
corrcspondents, The reporters seem more interested in

needling the lresident . . . than they are in seeking out
. « . information.?6
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Royster said in his column in the Wall Street Jpurnal on

December 15, 19%0:
The press and the Precident, for their own and the countty's
good, ought to manage better . . . . It's not the function of
the reporting media to be servants of any government, nor of
the political opposition either. Its function is to inform.

The President's Jjob is to inform thsm. Neither, right now,
has found the best way to do that.”

He said the present press confcrence format is all wrong for
that purpose, however useful it may be in other ways.58

Newsmen lately have attempted to fix the situation. In
December, 1970, a group of 28 reporters gathered in a Washington
hotel to discuss what one participant called "ways of making the
presidential news conference more effective."59

Discussed at the meeting were such matters as how to persuade
the President to hold more conferences, how to limit the number
of questions, how to insure follow-up cuestions, and how to
guide the line of guestioning.

An officieal group also met with the director of communications
in the administr:tion and the President's press secretary.

However, the news conference that followed was criticized in
several sectors as a bad example of increasingly poorer news confer-
ences,

Because the conference has been stripred of its original
function, developed into a presidential institution, and weighted
down with the frills of a major production, it falls to the
participants to see that it does not becore a meaningless habit.

The main job is the president's, since the conference is his to set

and to describe. The president must choose between accepting

increasing isolation from the reporters and devising new lines of
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communication. Eisenhower, for instance, chose the former;
Kennedy, the latter. Despite the large number of newsmen at
Kennedy's conferences, Franklin Roosevelt, the originator of the

informal atmosphere, would have felt quite at home in 'them.41
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CHAPTFR III

THEORIES OF NEUS CONFTRENCES BY IFODFRN PRESIDENTS

DWIGHT D, LEISENHOWER

Much of the military training in his background had to be
put aside before Dwight Eisenhower could handle his press conferences
to the satisfaction of the reporters and himself. The former
general, who was used to giving orders and having them immediately
obeyed, seemed to be wearing his five stars to his first few
meetings with the press. During his first conference, held
almost a month after he took office, Eisenhower stalked into the
room and lectured 250 correspondents for fifteen minutes on
inconsequential matters, among them that he did not have any
hostility toward the press, and expected a gcod relationship to
continue. Thus disposing of a rumor of ill feelings toward the

press, he gave the correspondents fifteen minutes for eighteen

questions before announcing that he had an appointment. He walked

out, ap.srently not realizing protocol dictated he wait for the

ery of "Thénk you, Mr., President" from the senior wire service

man before ending the conference.l One reporter after the first

news conference expressed the thoughts of others when she said

she felt she hsd been treated like "a G. I."2
Many of Eisenhower's initial attitudes about the press

undoubtedly were a result of his old army days. During World Var

11, he was protected from any slip of the tongue by military

censorship. If he didn't know the answer to a question, he

could revert to the tactic of military secrecy. The commander

was protected from himself, sov to speak. After Eisenhower assumed
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the presidency, things were different. He had to take on the
press singlehsndedly and he alone bore the responsibility for what
he did and did not tell the reporters.
As a candidate, Eisenhower had not been wholly happy with
reporters, either. He once remarked about the newsmen who
traveled with him, "Some of those guys aren't reporters at all.

They sound more like district attorneys."5

The Eisenhower Fress Conference

Frequency

Eisenhower held a news conference about every two weeks, or
2.0 per month, This compared with Franklin Roosevelt, who had
held conferences on the average of 6,9 per month, and Harry Truman,
at 3.5 per menth.LL At times there were long stretches when the
reporters did not see the President at all, such as during
Eisenhower's heart attack recovery period. The President also
cancelled press c-nferences during vacation periods in the summer,
This occurred from more than two months in 1953 and 1954. ILong gaps
were less prominent during the =econd term. By years the

Eisenhower press conferences were as follows:5

1953 23
1954 33
1955 19
1956 24
1957 25
1958 20
1959 31
1960 14
1961 1

The infrequency of the Eisenhower meetings, coupled with the
fact thet the President refused to hold alternating morning and

agfternoon meetings,6diminished FEisenhower's opportunity to estab-
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1lish rapport with the reporters. Furthermore, it was one of the
main irritants to the press during his administraztion. An editorial
entitled "The leople Want to Know" appeared in the Beaumont (Tex.)

Enterprise in June, 1953, noting " . . . elimination of last

Tuesday's news session marks 11 times in the 22 weeks since he
took office that he has failed to hold the scheduled weekly
meeting . . . ."7

Although the five months during the heart attack convalescence
from August, 1955 to January, 1956, and the two months, June and
July, 1956 for the second operation were somewhat understandable,
the times Eisenhower was incommunicado during vacations were
less so. Thanks in part to Jim Hagerty, Eisenhower's press

secretary, the President's press relations were saved from serious

‘damage. Hagerty generally met the press every day, often more

than once.

The dearth of Eisenhower press conferences was caused by
several factors: the President's own personality--he felt he
did not need to hold a news confcrence unless he had something
to announce;ahis major illnesses; and his trips abroad, which
interrupted normal relations with the press, although some

correspondents did travel with him,

Content
Four days before Eisenhower's first filmed news conference,

Editor and Publishergprinted an analysis of the Eisenhower news

c nferences, The grticle accounted for fifty-five news conferences,
attended on the average by 200 reporters, with more than 2,500

questions broken down into eleven categories. The greatest number



21
of questions referred to Senctor Joseph McCarthy (notable because
Eisenower ignored nost of them), followed by Indo-China, the
Congressional elections, fhe Eorean war, and the atoric energy
A-pool. A large number were on national issues such as government
security, the TVA and politics. (uestiens about civil rights
issues, including segreg: tion and school integratiocn, were brought
up frcquently.lo

The iresident was more knowledgeable in answering queztions
on foreign reletions than he was on internal matters. This ability
undoubtedly was a result of his military background. It is further
explained by the fact that Eisenhower ccnsistently refused to take
part in what he called "partisan politics". He would not support
his own party at times, even by campaigning., During an October,
1953 press conference, the I'resident was asked by Robert Donovan,

New York Herald-Tribune, if he would teke part in the congression-

al campaipgn next year. DLisenhower replied,
Well, now, of course, you know, Mr. Donovan, that I am deeply
interested in what happens to the complexion of the Senate
and of the House . . . but 1 do not intend to makflof the
Fresidency an agency . . . in partisan elections.

While certain topics would be brought up regularly, if
Eisenhovwer deemed them not fitting the concern of the Fresident,
he would not answer them, or would do so unsatisfactority for
the reporters. He refused to get down in what he considered the
gutter with tenator McCarthy, and so attempted to ignore the
whole McCarthy issue when it was raised by reporters. The same
sort of theory held true for other controversial domestic issues.

The former Chief Executive also felt that the executive

branch should not tell the legislative branch whut to do. Sometimes,
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this even went as far as refusing to endorse Administration
measures in Congress. An examrple was the 1957 Civil Rights Bill,
which had been introduced'by the Adminis‘rztion, but had a vital
part cut out by Congress. The President indicated no interest
in retaining the deleted portions of the bill, which would have
strengthened it. Because the President often felt it was not the
Executive's position to comment on an issue or a bill, the press,
and the public was less informed than it should be. One reporter
in 1954 noted that g scrutiny of White House press conferences
disclosed "A serious lack of efficiency and many a missed
opportunity for more and more specific enlightenment of the public
concerning the government of the United States."12

The exception to this rule was when Eisenhower decided an

Administration measure needed more emphasis, such as fiscal respon-

sibility. Cebell Phillips, writing in New York Times liagazine,

August 16, 1959, said that "By actual count, he [Eisenhower]
referred to it [iiscal responsibility] 22 times in his press
conferences up to the end of July."13

Eisenhower generally was not an opinion leader, via the
press conferences. His slackening use of the opening statement
indicates this, as well as the fact that he let the reporters

guide the meetings, rsther than exercising presidential prerogative,

Techniques

The press conference was the reporters' only tool to reaching
the President during the Eisenhower years. Reporters never saw
Eisenhower in private, nor were they granted special interviews.

Hegerty, in a letter to an editor early in 1953, explained,
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I regret very much th:t it will not be possible for me to
grant you the weckly interview with the President which you
reauest. LDver since his nomination, he has been forced to
adopt a policy of not granting special interviews or writing
individual articles for individual reporters or publications
e o e it is simply iEPOSf&ble for him to give exclusive
intervievws with any one.

Eisenhower's press conferences mostly were the same as his
predecessor's in form=t. He held them in the same fourth floor
conference room of the old State Department building, and
utilized about 30 minutes to answer questions. He always arrived
promptly, after the reporters were scated and waiting. He stood
behind a desk to receive the questions, and a rule was that
reporters had to identify themselves before posing a question.
Eisenhower, like other presidents, picked his guestioners, Yet,
he rarely played favorites,15and was not criticized among reporters
for being p:rtial to those asking only easy questions. A
reporter's ability to jump quickly to his feet with "Hr. Presi-
dent" accounted mostly for his being called upon. While accerting
questions, Eisenhower shzred the podium with no one, quite unlike
Lyndon Johnson, who brought guests at times at answer questions.
Furthermore, there was no exchange between Hagerty and the
newspaper corps during the conference.

However, Eisenhower did make ébme drastic changes in the
nevis conference, too. His contribution to the institutionalization
of the nevis conference was considerable because he: 1) allowed
for the first time direct quotes through a White House transcript
service; 2) allowed radio networks to tape the conferences and use
the materizl verbatim; 3) brpught in television film cameras, and

16

"still" cameras. No other president had ventured to do enything

like this, and especially the direct quotation and television
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filming marked a change from which the presicdential news confer-
ence could never return. All of this was subject to White louse
censorship, but centrols ﬁere not exercised by Hagerty or his
staff.

The filming of press conferences for television use was met
generzlly with praise, although some of the nevwspaper reporters
grumbled th:t it would turn the news conference into a "circus".
The broadcast media, of course, were elated. Frank Stanton, pres-
ident of the Columbia Broadcasting System, Inc., noted it was

a logical @evelopment of news coverage . . . such news cover-—
age should go toward sustaining the high level of political
interest and participation . .« which radio.andlgv helped

to cre-te during the past presidential campaign.

The presicdent of the National Association of Radio and TV
Broadcasters said television film coverage of news conferences
is "being aprlauded by bro:dceasters and television viewers through-
out the nation . . . . "i°

In addition to film for television and newsreel cameras,
permission wes given for the first time for "still" photographers
to operate during the conferences. Hagerty sugrested that all
this was being done so the publiec could know of the Precident
through his own words and actinns and not just the printed word.
He szid editing of the sound movies was done by his office so the
White House could remain in control of the spoken word of the
20

President.

