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CHICAGO. LO NDON. LOS ANGELES. NEW YORK . SAN FRANCISCO. WASHINGTON, D.C. 

TH OMAS W. BENHAM 
President 

MEMORANDUM 

Marc.h 29, 1972 

TO: H. R. Haldeman 

FROM: Thomas W. Benham 

SUBJECT: President Nix0p.'s Pppr0val Base 

The 	question of how to raise the base of public approval for the President 
ccrt(]i1l1y does not yield to any 5imple solutions. There are some obsel'vCltions 
that should be made about this pl:enomnon of pre5:i c;ential approval: 

a. 	 rIne ratings of previous presi dents have shm'ffi - - without 
except ion - - th at t he t:;.'cnd from time of t ak ing of fice tC' 
~he end of t he term lS one of gener al decline i n nop l1ar i ty . 
Obviously, as 'L~e cluet execuhvc mus t fa ce t it ~e nousprCJb­

jlems and crises that arise during his t elTI , he must o.ke de­
cisions and accept responsibility for actions that cannot 
ple;tse everyone. He may also he the victim of factors beyo;:d 
his contl'ol, as failures at any adlTlinistrative level tend to 
reflect back on the head. 

b. 	 The Gallup POP1..118-6ty rating is also quite a sens iti e bar­
ometer. A look at L<hi.bl t 1 shows iliat some of the rna) or ' 

..L.a . ~I \ • ... '4 ~ ._(.A.. ... 	 ........ .. dllring
"~r."r.~t h' ¥"" .... ..Jc- ....... ':l 1_....., c:: ~ n r1,n...... .... "'-T ~'n
'-4
rl 111 ,,1-'"-~__ ],r' ''e OC CU··'To"rl _ ........... ,,_ 0 1-.gr __ _ _ 


President Ni xon ' term h:JVe come about when he \Vent directly 
to tile pc:op le, .i.E a h ighJv "js 'jbJe manne'Y, t o seriously d 1S­

cUss some iJi 'pQ J:' iilli r J!roblcnl . No~c the jump aftcr his ,\Tj etnam 
speech of Novembe 196 9 , the jncre(lse after the corrnni ttmcnt 
of troops to ,CaJT1DcJdia, the rever sa l <i.fter the scheduled with­
drawal f r om Cambodia. 0;O tiCC the uptrend \,'it]l the se.rious 
economic dis cuss ions of Phase 1 and Ph~ s (" 2. And fina lly, 
the 	t rend upH?-rd after the highly visiole Peking trjp. 

The 	President has exhibitcd the Joility to capture ~.h e t:u~1ic'~ 
C'ltt 	 n tion and to get tllCITI to ]j Stl'l1 to s o:-::c\\lhnt cO.. ljd , d~s­
cuss ions of OUy se ri ous problems - - and get f, o::ld reac ticirL:; . 
Morc 2bout this l aL r. 

I 
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c. 	 Whi l e it may be fru.stra~ing to brenk ~l\vay from the 50°6 leve l 
in popula ritY1 and tJlell 1::111 back, it mGY \';'c11 be w1TealisLic 
to expect to 'es t Dblish a bose as hj gh as the 60~; level. 
Exhibit 2 graphi ally demons tTates t he point that President 
Nixon came in \\i tJ1 a much 10h'er leve l of general enthusiasm 
than his four predecessors in the h11i tc House. He has - - so 
far - - maintai n'd an extreme ly high m"crage of approval \,'hen 
this bas i c fac t is taken into account, and when one considers 
that he has sprung from a minority party, and \Vas elected by 
a narrow margin as a minority c::mdido.tc. He olwiously CQulJ 

ase at the 50% level unless man critics 
3d been won over to respect for h1S leadershl.p and perfonnalk 

It is also apparent in Exhibit 2 that the approval of Presi­
dents Johnson and Truman \vent to disastrOllS J eye] s when each 
finally came face to f a " pm olvable roblem-­
in Truman's case, the Korean War, and 1n 0 .on sase, 
tJle Vietnam War. Certainly if some such "unsolvable problem" 
(e.g., rampant inflation, another \';'ar somewhere) carne up, a 
similar resul t could be President Nixon's lot. 

