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ABSTRACT 

 This study examines the effect a Presidential address has on public opinion, using 
President Bush and the Iraq war as a case study.  Literature in this field suggests that 
presidents are able to positively influence public opinion of an issue when they make 
their case publicly.  I hypothesize that an individual’s political party affiliation will 
impact the way in which they respond to the President’s appeal.  I will use survey data 
from September 2002 through November 2006 to determine if President Bush has been 
able to successfully persuade the American public to support the war in Iraq. 
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Introduction 

Since the creation of the American political system, elected officials have been 

dependent on public opinion.  The mood of the individuals comprising one’s constituency 

determines the success that an elected official has in implementing his or her agenda, as 

well as the duration of his or her time in office.  Over the years, as the country has grown 

and data collection methods have evolved, public opinion data has become more readily 

available.  Politicians, in turn, have become more dependent on this as a resource for 

measuring the public’s feeling on issues under consideration.  

 Tracking this data is particularly important for elected officials with large, state 

and national-level constituencies, because their ability to gauge public opinion by 

personally speaking with large numbers of individuals is severely limited.   

High levels of public support enable elected officials to implement policies of 

their choosing, while low levels of support often doom those policies to failure.  In this 

way, public opinion can play a very powerful role in the political system, and skilled 

politicians who are able to garner this support find themselves in very powerful positions, 

able to enact the agenda of their choice.  Because of this, politicians are continuously 

looking for ways to influence public opinion.   

This study uses the case of President Bush and the Iraq war to examine the extent 

to which the political address is an effective tool for a President to use for influencing 

public opinion.   
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Literature Review 

 Officials know that elections swing on the popularity of the candidates and their 

policy agendas.  They also know that it is possible to influence public opinion and gain 

support for one’s agenda (Coplin 1974).  Presidents often try to do this through a process 

Samuel Kernell termed “going public” in his 1993 work. 

Kernell explored the reasons for and results of the phenomenon where the 

president uses media outlets to circumvent traditional legislative channels and appeal 

directly to the public about a certain issue.  The theory is that this will enable him to win 

the public’s support and thereby force dubious lawmakers to acquiesce to their 

constituents and support his agenda, regardless of their personal misgivings.   

President Bush is not the first to find himself in the position of needing additional 

support from the public to push through his legislative agenda.  Various presidents over 

the last century have employed this tactic with varying degrees of success.  Woodrow 

Wilson went on a whistle-stop tour of the country to promote his League of Nations 

treaty, which ultimately failed, and President Clinton learned that sometime public 

support isn’t enough when he worked to advance his failed healthcare initiative (Canes-

Wrone 2001).  On a more successful note, Franklin Roosevelt held regular fireside chats 

to promote public agreement with his New Deal policies (Kernell 1997), and Ronald 

Reagan spoke to the nation about his 1981 tax-cutting proposal less than 48 hours before 

the House was scheduled to vote on the legislation.  Reagan succeeded in turning the tide 

in his favor, despite the fact that the bill was set for defeat prior to his address.  Many 

Democrats switched their vote afterwards, reporting that their offices had been inundated 
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with calls from constituents supporting the President’s proposal (Canes-Wrone 2001). 

This is a modern example of how strong constituent support for a policy initiative can 

hold great sway over an elected official’s attitude towards the proposal. 

Much academic research has been done in this area.  In 2001, Brandice Canes-

Wrone analyzed the results of various studies and concluded that their aggregate findings 

suggest “a president should be able to achieve policy goals by strategically publicizing 

issues for which he would like members to become more responsive to voters’ policy 

positions.”  She clarifies that presidents are rarely able to change the public’s position on 

an issue, but are usually able to affect the amount of importance the public places on the 

matter.  This finding is supported by Vincent Hutchings’ 1998 work on the influence 

constituencies have over the voting patterns of members of Congress.  Hutchings found 

that the influence of a particular constituency is likely to increase with the salience of an 

issue.   

Half of the “going public” plan relies on the media to report on the President’s 

efforts.  This is not considered challenging, because reporters have long focused the 

majority of their government-related efforts on the executive branch.  As a result, the 

President receives more media attention than any other single politician (Farnsworth and 

Lichter 2006).  This could be due to the fact that the Administration’s positions on the 

issues of the day appear simplistically unified in comparison to the disparate attitudes of 

535 members of Congress.  It is therefore easier for reporters to get a sense of what the 

President is thinking on a certain issue. 
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 Research clearly shows that the President has significant motivation for trying to 

win the public’s approval of his policies.  Without public support, he is unlikely to have 

the political capital necessary to enact his agenda.  This study goes on to examine 

whether or not this approach has proven successful for President Bush and the war in 

Iraq. 