About this time, at the beginning of 1953, the New York Times

began to print the press conference proceedings in full, due to
tie allowance of direct quotation. RBefore that, questions had

been verbatim and replies in indirect discourse.
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Only one more step remained for the LEisenhower Administration

to take in precs conforence coverage: the live, televised confer-
ence, However, Hagerty néver saw this innovation as something of
value for Eisenhower. "I'm afraid we would be forced to have some
system of submitt.ng written que~ti~ns in advance," he once said,
"and thet jurt wouldn't be a frece and open news ccnference."gl
Undoubtedly, he was worrid that the President would make a slip
which could not be retracted in time., At any rate, it was left to
John Kennedy to hold the first live, televised conference, a credit
to a man who was quite at ease in front of the public, and was
admired by reporters for his adeptness in the news conference situ-
ation.

Eisenhower utilized few other techniques to mold his press
conferences to sit his style. He used the opening statement, for
instance, but only about half the time he held conferences, with
a marked fa'ling off in frequency as the Administration progressed.
The opening stetement was used to bring up subjects the Fresident
wished to discuss, but was afraid he wouldn't be asked, or to
give his statement in advance of an anticipated difficult ques-
tion. At times, reporters neglected to ask him about topics he
wished to explain. Once he thanked a reporter for asking a certain
question.ngnother time, at the end of his press conferencerof
June 18, 1958, after the "Thank you, Mr. Frecident", Eisenhower
said in frustraticn, "llo one gives me an opportunity to talk about
defense."23

Backgrounding, something which Fran“lin Roosevelt practiced
with relish and¢ other presidents foliowed, bec:me impossible in

a televisisn era. Tisenhower resorted to the background dinner,
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and other Administrstion offiecials held similar secssions for

chosen reprorters and columnists. During the Eisenhower Admin-
istration, backgrounding ﬁas at the'dcpartmental level, because
the Iresident did not see reporters except at news Canerences.g4

Although Eisenhower seemed well-adjusted in his meetings with
the newsmen, his press conferences gencrally were formal, with
little bantering back and forth as with Frenklin Roosevelt or with
Truman. He was courteous pnd tried to answer the reporters' ques-
tions, but somehow was a little far-removed from them. Roosevelt
for instance, would call reporters by their first names; Eisenhower
rarely, if he remembered a newsman's name at all.25 Even his
off-the-record dinners for selected members of the press corps
were more of a business than social nature.

Eisenhower's attitude toward the press conference undoubtedly
was a reflection of his attitude toward the presidency as a whole:
he considered it his duty. ZTolitics neve<r had been his game, and
he did not crnsider himself a politicign, but a unifier. Richard
Neustadt rcmarked: "He came to crown a reputation, not to make
one. He wanted to be arbiter, not master. His love was not for

26 Cne reporter belileves

power, but for duty--sznd for status,"
Eisenhower did not consider the presidency the high point of his
cereer, when he heerd him say at a private dinner, "The pecak, the
climax of my cereer came on liay &, 1945 , ., . . That's What I was

trained for,”d7demonstrating his feeling for his army careecr.

Eisenhower press conference ability
Eisenhover's press conference record generally is one of

passivity, despite the fact that he innovated television coverage
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and direct quotntion, something which denotes at least intrrest
in the conference. Although the President was briefed by Hagerty
and other aide: before eaéh conference on possible questions and
answers,Ege often secmed at a loss for informction in answer to
a question. Tossibly tiis was because more and more, presidents
are being involved in a wide range of events, foreign and dome:stic,
that require their attention. It is difficult to know about every-
thing. Yet, Eisenhower left the impression that he was not always
informed about wh:t was going on around him, answering that some
matter hadn't been brought to his desk, or telling a reporter he
was giving the Iresident new information.

An example is furnished by a quéstion Alice Dunnigan, Asso-
ciated Negro Press, asked the Fresident September 30, 1953 at a
news ccnference:

Q. Recently a stetem=ant from the Department of Defense indicatec
that integr-tion in schools on military posts may be delayed
until 1955, I understand thst Sen. Humphrey has brought this
matter to your attention by letter, stuting that such delays
were unnecessary and in that . . .

. (intcrposing) Who brought it to me?

. Sen, Humphrey of Minnesota.

. I haven't seen it.

. 1 haven't seen the letter.

A
Q
A
Q. You haven't seen it?
A
G

» Do you have any comment on this issue?

A, No T h@gen't. This is the first time thct it has come up
this fall,

In light of what researchers have indicated of the Eisenhower
fdministretion, this impression is palpable., The Eisenhower presi-

dency 1s likened to a military system in which Eisenhower was the
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ceremonial chief of state and subordinates ran the show. Often
the decisions were made without the Chief Executive. "Eisenhower,"
wrote Richzrd Neustadt, "bécame typically the last man in his office
to know tangible details and the last to come to grips with acts
of chdice."ao
When the reporters, often specialists in a field, queried
the Prcoident about a specific topic, he bried to answer then, but
often gave an answer that might better have been left unsaid. This
was due partly to the President's lack of lnowledge on some subjects.
It also was due to the President's habit of constructing sentences
as he thought. Thus, the answers often were lost in grammatical
confusion. His meaning "sometimes was so obscure in his unparsed
sentences that reporters had to give up," one reporter remarked.51
His language, though simple, often wandered and became the subject
of a parody which was circulated among the press corps at that
time, recasting Abrzham Lincoln's Gettysburg isddress in Iisenhower
language. It was amazingly typical in its take-off on the Presi-
dent's grammatical construction and characteristic of his attitude
on the more controversial issues:
I haven't checked these figures, but 87 years ago, I think it
was, a number of individuals organized a governmental set-up
here in this country. I believe it covered certain Easterm
areas, with this idea they were following up based on a sort
qf gapional_inqependence arrangegent and the program ggat every
individual is Jjust as good as every other individual,
However, Eisenhower's fondness for long, vague replies may
have been a strength to his press conference technique. His replies
were given in an informal manner such as Franklin Roosevelt would

have used. The reporters understood him, despite his syntux and

scrembled rhetoric.35 Reporters have pointed out that John Kennedy,
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a master at press conferences, often had the same wandering gram-
matical canstruction.54

The public did not séem to mind the Eilsenhower English. When
he appezred before them, they understood him through his general,
down-to-eartn terms on less than down-to-earth subjects. In addi-
tion, the President's sincerity in trying to explain scmething was
a virtue in the eyes of the public.

It is to Eisenhower's credit thet he did not make use of
the "no coment" device until his September 30 conference, and then
used it sparingly. Often he would rerly to an inguiry that he
would find out the answer and report it during the next conference.
Sometimes he would say he would not answer a question, then, "But
I will say . « . " and proceed to supply an answer. It was to his
credit that he was the first president to allow direct quotation,
while having the least reason to want to be quoted, because of his
grammar.,

The Fresident was not always amiable and even-dispositioconed.
He could have a sharp answer for a reporter who probed too deep or
too hard. In fact, his temper was well-known -to the Washington
corraspondents. A number of examples are found in his press confer-
ences, some of them rather famous, such as the time he was asked
if, to balance the budget, he would be willing to do without the
pair of helicopters that had been proposed for getting him out to
the golf course a little faster. To thot, the President coldly
replied, "Well, I don't think much of thut question . . . ."22and
turned away to someone else,

"The storrmiest White House confirence" or recent yezrs, ac-

cording to James Reston, took place Hovember 11, 1953, when Raymond
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P. Brandt of the St. Louis lost-Dispateh touched off a stream of

gquestions from reportcrs about administrcztion policies. Brandt
asked whether the Presidenf knew in advance of Attorney General
Brovnell's recent speech in Chicago regarding Harry Dexter White
and whether he was consulted as to plans "to bring the White story
out." Brandt also asked whether the President thought the Congress
should subpoena a Supreme Court justice (Clark). He asked further
vhether the .idrministration's "action in virtually putting a label
of traitor on a former President is 1likely to damage our foreign
relations." Eisenhower would not answer the questions, and when
others tried related queries, he flatly said that he was "going

to answer this last question right now on this subject for this
morning at 1east."36

The conference got wide attention in the press, and was nmade

the subject of a special article in the Nieman Reports in whick full

text of the unofficial transcript was printed. One forsign corre-
spondent remarked that no European premier or foreign minister
"would dream of according the press the privilege accorded to it
by President Eisenhower.“57

During his televised press conferences, Eisenhower portrayed
a grandfatherly, assuring leader to the people at lafge. He wes
able to project sincerity, although he was not as good at mustering
the inspirational appeal of Roosevelt. However, the people raliied

behind thelr Irezident, upon viewing the onslauzgat of rsporters

b R & 4%
Files in Shie

apaiust one wan at the televised mross coufanrance:

ol

Eisenhower Libra:y reflect the fcelings of many persons who told
the President to conduct conferences "in the way you wish", and to

keep the correspondents in their place. Several said Eisenhower
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should not hold press conferences if he did not feel like it,58
perhaps indicating that part of the public does not realize the

press conference is largely for the people.

Relations with Reporters
Shortly after Eisenhcwer took office, it was rumored that
the President was thinking of not holding press conferences at all.
The President—-elect had said he felt he didn't need to hold a con-
ference at least until he had something to say. However, he had
a press secretary adept and shrewd enough to realize that the press
conference not only satisfied the press' quest for information, it
also kept public attention focused on the chief executive, his
policies and actions. Following Eisenhower's first three conferences
Murray Snyder, assistent press secretery, said reception to these
had "been excellent, and we also find th:t there has been a consid-
erable improvement in the Administr tion's relstions with the press
since we have been in office. The President is pleased . . . . n39
Eisenhower had one of the longest honeymoon periods of any
president in his relations with the newsmen. For the most part,
reportcrs treated him kindly and with respect, and did not demand
too much of him. This had a lot to do with his acceptance by the
public--the ex-war hero, the non-partisan President, the man of
peace. Iisenhowcr came to the presidency with a high prestige thzat
stayed th.t way throughout his terms. His fatherly imuage and dignity
gave the nation a sense of solidarity, and his era lacked the
criticism that hud been popular under Truman. One historian wrote:
Dwight D. Eisenhower's grent strength as Fresident was as a
unifier of the nsation, an accorodaztor rather than a provoker

of controversy, a man of decency and dignity, a man who blurred
ilssucs, a tranquilizer rather than z stimulant. He was a men
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who, when he saw a cloud on the horizon, looked for the silver
lining, a man who, after a gener- tion of depression, wsr, conten-
tion and divisionsuan the nation, was an optimistic and at-
trective mediator. :

Cornwell remzrks that Lisenhower's large public following
protected him from any criticism by the mass media. The revorters,
aware of this popularity, were disinclined to court disfavor among
their readers and Republican editors by saying harsh things about

+ It was not until a few years into the Eisenhower

the war hero.
presidency that newsmen began to be critical of Eisenhower. Robert

L. Riggs, chief of the Washington bureau of the Louisville Courier-

Journal in April, 1954, said "there was a lengthy period when it
appeered that they (editors) hzd adopted permanently the slogan:
Let's not be beastly to Eisenhower."
Qur questions are beginning to sound like brief lectures--and
not too brief at that. They have long apologetic introductory
sentences. TEEy convey regret at bringing up unpleasant sub-
Jects « & o &

Riggs said it is vitally important to the country's welfare
and to the hezlth of the newspaper business thst "the editors have
finally recovered from their school-girl infatuation and are able
once more to cast intellectually mature aznd skeptical glances at
Washington.“45

Eisenhower kept his relatiens with the nevsmen cordial and
cooperative, but never intimate. He did not see reporters socially,
as dié Lyndon Johnson, but instead was more inclined to socialize
with publishers.44 Although most of the reporters respected him,
he kept them at a distance. This probably saved him from some of

the personal criticism Johnson faced as Fresident. Reporters never

complained that lisenhower was "using" them to his advantage.
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The Editor and Yublisher staff noted that the President,

at the end of his presidential career, "had departed from our
midst neither liked nor disliked--but pretty much unknown."45
The reference was to the President's cordial, but distsnt, relations
with newsmen.

