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The Debates That Almost Weren’t

It is starting to look like the 2000 Presidential Campaign season will go down in history as one of the closest Presidential battles of all time.  It almost went down as one of the few in modern history to be conducted without the benefit of any nationally televised presidential debate.  The reason for this was George W. Bush’s initial reluctance to accept the location, format, and dates for debates as they were originally proposed by the Commission on Presidential Debates.  Luckily, these debates have been scheduled and appear to be in the process of being conducted without any significant problems.   To me, it is interesting to note that although both the media and politicians (mainly Democrats) publicly decried George W. Bush’s reluctance to debate, I did not see any persuasive arguments made explaining why nationally televised debates are so important to us – or that third party candidates should be included as well.

History of Televised Presidential Debates

Television was first used by a presidential candidate in a national presidential election in 1952 when Dwight Eisenhower used television commercials in his race against Stevenson.  The first use of TV in debates came in the 1960 race between Vice President Richard Nixon and Senator John F. Kennedy.  Ironically, this televised debate was the first general election presidential debate ever (although there had been broadcast debates in the presidential primaries of 1948 and 1956).  Since that time, we have seen televised presidential debates in every election cycle with the exception of the 1964 (when President Johnson refused to debate) and in 1968 and 1972 when Nixon, probably still licking his wounds after his debates with Kennedy, refused to participate in the election debates.

Over the past forty years, the rules regarding what parties are allowed to host and who is allowed to participate in these debates has varied greatly.  Broadcast television networks sponsored the original debates in 1960.  In 1975, the Federal Communications Commission, which has the power to regulate presidential debates, provided for debates of qualified major-party candidates as long as they were conducted by non-broadcast entities and carried in their entirety.  The FCC’s decree lead to the debates being produced and sponsored by the League of Women Voters (LWV) in 1976.  The LWV sponsored the debates until the 1988 presidential elections.  In 1988 and through the present day, debates were organized and sponsored by the Commission on Presidential Debates (CPD), a “nonpartisan” group created by the Republican and Democratic parties in 1985.  According to the CPD (www.debates.org), in order to be eligible for inclusion in debates, a candidate must meet the following selection criteria:

1. The candidate must be eligible to hold the office of President as determined by Article II of the United States Constitution;

2. The candidate must appear on enough state ballots so that they have at least a mathematical chance of securing an Electoral College majority in the election; and

3. The candidate must have a level of national support of at least 15% of the national electorate as determined by five selected national public opinion polling organizations (ABC News/Washington Post, CBS News/New York Times, NBC News/Wall Street Journal, CNN/USA Today/ Gallup, and Fox News/Opinion Dynamics).
The number of people who watch these debates nationally rivals such events as the Academy Awards, with the national audience size for presidential debates ranging from 60 to 80 million viewers (The Great Debate and Beyond).  Ironically, even though the viewer ship of these debates has been positive, election turnout has dropped historically over time.

Debate Formats

During this Presidential election cycle, we will see three basic debate formats – the “traditional” podium debate format, the “sit down” debate format, and the “town-hall” debate format.  Although they will have certain shared elements (such as each debate lasting 90 minutes, having Jim Lehrer as moderator, etc.), each will have it’s own distinct flavor:

· Traditional Podium Debate:  This is the style we are used to seeing since our first experiences with debates in high school.  This debate format features the candidates standing behind podiums being asked questions by a moderator.
· Informal Sit-Down: This style will feature the candidates seated next to one another with the moderator and is supposed to show a more relaxed atmosphere reminiscent of FDR’s “fireside chats” during his presidency.
· Town-Hall Meeting Style:  This style features the candidates surrounded by “real people” who get to ask candidates questions “directly” (although the questions were pre-selected by Jim Lehrer). 
Candidates Preparation for Debates

Success or failure in these debates is determined by the quantity and quality of preparation.  In Presidential debates there are three basic layers of preparation: topic, question, and appearance.  

