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This study employed content analysis to assess the conceptual or integrative
complexity of pre- and postelection policy statements of 20th century American
presidents. Two hypotheses were tested. According to the impression management
hypothesis, presidents present issues in deliberately simplistic ways during elec-
tion campaigns but in more complex ways upon assuming office when they face
the necessity of justifying sometimes unpopular decisions to skeptical consti-
tuencies. According to the cognitive adjustment hypothesis, presidents gradually
become more complex in their thinking during their tenure in office as they
become increasingly familiar with high-level policy issues. The results strongly
supported the impression management, but not the cognitive adjustment, position.
The complexity of presidential policy statements increased sharply immediately
after inauguration but did not increase with fength of time in office. Complexity
of presidential policy statements also significantly declined in reelection years.

Many political commentators have ob-
served that it is no simple matter to predict
how prospective leaders will act once they
come to power. Upon the triumph of their
cause, seemingly fanatical revolutionaries
sometimes become pragmatic and flexible
statesmen (cf. Brinton, 1938; Hoffer, 1958;
Suedfeld & Rank, 1976). Moreover, sea-
soned observers of politics in democratic
states have long ceased to be surprised by
the failure of victorious candidates to fulfill
their campaign promises to the electorate
(Graber, 1976). For instance, in 1916 Wood-
row Wilson campaigned on the slogan “He
kept us out of war” only to declare war on
Germany the next year; in 1932, Franklin
D. Roosevelt committed himself to balanc-
ing the budget only to create enormous def-
icits to finance federal programs during the
Depression.
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There are at least two possible explana-
tions for the apparent inconsistencies. One
view, the impression management explana-
tion, maintains that politicians never intend
to fulfill most of the public promises that
they make prior to assuming office. From
this standpoint, politicians are expert symbol
manipulators who are prepared to say what-
ever they believe will attract popular support
for their cause (e.g., Graber, 1976). To at-
tract this support, politicians make sweeping
generalizations and claims that they them-
selves recognize as far too crude and sim-
plistic to guide actual policy making.

A second view, the cognitive adjustment
explanation, portrays politicians in a less
Machiavellian light. According to this view,
politicians often believe the claims and
promises that they make prior to assuming
office, even though they later cease to sup-
port these earlier positions. They change
positions because the practical demands of
their new administrative responsibilities force
them to modify old beliefs and to perceive
issues in more complex ways (Suedfeld &
Rank, 1976). Government leaders (much
more than aspirants to power) must respond
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flexibly to a wide range of domestic and in-
ternational events, must perceive similarities
and differences among various shades of
opinion, and must compromise with or in-
tegrate opposing interests. As Katz (1973,
p. 214) writes:

The qualities necessary for leadership at the top levels
of complex organizations are heavily conceptual and
intellectual. The political system, mediating the de-
mands of other systems, calls for cognitive skills of a
higher order.

Katz and Kahn (1966, p. 313) use the term
system perspective to describe these higher-
order cognitive skills. System perspective re-
fers to the ability of a leader “to see, con-
ceptualize, appraise, predict, and understand
the demands and opportunities posed to the
organization by its environment.” According
to the cognitive adjustment explanation,
leaders gradually develop system perspective
as a result of their increased familiarity with
the complex tasks associated with their cen-
tral decision-making roles.

These two explanations lead to different
predictions. The impression management
explanation implies that once a political
leader gains control of the government, he
or she will quickly shy away from the rigid,
black-and-white generalizations that were
effective in winning popular support. This
is not to suggest that the leader will blatantly
abandon past commitments; the public pres-
sures for consistency are too intense to risk
complete about-faces (cf. Graber, 1976; Te-
deschi, Schlenker, & Bonoma, 1971). It does
suggest, however, that the leader will present
issues and policy alternatives in a more even-
handed, less simplistic manner after coming
to power. Occupants of key governmental
roles are confronted daily with painful
choices in which conflicting objectives must
be acknowledged and integrated. Difficult
value trade-offs can no longer be denied;
they must be made and explained to often
skeptical and unenthusiastic audiences. Ac-
cording to the impression management ex-
planation, politicians understand these con-
straints and demands of office, and on
assuming power they rapidly adopt more

--~flexible and complex policy positions.