Despite this distance, reporters must have seen Lisenhower
as trying to be fair with them. He was willing as no other presi-
dent before him to risk direct gquotation of his remarks and to try
to give the nevsmen fair answers, decpite the slips which occurred.
One reporter explained respectfully, "He took on all questions,"46
a feat which most presidents will not attempt.

At the end of his Administration, Eisenhower was asked by a
reporter if he thought the press had been fair to him in its ques-
tioning. The President replied, "Well, when you come right down

to it, I don't see that a reporter could do much to a President,

do you?"47

Press Secretzary

Whatev: r success Eisenhower did have with the press can be
accounted for largely becausé of his press secretary, Hagerty.
Hagerty reportedly was the reason the President decided to go ahead
with the conferences in the first prlace, and the reason for his
later televised conferences.

The press secretary, a bespectacled Irishman with a winning
smile, had lifted the press secretcryship to its highest level of
efficiency. It was he who kept the press briefed during the long
periods of the I'resident's illnesses; it was he who daily met the

nevsren to give them the information they needed to appease their
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editors; it was he who briefed the Fresident and worked with him
to polish every press-President performance. James Marlow, Asso-
cited Press news analyst, in a column shortly before Eisenhower
left office, paid Hagerty this tribute:

Hagerty . . . was to a large extent the President's eyes and

ears in the world of general news. He was mrmore than that.

He not only was a buffer between the President and the tress

to a degrce unmetched in this century, he was also times
without number Eisenhower's mouthpiece.48

Summary of Lisenhower Press Conference Skill

In summarizing, Eisenhower brought to the presidency and
press cenference no previous political skills, but a military
background. He met with the press rather infrequently, on the
average of twice a ronth. Moreover, theré were long stretches
during which time he did not meet with the press at all. He seemed
to consider the press conference a duty only, and might not have
held any conferences at all if his press secretery had not urged
him to do so.

Eisenhower was not an active opinion lesder in his press
conferences, taking little opportunity to express presidential
opinion on domestic issues which were raging in the country. This
lack of leadership is evidenced by the fact that he used opening
statements only about one-half the time, and by the fact that he
would not talk about some subjects he did not feel fitting to the
president's attention. He was most adept at answering gquestions
on foreign matters.

During his press ccnfcrences, Eisenhower stood behind a2 desk
to address the reporters. He shared the podium with no one.
Reporters had to identify themselves before asking questions. Yet,

the I'rc:ident rarely played fevorites, and while he did not call

reporters by nare, he did not ignore them, either. le gave little
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extra background information because he held only formél, on-the-
record press conferences that alloved for little give and take
between President and press. Eisenhower was not accessible to the
newsmen, seeing them only in press conferences and once in a great
while at a background dinner.

Eisenhower did enhance the press conference favorably by
instituting the direct quotation and bringing in live and "still"
cameras for photographing the events. His personal image over
television was favorable although he did not particularly work at
presenting himself favorably.

Eisenhower had a passive quality at press conferences. He let
the reporters guide the meetings. He often was at a loss for
answers, and left the imprecsion that he was the last to know what
was going on in his own presidency. His grammar and syntax were
soretimes poor, and he gave long, vague replies. This perhaps was
not a disadventage, because most newsmen understood him quite well,
end he reflected a sincere image of trying to answer almost all
guestions put before him in the berst way he could; he used no comment
sparingly. For these reasons, the public identified him as a
personable president.

Eisenhower displayed a quick temper at times, but his relations
with newsmen generally were cordial and rost of the reportcrs liked
him. He was not intimete with reporters, but this did not seem a
hinderance in his relaticns with them, for they never accused him
of trying to get sorething from them. He enjoyed a long honeymoon

period with them, in fact his whrle presidency.
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JOHN F. KENNEDY

Although this discussion focuses on the press conference
styles of Lyndon Johnson and Dwight Eisenhower, a discussion of
the Frecident between them is much in order. It will lend insight
for comparison into the problems that Johnson faced following a
Fresident so full of charm and so adept at handling his press con-
ferences.

Most veteran Wushington newsmen agree that in his press con-
ference technique Kennedy never has had an equal. He was scintil-
lating and brilliant, and gave relaxed and professional perfor-
mances., The Kennedy intellect and charm could only help his press
conference ability. The newsmen enjoyed his conferences, and it
seemed thct the Iresident enjoyed himself, too.

The Kennedy Administrstion attempted to be more persconal than
the Eisen“:ower Adrinistrstion. The reporters hzd direct access
to presidertial advisers and to the Iresident. In its nearly three
years in office, the Kennedy Admiristration in its relations with
the news media and their persornel gencraily enjoyed a degree of
warmth, accessibility and cordiality unmatched by any previous
administration.49

Innovations affecting White Hruse relztions with the press
included: 1live teleca:ts and broadcasts of news conferences;
exclusive interviews; unusual intimacy with certain reporters;
luncheons with groups of newsmen to discuss matters of public con-
cern; a shift in the scheduling of news conferences mostly to
afterncons so that nc morning session was held between March 21 and

the final one on November 14, 19"5.50
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Of course, no administration is without criticism. During

Kennedy's presidency, reporters complained of '"managed" news and
suppression and distortioﬁ, especially during the Cuban crisis,
and of favoritism of certain reporters. The President and the
press often clashed on the press' responsibilities, and Kennedy
would lecture the precs on its role during times of crisis.

But the Kennedy news conference stands out to most hewsmen
as the bect example of presidential press conferences, at least
since Roosevelt. The Kennedy conferences were "relaxed", one
reporter said, and he believed that the press conference under
Kennedy "helped to make Kenrnedy" a good public ima;_*e.51

As in the Eisenhower Administration, the frequency of news
conferences held by Kennedy was variable., In 1961, he held 19;
in 1962, 27 and in 1963, 17, including one at Bonn, Germany and one
with business editors. The total Kennedy conferences were 6% in
34 months, or slightly fever than Eisenhower had in a similar
span.52 Kennedy also was away from Washington more than Eisenhower
--215 days as against 195 for the former President in an equiva-
lent period.55

It is significant that Lyndon Johnson did not follow the
large, formal news conference format of Kennedy during his first
few months in office. The news conference had become highly insti-
tutionalized at the end of the Kennedy Administration, and the next
President attempted to c~pe with that through emphasis on more
inforral, intimate affairs where rerorters and the presifent could

establish rapport.



The Johnson Yress Conference

Frequency
Johnson held news cénferences on the average of 2.1 per

month, Although the number of Johnson conferences does not compare
favorably with other presidents, such as Franklin Roosevelt or
Truman, it must be rcalized that Johnson met quite frequently with
reyporters in backgrovnding sessions, off-the-record dinners, or for
individual interviews. Actually, no president ever made himself
more accescsible to the press than Lyndon Johnson. He always was
ready to meet with nevismen in small groups or privately, outside
the nevs conferences. He was quite sensitive about this, too,
wanting the reporters to realize and appreci:ste his accessibility.
Cnce, during a press conference in 1965, he was quertioned about
the format of press confrrences to come. At the very next confer-
ence, he spent a considerable amount of time giving the newsmen
statistics on the number of press ccnferences he had held to date,
whether they were with adequate advsnce notice, off-the-record, or
televised. He also informed them of a number of other times in which
he had made himself available, including lengthy walks, airplane
flights, and even a barbecue at the Johnson ranch, At the same
conference, he reminded newsmen that it was his prerogative to
choose the time, place and metliod of meeting:

First of all, I regard my own responsibility in this field as

making available to all of you all the information that I CEI,

consictent with the national interest . . . . How and where I

do th:t is & decision that I reserve for myrelf . ., . .

Second, I consider it the responsibility of the press to report

those fects to the American public as fully as possible and in

the bert perepective possible. The press, of crurse, has the
right and has the duty to comment on the facts o . . .
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Therefore, I plan to see the press at many different times

in many different ways if you are willing. I will, howevcr,
try to follow the standing practice of holding at least one
press conference a month of the nature which you describe as
ample advsnce notice, covggage by all media, full dress--even
white ties if you choose.

During this press confcrence, Johnson very simply explained

his feelings about the presidential press conference.

By yeers, the Johnson press conferences were as follows:59
19635-64 25
1965 17
1966 41
1967 2
1968~69 20

Content

Both foreign and domestic questions came up frequently in
Johnson press conferences, but because of the Vietnam wsr, Johnson
increasingly was confronted with Vietnam-related issues, among
them, the war, troops, prisoners of war, Cambodia, Laos, South
Vietrnsmese leadership and Congressional murrurings. Generszlly,
he answered these questions, but rarely to the satisfaction of
reporters, who found themselves being less and less sure of his
answers. Often he was evasive, or would give a standard answver
that the Adrinistrztion's course in Vietnam is in the best interess

60or, especially after Vietnam became & r:al issue,

1:61

of the nstion,

"I don't heve any informztion that you do not have.
Cther frecuent news conference topics logically included

politics, congressional bills, civil rights, the opinicn polls and

the Dominican Rerublic. Iolitical cuestions included congressional

elections, and alse Johnson's own plans of whether or rnot he

wou:ld seek the nominstion of his party. This question especially

was prevalent during the period before the 1964 election, and
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Johnson was naturally evasive in most of his answers. Like
Eisenhower was with McCarthy, Johnson rarely would take the op-
portunity to swipe at a mémber of the opposition, including George
Wallace.

The FPresident used his press conference time quite regularly
to announce ajrointments. He usually did this during opening
statements, giving reporters a chance to follow-up with questions.
He was not without surprises. Veteran newsman Hugh Sidey recounts
an incident when after three months of sezsrching for a new under
secretary of state, Johnson made a surprise announcenent at one of
his office news conferences. "In an 'oh, by the way' manner in
answer to a question . . . he said he had decided thzt Attorney

62 Whet

Gencral Nicholas de B. Katzenbach was to be the man."
topped it all off, Sidey said, is that he denied he had planned
the announcement to be so casual, although reporters had been told
beforehand by aides to ask the question.

Johnscn frequently invited aides and other top Administration
officials to news conferences to give reporters the benefit of
their knowledge. While this gave the Administration policies more
publicity, it also helped reporters who might have had to go to other
sources if the Fresident didn't hsve the full details.