 

The Iraq War as a Case Study 

 The war in Iraq is the issue that has dominated the Bush presidency. He has 

personally devoted much time and energy to both promoting and defending it to the 

American people.  Since before the war began, President Bush has been traveling around 

the country speaking on the challenges and merits of invading Iraq.  As with any such 

highly public issue, there is a vast amount of data measuring public opinion on the issue.  

With such a constant spotlight on the war for so many years, there has also been ample 

opportunity for politicians, media personalities, and everyday Americans to formulate 

opinions and express them far and wide.  This provides a fertile landscape for measuring 

the impact the President’s speaking campaign has had on public opinion.  First, however, 

a closer look must be taken at the peripheral issues that are brought to bear by focusing 

on the public’s opinion of the war.   

 In a 1999 study, Asher Arian and Sigalit Olzaeker examined the linkage between 

public support and national security policy decisions in both routine and crisis situations 

in Israel.  They found that “in a crisis situation, the influence of politics on public opinion 

was greater than the influence of public opinion on politics” (58).  Being able to pinpoint 
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the direction of influence indicates that the relationship between national security crisis 

situations and public opinion is unique from other policy issues, where the directionality 

of the relationship is much more difficult to identify.  Arian and Olzaeker go on to report 

that policy decisions will positively drive public opinion, rather than the reverse, if two 

conditions are met: 1. there is general consensus throughout the country of what the 

national objectives are; 2. there is a sense of urgency that the fate of the nation is at stake 

(71).  If these conditions are met, then the public will generally support the decisions 

made by the national leader to take action in response to the crisis.   

 To get a sense of whether or not this relationship could be expected to change 

over time, we look to findings in the field of “rally-around-the-flag” events.  These events 

are defined by John Mueller (1973) as incidents that relate to international affairs, 

directly involve the United States, especially the President, and are specific, dramatic and 

focused.  When a significant international crisis occurs that directly involves the United 

States, the public is expected to rally around the President while the national fervor 

persists.  Edwards and Swenson (1997) theorize that the “public will increase its support 

of the President during a time of national crisis or major international event, at least in the 

short run, because he is the symbol of the country and its primary focus during such 

events” (201).  Frank Newport, Vice President of the Gallup Organization, pointed to 

other instances in history where this has been documented.  He highlights the Korean 

War, the Cuban missile crisis, the taking of hostages in Iran, and the first Persian Gulf 

situation. 
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 The rally effect theory can also be applied to the United States after the attacks of 

September 11, 2001.  Newport noted that the largest rally effect seen in Gallup history 

was when President Bush’s approval rating went from 51% just prior to the 9/11 attacks 

to 86% within a week.  This showed the American public was clearly supportive of 

Bush’s new war against terror.  However, the President’s efforts long after that to 

emphasize the imminent danger of terrorism and tie the invasion of Iraq to it could be 

interpreted as an attempt to extend the public’s feeling of urgent national crisis and 

subsequently maintain their rally-effect support. 

 

The Influence of Political Party  

 The focus of this study is the influence of political party affiliation.  It is expected 

that political party affiliation will greatly influence the public’s opinion of the war, as 

well as its reaction to the President’s political addresses.  There is a large body of 

research that examines the influence of the political party system in the United States and 

how the individual players within each party influence the public at large.  

Growing Trend of Party Influence   

 Since the early 1980s, with the election of Ronald Reagan, the two main political 

parties have been steadily growing in their ability to influence the political landscape of 

the U.S.  The two have been increasingly divergent along ideological lines, with the trend 

culminating in the 1990s when the GOP went through a significant power redistribution 

replacing more moderate leaders from the midwest and northeast with conservative 

southerners, Newt Gingrich, Trent Lott and Dick Armey (Abramowitz and Saunders 
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1998, Layman and Carsey 2002, McCarty, Poole and Rosenthal 2003, Hetherington 

2001).  Larry Bartels (1998) notes that “the unusual political turmoil of the 1960s and 70s 

has given way to a period of partisan stability and predictability unmatched since the end 

of the 19th century” (41).  