d. 	 Most flmdarnental, of cour se, is the simple fact. of life that 
LWpl.lblicans are outmuubcred a lmost D\TO to one by Democrats. 
As ShO\ffi in Exhibi t 3, the sales cur ve of the l~t=;pub lican Porty 
has not looked !OOd for thirty years, President Nixon has 
done a r emar kab e Job of maintaining public support in spite 
of thi s inilialru1ce . To expect a one-fifth greater level of 
approval (from a base a roui'1d 50% to a base around 60%) almost 
asswnes a radical change in our political culture. It is 
hard t o see hO\ll this could occur in tJle short period of any 
president's tenn in office. It assumes a state of public 
happiness and contentment that seems highly lmlikely in thi s 
period of conflicting pressures and problems. 

So what are some of the implications ? 

1. 	 The Prcs ide!lt should cont inue to be unafraid to tackle and 
discus s di fficult issues \Vi th the public. He lias done it 
succes s fully jn the past . He can continue to do it. He 
has managed ! "0 sn;itch s me i s sues right out of the h nds of 
the opposition. 

I 
One t opic that presently mi ght bcc(lin(; a candidate for such 
a discussion wi th the public is the recent burs t of high 
food pri ces . Mli l e s)'lTlpathiz" ng Hi th the hous ewife , pcrlltlps 
the Prcsident con c).."jJ la j n t l ~] t f ood ie; taking a smaller 
shar e of the f ::un ily buc1 l::e t than it did 20 ye a sago ; tJ13t 
our si tuat jdn compu ted \\"i tJl t J e r s t of tJ1C \\'orld - - \-:he t hc:-r 
it be our all ies or our opponents -- is uniquc in this 
regard . 

http:c::mdido.tc
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In thi s ame pres ent aUon he could Dgain point out (whJt the 
public a l rc<ldy accepts) t hat big laboT must be llr its share of 
the blame and, speci fically, l..he union l eaders. Labor leaders 
ap arently never t ook on their rcal assignment to represent 
all working pcoplc - - not j us t their 0\>J11 narrmv constituency. 

Also on the economic side i s the number of employed versus 
unemployed. TIle positive side of thi s story is not getting 
across. 

2. Another way to keep the base up and to hopefully improve it 
is to work witl i ssues on the 1' e), 511bfroutf that have been 
most rJ1uctant to show hi gh approval or 1e President. 

Ipdependent voters comprise a large proportion of the public 
{on til open rtnnds politically. This group will vote basically 
on how ''iell they feel problems arc being handled, and the 
leadership provided by the President, rather than on the 
basis of party loyalty. 

:"':"::=-=::':::~~~.L-..=:"~iMi~v_"o ~e Whi le th i s v..t ..r... group is regis ter­
lng more ocratl c Repu liean , a large pl'clJortion areJi 

r e f us ing to affilia te 'v i th either party. Even those who do 
commit to a par ty will 1x: les s strong in their com:nittmcnt 
than voters \\'ho have habi tuaUy pulled (l part icular party 
lever . The President already has made inroaJs in this group 
with his deescalation in Vietnam and his daring initiative 
in Peking. 

One issue that should be dramat i zed Hi th youth is \..~lat the 
President has done to eliminate the draft, where there is 
a tremendous statistical story that needs to be told 
dramatically. 

