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Bush's Social Security Proposal


In his presidency George W. Bush has proposed many changes to Unites States policy.  One of his more prominent efforts to do so has been with the Social Security system.  The previous system was a "pay as you go" system.  .  Unlike other expenditures that are covered in annual appropriations and approved by the Congressional Budget Committee, Social Security gets funding automatically from tax revenues.  Everyone who is legally eligible is entered into the system, usually at birth, and when they begin working they have to contribute to Social Security in the form of payroll taxes ("The History of..." 2005).



Many political leaders, including Bush, believe that the newly retiring baby-boomers are simply going to be too much for the system.  After a period of time in the status quo, the government is going to rack up massive deficits.  Different political factions have begun competing with each other to gain headway for their various proposed solutions.


The Bush administration has proposed the creation of a personal retirement account (PRA) system.  PRAs would be voluntary contributions into a set of conservative stocks and bonds.  It would highly resemble the retirement plans that many already contribute to in their workplace, such as 401K's.  Republicans as far back as Reagan have toyed with this idea of Social Security reform, but few have attempted to get the idea as much public attention as the Bush administration.


He is now pursing a massive public campaign for his cause. It is highly complex because of its large audience, the entirety of the United States.  It has massive financial backing.  Due to these factors, that are not the case of many other campaigns, it is worthy of some analysis.

Status Quo


The current system is basically the original one proposed by Roosevelt in 1935, with a few changes undergone here and there.  The system that initially covered workers in commerce and industry has changed drastically between then and today.  Now Social Security covers workers in all sectors, or at least theoretically does, as well as those who are disabled or left behind after the death of a bread winner in the household ("The History of..." 2005).


As mentioned before, Social Security is a "pay as you go" system, not under the jurisdiction of the Senate appropriations committee.  Almost every is in the system from birth.  Its intent was to work as a form of social insurance for those who are elderly, disabled, or have lost their "breadwinner," such as a parent or husband.


The status quo is generally accepted as becoming obsolete.  As America's population ages, and more and more American's are of retiring age, there will hypothetically not be enough money coming into the system to cover the new retirees.  Rather than send the system into deficit, most believe at least some reform will be necessary.

Bush's Proposed System


The Bush administration has proposed the creation of a personal retirement account (PRA) system.  PRAs would be voluntary contributions into a set of conservative stocks and bonds.  It would highly resemble the retirement plans that many already contribute to in their workplace, such as 401K's.  Republicans as far back as Reagan have toyed with this idea of Social Security reform, but few have attempted to get the idea as much public attention as the Bush administration.


One would have to opt into this system, and would have some control in their investment, albeit limited.  A portion of what is used to fund this system could be used to continue paying for those who will be grandfathered in on the previous Social Security system.

The Bush's Campaign's Current Goals


There are many obvious goals that this campaign has.  It has not met all of these goals as of yet, and has more success with some of them rather than others.  If we examine then one by one we can see some of strength's and weaknesses of the current campaign.

Crossing Partisan Lines


Bush is a republican, and because he is a republican most of the proposals he makes will be branded as related to his party, rather than the direct well being of the United States.  It is necessary for his campaign to be successful, that he will have to have support from both democrats and republicans.  Asides making the token political comments about uniting both parties for the greater good of America, Bush has used rhetoric to cross party lines.  By framing this as a Social Security "crisis" he makes it difficult for democratic leaders to speak out.  They risk being seen as weak, and unable to stand up for something that is considered a great American Institution.  There have not been any highly visible attempts asides these to cross partisan lines.

Unite Conservative Groups


Bush is concerting a lot of effort into getting other conservative groups to back his Social Security proposals.  This is a good strategy for many reasons, free publicity is one, and another is getting people onboard that would not necessarily do so without a mediator group.  Some of the groups that are backing Bush's proposal are highly visible, the GOP, the Heritage Foundation, the Cato Institute, and many religious organizations.  The downside to this strategy is misinformation.  Some groups fail to say the same things about how the proposal works.  This creates a fragmented image that can reduce persuasive quality.

Creating Rhetoric


Bush has done intensive focus group research about what words get good responses.  Terms like "personal" accounts rather than "private" accounts for the new plan were the results of this work.  The people at work on the Bush proposal have been trying to create a rhetorical vision, some have dubbed the "ownership society," a concept that came to be from the early work done for the Social Security proposal for GROW (Growing Real Ownership for Workers) accounts in Congress.  This rhetoric not only conjures up positive images for those who hear it, but also make it hard for dissenters to express their misgivings without pre-emptively seen negatively (Lehrer 2005).