Topic preparation involves countless hours of studying issues.  A candidate would have to be prepared to answer questions about literally hundreds of potential issues from child-care, to the environment, to education, to effective law enforcement, to the economic ramifications of allowing fiscal policy to remain the status quo.  This is especially important if the debate features a large number of panelists or is a true “open” debate (either as a town hall style or with direct candidate interrogation).

The second level of preparation is question preparation – knowing what questions a panelist or your opponent could ask and having a response that makes your point and appeases your audience.

The third type of preparation is appearance – not just the look, but the entire persona a candidate should have. There are many different aspects of appearance that a candidate needs to consider.  In his preparation for the 1992 town hall debate, Bill Clinton studied camera angles so he’d know where to stand if he wished to include the audience or his opponent in the televised shot (Campbell).  A pale, nervous Richard Nixon could very well have defeated Kennedy in 1960 had he been as camera-ready as the tan, relaxed Kennedy.   The apparent boredom of President Bush in looking at this watch during the second 1992 debate (Debating Our Destiny) could very well have influenced his poll numbers immediately after the election
! 

The Plight of Third Parties

The C-Span website lists six national third party candidates.  The two largest third parties are the Reform Party headed by Pat Buchanan and the Green party headed by Ralph Nader.  The Reform Party played an instrumental role in the 1992 and 1996 elections – with Ross Perot getting 19% of the popular vote in 1996 and 9% in 2000, and is the only third party to receive any federal election funds (however Buchanan has only garnered around 1% support).  The Green Party’s national support in 2000 has hovered between 3-5% (CNN.com), however Nader has considerable support in many “liberal’ states such as California, Oregon and Washington.

Unfortunately, even though both of these parties have earned political relevance during the 2000 Presidential campaign, neither was allowed to participate in the debate.  Ralph Nader tried to sue the CPD in an eleventh-hour attempt to get admitted to the Boston debate but was not successful (he was even refused admittance to the debate as a “ticket holder”).  The reason that neither party was allowed admittance was the fact that neither had the required 15% popular support required by the CPD.

The Effect of These Debates on Polls and The General Election

It is interesting to note that although viewer ship for these debates events are high, their effect on polls and (more importantly) the general vote is relatively minimal.   Analyzing poll data from ABC and Gallup (Debate Numbers Debatable) shows that in just one election cycle between 1960 through 1996 in which there were presidential debates held did the loser of the election have a lead over the winner before the debates were held
.  The candidate who benefited most in the polls from these debates was Ross Perot in 1992.  His poll numbers increased from 6% on 10/10/92 to 17% by 10/21/92, coming almost equally from Clinton (who lost 6%) and Bush (who lost 3%).
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The comparison of debate’s ratings (based on percentage of U.S. household tuning into a debate) to actual voter turnout is an extremely interesting subject.  In 1976, the average total rating for the debates was 51.23 while voter turnout was 54%.  In the 1980 campaign, although the rating was up 7.67, turnout actually decreased by 1%.  Ratings for these debates have trended down since then to a low of 28.85 during the 1996 campaign, while voter turnout has not declined (although not as much) going from 54% in 1976 to 49% in 1996 (all The Great Debate and Beyond).  The only real exception to this declining cycle-to-cycle trend came in 1992, a campaign marked by Ross Perot’s entrance into politics.

How to Solve This Problem

It is my opinion that televised debates are important to the American Presidential political process, but are not the most important factor in a Presidential Race.  As has been showed, ratings for debates have trended downward significantly over time.  In 1960, the average ratings for the debates was around 59%, by 1996 this had shrunk to 29%.  At the same time, voter turnout is decreasing, but not as quickly.  In 1960, 64% of eligible Americans voted while by 1996 that number had shrunk to 49%.  However, from 1980 - 1996, the decrease in the rating for the debates decreased by 51% while voter turnout only decreased 7% (The Great Debate and Beyond).  I think there are many reasons for this, including better access to news and information about the candidates, the fact that debates normally “preach to the converted” – those who already know who they’re voting for with very few independents up for grabs, and out-of-control spending on political advertisements.  As of 10/1/2000, the two main candidates had almost $122 MILLION in cash on hand to spend (OpenSecrets.org).  Much of this money will be spent on political ads (compared to $291 thousand for Nader and Buchanan combined).   These political ads are the messages (along with the day-to-day newscasts) that people will remember, not the debates
.  