,i 
Women . Trial h - at s she',.: the PresideD'i' nrrming le~s \'iell 

F 	 aJilOng women th,m among men. This may ' 'iell be related to 
prices cmd inflation, anr1 possibly a lack of appreciation 
of ~l1ly interes t t he Fres i dent mQy have in \vomcn' S problems 
as a group, and the Letter ing of their general status in 
t e I1lts of equal opportun i ty. It would be a mistake to aSS LU1le 
t ha t because the Ni 'on Administration has 8ppointed more 
women to h i 6h po jtions than any of its predecessors that 
thi s fact Hill sp -ak for i tse lf. It neecls to be demon tra t ed 
and tol d again and again. 
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Women ar e a po t ential source fo r strong org:mizational effort. 
While there UTe more womell eligible to vote them men, t heir 
perfonnance tum ouD ..ise has historj cally been lower (4 per­
centage points lower th "m men in 1968 - - 66% versus 70 %). 
Some of the more active ,'.'omen' s groups will be making a 
greater effort to get them to the polls -- mainly in behalf 
of Democratic candi dates . 

4. 	 Tj rnjp2 for the President's presentations seems to be very 
llnportant from nmV' W1til election day. The President needs 
periodic presentati ons to keep the base from slipping, obviously 
wi tJl the obj ective of bui lding a peak in late October. '111e 
key would be that the President come through as President 
providing l eadership in key problems, rather than as candida te 
presenting a partis an point of view. ~ 
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PARTY AFFILIATION: 1940 - 1971 (q':ill~l') 
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1940 1950 1960 lS64 1966 19G8 19'10 

In politics, as of today do )'0/1 consider YOllrsrlf a R CJ1 II b­
licon, Dcmocra t or IndependclI'? 

Following 	is the 31-ycar trend: 

18 and Older 


Rep. Dem. Ind. 
0/0 0/0 %, 

. tATEST .. ,.,. 25 44 

I Jan.,.March ..... 26 45 


21 nnd Oh!<:r 


Oct., '70 .. " ........ 45 26
'9 
July·Aug. .......... 29 44 27 

May-June, '69 ., . 28 42 30 

June, '6S .... " .. " .... 27 46 . 27 

Oct., '67 .............. 27 42 31 


Fch, .... '" ............ 27 4> 27 
, 1966 ................... 27 48 '5 

1965 ........ " .......... 50 23
'7 
1964 " .................. 25 53 2~ 


19(10 .................. 30 
 47 23 
1950 .... '" ... , , ...... 33 45 n 
19'10 .................... 38 42 20 
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NORTH HARRISON STREET, PRINCETON, NEW JERSEY 08540 telephone: 609/924-5900 

CHICAGO. LONDON. LOS ANGELES. NEW YORK. SAN FRANCISCO. WASHINGTON, D.C. 

THOMAS W. BENHAM 
President 

M E lvT 0 RAN DUM 

March ),9, :;~72 

TO: H. R. HaldemCi..il 

i:RU:-1: Thomas W. Bc!'Jlam 

SU3JEi...."1': President Nixe·!!.' 5 App:C'Jval Base 

The question of 1101.: to raise the base of public approval for the President 
c ..::rtc:L;llly docs -,lnt yic1d to any SiilT,Jle soLr~ions. Th2re :lTe :3')']!C- (·l-·s8n;8t·lc,ns 
that should b.= !":1~lde 2.bcut this phenomenon Gf pres:; c:en~ ial apprc\'81: 

a. 	 rille rntings of prc\;'ious presidents have S!-~C'.I':: - - \,'1 thnU-l: 
~::xce;}l.iG~~ - - that the tJ.'cnd fro;]~ tinle of t;~k;,_!:;: (;ff5..c? t':.· 
the end. of the term is one of general dec] ine :i.n !l0fl1J:,n'j tj. 
ObVjn(Jsly, as the chief executive m:1S t f3.U: t~~i,; ~(::ril!U~~ p[elb­
~.elTL3 c:nd crjscs t.hat arise during his ten" he must l:-::tl(e rle­
d.si::ms and accept rcsponsibility £01' actie,ns th.1t c,,;-mot 
ple:tse cveryon,c. He may also be the victil!, :)£ fade'f,,) r.(;yo:-:~ 
his cont:;:ol, <::5 failuTC~s at any administrative level tend to 
Teflcct back un the h~ad. 

