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Support and Opposition for Invading Iraq: Did the President’s Speech Make a Difference?

Juanita M. Firestone and Richard J. Harris
Department of Sociology, The University of Texas at San Antonio, San Antonio, Texas, USA



Abstract: Utilizing data from the annual San Antonio Survey, this research addresses the issue of support and opposition to invading Iraq among respondents randomly selected from Bexar County, Texas. Data were collected prior to and after President Bush addressed the nation on October 7, 2002, seeking broad citizen support for his plan, allowing us to ascertain whether or not his speech impacted the attitudes of potential voters. Our results indicate that the President’s speech, along with the exten-sive media coverage about it, was effective in gaining support for his proposal to invade Iraq. A multivariate logistic regression analysis also displayed that the speech still had a significant impact even after controlling for confidence in the president, political orientation, race, ethnicity, nativity, and socio-demographic context. The find-ings suggest support for earlier research indicating that the impact of presidential speeches could boost the approval of a policy, in particular, if the speech occurred dur-ing his first term of office, was considered a “major” speech, was devoted to one important topic, and its primary focus was on foreign policy. Under these conditions, such a speech portrays the president as a strong leader.
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In the post-9/11 period, President Bush actively sought support for the inva-sion of Iraq both within the United States and internationally. The strong Republican victory in the 2002 elections and the unanimous UN support for forcing Saddam Hussein to allow UN weapons inspectors into Iraq to insure that all weapons of mass destruction were destroyed were indications that Bush was quite successful. This research addresses the issue of support and opposition to invading Iraq among respondents randomly selected from Bexar
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County, Texas. About 83% of the population in this county lives in the City of San Antonio. In addition, historically San Antonio has consisted of a large military community. Prior to the closing of several installations, Bexar County was home to five different military bases, and is still home to three. Thus, while we expect strong levels of support for the proposed invasion, we are interested in the impact on those initially claiming to be undecided. Data were collected prior to and after President Bush addressed the nation on October 7, 2002, seeking broad citizen support for his plan, allowing us to ascertain whether or not his speech impacted the attitudes of potential voters.


REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Early studies on the impact of media on society suggested the existence of a “hypodermic effect” such that the media injected information and opinions into people’s minds.[1] However, subsequent empirical tests of this hypothesis indi-cated that any large change in public opinion based on media coverage was the exception rather than the rule.[2] Later research suggested that the media do shape public opinion by setting specific public agendas[3] and by selectively pre-senting topics in order to impact evaluations of over all presidential job perfor-mance.[4] Thus when encountering an issue of importance in the media, a person is more likely to think it is an important issue for the general public than for him or herself.[5] Furthermore, while, the media may not directly impact individual opinions, it may have indirect impacts by reinforcing existing beliefs.[6]
Furthermore, evidence suggests that the trustworthiness of the source of the information impacts the extent that individuals are persuaded by what they hear or observe[7] although this may be mediated by the amount and level of the indi-vidual’s political knowledge[8] and by the individual’s education level.[9] Miller and Krosnick[10] found that trust in the media and knowledge of politics had the strongest impact on agenda setting by the media, although they found that agenda setting occurred among those who did not trust the media and those who were not knowledgeable about politics as well.
Any perusal of current media coverage makes clear that political parties and presidents use public speeches as a means to establish and persuade the public regarding policy agendas. Early literature related to the impact of pres-idential speeches on public opinion indicated that a speech could boost the president’s approval in particular if the speech occurred during his first term of office, was considered a “major” speech,[11] or when the speech was devoted to one important topic.[12] Cohen and Hamman[13] further argue that only foreign policy speeches will have an important impact on presidential ratings because they portray the president as a strong leader.
Another thread of research examines the president’s ability to lead public opinion on specific policies, and finds that the popularity of the president impacts his ability to guide public opinion.[14] Pfeffley, Langley, and Goidel[15]
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using data from a two-wave panel study of telephone respondents in Lexington Kentucky found that support for President Reagan’s air strikes against Libya in 1986 was impacted by a combination of an unusually strong presidential mes-sage, strong bipartisan support for his message and a barrage of favorable media coverage. In conclusion past research suggests that support for invading Iraq would increase following a strong presidential speech supporting this action.


