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Introduction

Voter knowledge in the months leading up to the November presidential election is of key importance in responsibly allowing the public to do its civic duty.  The presidential debates are especially important in conveying voter knowledge, as they are one of the few forums when the public may see the candidates speak in an extended format on a variety of issues, and all at one time.  The debates are even more important because they are one of the key events that the media focuses on within a presidential campaign, making it more likely that a typical viewer will pay attention to it.  In the debate format, candidates are expected to convey their full personal and administrative opinions on important issues to the electorate that should have the backup of all their knowledge on the subject, so as to inform voters of their likely courses of action if elected.  Thus, the debates are of key importance in transmitting direct voter knowledge to the electorate.
An analysis of the second presidential debate – conducted on October 8th at Washington University in St. Louis between incumbent George Bush and John Kerry – shows that an attentive viewer could be assured of learning candidate positions on most of the domestic issues listed on the National Annenberg Election Survey.  A significant amount of time was given to these issues by each candidate, which helps in increasing voter memory of a position and allow transmittal of key details of each of their plans.  However, significant issues were not covered at all, leaving an otherwise unknowledgeable citizen ignorant of key candidate positions regarding troop movements, the assault weapons ban, personal investment of Social Security funds and the estate tax.  Though some of these issues had been given more than adequate press coverage directly preceding the debates, they were not reiterated or emphasized by the candidates or the moderator.
Methods

A search was conducted of the text of the second debate, referencing all mention of the pertinent issues as listed on the NAES question list.  The frequency of issue coverage was tracked, as was coverage in direct response to viewer question, the amount of detail in candidate descriptions and attribution to the other side – which can lead to enthymematic communication.  For example, when Bush says that Kerry does not support medical liability reform, it should lead a typical viewer to assume that Bush does support it though he may not necessarily say so.  Data was tabulated and graphs drawn using Microsoft Excel.  All graphs utilize similar formats; that is, all issues (usually the x-axis) are numbered according to appearance in the NAES survey list.
Analysis
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A gross count of the frequency of discussion of items on the NAES question list reveals that Bush’s tax cuts, health insurance reform, the Patriot Act, tort reform and stem cell research were the most popular issues covered by the candidates.  Less frequently mentioned were Kerry’s former life as a prosecutor, importation of prescription drugs from Canada, and closing tax loopholes for corporations that move away or outsource. Judging by media coverage and grassroots discussion previous to the debates, the candidates chose to emphasize the issues that had garnered the most controversy in the public. The less mentioned issues were still judged important enough to be answered, but the likelihood of voter learning is a lot less than for the “hotter” topics.
One such controversial issue was that of the so-called tax cuts on the wealthy.  Prior to the second debate, the Kerry campaign had focused a large part of their message on the notion that Bush had given a tax cut to the wealthiest in the nation – those earning $200,000 or more – leaving the assumption open that the middle and lower classes were being left out.  Thus, Kerry’s retaining of that message within the format of the second debate was merely increasing voter memory of their key position: that the Democrats were on the side of the middle class and that the Republicans under Bush were not.  The message was not only intended for already knowledgeable voters; the ignorant portion of the electorate were also expected to learn.  
By mentioning the tax cuts for a significant portion of the debates, the intended result was for the unknowledgeable voters to first recognize candidate positions on this issue, and to finally remember it as it came up again and again.  Voter learning is judged to increase, or be more likely to happen, as the frequency of mention increases.  For this to happen, the message must be simple; a complex position is not easily remembered.  In this case, the opposition was clear: Kerry was against the tax cuts, and Bush was for them.  For the most part, Bush retained a defense of his decision to cut taxes but not significantly compared to Kerry’s continuing claims.  

At this point, the effect of enthymematic communication makes an appearance.  Though Bush did not mention it explicitly at any point in the debates, his attacks of the Kerry agenda on the issue make it quite clear that he would support permanent tax cuts [image: image2.emf]0
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during a second term.  Allowing assumptions of one’s own agenda by referencing the opponent does not occur significantly elsewhere in the debate. 
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The emphasis on all of these issues were not always linked to questions directly relating to each topic, as presented within the town hall format.  Instead, the candidates selectively presented their positions on several of these issues as evidence highlighting their own good conduct or the malfeasance of their opponent, in response to a variety of questions that were often on other issues altogether.  The increased frequency of mention of these certain issues did ensure that viewers would remember at least that much of candidate positions.   While repetition does increase voter memory, this tactic can also backfire.  When candidates diverge from the topic, as was done with the tax cut and medical insurance issues, audience attention can be misdirected by what seems to be a purposeful tactic.  The possible inference is that the candidate is refraining to actually answer the given question because he doesn’t want to communicate his position or because he doesn’t have one at all.  Voter memory is best supported when candidate answers align directly with the questions that are asked.  As shown in the table, candidate answers directly align with questions on medical liability reform and stem cell research, making it more likely that the public will associate the issues with the candidate positions.

The candidates do not cover any information on troop movements, the assault weapons ban, personal investment of Social Security funds and the estate tax.  At one point or another, the media had chosen to include some coverage of each of those issues as they had deemed them important.  The expiration of the federal assault weapons ban and an announcement of Bush’s plan for armed forces deployment had increased coverage, but that did not translate to any mention within the second debate.  What was more puzzling was the lack of discussion of Bush’s plan for individuals to invest part of their Social Security savings in the stock market.  It was highly covered in the media, as the candidates – especially Bush himself – spoke often about the various qualities of the plan.  The lack of discussion on these issues ensured that viewers would not become aware of candidate positions or subsequently remember them.
Conclusion

The average viewer should be able to decipher candidate positions on most of the pertinent issues as listed on the NAES survey, regardless of whether he or she had any previous political knowledge.  Candidates mentioned their positions many times throughout the debate and spent significant time fleshing out their opinions on certain issues, like the tax cuts and health insurance.  The frequency of mention ensured some measure of voter learning, downplaying any possible backfire by their tendency to answer questions with points relating to other issues.  On the whole, the debates only do an average job in informing the public, as several key issues as outlined in the media previous to the debates are left out entirely.

