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at the LBJ School of Public Af-
fairs at the University of Texas at 
Austin. The opinions expressed 
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cost, and (4) the editorial board of 
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1970, fulfilling a long-held dream of 
President Johnson for an academic 
institution aimed specifically at pre-
paring talented men and women for 
leadership positions in public service. 
The school offers a master’s degree 
in public affairs and a Ph.D. degree 
in public policy. For more informa-
tion, write to the Office of Student 
and Alumni Programs, LBJ School of 
Public Affairs, Drawer Y, University 
Station, Austin, Texas, 78713-8925, 
or visit the school’s website at http://
www.utexas.edu/lbj.

In previous years, the LBJ Journal 
has included a list of professional 
reports recently completed by LBJ 
students. Professional reports, a 
required element of the LBJ School 
curriculum, are substantial policy 
papers typically produced by LBJ 
students in the second year of the 
program. The LBJ Journal will no 
longer print a list of these reports as 
this list can now be found online at 
http://www.lib.utexas.edu/pal/2000/
index.html.

We would like to express our utmost gratitude 
to the following people and businesses for their 
kind and generous support of and contributions 

to the LBJ Journal of Public Affairs:

Karen Neuwald

Erik Peterson

Jill Wicinski Schamberger

Janusz Szczypula, Ph.D.

The University of Texas Co-Op



LBJ JOURNAL OF PUBLIC AFFAIRS

FROM THE  
EDITORS-IN-CHIEF

Submissions to the LBJ Journal 
should be less than 5,000 words and 
on a topic relevant to public affairs. 
Citations and style should conform 
to the LBJ School Student Pub-
lishing Guide (http://www.utexas.
edu/lbj/student_res/pubguide/) 
and/or The Chicago Manual of 
Style (14th ed. 1993).

The LBJ Journal of Public Affairs 
is distributed at no cost to members 
of our subscription list. If you wish 
to be placed on this subscription 
list, please contact the editorial 
board. Back issues of the LBJ Jour-
nal may also be obtained at no cost 
by contacting the editorial board.

The LBJ Journal Editorial Board is very proud to present to you the 
first-ever second edition of the LBJ Journal of Public Affairs.  In past 
years the LBJ Journal has been an annual publication. This year, 
however, the Editors-in-Chief decided to move to semi-annual pub-
lication. Any other year this transition might have been accomplished 
relatively easily but, given the miscellaneous budget cuts enacted by 
the state of Texas, the University of Texas, and the LBJ School of Public 
Affairs, we found ourselves in a difficult position trying to increase 
our costs of operations. Succeeding at this transition in such a tight 
fiscal environment was made possible by a great deal of hard work 
and creativity on the part of the editorial board and generous dona-
tions from several alumni (see the donations/support page).

When we first pitched the idea of increasing our publication rate 
to school officials and other interested parties, one of the most com-
mon questions was “Why?” Why did we think it was a good idea 
to increase the publication rate of the LBJ Journal when it had been 
published annually for the first 15 years of its existence? The most 
important reason, we thought, was to increase the visibility of the LBJ 
Journal and the LBJ School as a whole. We knew that the training and 
experience we received in public affairs at the LBJ School was among 
the best available in the nation but we wanted to put that training on 
display and increase the platform from which LBJ School students 
could demonstrate their excellence.

Part of our concern was that the LBJ School did not seem to enjoy 
a level of prestige nationally in line with our expectations and our 
perception of the quality of education and training. This concern 
has been highlighted by the recently released U.S. News and World 
Report ranking of Public Affairs programs. From its fourth place 
ranking seven years ago, the LBJ School has fallen to tenth place. 
We do not believe that this drop has been the result of the quality 
of the LBJ School dropping relative to other schools of public affairs 
but rather that it has been the result of a drop in the visibility of the 
school over that period. By moving to semi-annual publication, we 
see ourselves working towards reversing this trend. With that, we 
present you with the second installment of the first semi-annual LBJ 
Journal of Public Affairs. 

Our appreciation, once again, goes out to Marilyn Duncan and 
Doug Marshall, without whose help this Journal would not have 
been possible.
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BY CONGRESSMAN JIM TURNER

Jim Turner is serving his fourth 
term in Congress representing the 
Second Congressional District of 
Texas.  He is the Ranking Member 
of the House Select Committee on 
Homeland Security and a member 
of the Armed Services Committee. 
Before his election to Congress, 
Congressman Turner served ten 
years in the Texas Senate and the 
Texas House. In the Texas Senate, he 
was recognized as an outstanding 
legislator by a number of statewide 
organizations for his leadership in 
health care, criminal justice, educa-
tion and on behalf of Texas children.

Congressman Turner earned his 
Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees in 
business and his law degree from the 
University of Texas at Austin.  He 
served in the United States Army, 
attaining the rank of Captain. In his 
hometown of Crockett, he served as 
Mayor and President of the Chamber 
of Commerce.

THREE DAYS AFTER SEPTEMBER 11, 2001, while the rubble of 
the Twin Towers and the west wall of the Pentagon were still 
smoldering, Congress authorized the President of the United 

States to “use all necessary and appropriate force” against those who 
perpetrated the attacks and those who harbor terrorists.

The war on terror had begun.
It was a war declared against us years before by a millionaire 

religious zealot named Osama Bin Laden, who tells the Arab and 
Muslim world that the only way to have a future is to return to a 
mythical golden past. Back to a “pure” Islam—to a seventh century 
theocracy where non-Muslims are infidels. Israel must be destroyed. 
Western values must be obliterated. In Bin Laden’s world there is no 
place for those who are different. 

We have seen his kind before. Seventy years ago, Adolph Hitler 
rose from the beer halls of Bavaria preaching resentment against the 
modern world, conflict with the West, destruction of the Jews and a 
return to a mythical golden age and everlasting greatness. Bin Laden 
brings a new face to an old kind of evil.

He has built an organization to carry out this mission and his greater 
vision of uniting the Muslim world under a theocratic dictatorship. His 
supporters call themselves al-Qaeda, which means “The Base.” 

A few years ago, speaking from his mountain hideout, Osama Bin 
Laden proclaimed that it is the command of God that: “All those who 
believe in Allah and his prophet Mohammed must kill Americans 
wherever they find them.” 

War had come to America’s shores on September 11th. And 3,000 
people were no more. 

*          *          *
Now, over two years after the first bombs were dropped in Afghani-
stan, we are deeply engaged in this war against al-Qaeda and its 
followers. Our military is extended across the globe, operating at a 
pace unparalleled in recent times, and occupying one country and 
parts of a second. A massive new federal agency has been created, 
the Department of Homeland Security, designed to prevent and re-

WINNING THE  
WAR ON TERROR: 
ASSERTING AMERICAN LEADERSHIP  
FOR PEACE IN THE 21ST CENTURY

http://www.house.gov/hsc/democrats/
http://www.house.gov/hsc/democrats/
http://armedservices.house.gov/
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spond to acts of terrorism on U.S. soil.  Our state and 
local law enforcement have added to their heavy 
responsibilities the burden of providing security, 
day in and day out, to our communities. And the 
American people have been put on alert and asked 
to provide constant vigilance to detect and prevent 
another attack. 