In contrast, the cognitive adjustment ex-
planation implies a much more gradual and
genuine change in policy perspective. New-
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comers need time to learn to see issues j,
more complex ways (sometimes they are to,
slow to learn, with serious consequences—
Suedfeld & Rank, 1976). Although the ¢y.
act parameters of the learning curve are o}.
viously difficult to specify, the process may
well span a period of several months or evey
years (cf. Buchanan, 1978).

The present study examines the validity
of the impression management and cognitive
adjustment explanations in the context of
20th century American presidents. In par-
ticular, the study addresses the following key
questions:

1. Are the postelection policy statements
of presidents more complex than their pre-
election statements?

2. If there is a significant increase in com-
plexity, is it a sudden or a gradual one? A
rapid increase in complexity immediately
upon assuming office would suggest that the
change reflects a self-conscious political
strategy. A more gradual, sustained increase
in complexity would suggest that cognitive
restructuring is occurring as a result of ex-
posure to new role demands.

To answer these questions, this study used
the integrative complexity coding system
(Schroder, 1971; Schroder, Driver, & Streu-
fert, 1967) to analyze pre- and postelection
policy statements of presidents. The coding
rules for assessing integrative complexity
were originally developed for scoring re-
sponses to a semiprojective test designed to
measure individual differences in this char-
acteristic (the Paragraph Completion Test).
The major focus of integrative complexity
theory is on the cognitive differentiation and
integration of information. Individuals who
function at the simple end of the complexity
continuum are characterized by rigid value-
laden interpretations of events, intolerance
of cognitive inconsistency, and a tendency
to make decisions on the basis of a few sa-
lient items of information. Integratively
complex individuals are characterized by
flexible and multidimensional cognitive sy$-
tems, an openness to new information, and
a tendency to integrate a variety of evidence
in making decisions (Schroder, 1971). Re-
cent research has, however, moved away
from the trait conception of integrative com-
plexity (Streufert & Streufert, 1978). Sev-



PRE- TO POSTELECTION SHIFTS

cral studies indicate that the coding system
is also sensitive to situational determinants
of the-eemplexity of .information processing
(stress, role demands, group pressures) and,
of special interest here, can be usefully ap-
plied to such archival documents as letters,
essays, speeches, and diplomatic communi-
cations (Levi & Tetlock, 1980; Porter &
Suedfeld, 1981; Suedfeld & Rank, 1976;
guedfeld, Tetlock, & Ramirez, 1977; Tet-
tock, 1979). For more details on the coding
system, see the Method section.

If the impression management explana-
tion is correct, one would expect a relatively
rapid increase in the integrative complexity
of presidential policy statements from the
pre- to the postelection periods and a rela-
tively rapid decrease in the integrative com-
plexity of policy statements of presidents
running for reelection. If the cognitive ad-
justment explanation is correct, one would
expect a much more gradual increase in the
integrative complexity of postelection policy
statements-—an increase that emerges only
after the incumbent has been fully exposed
to the complex role demands of the presi-
dency.

Method

Records of pre- and postelection statements by 20th
century American presidents provided data for the cur-
rent study. The first step was to collect as [arge a number
of statements as possible for each president in the fol-
lowing four time periods; preelection (between 5 months
prior to the election and the election), the 1st month of
the president’s tenure in office, and the 2nd and 3rd
years of the president’s tenure in office. In addition, we
collected statements from the reelection campaign
speeches of each president who sought to keep office.
We obtained statements from a variety of sources, in-
cluding the Collected Papers of the Presidents of the
United States, Vital Speeches, the New York Times and
various historical anthologies. From the material thus
compiled, we randomly selected (whenever possible) 10
paragraphs for each president in each time period. To
be included in our final sample, a paragraph had to meet
a minimum length requirement (50 words) and deal
with an issue of political policy (a few statements that
simply described personal events such as vacations were
excluded). A check revealed no significant differences
in the number of words in paragraphs sampled from
different periods. Verbosity was thus not a confounding
variable. ’