Mitigating Fear


Regardless of the rhetoric the Bush campaign develops, there are going to be those who disagree.  Currently those who disagree are the majority, 70 percent of Americans in fact (Lehrer 2005).  The reasons are numerous.  Those who are nearing retirement or already retired fear the new system will make them lose their benefits.  The poor do not think they will get equal benefits from reform.  Others fear federal investment in private markets will change the US economy and be a conflict of interest.  In his speeches, Bush often brings up one of more of these fears and attempts to dissuade them, but these attempts are not going to have the necessary reach to persuade enough of that remaining 70 percent to get his proposal through Congress.

Target Audience


How do you define the target audience of a campaign when the audience is the entirety of the United States?  Rather than define a single target audience, you have to segment the audience up into various groups, and then tailor appeals to the groups as best you can.  We can see some of the efforts Bush's campaign planners have put into audience segmentation.


One of these efforts is the creation of rhetoric.  An "ownership society" has a particular appeal to middle aged and younger Americans.  Other aspects of Bush's campaign appeal to this group.  One by explaining the personal account as similar to IRAs, which many people in this group will be familiar with, or have invested in themselves.  He has also hosted many local stops and catered to an invite only audience of college students, or parents, many of whom fall under this age group.


Bush also needs to appeal to the elderly, especially since they make the most significant amount of the voting population ("Voting and Registration" 2005).  Messages that need to be targeted to this portion of the audience should quell fears about loss of benefits or that grandchildren and children will be worse off from reform.  There are established groups of resistance with massive financial backing and major membership that deal largely with this sector of the population, such as the AARP.  Bush's campaign will have to combat the AARP campaign in order to wrest majority support from this portion of the population ("Social Security..." 2005).


Bush will also have to appeal to democrats, both in the general population and in Washington.  Without support in Washington he will have more difficulty getting his proposal through Congress.  Democrats in the general popluation make up almost half of the registered voters ("Voting and Registration..." 2005).  Democrats have no unified proposal for Social Security, unlike republicans, so many competing messages are being sent to democratic opinion leaders.  If Bush can sway democrats he will gain important ground.


Bush also needs to appeal to minorities.  He has often been accused in the media as not having minority issues in mind, and the Social Security proposal has come under fire before for, after analysis, being insufficient for those with a smaller income, many of whom are minorities.  This group is also affiliated largely with democratic ideals, and will be hard to persuade ("Voting and Registration..." 2005).

Campaign Proposal


Bush's campaign is large, and has been carefully orchestrated.  But it is by no means perfect.  I would make several changes to the campaign, bearing in mind its general mission and direction.  Lets look at the current talking points and see how these could be changed, then examine the channels used and how they have been used or could be differently utilized, and also campaign coordination could go through some changes for possibly better effects.


The young and the middle aged are already recieving some good messages.  The similarity of personal retirement accounts to 401Ks should continue to be highly stressed.  Since many of this group are already farmiliar with these methods of retirement planning, they will be less leary of the proposal for reform.  It should also be emphasized more that personal retirement accounts are treated and inheritable.  Parents will respond well to this, as well as younger folk that might worry that the personal retirement system would leave them with no income.  The previous system helped provide for those who lost a breadwinner, and the fact that the proposed system also offers this service needs to be given prominence.

Talking Points


The current basic message of the campaign is that Social Security reform has to happen or the system will go bankrupt.  The plan of personal retirement accounts is the best plan available because it would help promote ownership in America.  People should begin moving in this direction.  The general principle of the ownership society should be dropped from the premises of this campaign.  It alienates the poor, who may never own anything of significant value.  It also promotes a vision of consumer culture as necessary to an important government responsibility.  The first part of the talking points seems to be generally accepted.  Many groups consent that there will be a problem with the current Social Security system and it must be changed, and along this most people agree that we should begin to work toward a more solvent form of Social Security.  Yet it remains that most do not see the personal retirement accounts as being the best way towards this goal.


Those who disagree with the proposal all fall into various groups mentioned above in the Target Audience section.  Different talking points should be used with these groups.


Appeals to the elderly currently consist of reassureances that current benefits will not be lost.  This is not the only fear this group has.  Many have seen their Social Security checks as being crucial to their financial stability after retirement.  They fear their loved ones will fail to have that sense of security, and share some of the fears that their younger counterparts do.  This group needs to be given more throurough information that would be supporting evidence that the proposed system would provide equal or better retirement security as the current system.