DATA AND METHODS

The annual San Antonio Survey is a telephone survey of a stratified random sample of adults with telephones. In 2002, data were collected October 5–14. Questions are designed to measure San Antonians’ attitudes about and percep-tions regarding a variety of contemporary issues. Survey data were collected through UTSA’s Hispanic Research Center/Metropolitan Research and Policy Institute and the Survey Research Lab. The sample for this survey was com-prised of 457 adults with telephones living in the San Antonio SMSA. The standard error of the entire sample is +/ 4.6 percent with a 95 percent confi-dence level. Survey results were weighted by sex and race/ethnicity according to 2000 Census data for Bexar County.
Respondents were asked to respond to the following question with respect to invading Iraq:

President Bush has been attempting to build national and international support for a plan to invade Iraq. Please tell us how strongly you support or oppose the plan to invade Iraq. Response categories included; Strongly support; Support; Oppose; Strongly oppose; and Don’t Know.


DESCRIPTIVE RESULTS

As shown in Figure 1, in the complete sample (everyone who responded to the survey), slightly over one fourth of respondents strongly supported the plan and about three in ten supported the plan somewhat, producing a majority of 56% expressing at least some support for the invasion. Nineteen percent of respondents said they opposed the plan, 15% said they strongly opposed the plan while10% responded with “don’t know.”
On Monday evening, October 7, 2002 President Bush gave a televised speech regarding his proposal to invade Iraq. Prior to the President’s speech, political ana-lysts indicated that he sought broad citizen support for his plan, and that he hoped to influence those who “did not know” to understand the issue better. Figure 2 indicates the impact of the President’s speech on the overall results.[16]
It seems very clear that he picked up support for the invasion, and that much of that support likely occurred from those who fell into the “don’t
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Figure 1. Support/oppose invading Iraq.
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Figure 2. Support/oppose invading Iraq before and after President’s speech.

know” category. Note that the percentage of “don’t know” responses decreased about 9.4% after Bush’s speech and those supporting the invasion increased about 6.9% while those strongly supporting increased by 2.3%. Those strongly opposing the invasion decreased by 3.5%, while those oppos-ing the invasion increased by 3.8%. The changes in support/opposition, which occurred, are unlikely due to chance (p = .032) and moderate in strength (V =
.132). In the following figures, we examine the influence of the speech on var-ious demographic groups in San Antonio, in order to assess whether or not different constituencies were impacted differently. Because San Antonio is a “majority minority” city, ethnicity and geographic location as a reflection of ethnic segregation are particularly important factors.


In the complete sample, women were more likely to strongly oppose and oppose the invasion than were men in the sample (see Figure 3). In addition, women were almost twice as likely as men to say they “did not know” whether to support or oppose the proposed invasion (12.5% women; 6.2% men). Again, these differences are not likely due to chance (p = .05) and the relationship is moderate in strength (V = .144).
As shown in Figure 4, the President’s speech seems to have had a stron-ger impact on men in the Bexar County area. Before the speech, 21.5% of men
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Figure 3. Support/oppose invading Iraq by sex.
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Figure 4. Impact of President’s speech on men’s and women’s support/opposition to invading Iraq.


and 24.9% of women strongly supported the invasion, while 30.6% of men and 21% of women supported it. About 15% (14.9%) of men and 17.9 % of women opposed the plan, and 13.4% of men and 21.7% of women strongly opposed the proposal. Among women 14.6 % said they “did not know,” while 19.6% of men were in this category. Before the speech, differences between men and women are not statistically significant (p = .601) but are moderately strong (V = .158).
After the president’s speech, strong support among men increased to 32.2%, an increase of 10.7%, while strong support among women decreased 5.6% to 19.3% (See Figure 4). Support among men increased slightly to 33.1%, while support among women jumped over 10% to 31.6%. Note that the “don’t know” category for women dropped only slightly from 14.6% to 12.2%, while among men, “don’t know” responses dropped dramatically from 19.6% to 2.2%. Among both men and women those strongly opposed decreased slightly, and those opposed increased somewhat (see Figure 3). After the speech, the results are statistically significant (p = .001) and the dif-ferences between men and women are stronger (V = .228).
As depicted in Figure 5, African Americans/Blacks were most likely to oppose the invasion (40%) and to strongly oppose the invasion (25.6%) than were Whites (15.9%; 10.6%, respectively) and Hispanic/Mexican Americans (16.5%, 10.2%, respectively). Whites were more likely to support (36.4%) and strongly support (28.5%) than the other race/ethnic groups although the Hispanic/Mexican American percentages are very close to the white percent-ages for those who strongly supported the invasion (26.1%; 28.6% supported). Among Black/African Americans only 16.8% said they supported invading
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Figure 5. Support/oppose invading Iraq by race/ethnicity.