Despite these efforts, since the fall of Kabul, al-Qa-
eda has carried out dozens of terrorist attacks against 
Americans and our allies in places from Casablanca 
to Bali, Istanbul to Riyadh. Osama Bin Laden, his chief 
planner Ayman Zawahiri and the Taliban’s leader 
Mullah Omar still remain at large. Credible threats 
of terrorist action against the U.S. and our allies are 
received regularly. Al-Qaeda remains a clear and 
present danger to the national security of the United 
States and the peace and stability of the world. While 
this was not a war that we sought, it is now a war that 
we must fight—and win.

And today, we are worried about even more 
than hijacked airplanes flying into buildings – as 
horrific and tragic as that event was. We know that 
al-Qaeda is interested in using against us the most 
deadly weapons known to mankind: 

• pathogens that could spread sickness and 
death across the globe; 

• chemicals that could kill thousands of 
people in seconds; 

• bombs that could spew radiation across city 
blocks; and, 

• nuclear devices that could bring a holocaust 
to our American cities.

Al-Qaeda and other terrorist groups form a 
global network whose capacity for killing is limited 
only by the weapons they possess. That is why the 
central challenge of our time is to accurately define 
and vigorously pursue a national strategy that will 
achieve victory in the war against our terrorist en-
emies—an enemy whose religious zeal has removed 
the threat of death as a deterrent to their plans.

Overcoming this new enemy will require a new 
vision, based upon principles that have served us 
well throughout our history. It must be directed 
by new strategies grounded in the same commit-
ment and resolve that has seen us through great 
challenges before. 

In this first war of the 21st Century, we embark 
into unfamiliar territory. Our world has grown 
increasingly interdependent through global trade, 

multi-national corporations, the threat of pandemic 
disease, global travel, global communication, and 
global technology. Our world is now utterly differ-
ent than it once was. All the rules have changed. 
Borders and oceans no longer represent the bound-
aries of security. This is a world of interdependence 
that enhances terrorists’ ability to inflict harm and 
foster fear. 

How do we achieve safety in an age like this? 
America already spends more on our military 
budget than the next fifteen or so biggest defense 
spending governments put together. Only with a 
new vision and new strategies will we prevail.

*          *          *
Last fall, a few of my colleagues and I were invited 
by the Secretary of Defense to join him for breakfast 
at the Pentagon to share our observations from a 
recent trip to Iraq. During the breakfast, Secretary 
Rumsfeld seemed anxious to share with us a copy of 
a memo he had written to senior staff that had been 
leaked to the press and published in the Washington 
Post that very morning.

Coming from an individual who regularly re-
ports on the progress in the fight against global 
terror, I was somewhat taken aback when I read 
Secretary Rumsfeld’s probing questions:

• Are we winning or losing the global war on 
terror?

• Is the United States government changing 
fast enough?

• Are we capturing, killing, or deterring and 
dissuading more terrorists every day than the 
madrassahs and the radical clerics are recruit-
ing, training, and deploying against us?

The Secretary went on to write, “The U.S. is put-
ting relatively little effort into a long-range plan, 
but we are putting a great deal of effort into trying 
to stop terrorists. The cost-benefit ratio is against 
us! Our cost is billions against the terrorists’ cost 
of millions.”

I commended the Secretary on his memo. He 
was asking all the right questions—questions we 
should all be asking, but coming from the chief 
architect of the war on terror, they had a sobering 
impact as well.

The urgency of finding the right answers to 
Secretary Rumsfeld’s questions received renewed 
emphasis as Secretary Ridge raised the terror 
threat level to Orange and expressed his concerns 
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about a possible al-Qaeda attack inside the United 
States that in his words, would “rival or exceed 
the scope and impact of those we experienced” 
on September 11th.

Our sense of duty and patriotism requires that 
we answer these questions. We must engage in a 
solid assessment of whether we are on the right 
track. And, if not, we need to take corrective ac-
tion. For the survival of liberty, for the survival of 
democracy, for the survival of mankind. 

Failure is not an option.

*          *          *
To prevail in the war on terror, the United States 
must carry out three main missions:

• Attack the terrorists

• Protect against terrorist attack, and

• Prevent the rise of future terrorists.

To win the war, it is essential that we carry out 
all three missions at the same time. Any other ap-
proach opens us up to a possible future of a long 
twilight struggle with al-Qaeda, in a world in which 
we are increasingly isolated, the Islamic world more 
unstable and American citizens still vulnerable to 
attack. If we are honest with ourselves we can see 
this dangerous scenario unfolding today. Now is the 
time we must move faster and stronger and smarter 
in the fight against our terrorist enemies. 

ATTACKING THE TERRORISTS

First, how do we attack?  Former General and Presi-
dent Ulysses S. Grant once said, “The art of war is 
simple enough. Find out where your enemy is. Get 
at him as soon as you can. Strike him as hard as you 
can, and keep moving.”

Heeding Grant’s advice, first we must find the 
enemy. Intelligence is the key to finding al-Qaeda. 
Prior to September 11th, the translation backlog at 
the FBI resulted in 35% of the Arabic language in-
formation collected not being translated. We must 
increase the number of translators throughout the 
intelligence community to the point where 100% 
of all information collected can be processed on a 
real-time basis. We should increase the number of 
intelligence agents and contacts focused on al-Qa-
eda and push the half-dozen intelligence agencies 
across the federal bureaucracy to coordinate their 
actions and focus on finding al-Qaeda. And we must 

recruit and train hundreds more Arabic agents to 
begin to infiltrate the enemy.

Once we have used intelligence to target and 
track al-Qaeda, we should use covert operations 
and special forces to bring them to justice. Our 
military forces must be lethal enough to destroy 
al-Qaeda and dominate the battlefield while being 
so accurate and measured that operations will not 
inflame local populations against a reckless display 
of power.

To accomplish these goals, I support doubling 
the size of our elite U.S. Special Forces. A new kind 
of war needs this new kind of force. The soldiers we 
use to hunt and destroy al-Qaeda must be small and 
light forces who have received years of training in 
counter-terrorism operations and are accustomed to 
fighting and prevailing in all environments, in all 
corners of the globe. We need a force that is able to 
deploy firepower decisively within days, anywhere 
in the world. But this is only part of how we can 
prevail on the battlefield.

For in the war on terror, we are up against a 
global network of terrorists. To fight them, we must 
create a global network of our own. In the wake of 
the attacks of September 11th, 136 nations pledged 
support to our effort to topple the Taliban and de-
feat al-Qaeda in Afghanistan.

In addition, our European allies in NATO, for 
the first time in its 55-year history, invoked Article 
5 of the NATO Charter, which says that an attack 
against one is an attack against all. Our NATO allies 
not only wanted to help us in a military assault in 
Afghanistan, but they also wanted to form a broader 
political effort to combat terrorist forces. We did not 
seize on this offer soon enough. In this type of war, 
we must act swiftly and rightly, but we can never 
afford to neglect the aid of our friends.

