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In the May NBC/WSJ survey, for example, we asked Americans to explain
in their own words why they felt the country was off on the wrong track. Two
years ago, the same question elicited almost nothing but economic concerns;
today, however, issues such as drugs, family breakdown, and violent crime are
even more salient than are economic factors. In fact, it is the fear of violent crime
that most seems to drive this feeling of moral decay.

In addition to this sense of economic and moral decline, participants feel
America's political system is badly broken. They express almost no trust in
political leaders. To them, public officeholders never seem to get anything done,
instead pursuing their own personal interests--either in the form of outright
corruption or narrowly partisan agendas that promote gridlock rather than action--
rather than what is best for the country, a phenomenon that voters find
enormously frustrating:

Everybody is out for themselves. They’re not looking out for the

good of everybody else. They just want to know, "What am | going

to get out of this? Am | going to be reelected?" And then you get

in, and you spend the next four years trying to get reelected.

When asked what percentage of the members of Congress who went to
Washington with good intentions still "have their hearts in the right place," Miami
participants offer responses that average to a meager 9%.

We offered focus group participants the hypothetical opportunity to add a

message to their ballot in the next congressional election. The loud and clear

Peter D. Hart Research Associates, Inc.
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sentiments, expressed by Miami voters and echoed by those in the two other
groups, are Remember why you're there, and Keep your promises.

Concern about the future, even more than dissatisfaction with the present,
seems to be what most troubles the Americans with whom we spoke. Many
express the feeling that the nation is either directionless or sliding downward. An
Akron woman thinks of the country as at a "standstill," noting that "there are all
these problems, and nothing is being done about [them]." An Akron man
observes, "We are suffering from an identity crisis" as a nation, and a New Jersey
voter offers this characterization of the nation today:

We are going downhill. There seems to be hopelessness in the

people; they don’'t seem to have the goals they used to have. . . .

| think we’re a country without a vision. | see aimlessness.

Many voters feel that America was stronger in the past because people had
better values, especially a "wilingness to work hard and invest in the future," as
one man puts it. " Theyweren’t so focused on immediate gratification." There also
was a collective sense of confidence that is lacking today, according to these
voters. "When Kennedy said, ‘We’re going to send a man to the moon,
everybody believed that could be done," recalls a New Jersey man. " Andthat's
why it was done, because everybody believed in it. That's all you need. If the
people believe in it, then it's a done deal."

Voters indicate that it is political leaders who should provide the sense of

direction and common purpose that America needs, but participants do not see

Peter D. Hart Research Associates, Inc.
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this kind of leadership evidenced in the political process today. They had hoped

that President Clinton might be the answer, but they are not sure now whether he

is up to the challenge.

RATING THE CLINTON ADMINISTRATION

The public’s responses to President Clinton and his administration vary widely.
Some voters in the focus groups admire Bill Clinton and his efforts, while others
feel quite negative. Most voters fall between these extremes, offering a mixed
assessment.’

Even among the people who hold mixed or positive views, however, there
are real misgivings about the first 500 days of the Clinton presidency. We would
characterize the overall feeling as one of disappointment rather than rejection,
and the cause of this disappointment is clear: voters feel they elected Bill Clinton
to bring change to Washington and to America, but do not yet see the change
they were promised.

We began our discussions of President Clinton in the groups by posing this
question: "On Election Day 1992, what was your first thought when you learned

that Bill Clinton had won?" Not unexpectedly, some Bush and Perot voters recall

' In all three groups, we found some participants--usually very socially conservative people--
who feel strongly negative toward Bill Clinton. These individuals are, in nearly every case, people
who voted for George Bush in 1992, Since no president can hope to gain everyone's support,
and while we occasionally will take note of the strong anti-Clinton voters’ views, we have focused
our analysis here principally on Clinton voters, Perot voters, and those Bush voters who seem at
least open to the possibility of supporting Bill Clinton. Together, these are the members of the
electorate who will determine whether the President succeeds in implementing his agenda and,
ultimately, whether he wins reelection.