Iraq, while a mere 9.2% strongly supported the plan. Results were statistically significant (p = .006) and moderate in strength (V = .157).
Looking at results before and after the President’s speech (see Figures 6 and 7), we see important decreases in the “don’t know” responses for Whites (11,8% to 7.7%) and Hispanic /Mexican Americans (22.7% to 6.%).[17]
In addition, strong support among Whites jumped from 20.1% to 30.6% and among Hispanic/Mexican Americans increased from 23.3% to 27.7%.
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Figure 6. Support/oppose invading Iraq by race/ethnicity before President’s speech.
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Figure 7. Support/oppose invading Iraq by race/ethnicity after President’s speech.


Support decreased slightly for Whites (38.0% to 35.6%) and jumped among Hispanic/Mexican Americans (17.6% to 31.1%.)
As shown in Figure 8, those aged 65 and older had the largest percentage in the “don’t know” category (15.2%) compared to 10.6% of those aged 18–29, 8.9% of those aged 49–64, and 5.8% of those aged 30–44. Those aged 30–44 were most likely to strongly support the invasion and those aged 18–29 were most likely to strongly oppose it. Age is only weakly related to this ques-tion (V = .099) and the relationship is not statistically significant (P = .361). The relationship remains non-significant when controlling for before and after the President’s speech (p = .737 and p = .182, respectively) but becomes a bit stronger (V = .162 and V = .128, respectively).
It is interesting to note that before the speech, the youngest aged group had the largest percentage in the “don’t know” category (24.4%) and this dropped dramatically to 7.7% after the speech (see Figures 8 and 9). The per-centage in the “don’t know” category increased slightly for the oldest age group (65 and older) from12.2% to 16.l6%.
Next we explored support for and opposition to the proposed invasion of Iraq by geographic quadrant of the city. Results indicated that those on the West side (both Southwest and Northwest) were most likely to fall into the “don’t know” category (see Figure 10). Those on the East side (both Southeast and Northeast) were most likely to “support” the invasion. Individuals living in the Southeast quadrant were most likely to “strongly support” the invasion (30.0%) followed closely by those living in the Southwest quadrant (27.2%). Those liv-ing in the Southwest and Northeast quadrants were most likely to strongly oppose the proposed invasion (18.0% each). However, the differences are not statistically significant (p = .610) and the relationship is weak (V = .09).
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Figure 8. Support/oppose invading Iraq by age group before President’s speech.
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Figure 9. Support/oppose invading Iraq by age group after President’s speech.
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Figure 10. Support/oppose invading Iraq by geographic area.

Looking at the results before and after the Presidents speech (see Figures 11 and 12) shows a large decrease in the percentages saying “don’t know” among those living on the West side (both Northwest from 25.6% to 6.3% and Southwest from 10.4% to 7.8%). Support for the invasion increased substan-tially among those living on the Southeast from 12.2% to 34.1% after the speech, increased from 24.1% to 32% among those residing on the Northwest, and increased from 25.9% to 35.1% among those living on the Northeast.
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Figure 11. Support/oppose invading Iraq by geographic area before President’s speech.
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Figure 12. Support/oppose invading Iraq by geographic area after President’s speech.

Among those residing on the Southwest, opposition to the invasion increased after the speech (9.2% to 15.2% opposed; 6% to 23% strongly opposed). Nei-ther relationship (before (p = .130) or after the speech (p = .871)) is statisti-cally significant, although the relationship before the speech is much stronger (V = .245) than after the speech (V = .086).
Results from San Antonio are similar to those from national surveys in supporting the President’s proposal (see Table 1). Comparing the national



Table 1. Favor or Oppose Invading Iraq

	
2002
	%
Favor
	%
Oppose
	% No opinion

	Nov 8–10
	59
	35
	6

	Oct 21–22
	54
	40
	6

	Oct 14–17
	56
	37
	7

	Oct 3–6
	53
	40
	7


Source: CNN/USA Today/Gallup poll.

results (Table 1) during the period of time data were collected in Bexar County (Figure 1), we see that while respondents from San Antonio had a slightly higher percentage of people in the “don’t know” category, overall most approved the invasion plan. It is noteworthy that national support for the invasion increased between early October and early November. The final CNN/USA Today/Gallup poll results included in Table 1 indicated that nearly 6 in 10 Americans supported an invasion of Iraq to oust Saddam Hussein.
Finally, using the complete sample we explored the impact of confidence in the President on support or opposition to invading Iraq.
As seen in Table 2, clearly those individuals with a great deal of confi-dence were more likely to support the invasion of Iraq, while those with hardly any confidence were more likely to oppose the invasion. The relation-ship is statistically significant (p = .000) and strong (V = .430, gamma = .667).