Then, in autumn, 2002, the United Nations over-
whelmingly endorsed a U.S.-sponsored resolution 
demanding that Iraq fully disarm or face “serious 
consequences.” This global coalition against Sad-
dam Hussein’s regime could have been maintained 
had we not insisted on our timetable for initiating 
the war. And now, it is becoming even clearer 
that the intelligence suggesting that Iraq was an 
imminent threat was wrong, and we are left, virtu-
ally alone, shouldering the financial and strategic 
burden of securing and reconstructing this vast 
land. The goodwill of that original global coalition 
has been squandered. American power is now at its 
zenith, but our political standing in the world has 
never been worse.

In the Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jef-
ferson wrote about the need for a nation to have a 
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“decent respect for the opinions of mankind.” It is 
time that we applied that kind of wisdom to repair 
and rebuild our shattered relationships across the 
world. No other nation or international institution 
should ever hold a veto over American security, 
but if we want to emerge victorious in this war on 
terror, I believe that we must rebuild the global 
coalition against the terrorists.

One step toward this goal would be the creation 
of ten NATO Special Forces Units of battalion 
strength that would bring to our side forces from 
the nineteen nations of the NATO Alliance. We 
should also develop joint commando teams with 
the troops of allied Muslim nations such as Turkey, 
Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. Participation of these 
nations would represent their commitment in the 
fight against al-Qaeda and clearly show that it is 
not just western countries interested in countering 
the threat of al-Qaeda. 

Global cooperation is also needed to attack the 
flow of money that is the lifeblood of the al-Qaeda 
network. Although almost 170 nations have block-
ing orders in force against funds to al-Qaeda, only 
four countries including the United States account 
for two-thirds of the blocked $121 million of al-Qa-
eda funds. More must be done.

The United States should lead an effort by the 
most advanced industrial nations to establish a 
special international agency dedicated solely to 
combating terrorist financing; we could call it the 
“International Financial Anti-Terrorism Center”. 
This Center would establish tough accounting 
standards and an approved list of international 
charities and financial institutions that adhere to 
the stringent standards necessary. 

In a struggle against a global network of terror-
ists, the United States needs to lead a long term 
global coalition built on mutual respect and coop-
eration. In other words, to get the bad guys, you 
need a posse, not the Lone Ranger. 

PROTECTING AGAINST TERRORIST ATTACKS

The second main mission in fighting the war on 
terror is to protect the homeland. While the Bush 
administration is correct to claim that we are safer 
now than we were on September 11, this standard 
sets the bar far too low. The key question is whether 
we are as safe as we need to be in light of the threats 
we face. The answer is unfortunately—No. 

The U.S. must address the following deficiencies:

• Less than 10% of all foreign visitors legally 

entering the United States are screened by 
the new US VISIT entry-exit system. A fully 
functioning system would have alerted us 
to the illegal presence in the United States 
of five of the 9/11 hijackers. 

• 20 million cargo containers enter the United 
States each year, and currently, we have no 
system to screen these containers for hidden 
weapons of mass destruction. 

• On average there is one U.S. border guard 
patrolling every 5.5 miles of our northern 
border.

• No passenger planes are protected against 
the threat of surface-to-air missile attack, 
nor is the airfreight they carry routinely 
screened for explosives. 

• And more than two years after 9/11, there 
is still no comprehensive terrorist watch list, 
to tell us who to keep out of the country. We 
still have not conducted a threat and vulner-
ability assessment to guide us on what to 
protect. Indeed, a high-ranking Department 
of Homeland Security official testified that 
he doubted that such a survey would be 
completed five years from now. 

We are spending much more money on first 
responders, but no one has determined the exact 
equipment and training they need to protect our 
communities.

We must move faster and stronger to protect 
America from the threat of another catastrophic 
terrorist attack. To ensure that we take every step 
we can to prevent a large scale attack on American 
soil, we must double our forces on the borders, 
install radiation detectors at every port, modernize 
the U.S. Coast Guard, and screen all cargo placed 
on passenger airlines. 

To prepare our communities in case the worst 
happens, we should give first responders the tools 
they need to protect every community and strength-
en the National Guard to be able to respond in case 
of a catastrophic attack. 

We must also take dramatic action to address 
the potential scourge of bioterrorism. The Defense 
Science Board has reported that we have only one 
of the 57 new medicines, vaccines, and diagnos-
tic tools we need to counter the bioterror threat. 
Since 9/11—we have not produced one. Not one. 
What is more, terrorists may one day be capable 
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of bioengineering pathogens that would leave us 
absolutely defenseless.  

We need a Manhattan Project style effort to get 
the best and brightest minds in the country to join 
together to solve this problem. We need to produce 
vaccines to protect us, and the rest of the world, 
from the major bioterror threats. And we need to 
reduce the time it now takes from identifying a 
pathogen to developing a drug from the current 10 
years to a matter of weeks.  

Homeland Security does not stop at our own 
borders. The United States must lead an interna-
tional alliance to secure all nuclear, chemical and 
biological weapons material and keep them out 
of the hands of al-Qaeda. While efforts have been 
ongoing for a decade to round up these dangerous 
weapons, a lack of funding and political will has 
halted us from completing the job. We should triple 
the budget for these programs. The cost of that 
would be about $3 billion a year—or the equivalent 
of three weeks occupation costs in Iraq. This is a 
small price to pay to stop a catastrophic attack on 
American soil. 

PREVENTING THE RISE OF FUTURE TERRORISTS

The third main point of a plan to win the war 
on terror must include taking bold steps to make 
sure we prevent the rise of future terrorists. As the 
last great conflict for our national survival drew 
to a close, President Franklin Roosevelt said, “It 
is useless to win a war, only to lose a peace.” Our 
troops can prevail on the battlefield, our intelligence 
agencies can identify terrorist cells and our defen-
sive measures can foil plots—but the long term key 
to our national security is isolating the extremists 
of al-Qaeda by presenting a competing and more 
powerful and positive vision of the future of the 
Middle East and the Muslim world. It must be a 
vision built in partnership with the people of the 
Middle East and supported by a global coalition 
with American leadership at the helm.

We cannot risk losing a generation of Arab youth 
to al-Qaeda, for the stakes are too high. 

We must also promote and support democratic 
institutions and practices worldwide, making it pos-
sible for democracy to rise in those places in the world 
where it does not currently exist. We must have the 
maturity to recognize that democracy cannot be forced 
on others, but must be the result of a people choosing 
freedom and liberty for themselves.

The population of the Arab world is now at 280 
million, approximately equal to that of the United 

States. Over half of the entire Arab world is under 
24 years of age. And while a whole generation forms 
its worldview, opinion of the United States across 
the Muslim world, from Turkey to Indonesia, is 
at an all time low. And a recent study by former 
Ambassador Edward Djerejian at the Baker Center 
at Rice University stated that “hostility toward the 
United States has reached shocking levels.” 