Finally, the content of Johnson's news confcrences reflects
a thorough knowledge of what was happening in the press. The Fresi-
dent fregquently wovld refer to a newspaper story or editorial he
had seen, or comment on an erroneous account that he wanted to set
straight. This is in contrast to Eisenhower, who reportedly skim-
med the newsiapers, if he read ther at all. Also unlike Eisen-

hover, Johnson often would call reporters by name. All this
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reflected the interest Johnson had in press relutions and his

orientation towards news.,

Techniques

The varied settings of the Jonnson press conferences were
the most striking techniques the President used to enhance his
meetings with the press. When Johnson took over the presidency on
the death of Kennedy, he resorted to his old practice as GSenate
majority leader: highly irnformal meetings with small groups of
reporters. These intinate press conferences werc practiced through-
out his presidency, although he made use, too, of the larger formal
meetings and televised conferences of the Kennedy era.

The informal meetings began sormewhat abruptly shortly after
Johnson took office. On December 7, 1963, he told FPierre Salinger,
his first press secretary, to invite the reporters in for a chat.
It was Ssturday and only a few surprised regorters were around.65

Johnson held many such unannounced-in-advance sessions, much
to the ire of the reporters who might miss the show if they did not
stay around on weekends. dJohnson continued them despite the fact
thet this was one of the wedges he drove between himself and the
press corps, which was irritated because it never knew what to
expect.

Shortly after the first ome Bf these informal aessions, the
Iresident was asked if this was the type of press conference he
intended to hold, or whether fhis was just an interim meeting. His
answer should hrve forewuarned all:

I would say thaet we are going to maintain an adequate flow of
informstion to the press at all times in the best manner we

can. Ve will do what comes naturally. Maybe it will be a
meeting of this kind today, maybe a televised meeting tomorrow,
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with meybe a coffee sessicn the next day. We don't want tc be
too rigid. We always want to be flexible. OCne thing, though,
thet we are detirrined to do is to let you know as much about
whut goes on in your house and your government as we possibly
can, consistent only with the intgaests of our country and
self-preservation of our country.

The President did not stick solely to the informal confer-
ence in his office, He tried all angles with the reporters, in a
number of places, walking with them on the White House lawn, sitting
on a bale of hay at the Johnson ranch, in Air Force One, at dinners
and barbecues. He seemed to like the variety, to change the sce-
nery occasionally.

Christian said Joknson preferred the informality of office
nevws confcrences (other informal types, also) to the rigidity of
televisicn appearances and "never entertained the thought of
changing the habit."65ﬂlthough the Fresident did not regard tele-
vision as his medium, he held reasonably frequent press conferences
over television and addressed the nation often in formal broad-
casts. Johnsen noted once during a press conference that he had
been criticized for using television so freauently, which amounted

66 This was twice

to 58 times in 1965 in rejporting to the people.
as often as Kennedy.67 Nevertheless, his technique apparently
was successful in getting his image to the people: an August 1,
1965 Gallup Foll found that 66 per cent of a national sample had
seen or heard at least one presidential press conference during
the previous six months.68

Though still experimenting with locale, Johnson adopted most
of the Kennedy precedents. These included the opening statement
and backgrounding.

Johns~n used the opening stutement more than half the time,

at both forrmal and informal cenferences, and more than his prede-
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cessor. He propagandized his ideas and his programs by reading
statements of his views at the opening of televised press confer-
ences, before television viewers had grown tired or confuced and
had turned the dial to something else. Jack Bell said this was one
way Johnson used the institution of the press conference to project
to the peorle the image he wanted them to have of him.69

Johnson often exercised control over his press conferences
by using the same technidues for countering reporters as did other
presidents: calling on reporters he wanted to have question him,
refusing t~ answer them or turning t@em aside if they were too
persistent. /[n example is furnished by the questioning about a
oenate investigation of Bobby Bsker, secretary to the majority in
the Senzte. Johnson made a brief statement about gifts the two
exchen:ed, then shut reporters off with a "that is all I have %o
say about it and all I know about it."7o

As for the televised press conference, Johnson made no in-
novations in the time of day it was held. Richard Nixon has ini-
tiated the nighttime televised conference, but Johnson stuck to
a late morning or mid-afternoon schedule,

Johnson's primary contribution to television exploitation,
as pointed out, was the televised announcement, sometimes impromptu
such as the time he raced with a police escort to the television
station to announce a strike settlement, and sometimes planned

71

in advance. Facilities were installed in the White House for
such spur-of-the-moment appearances.

Summarizing, Johnson's techniques for the rost part were not
any different from those of Kennedy and Eirenhower, although more

flexible., The institutionalizazation of the press conference had
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been completed by the time he was Fresident, with the final touch,
the live televicsion performance, being added during the EKennedy
prcsidency. There were n~ further steps forward, so Johnson took
them backward, through the use of the informal, intimate meeting.
Although these meetings caused him problems with the press he was
trying to please because they often were unannounced and few news-
men could attend, they were very much in the simple, informal style
of Johnson. He worked best with individuels, or in small groups.

He liked the intimate atrosrhere, something which stemmed from his
Southwestern, ranch-gtyle life as opposed to the mere formal, intel-
lectual atrosphere of Kennedy, who, it seemed, enjoyed the mass,
televised appesrances. Hoivever critical the reporters were of the
informal c-nferences, they were a logical step for a President who
wished to retain some of the intimacy of the Frenl:lin Roosevelbt era,
some of the give-and-take that only can be found in more informal

meetings.

Johnson's I'ress Conference Ability
Lyndon Johnson ranks as roderately successful in his press
conference perforrmance. He general 'y was adept at answering gques-
tiong, &lthough at times his answers were not ver: satisfactory.
His grammar was good. But he was lacking in that essential element
th: ¥ made the conferences of his predecessor so much better:
charm, He could never reach the public or the press in the manner
that most of his predecessors could, through means of personality.
+ « . anyone who has ever sat with lMr. Johnson in that handscme
oval office off the Ro:e Garden knews whst an incredibly good
teacher and persuasive advocate he cen be. The pity is that

Iyndon Johnson co%édn't transfer these skills to TV or some
other open forum.
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Of ccurse, the Johnson perscnality alone could not account

for his problers wit: the press and the public; 1t was not simply
a matter of lack of charm; Additional factors will be discussed
later in this study.

All t»is does not mean Johnson was not adept at presenting
his point. TIMuch has been written about "the Johnson treatment", a
tern used to describe Johnson's methods of obtaining what he wanted,
dating from his Benate days. This method of cajolery possibly was
effective, considering the amount of legislation credited to the
Senator.

The Trestment could last ten minutes or four hours. It came,
enveloping its target, at the LBJ ranch swimming pool, in one
of LBJ's offices, in the Senate cloakroom, on the floor of the
Senate itself--vherever Johnscn micht finéd a fellow Senator
within his reach. Its tone c~uld be suprlicstion, accusation,
cajolery, exuberance, scorn, tears, complaint, the hint of
threat. It uves all of these togethcr, It ran the gamut of
human erotions., lts velocity was bresthtaking, and it was all
in one direction. Intcrjections from the target were rare.
Johnson anticipated them before they could be spoken. ile moved
in close, his face a scant millimeter from his target, his
eyes widening ané narrovwing, his eyebrows rising and falling.
From his pockets poured clippings, memos and statistics. Nim-
iery, humor, and the genius of analogy made The Treutment an
almost hyp%otic experience and rendered the target stunned and
helpless./

The "treatment" was used after Johnson became President, and
somewhat in news conferences to the disgust of some rerorters. Rowland
Evans and Robert Novek report that when the "treatment" dominated
news confercnces, a sour note entered the President's relations
with the press:

Reporters en masse didn!t like being on the receiving end of
The Trectrent. Johnson s failure to understand that annoyed
the press, which in turn made Johnson ineréasingly wary and
suspicious. Unable to tame the press as he tamed so many
Benators, he feolishly took offense at routine auestions, and

was ouick to find a daHble meaning in the most innocent point
raised by a reporter.



56

Johnson found one other obstacle in his press conference
mastery, the televised news conference. While Kennedy enjoyed
the theatrical atmosphere, Johnson in his first recorded sessions
for television was uneasy and wary. He had trouble taking up too
much time with unimportant subjects during his opening statements.
He improved with time, of course. When the Fresident went on tele-
vision in the early spring of 1264 for an hour's conversation with
three newsmen, he was edgy at first; as the program progressed,
his natural eloguence came through. Walter Lippman said of the
interview that the Fresident

has no reason to worry about himself as a performer on TV , .

« » In his interview . . . he was never at a loss for words or
facts, or for grammer and syntax . . . and . . . aware not only
of the measning of the questions put tg .him but of how his answer:
would be taken by the great audience.

Another newsmen noted that Johnson's performance was as
polished as Lennedy's had been under similar circumstances.

He was patient, philosophical, full of praise for his staff and
for Congress, unruffled by hard questions and as nonpartisan as
the Twenty-third I'salm. He might not be a "grest™ President,
but he would be ®a people's President"™, whose administration
would be ¥compassionate". All in all, it was a solid exhi-
bition for the ggesident who was pre-enpting the middle of the
political road.

Johnson was a powerful President, in that he knew what to do
with the skills embodied in his office, but he never was quite able
to sell his philosophies to the press or the public, There was
nothing weak sbout his leadership, said a press secretary, but
there wss somet.  ing woefully amiss in his handling of the powers of

persuasion and communicastion so desperately needed by national

leaders:
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At least some of this was due to his inability--ocur inability
--to communicate successfully to the news media and through the
news medis . . . . Yerhaps God saves the Republic from dicta-
tors by giving all of-its leaders an Achilles heel. A combin-
ation of the Johnson drive and ability and the Kegnedy charm
and youthful appeal would have been devastating.

Relati~ns with Revorters

No president in the history of the nation has ever devoted so
much time to rerorters. Jo'nson was generous with the press. Besides
his press c-nferences, he included them in social activities and
on a personal basis., He occasionally walked into the press lobby
between arointments just to say hello and tell one of his many
stories. But his "lover's aquarrel" with the news media, as he
called it, became more of an all-out war by the end of his term in
office,

It was not always that way. dJohnson succeeded to the presi-
dency with & sympathetic press. He was the man to carr; the country
through the terrible grief of a President's death, and the press
understood the problems he faced as he tried to draw the country
together.

But the honeymoon period waned fast. Newsmen could not forget
Johnsonis Senate days when he had a reputation as a whiner, a
needler, a ran who would call a reporter in to praise a story or to
bawl him out.