bt 	 l l he C;~.lll'r rIOI)~~18I·~t..y Yo.til12 is a130 ql.1ite eJ SCI1Siti\/t: ~Jai~­
OlTleter. A look at !::_<Jli.bit 1 S1!OI~'S th",t. SOll::; 0f ttc ;'lCllor 
y~~·"c.:-s .;!l: ~~ d0"',,-;;7.·:j"':-~~1.i ~l.h.J. t !1:,:l~.r2 cc:cu::."!·'e t]. ~:(' £"?~ ,-tl.~Y in.:.; 
Pl"esidentN~:xo!l' stern! h:NC come about Whell. he ivent (U.-;"::C'.tly 
to tile PE:C;p; f:~ ,lE a highly v:isiblc; Etam-.cr,:'J ~C-:.. i8~2y dis­
cuss SOIne jJl'poJ."'..::na: "i,.'!·ob1 r;Jll, >:~)~e t~l':~ j U:l ~ r. l a{-;:cT 11; ~ .. i etm';'l"!"! 
speech of Nc\'-ernber LS)69, tile jncne::lSC :l£t8l' the C("lJTi],t.itt~'8nt 
of ·t"roops to Cmnbc,dia, the re\i(;r~2.1 c;.ft.e r tJ~c Sdl"::ciu j,::u. it! i t11­
clrai ial from C:;mbcdia. :\oticc the 1.lptrE:·.1~(~ i:i tIl tJ-.8 ,:-:,~ ri:JlC: 
eCO!l0mjc disC'.;ssion::; of l'i""l2.SC ] 2n.d Pn<l5C' 2.. /\.no fillally, 
the trend llFl,·mrd after the highly v-j:;iL;Jc ?eking t -e! p. 

Th'3 PYcsiu.cr:t ;-.as cx..~jbited IT.(; u"hili ty 1.0 ,:JpilFe :'!;c -;-:u;;Jic r:~ 
att.cnticn and to get ::hc.rn to Ijsh'n to .50;:-;c1,'.hat .,cC'8i11:::;_: d~s­
CllS c:; ior,s of OUT .::;'::-1"1 OL'S problcliiS - - ar.:C1. gct send l'ea(.:t":. (in_=; • 

?',Iu:!.'c 2D0111: this JaL.:;-;·, 

http:l'i""l2.SC
http:1:,:l~.r2
http:xce;}l.iG
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c. 	 While it may be frustrating to break away from the 50% level 
in vopularity, and tilen fall back, it may well be unrealistic 
to expect to 'establish a base as hjgh as the 60% level, 
EXhibit 2 graphically demo~strates the point tilat President 
Nixon came in wi. th a nruch lmver level of general enthusiasm 
than his four predecessors in the White House, He has - - so 
far -- maintained an extremely high average of approval when 
this basic fact is taken into account, and when one considers 
that he has sprung from a minority party, and was elected by 
a narrow margin as a minority candidate. He obviously could 
not have maintained a base at the 50% level unless many critics 
had been won over to respect for his leadership and performance. 

It is also apparent in E::::'..t'1ibit 2 that the approval of Presi­
dents Johnson and Truman \\lent to disastrous levels when each 
finally came face to face with an unsolvable problem -­
in Tnunan' s case, the Korean War, and in Johnson! s case, 
the Vietnam War. Certainly if some such lIunsolvable problem" 
(e.g., rampant inflation, another war somewhere) came up, a 
similar result could be President Nixon's lot. 

d. 	 Most fundamental, of course, is the simple fact of life that 
Republicans are outnumbered almost two to one by Democrats. 
As shown in Exhibit 3, the sales curve of the Republican Party 
has not looked good for thirty years. President Nixon has 
done a remarkable job of maintaining public support in spite 
of this imbalance. To expect a one-fifth greater level of 
approval (from a base around 50% to a base around 60%) almost 
assumes a radical change in our political culture. It is 
hard to see how this could occur in the short period of any 
president's term in office. It assumes a state of public 
happiness and contentment that seen~ highly unlikely in this 
period of conflicting pressures and problems. 

So what are some of the implications? 