We must begin building bridges by opening a 
dialogue between the United States and the Arab 
and Muslim world at every level. The United States 
and our allies should make a dramatic and massive 
commitment, on the scale of the Marshall Plan, to 
the future of Arab children and to the economic 
prosperity of people in the entire Middle East.

Luckily, we have a guide as to how to move for-
ward. In the darkest days of the Cold War—when 
Stalin’s armies massed at the gates of Vienna, a 
communist insurgency raged in Greece, govern-
ments in France and Italy tottered on the brink of 
political collapse, and Germany and Britain were in 
economic ruins—Harry Truman and his Secretary 
of State George Marshall knew what to do. 

They created an alliance of free peoples, backed 
up by American power, to protect Western Europe 
(NATO) and offered a plan to rebuild the econo-
mies of the west: The Marshall Plan. Their vision 
led to the longest period of peace and prosperity 
in European history and the creation of a Europe 
united, whole and free. Through the vision of Tru-
man and Marshall, Americans were never again 
sent to die on the battlefields of Europe, but instead 
have expanded the community of free nations and 
strengthened our own security.

The challenge we face today, confronting al-Qa-
eda and preventing the rise of a new generation of 
terrorists, requires a vision just as grand and actions 
just as bold as those of Truman and Marshall. 

We must launch an economic development 
initiative in the Arab and Muslim world that is in 
the spirit of the Marshall Plan. We lay down this 
challenge to the Arab world. If you work together 
to create free and open markets, and trade with 
one another, if you include all your neighbors in 
this new prosperity, then the United States and our 
allies will invest the equivalent of one year of the 
Marshall Plan into your people’s future. I would 
call this effort the Renaissance Partnership, for it 
would lead to a rebirth of prosperity and tolerance 
in the Middle East. 

I also believe that we must commit ourselves to 
the future of the over 100 million young people in the 
Arab world. It is a dangerous state of affairs that today 
hundreds of thousands of young minds are learning 
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in schools (madrassahs) sponsored by those who are 
sympathetic to al-Qaeda. The United States should 
organize an international effort to raise $20 billion over 
the next ten years for providing secular educational al-
ternatives for children. Funds would be spent directly 
for the operation of primary and secondary secular 
schools in Arab states that commit to doubling their 
investment in their public education over the course 
of the next ten years. And so again—no something 
for nothing, but a real partnership with the people of 
the Arab world. 

We must also do a better job of rebuilding failed 
states and nations in transition such as Afghanistan, 
Iraq, Liberia and Somalia—so that they do not 
become outlaw lands and new bases of operation 
for al-Qaeda. 

As we now know from our experiences in Afghani-
stan and Iraq, we need forces fit for the challenges of 
our times; we do not have the luxury of fighting a 
war and then leaving. We need our military to have 
the expertise necessary not only to destroy an enemy 
army, but also to restore order and help bring stability 
to a deserving civilian population. 

To prevail in the war on terror we must also 
issue a call to service to the American people. To 
further that goal, I would encourage every young 
American to give at least one year in the service of 
their country. They could choose from the armed 
forces, the National Guard, Peace Corps, Ameri-
corps or hometown non-profits and receive a sal-
ary and funds for college. I would double the size 
of the Peace Corps and create a “Civilian Reserve 
for Homeland Security” where we could match the 
skills of volunteers with the potential needs in each 
and every community in America. 

To win this war, we must have a united 
front—a nation firmly committed to working for 
peace and justice. 

RISING TO THE CHALLENGE

On September 11th, 2001 war came to America’s 
shores, and our lives were forever changed. But as 
Harry Truman said at another time of national chal-
lenge, “America was not built on fear. America was 
built on courage, on imagination and an unbeatable 
determination to do the job at hand.”

Let us go forward with the same courage, imagi-
nation and determination as our forefathers to meet 
the challenge of the war on terror. Let our lasting an-
swer to the attacks of September 11th be the bringing 
about of a more united America and the building 
of a more democratic and peaceful world, stronger 
still to meet the challenges of the future.

When thinking of this current war and the threats 
and challenges that lie therein, remember this: As a 
nation, we have fought for our freedom and inde-
pendence and we have won. We have faced brutal 
dictators, despots, and fascists and we have won. 
We have taken on all types of terrible foes, and we 
have won.

But we did not win these battles because of sheer 
might. We won because we fought for ideals. We 
fought for independence, for peace, for liberty, 
democracy and justice.

We will fight this war on terrorism, and as long 
as we continue to hold fast to these ideals, we will 
surely win.

 LBJt  
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BY PROFESSOR THOMAS KEEL

A former Legislative Budget Direc-
tor for the State of Texas, Thomas 
M. Keel has been involved in public 
administration for many years. He 
joined the Legislative Budget Board 
(LBB) staff in 1955 as a Budget 
Examiner and became Legislative 
Budget Director in 1967, serving in 
that capacity for fifteen years. After 
leaving the LBB in 1982, he worked 
for the University of Texas System 
as Executive Director for Finance 
and Administration. Keel joined the 
LBJ School faculty in 1990.

At the LBJ School, Keel codirects 
policy research projects on topics 
related to state government finance 
and administration, teaches courses 
in public administration and public 
financial management, and con-
ducts seminars on current issues in 
Texas state government.  He plans 
to retire in May.

POLICY RESEARCH PROJECTS

“What is a PRP?,” I asked Max.2 Dean Sherman explained. A PRP 
(policy research project) is a two-semester eight-hour course at the 
LBJ School3 in which a public policy issue is studied, examined and 
researched, conclusions are drawn, recommendations are made, and 
a report is published. It provides an educational experience for the 
students and a valuable product for the government agency client-
sponsor. As John Gronouski4 said when he founded the LBJ School, 
the PRP is at the core of the academic program. Dean Gronouski 
wanted a program that would combine training in relevant academic 
subjects with practical task assignments.5

This was early in 1989 and Professor Glen Hahn Cope was to return 
to the LBJ School faculty after a year’s leave at American University 
and needed a practitioner to co-direct a PRP with her. So, at Dean 
Sherman’s invitation, I agreed to do so as a short-term commitment; 
but by the spring semester, having taken on a seminar at the dean’s 
request, I left The University of Texas System Administration for the 
LBJ School, still thinking in terms of a fairly short-term experience 
as a faculty member. 

Just passing through . . .

TEXAS CONSTITUTIONAL SPENDING LIMITS

The choice of topics of PRPs reflects faculty interest, needs of the client 
agencies or desire by the School to investigate a particular topic. This first 
PRP with Glen Cope primarily addressed the constitutional spending 
limits imposed on Texas state government.6 However, because there 
were multiple agency client-sponsors, it also included separate stud-
ies and reports on some aspects of management and administration. 
One recommendation of the project’s student-researchers, for instance, 
had to do with financing publication of the very popular magazine, 
Texas Parks and Wildlife. It was suggested that selling advertising space 
in the magazine would help make it self-sufficient. Sometime later the 
magazine began to do so, whether as a direct result of the PRP recom-
mendation, I don’t recall, but the magazine today has a good volume 
of quality advertising appropriate to its readership.