Peter D. Hart Research Associates, Inc.
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feeling upset or disappointed. But Clinton voters, as well as some participants
who had voted against Bill Clinton, say they felt hopeful that day. More
specifically, they felt hopeful that change was coming: "l was hoping for a change,
and the way he promised it, it sounded good," recalls a Miami voter, whose feeling
is echoed by a woman in the New Jersey session: "l was hopeful that he could
bring about some changes." Another voter asserts, "We sent the Republicans a
message that things were going to be different."

Change was the hope and expectation in November 1992, but today there
is general agreement that Bill Clinton has not yet wrought that change. Even his
supporters have little to point to in this regard, saying perhaps that he needs more
time. Some think there have been minor changes and others see none at all, but
very few voters are satisfied with the progress to date. A participant in Akron
notes, "l thought a change was needed; we needed a new direction; we needed
more leadership. We need what Clinton claimed, and so far not much has been
accomplished." The disillusionment also is articulated by the New Jersey voter
who insists, "He has not done anything. He said that he has done a lot, and he
has talked a lot about his health care [plan], but no one really knows what it is
about. He wants to do a lot, and maybe he is taking on too much." One Clinton
voter in Miami puts it simply: "I'm still waiting on a change."

Voters’ thirst for change has not abated,nor has it been quenched.
This state of unmet expectations, more than anything else, sets the

parameters for the public’s assessment of Bill Clinton’s presidency.
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Voters in our groups give varied assessments of the President's
performance. Asked to grade Bill Clinton, some participants award him a "B" or
an "A," and some a "D" or an "F." A sizable plurality, however, send the President
home with a "C" report card--middle-range grades consistent with his current
approval ratings (52% in the latest NBC/WSJ survey).

In a sense though, this "average" mark appears to be an implicit average
of two separate assessments: effort and accomplishment. Many participants
volunteer that Bill Clinton deserves an "A" for effort. Even people who do not like
him generally concede that he is working hard, and most voters feel that he wants
to do the right things. But they fault his effectiveness. An Akron voter who gives
the President a "C+" offers an explanation typical of the participants: "I give him
an 'A’ for effort, [but] he has been rendered ineffective in a lot of ways. Things are
out of his control."

The bad news is that, while the President earns an "A" for effort, an overall
rating of "C" suggests deep problems on the performance front. Indeed, one of
the most striking features of the three focus groups is people’s almost complete
inability to name a major accomplishment of Bill Clinton. This is true even among
Clinton supporters. When asked to name the high point of Bill Clinton’s first 500
days, people have genuine difficulty providing an answer. No single
accomplishment comes readily to people's minds.

Particularly troubling for this Administration is that the economy is rarely

mentioned in discussions of President Clinton’s efforts. Voters are of varying
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opinions on the state of the economy: some see recent improvement, though they
remain cautious or concerned about the future; others simply do not see any
progress. Those who do perceive improvement are loathe to give the President
credit, saying that recovery was already underway when he took office. Especially
striking is how little awareness people have of the Administration’s efforts on the
economic front. Some voters believe that Bill Clinton has not even addressed the
issue of the economy.

Few voters seem to recall the 1993 budget deal, for example, much less
associate this program with any subsequent economic upturn. Perhaps the
greatest irony of the first 500 days is that the Administration stepped up to the
plate, made some tough choices to achieve meaningful deficit reduction, and then
received essentially no acknowledgement from the public for hitting solidly and
safely. Though concern about the budget deficit does seem to have eased--it is
mentioned only very infrequently--there is littie indication that people recognize that
progress has been made.