1. 	 The President should continue to be unafraid to tackle and 
discuss difficult issues with the public. He has done it 
successfully in the past. He can continue to do it. He 
has managed to snatch some issues right out of the hands of 
the opposition. 

One topic that presently mjght become a candidate for such 
a discussion wi. th the public is the recent burst of high 
food prices. While sympathizjng with the housewife, perhaps 
the President can explain that food is taking a smaller 
share of the family bunget tilan it did 20 years ago; that 
our 5i tuation compared with 'the rest of the world - - whether 
it be our allies or our opponents -- is unique in this 
regard. 
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In this same presentation he could again point out (what the 
public already accepts) that big labor lnust bear its share of 
the blame and, specifically, the lll1ion leaders. Labor leaders 
apparently never took on their real assignment to represent 
all working people - - not just their own narrow constituem.:y. 

Also on the economic side is the m.nnber of employed versus 
unemployed. TIle positive side of this story is not getting 
across. 

2. 	 Another way to keep the base up and to hopefully improve it 
is to work \lri t!1 issues en the fey suh£roups that have been 
most reluctant to show high approval for the Presiden~. 

Independent voters comprise a large proportion of tile public 
with open mindS politically. This group will vote basically 
on how well they feel problems are being handled, and th~ 
leadership provided by the President, rather than on the 
basis of party loyalty. 

Another rou are new voters. While this group is register­
1ng more emocratic an Repu lican, a large proportion are 
refusing to affiliate with either party. EVen those who do 
coomit to a party will be less strong in their committment . 
than voters who have habitually pulled a particular party 
lever. The President already has made inroa(~ in this group 
with his deescalation in Vietnam and his daring initiative 
in Peking. 

One 	 issue that should be dramatized with youth is ~hat the 
President has done to eliminate the draft, where there is 
a tremendous statistical story that needs to be told 
dramatically. 

Wcme.n. Trial heats shew the President !"I..!p.rnng le~.s ,,:~11 
an:Kmg women than among men. This may well be related to 
prices and inflation, and possibly a lack of appreciation 
of any interest the President may have in women! s problems 
as a group, and the bettering of their general status in 
tenns of equal opportlll1ity. It would be a mistake to assume 
that because the Nixon Administration has appointed more 
women to high positions than any of its predecessors that 
this fact will speak for itself. It needs to be demonstrated 
and told again and again. 
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Women are a potential source for strong 6rganizational effort. 
While there are more women eligible to vote than men, their 
performance turnoutwise has historically been lower (4 per­
centage points lower thrul men in 1968 -- 66% versus 70%). 
Some of the more active women's groups will be making a 
greater effort to get them to the polls -- mainly in behalf 
of Democratic candidates. 

4. 	 Timing for the President's presentations seems to be very 
important from now tmtil election day. The President needs 
periodic presentations to keep the base from slipping, obviously 
,,,ith the objective of buildi.ng a peak in late October. The 
key would be that the President corne through as President 
providing leadership in key problems, rather than as canaidate 
presenting a partisan point of view. 

http:buildi.ng
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In politics, as of today do you cOllsider yours('/f a Repub­

licall, Democrat or independent? 
'. 

" 

;. 
Following is the 31-year trend: 

18 and Oldet-
Rep. Dem. Iud. 

% ro %
I 


LATEST ...... 25 44 3I 


Jan.-March ..... 26 45 29 

21 ~r.d Old<:r 

;.. 	 Oct., .70 ........... :;9 4; 26 

~- July-Aug. ........... 29 44 27 


:May-Juoc, '69 ... 2f. -!2 30 


June, '68 ........ " .. 27 46 . 27 

Oct., '67 .............. 27 42 31 


.' 	 Feb. ... ,. .............. 27 46 27 

1966 ................... 27 48 25 

1965 .......... ........ 27 50 23
~ 

~.. . .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 	 2:1196"1 25 53 

1960 30 47 23
........ '" ........ II 


1950 ........" ......... 33 22
45 

~c·1940 .................... 42 20
'w 
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