 As the ideological differences became greater during this period, the differences 

between the two parties became more evident.  Over time the public has become 

increasingly able to distinguish between the two (Abramowitz and Saunders 1998).  Both 

Layman and Carsey (2002) and Hetherington (2001) found that an awareness of party 

differences among the mass public was much greater in the 1990s than it had been in the 

decades preceding.  Hetherington notes that the trend of distinguishing between the 

parties began in the early 1980s (623).   

 Because the public is now more able to distinguish between the two political 

parties based on ideological differences, there has been increasing polarization among 

individuals moving toward the party that best represents their ideological beliefs.  

Abramowitz and Saunders (1998) found that there was an increasing correlation between 

party identification and ideology from 1978-1994 due to increasing awareness of 

differences between the two parties (644).  Hetherington agrees noting that “when people 

perceive that who wins and loses will lead to distinct futures, they should develop more 

partisan feelings and become more inclined to organize politics in partisan terms” (624).  

The results from Layman and Carsey (2002) find that while the public at large has 

become increasingly convergent around ideological beliefs, this is due to the increased 

polarization of individuals identifying with a specific political party.  Those identifying 
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themselves as independents are not increasingly convergent around any particular 

ideology (210, 213).  Independents are staking out a position in the middle and leaning 

towards each party on an issue-by-issue basis. 

 Now that the public is more clearly aligned with one party or the other, there is a 

simultaneous trend of partisanship playing an increasing role in voting behavior.  Larry 

Bartels (2000) studied the level of partisan influence in presidential and congressional 

elections from 1952 to 1996.  He found that partisan voting had increased in every 

presidential election since 1972.  By 1996 it was 77% higher than it had been in 1972 

(40).  In congressional elections, a similar trend was emerging, reaching a level in 1996 

that was 60% higher than in 1978 (42).  Abramowitz and Saunders (1998) also note that 

party identification influences the public’s attitudes towards candidates and issues (634). 

 Clearly, the role of the political party system has been growing stronger and more 

influential over the American political system.  It is important for us to now look at the 

dynamics within each party and the specific players that cause such an influence. 

Role of Party Elites 

 Within each political party, there are clear party leaders, the party elites, who 

determine the direction of the party through their own actions, words and debates.  

Considerable research shows that they essentially set the tone for the rest of the party and 

mass public opinion follows their lead on the issues (see Layman and Carsey 2002, Zaller 

1992 and 1994, Hetherington 2001, Powlick and Katz 1998, Key 1966, Mueller 1973).  

V.O. Key (1966) introduced the analogy of an echo chamber to illustrate the relationship 

between the party elites and the mass public.  Mueller (1973) and Zaller (1994) both 
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explained the increasing level of mass public opposition to the Vietnam War as a factor 

of both the growing polarization among elites and the rising number of casualties. 

 In their 2002 work, Layman and Carsey examined data from the National Election 

Survey.  They found that in the earlier periods, when there weren’t widely publicized, 

polarized elite cues to follow, the public wasn’t influenced by political parties.  By 1996, 

after the partisan shift of the 1980s and 90s, political elites were very polarized in their 

opinions, so the public had clear cues to follow (213).  Layman and Carsey note that non-

elite individuals are only expected to shift their personal position to a more liberal or 

conservative stance if they perceive their party elites to be more liberal or conservative 

than the other party’s elites (205).  “As partisan elites began to clarify ideological cues, 

citizens became less inclined to see the parties as Tweedledee and Tweedledum” 

(Hetherington, 2001 624).   

 Layman and Carsey, along with Hetherington and Zaller (1992), also found that 

elite opinion and actions will greatly influence public opinion only when the public is 

aware of the elites’ stance.  This means that the public will only follow elite opinion to 

the degree which it is polarized and they are made aware of the differences.  Powlick and 

Katz (1998) agree that public opinion will not become relevant on an issue unless the 

issue produces debate among the party elites and there is enough media coverage to make 

the public aware of the differences (31).  Marc Hetherington (2001) credits increasing 

elite polarization and public awareness with causing the resurgence in political parties in 

the U.S. (619). 
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The Influence of Presidential Approval 