Johnson felt that the never r.ally had a chance with the press.
In some caser, this was true. The drawling Texan had replaced a
Fresident much respected by the Iastern liberal press, a man edu-
cated in the right places, who had an ability to get things scross.
vome reporters never forgave Johnson for being from Texas, for

- - '7
heving gone to a little teachers' co}lege.’9 The new President
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bothered their vanities by letting his hair down Jjust as he had
¥

done in earlier days., HNMany reporters felt Johnson s personal habits
were not befitting the office of president. Kennedy never would
have shown the scar of a gall bladder operation or tugged at the
ears of a pet beagle. Johnson's vocabulary became famous ("I've

got ezrphones in lioscow and lianila, earphones in Rangoon and ear-
phones in Haroi, and all I heer on them is, 'F---- you, Lyndon

fn)go

Johnson. For these personal reasons, many reporters just did

not like the man, believing him to be an embarrassment to the
office he held,tL

Other things affected his press relations to a greater extent.
Some of them were minor, but became major the more they were prac-
ticed. For instance, Johnson refused to announce his press confer-
ences, although he surely must have known the newsmen did not like
it when they were not informed one was coming. It put ther in a
bad spot with their editors when they missed a conference. For
another, just as in his Senaste days, Johnson was thin-skinned. He

became furious when newsmen criticized him in the press, and he

sgid so. John Cauley, Washington bureau chief for the Kansas City

Star, recounted the time Johnson called Jack Bell from his office
about a book Bell had written on the Fresident. "There must be
something bad in it, you haven't sent me a copy," Johnson told
Bell. Something was said on the other end, and Johnson said, "You
newspanermen are Jjust like the Ku Klux Klan--a closed society.”82
Unfortunetely, the men who were in the position to say the most

about the Fresident, the columnists, often were the ones with whom

he had the worst rapport.
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Johnson at times left newsmen in the dark about his plans.

He handled his own press releticns, @nd so his press secretary

could not inform the presé because he himself was not informed.

The President also cut off the ready access the reporters formerly
had enjoyed to other White House staff for backgrounding. Christian
admitted, "We tried without success to keep certain staffers away
from the press. At times, the White House was like a sieve, "2
News leaks infuriated the President, because he wanted to control
the Adrinistration's news.

Many newsmen disliked Johnson because they thought he was
using ther for his own purposes. One researcher said that Johnson
seriously misunderstood the relationshiv of a politician, even if
he is the President, to the report. rs who cover him. He gave as
an exzmprle the time when Johnson told a group of reporters shortly
after he beceme Yresident, "You fellows play ball with me, and I'1l1l
make you big men."gbr

Johnson was "direct and unabashed in his efforts to woo
re;:orters."85 Il’vans and liovek, in their critical review of the
Johnson presidency, said " . . . the lresident was ccenvinced that
only through manipulation of the press could he and his Adminis-

86

tration be assured of fair trectment.” They hinted that press

secretary Pierre Salinger's resignation to run for the United States
Senate from California might have been precipiated by conflicts in
press-presidency ideas between the two men:

Salinper's departure increased Johnsen's freedor to attempt

to manipulzte the press corps as though it were z conmodity
for sale, with personal favors in return for favorable stories
. » « o Jolnson s success as majority leader in cultivating

a number of submissive corre¢spondents led him to the erroneocus
conclusion thit his press relations could be solved by the art
of seduction.&?
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The newsmen did not trust Johnson. He constantly was telling
them one thing, then doing another. le would throw out a little
tidbit and then get mad wﬁen they wanted more. One of many exarples
is furnished when, at Christmas, 1964, the President told the re-
porters it would be impos: ible to keep the federal bucget under 100
billion. All the papers headlined this. Shortly, when the Presi-
dent's newly-organized budget was announced as under $#100 billion,
Johnson looked like a financial wizard and the press had helped to
enhance this wonder. On later occasions, the President seemed
deliberately to mislead reporters and the public in order to irdulge
his passion for secrecy and timing. In July, 1965, a reporter asked
if the Iresident had given any thought to whom he might name for a
vacancy on the Supreme Court. None at all, said the President.

The following day he announced Abe Fortas.88

At first, these antics we-e separate incidents. Jornson's
relations were not in too much danpger because of his honeymoon
period, followed by the Republican nomination of Barry Goldwater,
and Johnson's subsequent landslide victory at the polls. Johnson
tock the so-called mandate, and tried to keep it. Little by little,
personal quirks and international protlems chipped away at it.

Of ccnsidersble influence was the Vietnam war, and the credi-
bility gap which became more prominent as newsmen and the public
began to feel they were not gctting the facts from the President.B9
Johnson denied obvious changes in policy; he seemed to be trying
to delay the war's impact on the American pcople by creating &
false imimzressior of whit reslly wes going on. Reporters ru-tv heve
asked hundreds of questions about Vietnam; the answers they received

were never very satisfactory. In one press conference in July,



6l

1965,9Othe Fresident presented his reasons for being in Vietnan,

and then at a later conference,glwhen asked why it was wrong to

bomb the capital in North‘Vietnam and who ordered this theory into
the government's policy, Johnson had no comment. He said he had to
use his judgment, but this did not explain anything to the reporters.

Christian believes thst the use "of American military power
in the Dominican Republic opened a wedge for criticism, and Vietnam
made 1t a veriteble canyon."92 He is joined in this thought by
journalists who believe that when Johnson sent Marines into the
Dominican Republic, and aroused the wrath of the liberals, he
opened a wound in the Johnson consensus. The Prcsident insisted
upon absolute concensus, and overplayed his hand, just when Vietnam
was blooning.

Credibility became the single biggest problem in Johnson's
four years of leadership. It tainted in some way almost everything
he did. Touis Harris found in his sampling early in 1967 that
the peorle's personal cenfidence in the President was about twenty
points below their ratings of him on the conduct of the office of
the presidency and his management of the war. The feelings of
newsmen in this respect did not differ from those of the public,
for they saw him in action every day.

Johnson ended his presidency feeling he had failed in the area
of press relations. He told a reporter near the end of his
Administration:

Our most tregic error has been our inability to establish a
rapport and a confidence with the press and television--with
the cormunications media. I don't think the press has under-
stood me.%%

The tregedy, one reportrr noted, is that Johnson never

understood why he was not understood.95 Much of it had to do with
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the tactics he brought from the Hill to the White louse. IMuch
of it was his inability to master the skills of mass corrunicaticns,
inspiration and education; try as he might. NMuch of it was his use
of any means, even deviousness, to reach the end. Much of it was
his prolitical lifestyle, evident in his dealings with the news-
men who covered him and grew to mistrust him--not all of them,

of course, but many of them,

Summaryv of Johnson Press Conference Skill

Lyndon Johnson held press confcrences on the average of 2.1
per month, a poor showing. Despite this, he was more accessible to
the press than any other president. He often would meet with the
newsmen privately or in groups.

He utilized the news conference to its fullest, using it to
announce appointments and other important events, and gave opening
remcrks more than half the time. IHe asked aides and other Admini-
stration officials to participate. to give information to newsnen.

llis most striking technique was his variation of the setting
of the press conference. He liked informal, intimate meetings with
the press, but these caused him problems because he would not
announce them in advance. He also used the formal, televised confer-
ence, although he presented a poor image over television and did
not enjoy these performances. He frequently held background dinners
and met reporters for interviews., He did play favorites somewhat,
both in and out of the press conferences,

Johnson was adept at answering all questinns, but often gave
answers that were unsatisfactory to the press. ile had good grammar
but lacked charm and his style never was very warm, although he

tried to do well, His famous "treatment" at times offended the
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reporters, for the» felt he was using them and trying to get some-
thing from them,

Although Johnson waé generous with his time, he had problems
- in his press conferences and with the press in general. He had a
political background which too many persons remembered as manip-
ulative from his Senate days, and his personal gquirks irritated
newsmen, Jolnson was infuriated by news leaks and criticism in
the news media and let the press know it. He was unabashed in effort
to win the press, and turned on and off the charm at will. %The
newsmen realized this, and did not trust him. All these personal
habits and failings became evident in his press conferences.,

These problems were compounded by the fact that in his con-
ferences Joinson began telling half-truths and manipulating the
information to an extent that hurt his credibility. The credibility
gap in the Johnson Administrotion is infamous. Compounded by
international troubles in Vietnam and the Dominican Republic, this

added up to an ill feeling between the newsmen and the Fresident.
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EVALUATION

A number of noticeahle differences corme to light at the end
of this compsrison of the'press cenference skills of Lyndon Johnson
and Dwight Eisenhower,

The only similarity is in the frecuency of thelr meetings
with the press. Both met the newsmen on the averuage of about wice
a month, not very frequently. Lisenhower had the poorer record;
for long periocds he seemed to'ignore the press entirely. Johnson
was much more accessible because he would meet with reporters for
interviews.

Johnson utilized the press conference to its fullest extent,
He liked to meet with the newsmen and could not stay away from his
"affair" with the news media. Eisenhower did not even want to hold
meetings at first, and felt he did not need to hold conferences
except when he hod somet':ing specific to say.

Johnson would vary his press conference formats. He liked
informal, intimzte meetings with the newsmen, and while he did not
feel that the televised press confercrnce was his best method, he
used it. He held all kinds of meetings imaginsble with the newsren,
from those in his office to those at the Johnson ranch, Eisenhower,
on the othcr hand, never veried his format. He used the same formal,
rigid meeting each time. His confeirences always were announced in
advaonce, but Johnsen's informal meetings were not, so that they
could remain informal. This angered the newsmen who missed them.

In the press cenference, Johnscn would answer most ques-
tions, going off-the-record occasionally. But he did not give
satisfactory esnswers to questions he wanted to avoid, often reit-

erating informzticn he had given in previous conferences. This
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especially was true of questions on the most vital subject, Viectnam,
Eisenhower would not answer questions he felt demesning to the office
he held, but he used no comrent sparingly, and generally tried to
give sore sort of answer to most questions. Both presidents gave
less than satisfactory answers instead of giving no answer at all.

Eisenhower had poor grammar at times, and his answers often
were vague znd drawn out. He often did not know about a subject
the reporters brought up. However, his sincerity compensated for
this disadvantage. He projected an image of trying to be fair in
answering all cquestions, whether or not he knew the facts, and the
public and press reacted favorably to his attempts. Johnson, in
corparison, while always in command of his own presidency and press
conferences, gave the indication of trying to manipuiate the press
with his answers by withholding information or not answering truth-
fully. He lacked sincerity and personal cherm and warmth.

Eisenhower had a better image in televised press conferences
than did Johnson. He was able to project sincerity and warmth,
while Johnson seemed ill at ease in front of the camera.

As for techniques, Johnson used the opening statement to
explain his policies more than did Eisenhower, and, also unlike
Eisenhower, he used the press conference to announce appointments,
This had newsworthy appeal. Johnson czlled on newsmen by name;
reporters had to identify themselves to Eisenhower. Because
Johnson's press meetings often were informal and without television,
he could give backgro:nd information to the newsmen. Eisenhower
had to resort to background dinners. The reporters came to rely on
Eirenhower's press secretary for additional informstion, whereas

reporters under Johnson could nearly always go directly to him,



66
Both presidents stood to address the newsmen, except during John-
son's informel sessicns when he was seated. In addition, Johnson
invited aides and ﬁdminisfration officials to brief newsmen at
presidential conferences.