Democratic appeals need updating.  The current practice of Bush trying to pigeonhole his opposition with rhetoric is not working.  Bush's current approval ratings are low.  His opposition is the majority of America right now.  Reform strategists need to begin talking to democratic leaders and trying to gain bi-partisan support for the plan, even if this means some form of compromise for Bush and his current supporters.  Any outspoken members of the opposition who happen to agree with the Social Security proposal should be placed in a media spot light, making it easier for other democrats to agree openly with the proposal.  Bush also needs to begin sending those who know enough about the proposal to actually talk about it out into non-conservatives groups.  By reducing their uncertainty about what the proposal really entails, he can make them more easily persuaded.


Minorities and the poor also need to be persuaded.  Due to the nature of the personal retirement account plan, one would recieve a percentage of what they could earn in a lifetime back as their new Social Security check.  If you make less, you will get less.  Some argue that there is more equity in the current system where the poor are able to recieve a higher percentage of their earnings back than those of high incomes.  It works as a sliding scale.  I will not argue that the proposed system will not do just this, but I will say that there needs to be a new strategy for dealing with this fear, whether it is altering the proposal in order to have this equity built into the new system, or attempting to persuade through rhetoric, something will have to address this issue.  Emphasis on the ideal that in America, anyone can rise to the top, might help empower minorities.  Convincing minority opinion leaders to quietly promote the proposal could also have a large impact.  Any form of face to face reaction that would make it appear that supporters of this policy change really do care about minorities would also be a good idea.

Channels


If the President of the United States is running a campaign he has a great many channels at his disposal.  He has control of national TV spots when he chooses to use the bully pulpit.  He can do radio broadcasts and interviews for free.  He has numerous websites and supporting websites that feature information about his proposal.  He can do a press release to any major magazine or newspaper.  He even  has the funds to go on a nationwide speaking tour.  When funds are basically limitless there is no real limit on the channels at his disposal.  And he seems to be using them, or has used most of them.


If he is already making use of all channels at his disposal, I cannot reccomend new channels that Bush should try to use.  He could shift emphasis onto particular channels, especially since most Americans are not already aware of the issues of Social Security, and that the President has a proposal to fix these issues.  General campaign awareness is no longer the necessary focus of this campaign, and those working on the campaign should make more use of channels that alow for more information and persuasive messages.  Short TV ads or print ads will no longer suffice.  They have already put a large mass of in depth information on the internet.  If Bush still wants to use major media channels he should change the spokesperson.  His approvals ratings are down, and if he wants to continue using mass media channels he should start to let the proposal stand on its own, rather than being directly affiliated with him.


Bush could also utilize interviews more with mass media channels.  Interviews allow for a sense of audience interaction, while also opening up the floor for elaboration on various aspects of the campaign.  These could also be handled by a different spokesperson to increase effectiveness.


Generic press releases to print media probably will not gain much increased effectiveness.  The only press releases that would serve Bush would be local ones.  He is already using local media channels by making appearances in many cities for the Social Security cause (Lehrer 2005).  Other methods of making the issue more personal could also be employed, such as canvassing by local GOP groups or mailing lists.

Assesment


So far the campaign has done a lot.  If the steps mentioned above are pursued it would hopefully increase the popularity of Social Security reform.  Before making such drastic changes to the campaign, it would be prudent to stop and assess how far your have come and how successful what you have already tried has been.  Constant surveying should  be done with the general population in order to track their opinions on the proposed reform.  One could also survey about the effectiveness of the campaign messages that were most persuasive.  Lastly focus group research could be done to keep the rhetoric of the campaign fresh, as well as identify problem areas.


If Bush chose to go the route of taking on several spokesmen in order to mitigate the damages the campaign may suffer because of his low approval ratings, research would have to be done to see which possible spokespeople would be recieved most positively.  When this plan goes live you could track any major change in opinion about the campaign through polling.


As far as possible progress, it would be good to change the trajectory of the current campaign, which is at a standstill after so many natural disasters and drops in presidential approval ratings.  Just getting the issue back to the forefront of American politics would be a big step.  If more democrats and minorities can support the plan, even a small percentage as indicated by polling, this will also be a big step.  A few people can help persuade others that might be less likely to agree.  Due to the long nature of political campaigns, and the highly divided political opinions in America right now, I would not expect the campaign to make much more progress than this in its next phase before it has to be revamped in order to keep it fresh.
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