JUST PASSING 
THROUGH

1
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But the main thrust of the project had to do 
with the history, intent and operation of constitu-
tional spending limits on state government debt, 
deficit financing and growth. Three of the limita-
tions—debt restriction, the anti-deficit or “pay-as-
you-go” provision, and the spending limitation 
amendment—were intended as real restraints. 
The other three—implementation of the Economic 
Stabilization, or “Rainy Day,” Fund, the governor’s 
line-item veto authority, and budget execution au-
thority—while not specifically intended primarily 
to restrict government growth or spending, can 
have such an effect in their application and accord-
ingly were included in the study.7 

The conclusion of the PRP was that, for the most 
part, the limitations work well when allowed to do 
so, but that, as a practical matter, some don’t work 
at all and can be avoided or ignored and, therefore, 
should either be strengthened or be repealed.

BUDGET IMBALANCE AND THE EXTERNAL INFLUENCES 
Another Cope-Keel co-directed PRP followed in 
1991-92. Its report dealt with the external influ-
ences on the ability of the executive and legislative 
branches of the Texas state government to deal 
with budget issues, and was in direct response to 
the request of the Legislative Budget Director, Jim 
Oliver, for research on this problem and on budget 
data source reliability. The concern about external 
influences had to do with state-federal relations. 
Activism on the part of federal judges had presented 
challenges to the state’s established budget-and-ap-
propriation mechanisms. Mandates by federal exec-
utive agencies in the administration of state-federal 
cooperative programs in public health and welfare 
threatened the proper balance in the relationship. 
The report suggested a possible system of “Legal 
Notes” generated by the Attorney General’s Office 
to estimate the potential legal ramifications of state 
legislative and agency policy, and also pointed out 
the need for a more assertive and proactive stance 
in dealing with federal initiatives.8

THE TEXAS BUDGET SIMULATOR

When Wm. P. Hobby, former Lieutenant Governor 
of Texas9 (and, as such, chairman of the Legisla-
tive Budget Board) joined the LBJ School faculty in 
1993 it was only natural that his interests would be 
directed toward the state budget. Having served 
as Lt. Governor longer than anybody else in Texas 
history, and having a keen interest in the subject 
of budgeting, he saw the need for a project that 
would have a twofold product: an analysis of key 
issues and trends that influence the development 

of the state budget, and an electronic diskette, the 
Texas Budget Simulator, which would demonstrate 
the impact of choices budget writers must make.10 
At the time, litigation in the areas of public school 
finance, mental health and mental retardation care, 
and criminal justice had created new demands on 
limited state financial resources. The PRP’s rec-
ommendations and Budget Simulator were well 
received by members and staff of the legislature 
and others. Michael Wegner, Assistant Director of 
Research in the Office of the State Comptroller of 
Public Accounts, as guest lecturer, was the third fac-
ulty co-director for the project, which was funded 
and sponsored by the Legislative Budget Board. 

The next Hobby-Keel-Wegner PRP, in 1995-96, 
was a continuation of the previous 1993-94 project. 
Financial relationships between the states and the 
federal government were still in transition (addi-
tional use of “block grants” was under consider-
ation), and litigation continued. The Texas Budget 
Simulator (TBS) was updated, enhanced, increased 
in scope and moved to a web site where it drew 
some interest for a time.11

Working with, and for, Hobby again was pure 
pleasure, continuation of an official-personal as-
sociation covering many years. It was a rare and 
valuable experience for the students. 

TEXAS STATE DEBT MANAGEMENT

Historically, Texas state government did not have 
much debt by any measure when compared with 
other states. Total state debt outstanding was $10.4 
billion as of the end of fiscal year 1995, compared 
to $7.4 billion as of the end of fiscal 1990, repre-
senting a 40 percent increase.12 General obligation 
(GO) debt was low and much capital outlay was 
financed out of proceeds of non-GO (or “revenue”) 
bonds. Even so, by the mid-1990s, the state’s debt 
had increased fairly sharply in a relatively short 
period of time. GO debt increased from under $400 
million in 1986 to over $3 billion in 1994. A Policy 
Research Project (PRP) in 1994-95, co-directed with 
Professor Beverly Bunch, analyzed the state’s debt 
policies and procedures. The students examined the 
legislative process for making debt decisions, the 
debt issuance process, and the state’s formal and 
informal policies related to debt management, and 
recommended on how debt management could be 
improved.13 The Texas Bond Review Board spon-
sored the PRP. 

Debt issuance generates state costs other than 
debt service requirements (interest payment and 
principal repayment), including administrative 
costs and consultants’ fees. These costs are not 
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incurred when capital outlay is funded out of cur-
rent revenues. Debt imposes obligations on future 
generations and has the effect, at least to some de-
gree, of limiting revenues for general spending or 
limiting borrowing capacity for future projects.

The students’ findings led to recommendations 
for improved capital planning within agencies in 
accordance with a statewide capital improvement 
plan, and consolidation of small agencies’ debt is-
suance with larger issuing agencies.

The educational value of this PRP was of a high 
order, principally because of Professor Bunch’s 
qualities as a scholar and as a practitioner. She had 
formerly served on the staff of the Texas Bond Re-
view Board and in other qualifying work situations. 
One of the students in the project, William Patrick 
Krishock, presently serves on the Board’s staff. 

THE SEMINAR: PUBLIC POLICY ISSUES  
IN TEXAS STATE GOVERNMENT 

When Dean Sherman asked me to design and con-
duct a seminar, it was only natural that it had to be 
on Texas state government policy issues. A good 
part of my adult life had been spent dealing with 
such issues, under direct supervision of leaders 
including Hobby and Sherman. The obvious title 
would be, and was, “Current Issues in Texas State 
Government.” 

Some time later in a conversation with Governor 
Hobby, recalling the twenty or so years that we 
had worked together, he as Lieutenant Governor, 
President of the Senate and Chairman of the Legis-
lative Budget Board, and I as his humble, obedient 
servant-Legislative Budget Director, it occurred to 
us that the issues that we worked on in the early 
years (e.g., public school finance, public welfare, 
transportation, higher education coordination, etc.) 
were the same ones, in addition to a few others, 
that we worked on in the later years (public school 
finance, public welfare, transportation, higher 
education, etc.). The problems never seemed to go 
away, but recurred regularly, biennially. 

So it was at that point the name of the state 
government issues seminar changed to “Continuing 
Issues in Texas State Government.”14

As a seminar, the course involves much discus-
sion of the issues and the students are expected to 
participate. Each is also required to select a public 
policy issue for study and research and on which a 
report will be written. The major issues have been 
studied time and again like ground being plowed 
over and over. So, necessarily the topics selected 

span a wide range of issues, large and small, and 
it is interesting to note how much discussion can 
center on what would otherwise appear to be rather 
minor, dull and uninteresting. However, sometimes 
a relatively innocuous subject, like property title 
insurance, can provoke spirited and lengthy discus-
sion, not to mention national and state politics and 
timely issues like congressional redistricting.

PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION AND MANAGEMENT

Public Administration and Management (PAM) is 
one of the core courses at the LBJ School. My general 
impression is that the students dislike it almost as 
much as they hate PFM (Public Financial Manage-
ment) and AQA (Applied Quantitative Analysis). 

It is taught in different ways by different instruc-
tors. Some apparently see it as economics, some as 
psychology or other things, some even as adminis-
tration and management. As a public policy school, 
the LBJ School emphasizes policy, policy formula-
tion and development, and policy execution. But 
there are opportunities for good administration and 
management study, particularly in case work.

Unlike law school cases in which judgments have 
been rendered and which must be learned and re-
membered for their value as precedents, these cases 
are more like medical school cases where examina-
tion, diagnosis, prescription and treatment may 
be called for. With only limited and general direc-
tion, students are allowed to exercise independent 
judgment in recommending solutions to problems 
which may lend themselves to numerous possibili-
ties. In many cases there may be no sole solution but 
several alternatives; there may even be no problem 
at all; or there may be a problem to which the solu-
tion is politically or practically impossible. 

This section focused on executive management 
of public agencies in carrying out policy and imple-
menting government programs. Emphasis was 
given to legal authority, financing, organization, 
staffing and intergovernmental relationships. 

EVALUATION OF THE OFFICE OF SHERIFF, TRAVIS COUNTY 
The day after the general election in 1992, when a 
young prosecutor was elected the first Republican 
sheriff of Travis County, at least since Reconstruc-
tion,15 and took office in November to fill out the 
unexpired term of his predecessor which actually 
ended in January 1993, he requested that a Public 
Administration and Management class16 at the LBJ 
School undertake a top-to-bottom review and evalu-
ation of the Travis County Sheriff’s Office. This case 
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study was integrated into the coursework of the 
class, and became a major project for the twelve 
students. The study was completed and the evalu-
ation report17 was delivered in three weeks. It was 
never intended, or pretended, that a thorough, com-
prehensive PRP-type project could be completed in 
that period of time, although it was referred to then 
as a mini-PRP. [One lesson to be learned was that 
it is necessary sometimes for staff to do credible, 
constructive work in whatever time is available and 
within the limits of resources (money, etc.) avail-
able]. With the freedom of unlimited access to the 
entire department and all of its personnel, courtesy 
of the sheriff and his top commanders, the students 
conducted dozens of interviews with personnel 
and reviewed budgets, regulations, statutes and 
procedures. Several problem areas were found: 
intradepartmental communications, financial plan-
ning and review, “moonlighting” policies, excessive 
paperwork, minimal coordination with the Austin 
Police Department, and compensation problems. 

The work of these twelve students resulted 
in change in the department. They “made a dif-
ference,” as the saying goes. Some of their major 
recommendations were implemented, as were the 
follow-up recommendations of the PAM class in 
fall 1994.18

CAPITAL METRO: ANALYSIS OF AN ORGANIZATION

In fall 1996 Bobbie Barker, an executive with South-
ern Union Gas Company, formerly a member of the 
LBB staff, and a member of the board of directors of 
Capital Metro (the Capital Metropolitan Transit Au-
thority), in a presentation to the PAM class19 invited 
the class to undertake a study of the management 
and administration of Capital Metro in Austin. Her 
suggestion was integrated into the coursework and 
comprised the students’ term project. 

Work groups studied legal authority, organi-
zation, operations, finance and personnel. Their 
conclusions and recommendations were reported 
in November 1996.20 Suggestions for improve-
ment dealt with board members’ term lengths, 
redirection of capital outlay, employee turnover 
and internal communication. 

CASE STUDY REPORT: THE BUDGETARY  
ANALYSIS UNIT OF THE CONGRESS OF GUATEMALA

The spring 1998 PAM class was directed to study 
the Budget Analysis Unit of the Congress of the 
Republic of Guatemala. This grew out of a contract 
between UT Austin and the U.S. Agency for Inter-
national Development to assist the Guatemalan 
Congress in its modernization program to meet its 

constitutional responsibilities, following peace ac-
cords after nearly four decades of civil war. I was 
asked to assist the University’s technical assistance 
staff in developing a stratagem to analyze the an-
nual national budget. It was another “quick-and-
dirty” PAM case study, and the students’ excellent 
work allowed me to carry out my responsibilities 
to the Tower, for which I am grateful.21

PUBLIC FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT

Public Financial Management22 (PFM) is disliked 
even more than PAM, if that’s possible. And Keel’s 
PFM was disliked more than other PFM sections—at 
least at the time it was taken. Nonetheless, former 
students reported that it was very helpful. One stu-
dent who did her required internship (between the 
first and second years of the master’s program) in 
a major state agency said that on one occasion she 
found herself in a fairly high-level staff meeting at 
which time the subject of encumbrances came up 
and she was the only one in the room who knew 
what one was. That was because she had taken the 
PFM course in which a few days of introductory 
fund accounting were required so that students 
could at least know the difference between a budget 
and a balance sheet. (It was really more than that.) 
In a short period of time they learned the different 
kinds of accounts, the accounting cycle, the effect 
of revenue and expenditure transactions on fund 
balance (or equity), and how to report these in the 
principal year-end financial statements. 

The course was based on the proposition that, 
regardless of one’s program orientation (educa-
tion, the environment, transportation, etc.), it was 
necessary to know where the money comes from, 
how to ask for it, how to spend it, how to account 
for it, how to report on it, and how to do it all over 
again on a regular, recurring basis. The LBJ School 
trains people to assume high-level responsibility in 
administering major programs in government and 
the non-governmental non-profits. They can learn 
some financial management at the School or learn 
it later the hard way, through painful experience, 
or both ways (as is usually the case).

Some of the graduates find that while money 
problems are some of the most pervasive problems 
in government (there never is enough), running the 
budget numbers can be the best game in town. 

Government agencies are, of course, not busi-
nesses; they are spending machines, designed to 
spend money to carry out public policy laid out in 
statutory law enacted by elective legislative bodies 
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(or whoever carries out the legislative function, 
e.g., city councils and county-commissioner bod-
ies)—and in constitutional law approved by the 
voters. There is no “bottom line” profit. Neverthe-
less, government can be run in a business-like way. 
Many of the business practices in government, such 
as accounting, budgeting, reporting, accountability 
and oversight, are derived from business. Some 
practices, particularly in areas such as accountabil-
ity and oversight, may be given more emphasis in 
government than in business. The legal require-
ments are usually more rigid and expenditure 
controls more stringent because of the public nature 
of these activities. That is as it should be. There are 
motives that inspire performance in the public ser-
vice, motives unrelated to profit or compensation 
that some would ascribe to a higher calling perhaps, 
at least for some practitioners.

“THE GOOD OLD LLB”  
AND PERSONAL POLITICS

There was, and still is, occasional confusion over the 
Legislative Budget Board’s initials (LBB); frequently 
it was referred to as the “LLB”. It became a source 
of humor to the legislative budget staff which still 
sometimes refers to it as “the good old LLB”. 