 Another factor expected to be significantly related to the public’s opinion of the 

war is the President’s approval rating.  Successfully arguing a case before the court of 

public opinion can be made more or less challenging for a President based on his 

approval rating.  Jeffery Mondak (1993) showed that the fate of an issue associated with 

the president depends on his popularity.  Benjamin Page, Robert Shapiro and Glenn 

Dempsey (1987) found that “public opinion tends to shift somewhat in the direction 

supported by a popular president” (36).  Popular presidents do, indeed, have a bully 

pulpit from which to put forth their agenda, but over the course of a few months, they 

could only reasonably expect an increase of 5-10% in public approval.  Unpopular 

presidents, however, should not expect any positive movement in public opinion for their 

efforts.  These findings are supported by the work of Rasler and Thompson (1995) and 

Andrade and Young (1996), who also report that popular presidents can affect public 

opinion, but not to a large degree.  Page and Shapiro (1984) reported that a president 

needs an approval rating of 57% or higher to positively influence public opinion to a 

statistically significant degree.  An approval rating of 50% or lower will prevent him 

from having an impact at all. 
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Hypothesis 

 First, I hypothesize that if the President of the United States delivers a political 

address on the Iraq war, then public opinion of that subject will improve. 

 Second, I hypothesize that when the President delivers a political address on the 

war, public approval of the war will increase differently for Republicans, Democrats and 

Independents.  I expect that members of the President’s own party will respond favorably 

to his remarks, while others are likely to have the opposite response.   
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Variable Selection 

To measure this, I used public opinion data taken from public opinion polls 

conducted by the same polling firm within a 16 day time period.  Each pair of surveys 

contained identical questions regarding approval of the Iraq war, presidential approval, 

political party and other demographic variables.  Data was collected from September 

2002, when President Bush first started talking about invading Iraq, to November 2006, 

the most recent survey data available.   

A variable was included in the model for whether or not the President delivered a 

political address during each of the time periods represented by the surveys. The 

Presidential speeches I chose to include were all 30 minutes or longer and received 

coverage in the mainstream media.  The most significant issue discussed in each was the 

Iraq war or the build-up to the initial invasion.  For a complete list of cases, see Appendix 

A. 

As shown in through a thorough review of the literature, a number of variables 

were necessary to test this hypothesis.  To allow for the separating out of public opinion 

of President Bush from public opinion about the actual war, I felt it necessary to control 

for Presidential approval ratings.  For each case, these were taken from the same surveys 

used to measure public opinion of the war.  Respondents in each were also asked if they 

approved of the way President Bush was handling his job. 

To isolate the impact of the President’s words on public opinion, it was important 

to control for the current state of operations in Iraq—whether things were going well on 

the ground or not.  The variable I chose to represent this concept was the number of U.S. 
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casualties that occurred during each time period.  Using data from iCasualties.org, I 

counted the number of U.S. casualties that occurred in the time period between each pair 

of surveys.  iCasualties.org uses data from Department of Defense and Central Command 

to track the number of U.S., foreign and civilian casualties occurring throughout the 

Central Command area of responsibility.  

My other independent variables represented the public opinion change within 

several socio-economic groups, including race, region, sex and age.  Each was used as a 

control to eliminate its degree of influence within each model.  
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Results 

 To test my first hypothesis, that Presidential speeches have a significant impact on 

the public’s opinion of the war, I ran OLS models controlling for the change in war 

approval for different subsets of the population, always including a dummy for whether 

or not the President delivered a political speech during the same time period.  I used an 

OLS model, because there is a linear relationship between my dependent and independent 

variables.  

Independent variables tested included the changes in opinion of different political 

parties, age groups, regions of the country, races and genders.  I also controlled for the 

situation on the ground in the theater and changes in Presidential approval ratings. 

 I found that when controlling for Presidential approval ratings, the situation on the 

ground, changes in opinion of different races and political parties, a Presidential address 

is statistically significantly related to public opinion of the war.  In fact, when controlling 

for those factors, I found that a Presidential speech is actually negatively related to the 

public’s opinion about the war.  While causality cannot be determined, the relationship 

can be read two ways: either a Presidential speech causes public opinion about the war to 

decrease nearly 0.7 percentage points, or a decrease in public opinion of 0.7 percentage 

points causes the President to step forward and deliver a public address on the subject, 

however this approach proved inadequate to reverse the declining trend. (Table 1). 
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Table 1: War Opinion with Party and Race 
Speech -0.698 

p>(0.014)** 
Presidential 
 Approval 

-0.029 
p>(0.550) 