Fersonal qualities had a lot to do with successful projection
of the image of each president. Johnson had a political background,
and followed a presicdent popular with the press. FEisenhower was not
hindered Fy a political image, and he had fewer personal foibles
to interfere with his popularity. Johnson demonstrated a lot of
energy during his press conferences, which at times was misnlaced,
such as the time he showed newsmen his operation scar or when he
picked up his dogs by thq eers. He worked hard to woo the reporters,
turning on and off as they fell in and out of favor with him.

The newsmen resented this. Iisenhower never had these problems,
mainly because he saw the press less than Johnson and also because
he did not pull the stunts Johnson did.

Although Eisenhower would flare up during a press conference,
he soon would cool down and the matter would be forgotten. John-
son, on the other hand, would become cold and abrupt. Out of the
conference, he would seek out a reporter for a critical story he
had written and let him know he did not like it. He was very thin-
skinned, more so than Eisenhower who seemed to take criticism as
part of being l'resident. However, Eisenhower did not suffer fron
the critical remarks that Johnson did during his presidency. He
was protected by a favorable public image.

Of rost importsnce in understanding their diffe:rences was
the fact thet Eisenhower was credible and Johnson was not. The

newsnen aznd the public began to believe th:st they could not trust
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the former Senator, th:-t he did not tell them the truth about Viet-
nan, th:ct he was slipping them partial and calculated information
for his own benefit, Eisénhower always was forthright with the news.
men, however vague his answers were, and was not discovered trying
to conceal information. Teople trusted him, including newsnen.
While he was rot intimate with reporters, he did not play favorites
and so did not get into the trouble Johnson did with newsmen's
fears of being manipulated. Despite all his accessibility to the
press, Johnson suffered for it. Ke might have been better off if

he had stayed away from the corres:-ondents more than he did.
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CHAFPTTR IV

1M/ GE OF PRESIDENTS BY THEIR FUBLICS

Dwight Eiserhower and Lyndon Johnson were as different from
each other in their public images as they were in their press con-
ferences. FEisenhower never suffered from a poor public image and
generally wes well-liked by the ieople as well as the press
throughout his presidency. Johnson, on the other hand, suffered
from a decline in popul:rity grezter than thrt experienced by most
presidents in the waning yezrs of their presidencies.

Likewise, contrasts may be drawn in the press conference styles
of there two presidents. The popular-Eisenhower, surprisingly,
never tried too hard at his press conferences. He often lacked
skill at answering questions and in expressing himself. Johnson,
suffering in public image, seemed to sink deeper into the quagmire
as he tried harder at holding good press conferences. He attempted
informzl conferences with more intimacy, but this did not seem to
help either his press relations or his public relations.

In order to study public opinion of these presidents, the Gallup
Opinion Tolls, Roper I'olls and other regiocnal and national polls,
and studies of them, were exarined most freauently to give an
indic- tion of the presidential popular images. Although the opin-
ion poll is not an indicstor without faults, it is, according to
Richerd Neustadt, "widely taken to aprroximate rcality" in Washing-

1

ton and reports ebout its behavior "are very widely read." Iresi-
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dents have referred to it consistently in their dealings with the
public; in fact, Johnson used to carry favorable clippings in his
pocket to whip out at wili. Its use within limits as an indicator
of the presidential standing with the public is defensible,

With regularity over the last two and one~half decades, the
Gallup Foll has posed to its cross-section samples of public the
question, "Do you arprove or disapprove of the way (the incumbent)
is handling his Jjob as Fresident?" The responses form the index
known as lresidential Populsrity.

The veristion in the opinion poll ratings has been consider-
able. Harry Truman, while the most porular president of recent
years for a few weeks in 1945 when more than eighty-five per cent
of the public was pleased with his job, was also the least popular,
when during 1951 to liarch 1953, less than thirty per cent of the
public liked whazt he was doing.2 Johnson rioct nearly arproached
these extremes, with Eisenhower never higher than seventy-nine
per cent and never lower than forty-nine per cent, and Kennedy
usually high, but in noticeable decline at the time of his death.3

John Mueller, in his study "Iresidential Fopularity from Truman
to Johnson," notes four independent variables which determine
presidential povularity. They are: 1) a "coalition of minorities”
varieble th-t suggests the overall trend in a president's popular=-
ity will be dovmward; 2) a "rally 'round the flag" variable which
anticipetes thzt international crises and similar phenomena will
give a president a short-term boost in popularity; 3) an "economic
slump" veriable associating recessions with decreased popularity;
and 4) a "war" varisble predicting a decrcase in popularity under

the conditions of the Korean and Vietnam wars.
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The "cozlition of minorities" variable indicates thﬁt a
president's popularity will go dovnward as he is forced to act on
a veriety of issues and gfadually alienate enough minorities to be
defeated. An example is Kennedy's efforts to force back a steel
price rise in 1962, which, while supported by most Americans,
tended to alienate businessmen., Other reasons for overall decline
in popularity would be disillusionment and fair weather support.4

Mueller says a president's popularitr traditionally declines
at an even rate, for all four years of each term.

The "rally 'round the flag" vesrisble brings into the analysis
the phenomenon that certain intense international events generate
a "rally 'round the flag" effect which tends to give a boost to the
president's popularity rating. Aé Tom Wicker said, "simply being
prcsident through a great crisis or a big event . . . draws Ameri-
cans together in his support."5 This rally point must be interna-
tional, specific, sharply focused and dramatic.

These upsurges will create small bumps upward in the otherwise
normal decline of popularity of a president.

The "economic slump" veriable indicates that an economy in
slump harms a president's popularity, but an economy which is
improving does not seem to help his rating.

Lastly, a president will expcrience an additional loss of popu-
larity if a wer is on,

All of these vzriables are important to a study of image-making
through press conferences, because it is frequently through press
conferences that a president will explain policies that me.y alien-
ate minorities; th-t he may announce a crisis and ask for public

support; th:t he may explain economic policies which will make him
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popular or unpopular. The effectiveness of a president's pro-
grams may depend upon his explanztion of purpose through the con-

ference.

DWIGHT D. EILENHOWER

Few men attained the presidency with as high prestige as
Dwight Eisenhower. The new Chief Executive bore a dignity, an
outward wsrmth and a solidarity that the people wanted. They
depended upon him to clean up that "mess in Washington'", to reduce
taxes. They looked forward to a time of general good will.

Eisenhower came out of World War II as the most porular mili-
tary leader, at least according to a Roper Poll in November 1945.6
Likewise, shortly before the n:stional conventions in 1948, Eisen-
hower was the favored candidate of Lezocr:ts and Republicans alike.7
It is so unusual that a man so clearly the choice of the electorate
was so reluctant to run.

Elmo Roper, in his stﬁdy of the popularity of verious presi-
dents, said Eisenhower was admired for four major qualities:8 his
experience and ability in foreign affairs; his understanding of
militsry matters; his genius for chaping a diversity.cf opinions
and fecti-ns into a team; his persuasive personality. The Eisen-
hower personality cast its spell over the electorate, but this
seemed to exist ocuite apart from the immediate resctions to the
Gencral as a speech-making carndidate., His speeches often were plati-
tudinous, his manner earnest to the point of grimness. Although
he did not seem at home campaigning, it somehow did not affect
the public, Ropér said.

A parallel-may be drawn with his press conferences. As in his

speeches, in the press confcerence setting Eisenhower was not exactly
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at home. IHis image was favorable, but not superior. He wandered
through sentences, was without knowledge on sore subjects. He
had no particular skill, élthough his presentation was sincere.
Despite this, the peorle continued to like him as a fatherly, sin-
cere person who was good for the country.

Eisenhower was more than the people's choice; he wus the people's
possession, according to John Fenton, managing editor of the
Gallup Poll, in his study of presidential por_mlarity.9 Through-
out his eight years in office Eisenhower saw little diminution of
popularity., Although his porul:rity w=s never higher than seventy-
nine per cent, it never dropped lower than forty-nine per cent,
either.lo

Eisenhower began his first term with a popularity in the Gallup
Poll of sixty-eight per cent, only two points below his first-term
average.ll This populerity rose with the roves toward an eventual
settlement of the cease-fire in Korea. Although the President
experienced & slight downturn in poyularity in 1953, his speech
before the United Nations in December brought it back up. This
Atoms for resasce speech, in which Eisen”ower called for international
cooperation of the peaceful uses of atomic energy, was the first
exanple of his ability to recover lost ground in a single move.
The President's press secretary attributed the Fresident's January
legisl: tive program and the United Nations speech as giving his

nl2 Neither of these important

popularity "a terrific upward juop.
events occurred during a press confcerence; however, explanations
of then did.

The President had two problems during the first half of his

first term which affected his popularity: he would take no firm
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position on either the asrmy-licCarthy hearings or the wér in Indo-
China.l5 Although questioned most often during press conferences
on the former, and many times on the latter, his answers were
vague and not newsworthy. In lMay his standing with voters was

14 Undoubtedly any firm statements through

fifty-four per cent.
the press conferences about these events would have helped the
President's rating.

The fighting in Korea ended in July and the next survey in
September indiccted the Fresident's popularity had shot up to a
new high of seventy-five per cent.15

Although the 1954 congressional elections for the Republicans
were disastrous, Fenton argues that this is not because the voters

16 Eisenhower's personality did not

did not 1like their Frecident.
help his party but the peoile still liked him. Many voters thought
it was a good idea to have the president of one party and the
congress controlled by a\nother.ll7 Eisenhower's popularity did
respond to the bi-partisan congressional fight, and hit a fifty-
seven per cent first term low in lNovember, 1954, By way of contrast,
Truman's populsrity at the time of the Republican congressionzal
vietory in 1946 was thirty-two per cent.18

Ferhaps significant is the fact that Lisenhower would not
take political stands during his press conferences. As pointed
out easrlier in this study, he believed the president should not
carpaign for his party, even to the extent of foregoing cuestions
&t press conferences. Any vord by the President, asny campaigning,
might have helped his party and his own popularity.