In Akron, the moderator prompted the group by reminding them of the 1992
phrase, "It's the economy, stupid." This rings a bell, but still fails to elicit any sense
of post-election action. A couple of people recall the NAFTA vote, without
enthusiasm, but otherwise participants draw a blank. One voter notes that the
economy had indeed "been one of his big issues during the election," but that,
come to think of it, "[the President] hasn’t really done anything about it." A strong

Clinton supporter says simply, "I haven't heard much on it."
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As far as voters can determine, strengthening the economy--the centerpiece
of his 1992 campaign--is not a major priority on Bill Clinton’s agenda. National
polls confirm the startling finding that even as a Democratic president presides
over an economic recovery, the public has no more faith in the Democrats’
capacity to manage the economy than it does in the Republicans’ ability to do so.
For an administration that came to power on a wave of economic discontent, and
that sees its central strategic mission as reassuring the middle class that it
understands their economic situation, this is discouraging news.

The President’s unknown or untested aptitude as a military leader provokes
some degree of worry, in the event that the nation were to face a crisis, and this
is the one area in which voters seem to feel George Bush would be better were
he president today. The larger context surrounding these misgivings reveals,
however, that voters are essentially in an isolationist mood, and therefore do not
consider foreign policy and the President’s military role a top priority. "l think Bush
was very good internationally, but we don’t need that type of person; we need a
United States person," is the way a New Jersey voter puts it. A woman in the
Miami group elaborates: "I don't think [Clinton] has the military background to
handle it. But--he was elected to accomplish different things."

Indeed, some voters also seem to feel that President Clinton’s tentativeness
in approaching potential conflict situations abroad--the subject of considerable
criticism in both Democratic and Republican circles--is particularly appropriate to

the public’s current mood. "l think the country does not want to see any military
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action from him and he feels that, so he is being supercautious on certain issues.
He's up against the whole country not wanting any kind of war. | think he's all
right in that respect. | think he's cautious because we want him to be."

If voters have trouble coming up with major achievements of the
Administration, they are generally familiar with its current agenda. Virtually
everyone knows of Bill Clinton's drive to reform the health care system, and most
applaud his tackling of this problem. But there is a great deal of uncertainty
regarding the specifics of his plan, and there are considerable doubts as to
whether he has gotten it right yet. In one focus group, a discussion of the Clinton
plan quickly devolves into a discussion of welfare, and it becomes clear that most
of the people around the table believe that the essence of the health care plan is
to extend health benefits to the non-working poor. While many express support
for the goal of universal coverage, only a few seem to see this plan as having the
potential to help them or other working people.

The President's support for welfare reform that would "end welfare as we
know it" is something that voters seem to be both aware and supportive of. Some
also indicate awareness of Bill Clinton’s push for crime legislation. From these
signs, it would seem that the President’'s efforts to position himself as a "new
Democrat" have succeeded. Once again, however, the question comes back to
performance. '"The first positive thing was when he first became president and
expressed his views on welfare and training and all that," observes a Miami

woman, who adds the caveat, "I'm still waiting."
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Sometimes public opinion analysts can learn as much from what people do
not say in focus groups as from what they do. Especially notable in these groups
is how rarely people mention concerns over taxes or big government (and those
who do are generally Republican voters whose support Bill Clinton could never
reasonably hope to get anyway). Just as voters seem unaware of the deficit
reduction in the 1993 budget deal, they exhibit virtually no memory of the tax
increases included in that legislation, so roundly attacked by Republicans as the
“largest in history." Those tax increases have not registered significantly with
participants, and certainly have not provoked any kind of anger.

More generally, relatively few voters voice the types of criticisms offered
regularly by Republican critics. No one volunteers, for example, that Bill Clinton
is an out-of-touch liberal or that he wants to coddle criminals. A few Republican
voters say they think he is too fond of big government in general, but these
objections are infrequent and raised without much passion.