U.S.    
 Casualties 

-0.014 
p>(0.124) 

Democrat 0.164 
p>(0.002)** 

Republican 0.226 
p>(0.0002)** 

Independent 0.171 
p>(0.0004)** 

Whites 0.517 
p>(0.0001)** 

Black 0.010 
p>(0.550) 

Hispanic 0.031 
p>(0.021)** 

R2 0.974 
F-value 96.27 

p>(0.0001)** 
 

 

 In the same model, I also found that the change in opinion of each political party 

(including Independents) is significantly related to overall public opinion about the war.  

A one percentage point change in Democratic opinion equals a 0.16 percentage point 

change in overall opinion, while a one percentage point change in Republican opinion 

equals a 0.23 percentage point change.  A similar change in the approval rate of 

Independents is related to a 0.17 percentage point change in the general public’s opinion 

of the war.  The changes in opinion for whites and Hispanics also provide statistically 

significant predictors of the overall change in public opinion.  When white approval 
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increases by one percentage point, overall public opinion changes by 0.52 percentage 

points, while one percentage point change in Hispanic opinion equals a 0.03 percentage 

point difference in overall opinion of the war.  

 This model has a predictably high R2 value, because the dependent variable was a 

factor in the creation of the independent variables.  These results are also significant, 

because the N for the model is only 33.  An N this low is expected to make statistical 

significance much more difficult to prove, so the fact that it was still present in this model 

indicates that in reality the relationships may be even stronger than they appear in this 

study. 

Adding other independent variables to the model decreased the significance of the 

speech variable and created problems with multicollinearity, particularly for the race 

variable.  I did find, however, that when controlling for speech, change in Presidential 

approval ratings, the situation on the ground, and changes across age groups and regions, 

that the change in opinion of each age group, the Midwest and the South are all 

significantly related to the change in overall public opinion. (Table 2). 
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Table 2: War Opinion with Age and Region 
Speech -0.184 

p>(0.466) 
Presidential 
 Approval 

0.006 
p>(0.9000) 

U.S.    
 Casualties 

-0.008 
p>(0.354) 

Age Group 1 0.080 
p>(0.013)** 

Age Group 2 0.192 
p>(0.0001)** 

Age Group 3 0.241 
p>(0.002)** 

Age Group 4 0.109 
p>(0.025)** 

Northeast 0.067 
p>(0.055) 

Midwest 0.077 
p>(0.019)** 

West 0.082 
p>(0.063) 

South 0.129 
p>(0.016)** 

R2 0.980 
F-value 94.47 

p>(0.0001)** 
 

 

Age groups two and three had stronger relationships with public opinion than 

groups one and four.  A change of one percentage point in the opinion of age group two, 

30 to 44 year-olds, equates to a change in overall opinion of 0.19 percentage points.  For 

age group three, 45 to 64 year-olds, a one percentage point change equals a 0.24 

percentage point change. 

The change in opinions about the war from the Midwest and Southern regions 

also proved significantly related to public opinion.  A one percentage point change in the 
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war opinion of individuals from the Midwest equals a 0.77 percentage point increase 

overall, a relatively strong relationship relative to other factors.  The same change in 

Southern opinion equaled nearly a 0.13 percentage point increase in public opinion 

overall.  This finding helps to answer the larger question of how public opinion is shaped. 

To address my second hypothesis, whether Republicans, Democrats and 

Independents all react differently to Presidential addresses, I ran over 30 OLS models to 

determine whether Presidential speeches were associated with the opinions of the 

different political parties.  A sampling of the results are shown in Tables 3-5, Models A-

C.  These models controlled for the situation on the ground and the changes in opinions 

of different regions of the country and age groups.  Race and sex would have been 

included in the models, as well, but both created considerable issues of multicollinearity.  