The yeer 1955 was a time of relaxation and flowering of hopes

for a peaceful world--an era of coexistence—-and the Tresident's
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popularity hit its highest peak. On his return from a Big Four
mecting in Turope, the Gzllup Opinion Polls recorded an all-time
high of seventy-nine per ;:ent.l9 Another Gallup Poll in August
of thet year gave these top reasons for the President's popular-
ity: 1) his military record; 2) sbility in handling the Job; 3)
keeping the country out of war.20

While Eisenhower was restricted to a D.nver hospital and
through his convalescence at Gettysburg, following his "moderate
coronary occlusior" in September, 1955, the American people's
admiration held firm. Iven with hics presidential duties lirited
while at Gettysburg, and his long period of no contact with the
press and no press conferences, seventy-five per cent of the public
approved of the way he was handling his job.21 The seeming unim-
portance of press conferences in maintaining presidential popu-
lerity perhaps can be explained beczuse of the specific situation.
Uncdoubtedly the public felt sympathetic for the ailing President;

& Prenident such as Eisenhower whb enjoyed unusual popularity when
he was well could be expected to retain at least as much popular-
ity, if not rore, from his public when he was immobilized from a
heart attack,

The election of 1956 posed nr problems for the American public.
It seemed tc be a gquestion of the man, Lisenhower, and the party,
the Democrats. The nublic made up its mind early, according to
opinions given polltakers. After the election, Eisenhower began his
second term with an electorate which clearly approved of hin,
seventy-nine per cent by the Gallup Foll in January, 195‘7.22 The
people were setisfied to have some form of peace, a fairly solid

prosperity and a leader they liked.
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Neustadt offers this suggestion about the source of a chief
executive's strength with the electorate: "An imape cf the office,
not an image of the man, is the dynamic factor in a president's
prestige. Impresions of the person will form early and last long,
but the values men assign to what they can see alter rather
ouickly."25

When Eisenhower started his second term in 1957, many politi-
cians thought he would suffer from a "lame duck" presidency, in
that he could not run again, However, the President did not seen
much bothered by this problem, as his popularity stayed pretty
high throughout these years, though declining generally.

In 1957, Eisenhower's popularity slipped to 57 per cent,
equalling the low point of his first term. OSeveral things might
have caused this decline: his budget, and a new round in the fight
between the Fisenhower Republicans and Taft Republicens. Through-
out the winter and spring, polls consistently found the weight of
public opinion siding'with the critics who favored a budget cut.gq
Likewise, Eisenhower's decision to fight for foreign aid did not
sit well with a public which decided for a cut in the mutual
security program.25 Because of the budget fight, Eisenhower lost
a nurber of conservative Repub:iicans. lieznwhile, the Democratic
trend which started earlier spread far and wide. Racial crisis
and the space race with Russia helped to bring down the President's
populzrity, too.

The Republicen rift, coupled with the 1958 recession, lost
the Republicans the elections in 1958, making the Democratic major-
i1ty bigger than any since 193G, Eisenhower's popularity continued

to incrcase at a time when his party¥'s fortunes fell to a low ebb.
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By 1959 he had regained most of the popularity lost during the

first half of his second term. Fenton says international events,
such as lIisenhower's invifation to Khruschev to visit the U. 8.,
and his good will tour of Asia, Africa and Furope, helped his image?6
But other factors must be taken into account. Eisenhower, not
being able to run for another term, assumed an elder statesman role
that chenged the image of the presidency, and things were running
smoothly between the Democratic Congress and the Rerublican White
House. This undoubtedly was because of the "weak" president role
which Eisenhower assumed during most of his presidency by refusing
to push Administration measures through Congress, or by refusing
to tell Congress what to do through statements to the press. He
pretty much let the Congress run itself. Because of all this,
the President's international moves co:1d only bring to the public'’s
mind the image of a man who had so adeptly led the country during
World War II.27

As noted, Eisenhower's popularity breaks the traditional
declining trend which comes naturally as presidential terms prog-
ress, according to the [Hueller study. Reasons for this may be
explained. The Fresident had personal appeal; he was extremely
likeable. A4Also during his first term he was able to make one
sensational achievement: he ended the unpopular Korean war. Eisen-
hower's amateur status surprisingly also was to his benefit;
the public may have been more willing to grant him an extended
"honeymoon". He was benefited by the fact that he was not an
active Precicdent, either in administretion or legislation. This is
& somewhat dubiocus honor, but one which does not arouse the wrath

of minorities and makes those who are azctive weit in limbo for some-
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thing to happen. Finally, Eisenhower's first term and most of his
second coincided with a prerind of national goodness.

This analysis stronglf suggests that presidential style as
well as the ideological and political nature of his administra-
tion and the tires can make a sizeable difference in the popularity
ratings., With Eisenhower, of course, this style was reflected
most correctly through his press conferences. He was passive in
his news conferences, Just as in his leadership of the /fdministra-
~tion and Congress; his presence was one of good feeling, just as
was the era during which he was President; his techniques were not
political, that is, not of manipulation, just as his whole presi-
dential image was not that of a politician.

Other factors besides the press conference have been discussed
herein as affecting Eisenhower's public image; however, the impact
of the news ccnference upon the successful explanation of presi-
dential actions, policies and naticnal and international events
cannot be discounted. Although a presidential news confcrence iy
not have a direct impact upon the image the public receives of a
presidential event, it very frequently will have an important

indirect one,
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LYNDCI? JOHNSON
I think Tny grandchildrenj will be proud of two things. What
I did for the Negro and seeing it through in Vietnam for all

of Asia. The Negro cost me 15 points in the polls and Vietnam
cost me 20.

Lyndon B. Johnson28

Lyndon Johnson suffered a lack of public prestige which went
steadily downhill practically from the day he took office,

Johnson came to the presidency with a handicap: John Kennedy,
8 vibrant, young leader, left an image hard to follow. At firest,
Johnson's popularity rstings in the Gallup Polls were over seventy
per cent, even hitting eighty, but after his own election in 1964,
they went into the sixties and by September 1966 had hit the
forties.

Johnson had additi~nal problems which, in one way or another,
had an impact on his public relatirns. MMost striking, and most
widely acceptcd as a csuse of his poor public image, was the Viet-
nam wer., It is widely held that the unpopular, indecisive wars
in Korea and Vietnam severely hurt two presidents: Truman and
Johnson.2q Johnson himself felt that Vietnam hurt him image, as
indicated by his quote at the top of this page.

Popularity levels were in steady decline in the polls as the
wars progressed with record lows occurring during the presidents'
last years when the wars seemed quite hopeless. Undoubtedly, the
Vietnam war contributed to Johnson's decision not to run again.BO
And Vietnam became a major campalgn issue, perhaps leading to
the election of a Republican president in 1€68.

Kenneth VWaltz, in his study of electoral votes and foreign

policy crisis, says that when an international crisis hits the
I. b} I,
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nation, the people rally behind the president. This also is
Mueller's conclusi~n, as discussed in the section on Eisenhower.

Waltz says:
. « » there is not time for dissension to develop. The public
poses few problems for the Iresident who acts deftly, or even
clumsily, in a short and sherp encounter. If the crisis is
prolonged and the blood of Americans is shed in carrying out
the government's policy, should not one expect a different
reaction?

As a war wears on, public support dwindles. A parallel case
to Vietnam may be drawn with Truman and the Korean war. Waltz
points out, "It is clear thet the decision to resist in Korea was
widely approved and the execution of that decision over the next
three years was not."az

Realizing the problem Truman had with Korea, Johnson mist
have known the domestic political risks he was running. However,
"to have changed policies because of electoral fears for the future
would rot have been ‘nonorable."35

The study by lMueller, nevertheless, shows that while the Koreaz
war had a large and independent negative impact cn Truman's popu-
larity, the Vietnam war had no independent impact on Johnson'sr
popularity. The decline of povularity simply was in keeping with
the traditional trend.> '

This does not mean thszt the wer had no impsct at all. What-
ever impact the wer had was tapped by other variables in the |
Mueller equation, especially the coalition of minorities variable,
which is specifically desipned to account for gensral overall
decline. The Vitnam war simply did not have an additional impact.

How could this be? HNeustadt says, in his observations of

Truman and the Korean war, thet Truman "seems to have run afoul of

the twin notions thut a wartime Chief Executive ought to be 'above
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politics' and th:t he ought to help the generals 'win'."55

Johnson, in his press conferences and statements, gave the idea
that the war was simply an extension of the past presidents' pol-
icies and actions. Opposition at first largely came from radicsal
groups, or groups unassocizted with either party. Johnson kept
away from the battle, saying that he wanted to keep the war "above
politics", Vietnam never really became Johnson's war.

Mueller says thet while Truman dismissed General Douglas
MacArthur, himself a popular figure, Johnson had public state-
ments from General William Westmoreland, a man highly respected
by the conservatives, that the FPresident was giving him substantial
support.

Vietnam affected Johnson in other ways, which may have con-
tributed to his falling populerity. It drained away the money
needed by the fledgling domestic programs of the Great Socilety.
Ferhzps even 1rore damaging, it robbed Johnson's programs of the
care th-t they needed to keep then going.56

Of whet effect were the Johnson presidential press confer-
ences to the Vietnam question? Through them, Johnson was able to
project his image of keeping the war above politics and of attri-
buting it to other presidents. These were thirgs Johnson contin-
ually stressed to the press while at times giving very little
additirnal information about Vietram, Ilis press conferences
helped him conver this messare.

Cther things might as well have accounted for Johnson's
public imzge problems, including the racial crisis which was
enough to keep many persons unhappy with the situastion in the

country. Americans were confronting each other after years of
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tension, and no one could be appeased by the moves the Admini-
stretion was making. Joknson himself believed that civil rights
cost him fifteen points in the polls, although he continually
stressed the theme of equality in his press confercnces. His con-
cept as indicated in the phrasing of his statement at the beginning
of this section was based more on his feeling of personal contri-
bution to the Negro, than of any civil rights deronstrations and
violence which occurred during his Administration.

Evans and Novak say the Dominican Crisis was actually the
problem that changed the Johnson presidency indelibly. Vhen the
President sent in Marines, he invoked furious criticism from the
liberals, with whom there became a split, just as Vietnam was
becoming an issue.57 Notable is the fact that the President held
no news conferences in the month following the Dominican crisis to
help him explain his actions.

The Johnson credibility gep caused many of the Fresident's
problems with public imare. The Americans simply did not trust
fheir President. One editor said people began to feel that John-
son was not dealing with the whole truth as he knew it.58 Too often
his methods seemed devious, his sincerity dubious, his pronounce;
ments calculated for effect. The harder he tried to correct these
impressions, the worse the situation got. His image as a political
person, coupled with his dominant personality, only strengthened
doubts in the public's mind, seasoned by the age-o0ld belief that
purely political people are to be mistrusted. His news confer-
ences helpcd prorote this image to its fullent: on television,
Johnson looked insincere. Ilis statements to newsmen were discovered

half-true or calculated for effect. He would not answer questions
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on controvecrsial issues such as Vietnam to the satisfaction of the
public desiring all the facts. All of this added up negatively
for the Johnson image.

One presidential source believes that Johnson was plagued
with an additional problem most presidents do not have to face.

He was President when one historical epoch was drawing to a close
and the next one barely beginning. The political ways and assump-
tions in which he was schocled "proved effective but not ultimately
persuasive in dealing with the nation's problems."59 Thus, the
Gre=t Society was setting up bigger federal bureaucracies when

many social critics were calling for more decentralization. The
Vietnam war was based on assumptions of an international "Communist
conspiracy"” that seemed less valid as time went on, even though
Johnson continually stressed these things to the public through his
meetings with the press. .