In sum, voters do not seem to feel that Bill Clinton has the wrong agenda
for America. Instead, they are frustrated that--as seems so often the case in

politics--the President currently seems incapable of implementing that agenda.
BiLL CLINTON THE MAN

While there is rough consensus regarding President Clinton’s performance in
office--voters believe the President is trying hard, but is not getting much

accomplished--impressions of Bill Clinton the man are sharply polarized.
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politics and politicians. And it is of some consequence that critics of the President
feel far more passionate and assertive than do those who support him. Bill Clinton
certainly would be in a stronger position today if more average Americans felt
good enough about his character and performance to stand up for him in the
conversations that take place daily in the nation’s coffee shops, laundromats, and
living rooms.

In terms of Bill Clinton’s personal strengths, common themes emerge in all
three groups. The President is widely credited with making a serious effort to
tackle the important issues facing the country, something voters feel his immediate
predecessors in office did not do. Voters also feel that he brings both great
energy and keen intelligence to those efforts--a combination they also have not
seen in many years. As well, they have a strong sense that he cares about
average people and their lives.

On the negative side, some voters are deeply offended by what they
perceive to be Bill Clinton’s low moral standards, citing Paula Jones’ charges or
the Whitewater issue. These impressions generally come from deeply conservative
people who almost certainly would never vote for a Democratic president.

Other voters draw a crucial line between personal and public behavior.
They are concerned about the latter, but not the former. "There are things with his
personal life that people can poke at. Ultimately, | am sure that they are going to
prove that he had an affair, but that is not my concern. My concern is what he is

going to do for this country. | personally am against that type of behavior, but |
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am not going to judge the man." A New Jersey voter speaks to the Whitewater
allegations: "Everyone makes mistakes financially. My question is whether there
were illegalities involved." Many voters blame the media for all the attention given
the Jones and Whitewater issues. Even a Bush voter expresses anger that The
Star and the National Enquirer seem to be driving the nation’s agenda.

The Paula Jones story and other personal matters ultimately seem to be of
limited interest to most of these voters. Whitewater is potentially a different
problem, because it involves more public activities. Voters do not now see any
clear evidence that the Clintons engaged in any illegal or unethical financial
activities, however, and as long as this remains the case, Bill Clinton's public
standing is unlikely to be seriously harmed.

We asked the New Jersey focus group participants where they would like
to be if they could be a "fly on the wall" and listen in on Bill Clinton unobserved,
to gain the kind of insight in which they are most interested. Although this group
is by far the most negative toward the President, no participants express any
voyeuristic interest in Bill Clinton’s bedroom or hotel rooms. Instead, participants
want to see him in a Cabinet meeting or just before a press conference; in other
words, they wish to understand how he goes about doing his job.

Nevertheless, the President does confront a serious and important
"character" problem with the voters. But this has been widely mischaracterized in

the press and the political community as principally a question of personal
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very embodiment of what is most wrong with politics and the nation today. As is
articulated by an Akron man, it is that "the nation votes for leaders that it sees like
them, and we [now] have a man in office who tells the truth when it is convenient.
| honestly don’'t know when | hear him speak if | am hearing the truth or hearing
what he wants me to hear. | think the nation as a whole is going in that direction.
There is no backbone anymore."

As voters try to come to grips with Bill Clinton’s failure to achieve change,
they often reach for the word, "backbone." This term implies not only honesty, but
also strength and convictions--a willingness to fight for what one believes in, even
in the face of powerful opposition or great risks. They see this as an essential
quality in effective leaders: it takes backbone to face down political adversaries,
to rally the nation to a common cause, or to fight against special interests on
behalf of the entire nation. Unfortunately, many voters do not today see this critical
leadership ingredient in their current president.

Indeed, when we asked the people in Miami what kind of backbone Bill
Clinton has, their answers include "sawdust," "papier-maché," and "clay." When
participants are asked to contemplate which qualities Bill Clinton could usefully
take from previous presidents, a New Jersey man suggests "the guts of Truman,"
while a Miami man wants to "make him more of a 'The buck stops here’ kind of
guy." In addition, when considering the question of whether Bill Clinton still could
become a great president, those who answer "no" express these same types of

concerns in explaining the obstacles to greatness. "l would say ‘no’ only because
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| don't think he has strong convictions," notes one woman, and another voter
asserts, "l don't believe that he could become a great president. If we think back
to who we consider great presidents, it is the ones that take a moral stand,
whether we agree with them or not. It is the ones that take the stand and fight for
what they believe in; those are the great ones."