Presidents who came to office via the vice-presidency
complicated our attempt to distinguish the impression
management and the cognitive adjustment explanations
(since these individuals had an opportunity *“to learn on
the job™ prior to rather than after running for election).
Five presidents (all of whom subsequently ran for clec-
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tion) fell into this category; T. Roosevelt, Coolidge,
Truman, Johnson, and Ford. Only one of these individ-
uals (Ford) failed to retain office. We decided to sample
statements from T. Roosévell, Coolidge, Truman, and
Johnson in the same way as we sampled statements from
directly elected presidents, but to perform separate sta-
tistical analyses including and excluding these individ-
uals. We also analyzed additional data from statements
that these presidents made in the next-to-last years of
their initial terms in office (except Johnson, who came
to the presidency within a year of the 1964 clection).
This latter set of data was obtained to determine
whether presidents’ election campaign speeches repre-
sented a downward shift in complexity from the levels
that they had exhibited earlier in their terms of office.

Integrative Complexity Coding

All material was coded for integrative complexity on
a 7-point scale (see Schroder et al., 1967, Appendix 2,
for a detailed discussion of the coding rules). The scale
defines complexity in terms of two cognitive structural
properties: differentiation and integration. Differentia-
tion refers to the number of characteristics or dimen-
sions of a problem that are taken into account in decision
making. For instance, a decision maker might analyze
policy issues in an undifferentiated manner by placing
policy“options into one of two value-laden categories: the
“good, patriotic policies”™ and the “bad, defeatist poli-
cies”. A more differentiated approach would recognize
that different policies can have multiple, sometimes con-
tradictory effects that cannot be easily classified on a
single evaluative dimension— for example, effects on the
military balance of power, the strategies of one’s allies,
nonaligned states ard opponents, various sectors of the
domestic economy, and various domestic political con-
stituencies. Integration refers tc the development of
complex connections among differentiated characteris-
tics. (Differentiation is thus a prerequisite for integra-
tion.) The complexity of integration depends on whether
decision makers perceive the differentiated character-
istics as operating in isolation (low integration); in first
order or simple interactions (moderate integration); or
in multiple, contingent patterns (high integration).

Scores of 1 reflect low differentiation and low inte-
gration. A hypothetical example follows:

The country faces a great crisis that threatens us all
and requires decisive action. Constantly rising infla-
tion rates are croding the economic security of our
people, yet our government leaders seem impotent in
the face of this threat. What shall we do? There is
clearly only one solution to this critical problem: im-
mediate drastic cuts in government expenditures.

Scores of 3 reflect moderate or high differentiation and
low integration. A hypothetical example follows:

The country faces serious economic problems; high
inflation and high unemployment. To control infla-
tion, we need major cuts in government spending; to
reduce unemployment, we need to encourage new in-
vestment.

Scores of 5 reflect moderate or high differentiation and
moderate integration. A hypothetical example follows:
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The country faces two interrelated economic prob-
lems; high inflation and high unemployment. We con-
front a painful trade-off here. To reduce inflation, we
need to reduce economic growth, thus risking greater
unemployment. To reduce unemployment, we need
to stimuiate the economy, thus risking greater infla-
tion.

Scores of 7 reflect high differentiation and high inte-
gration. A hypothetical example follows:

The country faces both high unemployment and high
inflation rates. To decrease government spending or
increase taxes in an attack on inflation will exacerbate
unemployment, unless we combine a tough anti-in-
flationary policy with efforts to increase productivity
and end regulatory excess. This combined policy will
curb inflation and boost cconomic growth, thus in-
creasing demand and creating new jobs.