None of these models showed statistical significance.   
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Table 3: Change in Democratic War Opinion 
 Model A Model B Model C Model D Model E 
Speech 0.920  

(p>0.596) 
0.212 
(p>0.894) 

0.828  
(p>0.530) 

  

Presidential 
 Approval 

 0.559  
(p>0.017)** 

-0.114 
(p>0.694) 

0.649 
(p>0.004)** 

0.566  
(p>0.012)** 

U.S.    
 Casualties 

 -0.073  
(p>0.182) 

-0.0656 
(p>0.156) 

 -0.074  
(p>0.172) 

Age Group 1   -0.043  
(p>0.783) 

  

Age Group 2   0.508  
(p>0.026)** 

  

Age Group 3   0.021 
(p>0.954) 

  

Age Group 4   0.217  
(p>0.372) 

  

Northeast   0.183  
(p>0.303) 

  

Midwest   -0.172  
(p>0.291) 

  

West   0.186 
(p>0.409) 

  

South   0.068  
(p>0.793) 

  

R2 0.008 0.288 0.711 0.242 0.288  
F-value 0.29 0 

(p>0.595) 
3.920 
(p>0.018)** 

4.690 
(p>0.001)** 

9.870 
(p>0.004)** 

6.070 
(p>0.006)** 

 

 19



 

Table 4: Change in Independent War Opinion 
 Model A Model B Model C Model D Model E 
Speech 1.657 

(p>0.277) 
0.956  
(p> 0.505) 

0.232  
(p>0.874) 

  

Presidential 
 Approval 

 0.681 
(p>0.017)** 

0.228  
(p>0.479) 

0.690 
(p>0.001)** 

0.711 
(p>0.001)** 

U.S.    
 Casualties 

 0.021  
(p>0.002)** 

0.041  
(p>0.412) 

 0.019  
(p>0.688) 

Age Group 1   0.186  
(p>0.292) 

  

Age Group 2   -0.141  
(p>0.554) 

  

Age Group 3   0.090 
(p>0.820) 

  

Age Group 4   -0.117  
(p> 0.662) 

  

Northeast   0.287  
(p>0.150) 

  

Midwest   0.126  
(p>0.481) 

  

West   0.156 
(p>0.530) 

  

South   0.302  
(p>0.302) 

  

R2 0.035 0.332 0.584 0.318 0.322 
F-value 1.220 

(p> 0.277) 
4.810 
(p> 0.007)** 

2.680 
(p>0.025)** 

14.450 
(p>0.001)** 

7.110 
(p>0.003)** 
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Table 5: Change in Republican War Opinion 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
Speech 1.415 

(p>0.255) 
1.362 
(p>0.283) 

0.297 
(p>0.778) 

  

Presidential 
 Approval 

 0.332 
(p>0.068) 

-0.073 
(p>0.7521) 

0.390 
(p>0.022)** 

0.375 
(p>0.036) 

U.S.    
 Casualties 

 -0.010 
(p>0.807) 

0.0186 
(p>0.608) 

 -0.013 
(p>0.763) 

Age Group 1   0.111 
(p>0.379) 

  

Age Group 2   0.206 
(p>0.238) 

  

Age Group 3   0.550 
(p>0.065) 

  

Age Group 4   0.086 
(p>0.657) 

  

Northeast   -0.169 
(p>0.237) 

  

Midwest   0.209 
(p>0.116) 

  

West   -0.146 
(p>0.416) 

  

South   -0.141 
(p> 0.501) 

  

R2 0.038 0.195 0.662 0.159 0.161 
F-value 1.340 

(p>0.255) 
2.330 
(p>0.095) 

3.740 
(p>0.004)** 

5.85 
(p>0.022)** 

2.88 
(p>0.072) 

 

 

 A secondary result of this analysis was the discovery that Presidential approval 

ratings are statistically significantly associated with the change in opinion of each 

political group.  For Democrats, a one percentage point change in the President’s 

approval rating is associated with a 0.65 percentage point change in that group’s opinion 

of the war.  The same significant relationship exists when controlling for circumstances 
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on the ground, but the associated change becomes 0.57 percentage points. (see Table 3, 

Models D,E) 

 For Independents, the relationship is even greater.  A one percentage point change 

in Presidential approval ratings equals a 0.69 percentage point change in that group’s 

opinion of the war.  When controlling for the situation on the ground, a one percentage 

point change in Presidential approval increases to a 0.71 percentage point change in 

Independents’ opinion. (see Table 4, Models D, E) 

 Republicans had a slightly different result.  When accounting for Presidential 

approval alone, a one percentage point change equals only a 0.39 percentage point 

change in Republicans’ opinion of the war. (see Table 5, Model D)  Unfortunately, 

conclusions cannot be drawn about whether the situation on the ground alters that 

relationship, because the model combining those two variables was not valid based on 

this dataset. (see Table 5, Model E) 

 We are able to get a sense of the strength of how influential Presidential approval 

is in determining the change in the opinions of each political party by looking at the R2 

for each bivariate model.  For Democrats in Table 3, Model D, we find an R2 of 0.24.  