The passage of NAFTA is an interesting exception to this assessment--one
that proves the larger rule. While voters do not generally express any great
enthusiasm for NAFTA as a policy, several participants cite this as a case in which
Bill Clinton demonstrated some conviction. In that fight, they saw the President
stake out a firm position, take on strong opponents (Ross Perot and congressional
leaders), and prevail--demonstrating exactly their model of effective presidential
leadership. In voters’ minds, the NAFTA victory pointed to the broader possibility
that change was coming, that Bill Clinton was going to be able to break gridlock
and achieve his goals. This explains why the President’s approval ratings went up
considerably at the time, even though public support for the treaty was fairly
modest. Tellingly, however, NAFTA stands nearly alone when voters are asked to
recall an example of the President displaying strong convictions.

In addition to helping a president achieve legislative or policy victories,
strong convictions have another value: they give voters a fuller sense of where
their president hopes to take the country. If Americans are then called upon to
make sacrifices or to be patient, this deeper understanding of their leader’s vision

makes it easier to comprehend why. But today, voters have little sense of what
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group participants see the GOP as being very much a party of the status quo, with
little interest in change. For most of the Republican voters, that is just fine. They
generally are satisfied with the state of the nation or are at least convinced that
anything government does to address problems will only make things worse.
But most people do not agree: despite voters' substantial skepticism
toward government and their cynicism about politics, in the end, they say that
attempts must be made to solve the very serious problems they see around them.
Participants also admire Bill Clinton’s willingness to face up to these challenges.
An Akron accountant, somewhat favorably inclined toward Clinton, sums up this
sentiment aptly:
| believe that there are significant changes that need to take place,
and the Democratic Party traditionally is the party of change.
Republicans just want to maintain the status quo, and that was
Bush’s theme during the campaign. | happen to think [there are]
major problem[s] . . . and the Democratic Party is the one that will
undertake those changes, just as Bill Clinton has decided to take on
“the health care and welfare problems.
This contrast should become more important as the country moves toward
1996. While voters now judge Bill Clinton mostly against the expectations he
raised in 1992, voters in 1996 will evaluate him against an actual nominee from the
party of the status quo. Significantly, few of the Democratic or Independent voters
in our focus groups seem at all eager to trade in Bill Clinton for George Bush or

another Republican. Even those who have doubts about Bill Clinton do not

necessarily perceive that the political universe contains more attractive options.
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Show improvement in a few areas. Push one all the way through

and have the others following behind . . . .Iif he could push these
things [crime and economy] through a little bit, and maybe finish one
of them.

= Communicate conviction and honesty.

Try to be honest, and communicate more what he is doing and how
he is doing it.

When he says he is going to do something, do it. Be more decisive
about his decision-making.

Demonstrate that he is above reproach; restore his credibility.

Be strong; convince us of your convictions.

Although people are disappointed with the story line thus far, they are far
from closing the book on Bill Clinton. Most are reserving judgment; some are still
optimistic that he will bring change. Many feel torn in their assessment: they like
this president’s energy and intelligence, but do not feel they can trust him as much
as they would like to. Voters also recognize that the problems President Clinton
is facing are substantial and long-standing, and many comment that both the
press and the public are far less respectful of the presidency than they once were.
These voters seem to consider the Clinton presidency a work in progress, and are
not yet sure how it will turn out in the end.

His success, voters believe, will be determined by whether he shows himself
to be a stronger leader than they have seen so far. Even a very conservative
young woman in Akron concedes that Bill Clinton could still be a great president,

if "he gets a backbone and uses it." What voters most want to see from Bill
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