Nobody grows up saying “Some day I want to be 
Legislative Budget Director for the State of Texas.” 
It’s the kind of assignment that usually grows out 
of circumstance, not design. The best preparation 
for it, in terms of work experience, is prior service 
in the state government, perhaps on the legislative 
staff itself. While it is one of the toughest and most 
challenging jobs in Texas state government, it is 
also one of the most rewarding. Serving on the 
legislative budget staff is a unique privilege and 
a memorable experience, in close association with 
the state’s political leadership and its legislative 
members. Outside of elective office itself, it is about 
as close to state policy formulation to which one 
could aspire. There is no more profound expression 
of support of public policy than the appropriation 
of money to carry it out.23

In all those years in the pink granite building few 
people, especially my legislative bosses, knew much 
about my personal politics. I kept my opinions to 
myself for the most part, stayed out of their politics, 
and they left me alone to run the staff the way I 
thought I should to carry out my responsibilities to 
them. Nobody could ask for a better deal than that. 
In those days most of them were Democrats, and 
they fought among themselves like Democrats and 

Republicans do now (remember the Killer Bees?). 
Only after leaving legislative staff service did I be-
come more open about my politics. It seems to be 
the accepted thing in the academic world. At about 
the same time, members of my family began to run 
for elective office, most of them as Republicans in 
partisan elections, and naturally I became identified 
as a Republican without a great deal of effort on my 
part. So, I just make the most of it. I’m sure that most 
of my faculty and staff colleagues, and some stu-
dents, look askance at some of the things on display 
in my faculty office: posters, T-shirts, brochures, 
bumper stickers, etc., all of a Republican slant, and 
the American Legion, NRA and VFW calendars. 
It’s a way of making a perhaps slightly exaggerated 
statement in favor of less government, low taxation, 
personal freedom and individual responsibility. 
Over the course of years of dealing with public 
policy issues, I became more and more convinced 
that government does not have all the solutions to 
society’s social and economic problems. 

But, we keep trying. 
So, I try to have my students understand, from 

the beginning, especially in my Texas state gov-
ernment policy issues seminar, where I’m coming 
from, that I’m a lifelong Catholic, a conservative, 
a Republican, etc., but also that I won’t attempt to 
indoctrinate them (as if indoctrinating graduate stu-
dents were easy), and that they and their opinions 
will be respected. They are invited freely to express 
their views and to be prepared to defend them. 

Academic freedom carries with it a great respon-
sibility. 

SINE DIE

It is natural privately to enjoy the recollection of 
past accomplishments, large or small, recognizing 
pieces of good work—in the files, the archives, the 
Session Laws, old documents and reports—whether 
or not personal identification with them is possible. 
The creative features and individuality of one’s own 
work are recognizable in budget instructions issued; 
biennial budget dissertations defended; legislation 
drafted and monitored through enactment; bills 
price-tagged; policy formulated; documents and 
reports prepared; business procedure memoranda 
written; and contracts negotiated and executed. 

Remembering is reward enough, especially when we 
recall what Jesus said on the subject of duty, as recorded 
by St. Luke: “When you have done all that you have been 
commanded to do, say, ‘We are but useless servants. We 
have done no more than our duty.’”24 
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So be it.
. . . just passing through. 

 LBJt

NOTES

1. My initial reaction, upon being invited by the student 
editorial board of the LBJ Journal to write a piece for 
the Faculty Corner, was to decline. Here, late in life, as 
time becomes limited and more precious, and recalling 
the words of that great American philosopher Yogi 
Berra (or was it the other one, Casey Stengel?) that “the 
future ain’t what it used to be,” when I’m trying to shed 
my few remaining responsibilities, I was likely to beg 
off—except for good reason. A sense of responsibility 
to the institution, to the job and to faculty and staff col-
leagues is reason enough; but a greater reason is the 
responsibility to our clientele, the students, our raison 
d’etre, and the affection for them individually and as a 
group acquired over time. The facts herein speak for 
themselves; the opinions, however, well-informed or 
not, are mine and firmly held.

2. Max Sherman, Dean, LBJ School of Public Affairs, 
The University of Texas at Austin, at the time, and 
friend, mentor and former legislative boss.

3. The Lyndon B. Johnson School of Public Affairs of 
The University of Texas at Austin is what is known 
as a public policy school, as contrasted with a school 
of public administration or management. There is a 
distinction between the two, but policy is dependent 
upon administration and management for execution 
of policy, and administration is dependent upon law 
(policy) for authority to operate. Policy is a matter 
of law, constitutional and statutory law, and rules 
and regulations issued in accordance with law. It is 
a mistake, I believe, for our students to be persuaded 
that, upon completion of the LBJ School program, 
they will be able to “make policy.” “Making policy” 
is a matter of making (enacting) law, either by legisla-
tion (statutory law) or by constitutional adoption or 
amendment. Unless they are elected to a law-making 
(legislative) office—as some of them have been—they 
may only participate to the extent of assisting in 
policy formulation or in administering it (and that’s 
not bad). Time and the experience of our graduates 
have shown that courses in public administration and 
management and in public financial management are 
important to the LBJ School curriculum. 

4. John Gronouski was the first dean of the LBJ School. 
I met him in 1969 just as his appointment was an-
nounced; President Johnson introduced us.

5. “The Policy Research Project at the LBJ School of 
Public Affairs,” Marlan Blissett, Jurgen Schmandt 
and David Warner, Policy Analysis, the University 
of California, 1981.

6. Reported as Working Paper No. 73, Constitutional Author-

ity for and Limitations on Texas State Government Finance, 
Appropriations and Spending: A Review and Analysis, 
Policy Research Project on Texas State Government 
Finance, Lyndon B. Johnson School of Public Affairs, 
The University of Texas at Austin, 1993. The project 
was sponsored and funded by the Texas Legislative 
Budget Board, the Attorney General of Texas, and the 
Texas Parks and Wildlife Department. 

7. “Texas Constitutional Spending Limits: Reality versus 
Perception,” by Glen Hahn Cope and Thomas M. Keel, 
Public Affairs Comment, Vol. XXXVI, No. 4, Summer 
1990, LBJ School, pp. 8-10.

8. Budget Imbalance and the External Influences, a Study 
for the Legislative Budget Board of Texas, LBJ School 
of Public Affairs, The University of Texas at Austin, 
Policy Research Report No. 99.

9. The Lieutenant Governor of Texas occupies a unique 
position in the state government. Under the Texas 
Constitution he is a member of the executive branch, 
but he presides over the Senate where, as authorized 
by the Constitution and Senate rules, he exercises con-
siderable raw power over legislation; consequently, 
the office is generally identified with the legislative 
branch. It was a pleasure and a privilege to know 
several and, as a member of the legislative budget 
staff, to work in close association with and for four. 
Inevitably, first-name relationships developed with 
these and other leaders; they called me “Tom” and I 
called them “Governor,” “Mr. Speaker,” “ Senator,” 
“Mr. Chairman, etc. 

10. Hard Choices: Setting Priorities for the Texas State Budget, 
LBJ School, The University of Texas at Austin, Policy 
Research Project Report No. 112, 1994.