Scores of 2, 4 and 6 represent transition points between
adjacent levels. It should be noted that the complexity
coding system focuses on the cognitive structure, not the
content, of expressed beliefs and is not biased for or
against any particular political philosophy (cf. Suedfeld
& Rank, 1976). It is no more difficult to be integratively
complex about the necessity for public control of key
industries than about the necessity for a completely lais-
sez-faire economic system. .

Statements were coded for integrative complexity by
two trained scorers who were unaware of the hypotheses
and (to the extent possible) the sources of the material.
Reasonably high agreement existed between coders
(r = .86). Disagreements were resolved by discussion
between coders.

Results

To distinguish the impression manage-
ment and cognitive adjustment explanations,
we subjected the integrative complexity
scores of presidents to a repeated measures
analysis of variance, with the independent
variables being time period (preelection, first
month of office, 2nd and 3rd years of office)
and random ordering of the paragraph units
sampled from statements in each time pe-
riod. Our initial analysis included only those
20th century presidents who first gained the
office by campaigning successfully for it.
Table 1 presents the mean integrative com-
plexity scores of these 10 presidents. The
results were clear-cut. There was a strong
effect for time period, F(3, 27) =8.15, p <
.01. As predicted by the impression man-
agement hypothesis, presidents’ preelection
statements (M = 2.5) were significantly less
‘complex than their early-postelection state-
ments (M =32), F(1, 27)=1448, p<
.001. The prediction of the cognitive adjust-
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Table 1
Mean Integrative Complexity of Presidents
. Pre- st 2nd 3rd
President clection Month  Year Year
McKinley 2.1 31 3.1 32
Taft 2.4 3.5 35 4.1
Wilson 3.2 39 3.6 38
Harding 2.2 2.5 2.0 2.1
Hoover 38 2.8 2.7 3.0
F. D. Roosevelt 2.2 35 38 3.5
Eisenhower 1.9 34 3.4 38
Kennedy 2.1 3.6 3.5 4.0
Nixon 2.5 2.9 3.1 29
Carter 2.7 3.1 3.1 34
Note. This table only includes presidents who first

gained office by election. Scores are on a 1-7 scale with
higher scores indicating greater complexity.

ment position received virtually no support.
There was no linear trend for presidential
complexity scores to increase from the 1st
to the 2ad to the 3rd years in office, F(i.
27) < 1, ns. Moreover, as Table 1 reveals,
the absence of any overall trend is not at-
tributable to large individual differences
among presidents. For instance, it is not the
case that some presidents show a strong ten-
dency to become more compiex over time.
whereas others show the reverse trend.’
The above conclusions are not altercd
when one performs the same analysis of vari-
ance including those presidents who came
to the office via the vice-presidency and sub-
sequently won election to the office (T. Roo-
sevelt, Coolidge, Truman, and Johnson).
Again, there was a significant effect for time
period, F(3, 39) = 13.07, p<.001. In accord
with the impression management position-
policy statements during the preelection pe

! One could argue that the independent variables of
time period and (perhaps especially) paragraph sam’
pling unit should be conceptualized as random, not fix¢t:
effects and that therefore (more conservative) quas"F
ratios should-be constructed to test the significance 0
these effects (cf. Clark, 1973; Winer, 1971). For clarit}
of exposition, we decided to rely on the conventiona!
test. We did, however, construct quasi-F ratios Uﬂ_d"
two different sets of assumptions; treating both tim¢
period and paragraph sampling unit as random cffects
and treating time period as a fixed cffect and sampling
unit as a random effect. The results of these ¢ analys®
were not substantially different from the ordinary
tests. Preelection statements were still significantly lest
complex than postelection statements.
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iod were significantly less complex than
were policy statements during the early post-
~lection period, F(1, 39) = 25.39, p < .001.
There was, however, no linear trend for pres-
idential complexity scores to increase with
{ength of time in office after election, F(I,
39) < L.