MULTIVARIATE RESULTS

Table 3 presents the results of a logistic regression analysis designed to test whether the timing of the president’s speech and confidence in the president remain important predictors of response after controlling for other variables. It is noteworthy that both variables remain statistically significant even after

Table 2. Support/Opposition for Invading Iraq by Confidence in the President

Great Deal Confidence

Some Confidence

Hardly any Confidence


	Strong Support
	43%
	18%
	5%

	Support
	42%
	32%
	13%

	Oppose
	12%
	33%
	25%

	Strong Oppose
	3%
	17%
	58%

	Total
	100%
	100%
	100%

	N
	205
	134
	61


Chi sq = 147.615, df = 6, prob. = 000; Cramer’s V = .430; Gamma = .667




Table 3. Logistic Regression of Factors Predicting Support for Invading Iraq
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controlling for political orientation, race, ethnicity, nativity, and socio-demo-graphic context. Based on the Odds Ratio, it appears that confidence in the president overall had the stronger impact on support for the invasion, but it is striking that the speech retains sizable influence. Apparently this speech did indeed have an impact on shaping public response, at least in Bexar County and in the short term. This might reflect the power of a first term president giving an important and focused foreign policy speech.
Considering the independent effects of other variables, Republicans were more likely to support the invasion, immigrants were more likely to oppose the invasion, those with higher family incomes were more likely to support, and women were more likely to oppose the invasion. None of the other vari-ables were statistically significant. The classification results allow an assess-ment of the predictive power of this analysis. About 54% of those opposed were correctly predicted with these variables, while about 82% of those in favor were correctly predicted. The overall percent correctly predicted is about 70%.


CONCLUSION

Overall we would have to agree that the President’s speech, along with the extensive media coverage about it, was effective in gaining support for his proposal to invade Iraq. In most cases the percentages in the “don’t know” categories dropped dramatically with most of those moving into the “support” category. The multivariate logistic regression analysis also demonstrated that the speech still had a significant impact even after controlling for confidence in the president, political orientation, race, ethnicity, nativity and socio-demo-graphic context.
Finally, the findings suggest support for earlier research indicating that presidential speeches could boost the approval for a policy, in particular, if the speech occurred during his first term of office, was considered a “major” speech, was devoted to one important topic, and its primary focus was on for-eign policy. Under such conditions, viewers may believe the speech portrays the president as a strong leader. It seems clear that the power of President Bush’s message came through to respondents living in the San Antonio area. While people were supportive prior to the speech, the percentages supporting his proposal become stronger after the speech.
While our results support earlier research indicating that presidential speeches can be very persuasive in influencing public opinion, that support may be ephemeral. As recent events in Iraq indicate, unexpected, uncontrolla-ble events and crises may undermine even strong support very quickly. Thus, presidents may develop a false sense of power and influence from the ease with which they gain public support, but fail to note how quickly public opinion can shift, especially when the media present continuous, strong


commentary contrary to the president’s position. In the context of public administration, it is clear that leaders may well produce a dramatic short-term impact with effective, credible communication, but when it comes to main-taining long-term support, actions might speak louder than words.
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Coefficient. Std. Err. Prob. Odds Ratio

CONSTANT -1.272 0.816 0.060
Before/After Speech 0.228 0.125 0.034 1.256
Confidence in President 1.635 0.337 0.000 5.129
Political Orientation
Democrat 0.396 0.339 0.121 1.486
Republican 1.178 0.372 0.001 3.248
Independent 0.340 0.343 0.161 1.405
Conservative Political Views -0.116 0.243 0.317 0.891
Race/Ethnicity/Nativity
White 0.215 0.625 0.366 1.240
Hispanic 0.062 0.619 0.460 1.064
African American -0.973 0.740 0.094 0.378
Spanish Language Interview 0.570 0.605 0.173 1.768
Immigrant -0.896 0.470 0.028 0.408
Native San Antonian -0.214 0.260 0.204 0.807
Socio-Demographic Context
Advanced Degree -0.401 0.348 0.124 0.670
Less than High School Degree -0.489 0.417 0.121 0.613
Age -0.003 0.007 0.328 0.997
Family Income 0.000 0.000 0.029 1.000
Married/Widowed 0.271 0.243 0.132 1.312
Female -0.596 0.222 0.004 0.551
Logistic Regression
PREDICTIONS/CHI-SQUARE
N: 431 Missing: 13
-2 LOG LIKELIHOOD = 494.498
CHI-SQUARE =95.411 DF =18 PROB. =0.000
PREDICTIONS USING 0.50 RULE
Column = PREDICTED, Row = OBSERVED
Dependent Variable: IRAQ2

Predicted
Observed Opposc Favor  Percent Correct
Oppose 101 86 53.82
Favor 44 200 81.96
Total 145 286 69.84
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