That being said, I think there is one thing that can be done to increase the relevance of debates in Presidential Election Races, Allow Third Parties to Participate.  The simple fact is that the most exciting debates in recent history were the debates featuring Ross Perot in 1992.  Not to pick on poor Admiral Stockdale too much, but Ross Perot still garnered 19% of the popular vote even though Stockdale was not perceived as being qualified (recall the “Who am I?” spoof on Saturday Night Live).  Perot was a very charismatic candidate who added much to the debates – both in terms of issues and entertainment. Ralph Nader would have added those same elements this year.  He would have provided the type of spark that improves debate relevance and even voter turnout, and his burgeoning support in many states makes him a viable long-shot candidate (remember that Jesse Ventura polled at around 10% before the Minnesota Governor debates, and look at where he is now).   Although I am very Republican, I have no belief that Buchanan would have added anything to the process, but deserves the opportunity to debate based on the fact that his party carried 19% and 9% of the vote the previous two elections. 

Conclusion

Reform of this situation will not occur as long as the CPD is in control of the debate process.  Even though this group is billed ‘nonpartisan’, it is comprised of representatives of the Democrat and Republican parties who have no desire to see a third party take votes away from ‘their guy’.  The Republicans learned that lesson the hard way in 1992 when Clinton was elected with only 43% of the popular vote while Bush and Perot (who appealed greatly to independents and conservatives) carried 57%.  Democrats were not going to learn that lesson this year by allowing Nader (who appeals to independents and liberals) to participate as well.

It is a shame that in September when the media and politicians were clamoring to get George W. Bush to the debate table that they didn’t do the same for Nader and Buchanan. Even more pathetic is the fact that the CPD has purposely connived to keep these third party candidates out of the debates even though a very persuasive case could be made that the debates “as is” have become over-scripted, unimaginative, and boring – and irrelevant.

Until the CPD is made to realize this (through strong media or citizen intervention) all we’re going to get are television-ready candidates focusing on memorized one-liners with ready-made speeches for party constituents who have already decided to vote for them.  Without incentive, there is no need to take a risk and no reason to change from status quo.  Sadly, until this point is made and these debates are made more open, what we’ve sees is what we’ll get – less people watching debates with less interest in voting.  Neither George W. Bush nor Al Gore will complain, because all they’d have to worry about is each other, without any outside threat to their power
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We as citizens deserve more – much more, but unless a change is made, this is all we’ll ever see, and that is the biggest shame of all.
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� According to ABC News Polls at the time, Bush had gained 2% from 10/13/92 to 10/14/92 and lost 7% by 10/18/92, just three days after the debate.


2 In 1980 two days before the debate the polls where 47% for Carter / 39% for Reagan, eight days later, polls showed 43% Carter / 46% Reagan – however, the state of the U.S. economy may have been as much of a factor as the debates.  In the 1960 election cycle, Nixon did have a 1% lead over Kennedy before the debates, but that is statistically irrelevant.


� I did consider stating ‘Eliminating The Relevance Of Campaign Spending In Elections’ as an option to improve the situation, but decided against it.  Although I am fundamentally opposed to campaign finance reform, an extremely powerful argument can be made that political spending has more of an effect on the elections than these debates.  This fact is disturbing and wrong.  I believe that voters should base election decisions on issues, not flashy messages – and the very fact that ads are a more powerful message than debates runs contrary to this principle.  However, at the same time elimination of campaign spending puts too much power in the hands of the media and too little in the hands of citizens (both individual and corporate).  This may be better, but in my opinion only slightly so – a lesser of two evils if you will.
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