[t was also possible to test the impression
management hypothesis in another way. If
political impression management concerns
jead presidents to present issues in simplistic
ways, then the statements of presidents run-
ning for reelection should decline in com-
plexity between the next-to-last and last
years of their terms in office. To test this
hypothesis, we performed a repeated mea-
sures analysis of variance on integrative
complexity scores in these years. (Only pres-
idents who decided to run for reelection were
included in the analysis.)*> The results
strongly supported the impression manage-
ment prediction: The complexity of presi-
dents’ policy statements fell significantly be-
tween the next-to-last and last years of terms
in office, Ms = 3.1 and 2.4, respectively, F(1,
12) = 18.7, p < .01. '

Discussion

The results were highly consistent with the
impression management hypothesis. Not only
did presidents’ statements rapidly increase
in complexity from the pre- to postelection
periods, they sharply decreased in complex-
ity as the time for running for reelection
approached.

The cognitive adjustment hypothesis fared
poorly. There are three reasons, however,
why it may be premature to abandon this
hypothesis. First, the present study does not
decisively distinguish the cognitive adjust-
ment and impression management interpre-
tations. The tendency for presidents’ state-
ments to increase in complexity from the
pre- to postelection periods may partly re-
flect real cognitive changes that occur be-
tween election day and inauguration day.
Presidents-elect generally spend this interim
period preparing to assume office (making
cabinet appointments, outlining policy ob-
jectives and strategies). Engaging in these
critical pre-administration activities may re-
sult in increased appreciation of the com-
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plexities of government. It is interesting
from this standpoint, however, that so much
cognitive change should occur in the rela-
tively brief-transition period and sa little in
the subsequent three years. Analyses of
statements of presidents-elect would shed
light on this possibility. (Of course, to the
extent the cognitive adjustment position al-
fows for substantiat learning over extremely
brief periods, it becomes increasingly diffi-
cult to distinguish from the impression man-
agement position.)

Second, one could argue that presidents
really do become more complex in their
thinking over time but that the measures
used in this study were not sufficiently sen-
sitive to detect this increased sophistication.
In particular, a defender of the cognitive
adjustment position might point to the pos-
sibility that presidents were thinking about
issues in substantially more complex ways
than they cared to reveal to the public. Fu-
ture research should address this possibility
by assessing the complexity of both privately
and publicly expressed views.

Third, one could argue that the cognitive
adjustment hypothesis is valid, but only for
certain political figures. It may not apply,
for instance, to figures who have had high-
level political experience prior to gaining the
presidency (since such individuals presum-
ably already appreciate many of the diffi-
culties associated with being in power). The
hypothesis may also not apply to certain
character types—for example, to Barber’s
(1977) “passive” presidents (who invest lit-
tle effort in their work) or to “‘active-neg-
ative” presidents (who tend to become rig-
idly defensive in the face of criticism). This
line of argument directs us to look for in-
dividual differences in the propensity to
learn from experience. Although such indi-
vidual differences were not pronounced in

2 Presidents included in the analysis were McKinley,
T. Roosevelt (only the 1904 campaign), Taft, Wilson,
Coolidge, Hoover, F. D. Roosevelt (the 1936, 1940, and
1944 campaigns), Truman, Eisenhower, Nixon, and
Ford.

3 Quasi-F ratios were also constructed to test this ef-
fect (treating both time period and paragraph sampling
unit as random effects, or treating time period as a fixed
and sampling unit as a random effect). The downward
shift in complexity remained significant in both cases.
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our data, they may emerge in larger samples
of political leaders.

Finally, it is worth considering some of the
more general issues raised by the current
findings. One question concerns why 20th
century American political leaders have felt
it useful to present issues in especially sim-
plistic terms during elections. Is this typical
of democratic politics in other countries and
in other historical periods? Another question
concerns whether the integrative complexity
of presidents is a good predictor of “effective
leadership” (however that ambiguous term
might be defined). Katz and Kahn’s (1966)

" analysis of the importance of system per-
spective suggests that integratively complex
leaders are more likely to, cope successfully
with the demands of high-level political
roles. How this hypothesis might be tested
is an intriguing challenge for future empir-
ical work.
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