Only a brief glance at the Gallup Polls for the Johnson period
indicates the story of the toll all these things took on his popu-
iarity.qo In December of 1963, seventy-nine per cent of the people
approved of the way he was doing his Jjob, and only three per cent
disapyroved. His "mandate" was considerable. During 1965, it
Steyed generally in the sixty percentages, but by 1966, was in the
fifties, with a slight upward trend in July. By October of 1966,
it had hit the then low point of forty-four and rose slightly in
early 1967, only to drop arain in August and Septeﬁber to the
thirtics. This was the lowest the index ever got, except for twice
in ﬁarch, 1968 and in August, 1968. TFollowing Joknson's surprise
announcenent ovect television in March of 1968 that he would not

seek the presidency amain, his populzarity shot up to 49 per cent in
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April, and stayed generally in the forties until the last poll was
taken in October, when it was forty-two per cent.

An example of the impact an individual press conference may
have on popularity is shown through the Johnson press conference in
ecrly June, 1966. Foilowing his announcement that the U. 5. was
intensifying the bombing of North Vietnam, his popularity rating
vent 8own to the forty percentile. Likewise, when the crisis in
the Dominican Republic broke in the spring of 1965, the President
did not hold any nevs conferences to explain details and policies
on the sending in of trooprs, and his popularity dipped.

Howard K. Smith, veteran newscaster, said one consistent and
serious fault in Johnson' s handling of foreign policy affairs was
his inarticulation of purpose. He did not st:te his purposes well,
if at all. At critical tirmes he abdicated to his critics, and
false conceptions of Johnson and his presidency were fastened onto

the public mind.41

It is certainly true thet Johnson was often not
able to explain his purposes through his press conferences, at
ieast to the satisfaction of persons becoming used te mistrusting
their President. His inability to convince the public of his logic
on Vietnam is one exanple.

However, Smith believes that a longer perspective will place
Johnson very high on the scale of presidents. Current judgments
are confused by the fact that what is conspicuous and immediate
may chanre. And, he says, the American public has an ingrained
distrust of nower thet weas more operative in Johnson's case
because he, more than almost any predecessor, krew how to use pover

and did so with evident effect.42



* 89

While it is not accidental that "strong" presidents vost
adroitly uses the mower of their office to enhance their presi-
dencies, their techniques of doing so are rost important to their
presidential images. DPerhaps this was L-ndon Johnson's most serious
problem, Unlike DIwight Eisenhower, who presented a safe, fatherly
image, Johnson represented the political animal, powerful and to
be watched. All of his public relations techniques, even his
press conferences, exemplified this. The picture he presented
via the press was that of deviousness and of lack of credibility.

He represented pover-play pditics, and his public image suffered

because of it.
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CHAPTER V

CONCLUSICH

The news media are the méjor vehicles for projecting a
president's image to the public at large. Through the mass media
~-the live telecasts, the oral broadcasts, the printed explana-
tions--the people in this democratic society learn about the man
they elected to office, his policies and programs, hié leadership
ability and his personal traits. Through editorials and news
stories, fireside chats over radio and televised press conferences
and addresses to the nastion, a precsident's image is projected to
the people.

The presidential press conference is one of the most
important methods by which the presidential imsge is projected.
Because the president stands alone and above all other public
figures in audience interest and importance, the news media are
vitally interested in him, All types of the news media assemble
for a press conference, as representatives of the people, to carry
the president's words to the electorate. The potential for infor-
mation end image-building from this one event is tremendous. There-
fore, the power of the press conference to a president who knows
how to use it is very grcat. Of course, the press conference is
not the only method by which the president reaches the public.

But it is one of the :ost important beczuse of the opportunities

it gives him through all types of the media to solicit public support
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of his programs, to defend his actions and to explain his poli-
cics.

Because the presidential press conference is such an impor-
tant vehicle for the president's public personality, it may
either enhance or limit it, depending upon the skill of the presi-
dent using it, and upon his personality.

The two presidents researched herein were corpletely oppo-
site, both in their utilization of the press conference for
projecting their public imsges and in their public popularity.

Dwight Eisenhower was a passive president, who left rmost of
his presidential duties to subordinates, and often was the last
man to know what was going on in his own Administration. He 4did
not exercise the presidential prerogative of strong executive
leadership of the country because he did not feel it was for the
president to instruct the other branches of government or to take
strong stands on certain dome=tic issues.

A look at his press conferences reveals more of this inaction.
Eisen'ower met the reporters only in formal, off-the-record con-
ferences that allowed for little give and take or spontaneity
between press and president. This was almost his only contact
with reporters. Inside the meetings, he let the press guide the
conferences., He often was at a loss for answers to their queries,
although he tried to furnish sore sort of information even if
incomplete, IHis grammer and syntax were sometimes poof, and he
gave long, vague rerlies.

Eisenﬂower did institute direct cuotztion and live tele-
vision coverage of press conferences, but probably only on the

urging of his press secretary. His personal image over television
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was favorable although he did not work at presenting himself
favorably. He simply did not corsider the press conference as
important to enhancing his public image. More than likely, he
saw press conferences as a presidential duty. He never attempted
to exploit them to their fullest potential.

Eisenrower enjoyed one of the most unusuzl popularities of
eny presicdent, despite this relative inaction. As shown by this
research, the Eisenhower image nevor suffered to any extent during
the entire time he was in office. He was the people's procsident;
they felt he belonged to them.

The press conference presentation of Eisenhower was most
important in helping him realize this popularity. Although he
was not particularly skillful, the people identified with a man
like that. After all, they were not skillful at government lead-
ership, either. The overall image of Eiserhower was one of an
apolitical man who did not try to wheel and deal, who attempted to
level with the reporters and the people, and who was sincere and
Could be trusted. ZEisenhower always tried to answer the questions;
he always tried to be fair; he always attempted to be honest, even
if he did not know the answer completely. This, coupled with his
own personal warnth, fatherly image and general appeal, helped
him in his popular image more than asny attempts at manipulation
of the prers conference could have.

Lyndon Jdohnson hed exactly the opposite rszaction, both in
the press conference techniques and public image. He utilized
the press conference to its fullest, using it to make major
announcements or appointments and other events. He was an innovator

in preses conference format; he experimented with a number of
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different locales and degrees of intimacy with the press. He
utilized othcr measures for getting the press to him, such as
personal interviews and dinners that Eisenhower rarely had.

In the press conferences, he was adept at answering all
questions, but often gave answers that were unsatisfactory because
they were repeats of other unsatisfactory answers or they did not
seem to tell the whole story. Johnson could express himself well,
but lacked charm and personal warmth. He sometimes offended the
reporters, who felt he used them to enhance his image.

Johnson directed all press relations, Jjust as he directed
his presidency, trying to get the maximum from them. He saw the
press confrrence as a tool to the advantage of a president, but he
could not meke it work well for him because he lacked something
which Eisenhower had: personal appeal, His image reflected the
problems he had with the public; upon entering office he had high
popularity ratings in the polls, but these went steadily downward
during his presidency.

The press conferences of Johnson were effective in projecting
his unlikeable image, although he tried to correct it. This
image was one of g5 political president, whose answers were calcu-
lated for effect, whose statements were sugar-coated for the best
impact. The press and the people began to mistrust him, partially
because of the tremendous power he wielded so effectively and
partially because of his planned, manipulative techniqgues. Iis
personal quirks became magnified in every little action, signifi-
cant or not. The "credibility gap" of the Johnson Administration
was the reflection of a people not sure of the facts they were

getting or of the intentions of the president giving those facts.
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It is unfortunate for Johnson that electorates do not respond
to reasoned arguments and skillful deccripticns of executive
messures, because he was adept at this: However, as exemplified
by Eisenhower, the public accepts the image of sincerity and trust
over that of power amnd skill. This does not mean that press con-
ference skill can be discounted by a president concerned with public
image. A president who does not attempt any leadership of the
media tools available to him will find the public rejecting his
policies at the election polls and his personality in the opinion
polls,

But for these two men, any deliberate 8kills attempted in
their press conferences were mediated by individual factors of
personality and reputation. Both'commﬁnicated a definite image
through their press conferences, but for one personality helped
that image; for the other, it hindered it.

All the resezrch done indicates the press confercnce has an
important place in the American system as a tool in presidential
image projection., If the president knows how to utilize it to its
best potential, he will find it enhances, not limits, his popu-
larity. However, as shown by these two tresidents, his public
popularity also depends upon the personality that he projects. TFor
personal charm and reputation will intercede and mediate the skill

he is projecting to the people.
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ABSTRACT

The news media are major vehicles in projecting a presi-
dent's image to the public at large. The news conference is one
of the most important methods by which the president, through
the media, reaches that public. Because the presidential press
conference is such an important vehicle for the president's public
personality, it may either enhance or limit it, depending upon
the skill of the president uéing it.

This thesis comperatively studies the news conference skill
of two presidents, Dwight Eisenhower and ILyndon Johnson, as a
contributing factor in the formation of their public images.

The procedure used was the corparison of the press conference
abilities, techniques, content and frequency for Eisenhower and
Johnson, and their press.relations. These factors comprise presi-
dential press conference skill. The author relied upon the studies
of presidential scholars and the observatidns of newsmen, through
interviews and through their writings, about presidential abilities
at press conferences. This study also utilized the recorded tran-
scripts of each president's press conferences, and the personal
papers of Eisenhower., To determine popularity or image, the
national opinion polls, particularly the Gallup Opinion Index,
and studies of them, were consulted.

This research indicates the techniques and abilities which
contributed to presidential press conference skill, and how this

skill comntributed to each president's image-making.



Eisenhower, the people's president, was passive in his
press conferences, He was not an opinion leader, taking little
opportunity to inform the public of his Administration's policies.
He often was without information on a subject, indicating at times
that he was the last man in his Administration to know what was
being decided. While trying to answer all quections put before
him, his grammar and syntax left much to be desired. Eisenhower
did not consider the news conference an important tool in promoting
his presidency, and did not work hard at meeting the press. Never-
theless, his press conference skills helped his image: he was
sincere and honest in his answers, he tried to be fair and display
no favoritism to reporters; his image was th:t of a kindly, fatherly
person who attempted to level with the press and with the people.
Eisenhower's public image was good throughout his Administration.

Johnson, on the other hand, hed exactly the opposite reac-
tion, both in presidential press conference techniques and image.
He experimented with a variéty of press conference'formats, always
trying to better his image. He saw the press conference as a tool
to be used to the advantage of a president, and made every gttempt
to utilize it as such. He directed all press relations, utilized
all techniques, such as opening statements, backgrounding and new
locale to improve his skill. Johnson was a powerful Presideﬁt, and
this power was evident in his press conferences.

Yet, he suffered from an unfavorable public image, largely
becauce the press and public grew to miétrust this power in the
hends of this man. The newsmen believed Johnson tried to manip-
ulate them to his own purposes. They found half—truths and state-

ments calculated for effect in his press conferences. Moreover,
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unlike Eisenhower who enjoyed the end of a war and an era of good
feeling, Johnson involved the country deeply in the continuance of
war, and was beset by other problems of race, crime and poverty.
With both Johnson and Eisenhower, press conference skill
contributed significantly to their public image projection. How-
ever, skill was mediated by factors of personality in the pro-

Jjection of this image for both of these presidents.