When controlling for the situation on the ground, that number increases to 0.29. (Table 3, 

Model E) 

For Independents, both Models D and E (Table 4) show an R2 of 0.32, indicating 

that facts on the ground contribute minimally to the overall strength of the model.  For 

Republicans, the R2 for Model D (Table 5) is 0.16, indicating that the change in 
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Presidential approval contributes less to the change in Republicans’ war opinions than it 

contributes to either of the other parties’ change in opinion.   
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Policy Implications 

 The results from the first hypothesis show that when controlling for the facts of 

the war, the change in Presidential approval ratings, and the change in war approval 

ratings of the political parties and different races, the President’s speeches are negatively 

related to public opinion of the war.  Unfortunately, causality cannot be determined with 

this model, which leads to two interpretations of the results.   

First, a negative relationship been these two factors could indicate that when the 

President speaks publicly about the war, public opinion of the war decreases.  The second 

possible interpretation is that whenever public opinion declined, the President opted to 

deliver a public address in an attempt to reverse the trend. Because public opinion 

continued to decline over each time period, despite the President’s address, this 

interpretation becomes an unlikely explanation of the relationship. 

The first interpretation indicates that if the President wants the public to support 

the war, he ought to consider alternative means of persuasion, rather than making the 

argument himself.  This contradicts much of the literature and expectations about the 

influence the President has over public opinion.  Most studies show that a popular 

President has the ability to swing public opinion in his favor, or at the very least the 

ability to draw favorable attention to his side of the issue.  It is considered one of the 

most powerful tools at his disposal, and if President Bush is no longer able to rely on that 

strength, then it can be concluded that his presidency has been weakened.  While this 

study looks at the change in presidential approval ratings and the change in public 

opinion, rather than the aggregate levels of each, an interesting future study would be to 
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look at whether President Bush had a stronger impact on public opinion when he had 

high approval ratings than he did when the numbers were lower.  

As a result of his inability to positively influence public opinion, we would expect 

to notice an increasing number of public appearances by other Administration officials or 

political surrogates.  If the Administration felt that their overall credibility had been 

drawn into question, rather than just the President’s, they could also turn to military 

leaders to make the public case for the war.  One can only hypothesize that the 

Administration would be aware enough of the President’s weakened state to turn to these 

alternatives for assistance.  This study however, does not attempt to determine whether 

any of these alternatives were actually used or the extent of their collective influence.   

 There are many possible explanations for why President Bush’s political speeches 

might negatively impact public opinion of the war.  First, he has been an increasingly 

polarizing figure throughout the course of his presidency, which might lead to his words 

and actions automatically causing a negative public reaction.  Second, the war itself has 

become such a hot button issue that the public is likely to react negatively anytime 

attention is drawn to it. 

The secondary results from my first hypothesis indicate that while Presidential 

addresses are not always a relevant factor in influencing public opinion, other factors, 

such as political party, age and regions such as the Midwest and South do have an impact.  

With the President unable to sway public opinion on his own, an alternative strategy 

could be to target a positive message to these specific regions and groups.  For example, a 

respected military official could deliver an address in Atlanta to increase support among 
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those in the South, which would in turn have a statistically significant impact on public 

opinion.   

The results from testing my second hypothesis indicate that the President’s 

speeches have no significant impact on the change in opinion about the war for any of the 

different political parties.  This disproves my second hypothesis predicting that the 

impacts would be different for each group. 

 This lack of significance could be a result of the fact that those individuals 

identifying with a specific political party already know what their opinion will be on the 

war and aren’t really susceptible to the arguments of the President.  This should lead 

President Bush to avoid wasting time and resources targeting his message to these 

specific groups.  

 A secondary result of testing this hypothesis is the finding that Presidential 

approval rates are significantly related to opinions about the war for all three political 

groups.  For Democrats and Independents, further controlling for the situation on the 

ground doesn’t change the fact that both groups still strongly associate their opinions of 

the war with the President’s approval ratings.  This indicates that they are willing to pay 

more attention to President Bush’s popularity than to how well the war is actually going 

when forming their opinions about it.   

 The same is nearly true for Republicans.  This group also exhibits a significant 

relationship between the change in their opinion of the war and the change in the 

President’s overall approval rating, however it cannot be determined how the facts of the 

war impact that relationship, because the model including both variables is not valid.   
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 While the causality of the relationship cannot be determined, the significance of 

the relationship between changes in Presidential approval ratings and the war opinions of 

the political groups clearly indicates that for self-identified Republicans, Democrats and 

Independents, political leanings play a large role in determining their opinions of political 

issues and figures.  The Iraq war qualifies as a political issue, because it has come to be 

viewed in such a controversial light, and President Bush has long been viewed as a 

divisive political figure. Thus, we find that for politically minded individuals, the changes 

in opinion about the war, a political issue, and President Bush, a political figure, are 

significantly associated. 
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Conclusion 

 In sum, this study has determined that contrary to the findings of most previous 

research on the President and public opinion, President Bush is not able to positively 

impact public opinion about the war in Iraq, rather he is more likely to actually cause 

public opinion about the war to decline when he speaks.  Additionally, the change in his 

approval rates hold significant sway over the change in opinions about the war for 

political party affiliates, despite the reality of the situation on the ground.  As a result of 

these findings, one would expect President Bush to step back from the spot light and let 

others make the public case for the war. 

 An interesting follow-on study would be to determine whether this has happened.  

Has the Administration opted to take advantage of other political or military surrogates to 

defend the war publicly?  Have these individuals been successful?  Additionally, it would 

contribute considerably to the literature in this area to study whether these findings hold 

true for other issues within the Bush Administration, such as education or tax policy, or if 

any of these relationships held true for past Administrations.  
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APPENDIX A 
 

Case Number Survey Dates Date of 
Address 

1 9/2-4/2002 
9/13-16/2002 9/12/2002 

2 10/2-6/2002 
10/10-11/2002 10/7/2002 

3 12/9-10/2002 
12/16-17/2002  

4 1/3-5/2003 
1/10-12/2003  

5 1/23-25/2003 
1/31-2/2/2003 1/29/2003 

6 1/31-2/2/2003 
2/7-9/2003 2/6/2003 

7 2/24-25/2003 
3/4-5/2003 2/26/2003 

8 3/4-5/2003 
3/7-9/03 3/6/2003 

9 3/14-15/2003 
3/22-23/2003 3/17-19/2003 

10 3/24-25/2003 
3/29-30/2003 3/26/2003 

11 3/29-30/2003 
4/5-6/2003 4/3/2003 

12 4/10/2003 
4/22-23/2003 4/16/2003 

13 7/18-20/03 
7/25-27/2003  

14 8/11-12/2003 
8/26-28-2003  

15 9/4-7/2003 
9/10-13/2003 9/7/2003 

16 9/15-16/2003 
9/28-10/1/2003 9/23/2003 

17 10/9-10/2003 
10/23-24/2003  

18 11/14-16/2003 
12/5-7/2003  

19 12/14-16/2003 
12/21-22/2003  

20 2/12-15/2004 2/17/2004 
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2/24-27/2004 
21 3/17-21/2004 

4/1-4/2004  

22 4/8-9/2004 
4/21-25/2004 4/12/2004 

23 9/17-21/2004 
10/1-3/2004  

24 10/14-16/2004 
10/22-24/2004  

25 1/7-9/2005 
1/14-16/2005  

26 7/22-24/2005 
8/5-7/2005  

27 8/28-30/2005 
9/8-11/2005  

28 10/6-10/2005 
10/12-24/2005  

29 10/28-30/2005 
11/11-13/2005  

30 12/9-11/2005 
12/16-18/2005 12/12-14/2005 

31 1/5-8/2006 
1/20-25/2006  

32 3/10-12/2006 
4/7-9/2006 

3/13, 3/20, 
3/22, 3/29/2006 

33 4/28-30/2006 
5/4-8/2006  

34 5/4-8/2006 
5/16-17/2006  

35 6/9-11/2006 
6/23-25/2006 6/19/2006 

36 7/21-23/2006 
7/28-30/2006  

37 10/5-6/2006 
10/19-20/2006  

38 10/19-20/2006 
10/26-27/2006  

39 10/26-27/2006 
11/9-10/2006  
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