11. The Texas Budget: Facing Changes in State-Federal Rela-
tions, LBJ School, Policy Research Project Report No. 
118, 1996.

12. “Texas State Debt Management in the 1990s,”by Bev-
erly S. Bunch and Thomas M. Keel in Public Affairs 
Comment, Vol. 42, No. 1, 1996, LBJ School. According 
to the Texas Bond Review Board Annual Report 2003, 
Table 6, page 6, total Texas state government debt had 
increased to $15.2 billion by 2003, a sharp increase 
but still low by comparison with other states. 

13. Texas State Debt Management, Policy Research Project 
Report No. 115, LBJ School, 1995.

14. Seminar: “Continuing Issues in Texas State Govern-
ment,” PA388K.

15. The records are incomplete and it’s impossible to 
determine if he was the first Republican ever elected 
sheriff in Travis County. 

16. PA684B (54300—Keel).

17. Evaluation of the Travis County Sheriff’s Office, Case 
Study No. 3, Public Administration and Management, 
PA684B, LBJ School of Public Affairs, The University of 
Texas at Austin, December 2, 1992 (unpublished).
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18. Evaluation of the Travis County Sheriff’s Office, Case 
Study, Public Administration and Management, 
PA684B, LBJ School, UT Austin, November 30, 1994 
(unpublished)

19. PA684B (56345—Keel), Fall 1996.

20. In Capital Metro: Analysis of an Organization, PA684B, 
Public Administration and Management, LBJ School, 
November 1966 (unpublished).

21. The class report, Case Study Report: The Budgetary 
Analysis Unit of the Congress of Guatemala, was com-
pleted April 23, 1998 (unpublished).

22.  PA391.

23. One of the fringe benefits associated with legislative 
budget staff service is the opportunity for com-
parative studies of other states—their organization, 
structure, operation, personnel and, in particular, 
appropriation processes—through attendance at 
national meetings, and participation in committee 
work, of organizations like the National Legislative 
Conference (NLC). Until it was reconstituted as 
the National Conference of State Legislatures and 
merged with a couple of other leader organizations 
in 1975, NLC was a subsidiary of the Council of 
State Governments (CSG); its governing board and 
membership were comprised of states’ legislative 
leaders, members and staff. Its study committees, 
usually including both legislative members and 
staff, supported by CSG staff, undertook serious and 
worthwhile research into state government issues. 
One was the Committee on Legislative Improve-
ment and Modernization, which over a period of 
several years studied the appropriations processes 
of the states and territories. It found an alarmingly 
wide range of capability among legislatures for 

effectively carrying out their constitutional re-
sponsibilities for appropriating money and related 
functions of review and oversight. Most states 
(including Texas) were well provided with these 
systems, while a few, for various reasons includ-
ing failure to provide themselves with financial 
resources, hardly managed to get by and were at 
the mercy of the executive for budget preparation 
and fiscal staff support in the enactment process. 
Among other things, the committee recommended 
in its final report ($tate Legislative Proces$, A Study of 
the Various Methods and Procedures for the Committee 
on Legislative Improvement and Modernization of the 
National Conference of State Legislatures, by James H. 
Bowhay and Virginia D. Thrall of the Midwestern 
Office of the Council of State Governments, 1975) 
that every state legislature, regardless of practices 
in place, should at least have the capability, should 
it be necessary to do so, to prepare a budget for 
introduction and enactment.

 Committee work for organizations like NLC took a 
lot of time, but the experience was rewarding. Similar 
activities included involvement with the Southern 
Legislative Conference (formerly the Southern Re-
gional Conference of the CSG), and the National 
and Western States Legislative Fiscal Officers As-
sociations, and serving as a fiscal advisor to the CSG 
Executive Committee of its governing board. CSG 
and NCSL sponsored training sessions for legislative 
staff and it was a privilege to conduct these in several 
states under those auspices. 

24. Chapter 17, Verse 10, The New American Bible, Saint 
Joseph Edition, Catholic Book Publishing Co., New 
York, 1970.
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IN THE LAST DECADE, the number of children living in foster 
care has grown to more than half a million.1 Research has demon-
strated that many of these children suffer from mental and physi-

cal health problems, often due to factors such as parental abuse and 
neglect, poverty, malnutrition, and drug exposure.2 Many of these 
problems go untreated, however, because foster children often do not 
receive proper preventive medical care.3 Despite the unique mental 
and physical health needs and characteristics of the foster population, 
no efforts have been made to design a nationwide integrated health 
care system for foster children.4 

With the number of foster children growing, it is increasingly im-
portant to address the health needs of this population. To offer insight 
into the types of improvements necessary to improve the delivery of 
quality health care to foster children, this article first describes the 
health problems of foster children. The ways that the current health 
system serves the foster-child population are described, and specific 
areas in which foster children are underserved are identified. This 
article examines the weakest areas of foster children’s health care, 
identifies barriers to foster-child health care, and suggests recom-
mendations for improvement.

HEALTH NEEDS OF CHILDREN IN FOSTER CARE

Studies comparing health needs of foster children, low-income chil-
dren, and children receiving Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 
generally find that foster children have more physical health problems 
than other children of similar socioeconomic backgrounds and that 
they are more likely to suffer from mental health problems.5

When compared with other children from similar socioeconomic 
backgrounds, children in foster care experience higher rates of respi-
ratory problems, lead poisoning, vision and hearing impairments, 
and tuberculosis.6 Foster children also experience elevated rates 
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of developmental and mental problems resulting 
from drug exposure, parental abuse and neglect, 
malnutrition, and poor medical preventative care.7 
Physical and mental problems are often exacerbated 
when children experience the traumatic transition 
from their birth homes to foster families. 

In an effort to respond to the specific health 
needs of children in foster care, the Child Welfare 
League of America (CWLA) and the American 
Academy of Pediatricians (AAP) both analyzed 
the medical needs of foster children. Each organi-
zation then established guidelines specifying the 
health services that foster children need. The AAP’s 
guidelines assert that foster children should receive 
four main types of health services, including an 
initial screening when they are placed into care, a 
complete dental and medical assessment, a devel-
opmental and mental health evaluation, ongoing 
and primary care, and mental health monitoring.8 
The CWLA recommends that all children in foster 
care receive health screenings within 24 hours of 
removal and that they receive extended Medicaid 
eligibility after parental reunification or post-adop-
tive placement.9

HEALTH CARE DELIVERY FOR  
CHILDREN IN OUT-OF-HOME CARE

The relationship between Medicaid, foster children, 
and health care providers greatly influences the 
health care that foster children receive. Because 
most children in foster care rely on Medicaid to 
receive health services, attempts to improve health 
care for foster children must take the Medicaid 
system into account. Additionally, as the structure 
of health care delivery in the United States increas-
ingly adopts a managed care approach, related 
implications for the foster-child population should 
be considered.

MEDICAID

The majority of health services received by children 
in foster care are funded by Medicaid. Most children 
in the foster-care system receive Title IV-E foster-care 
assistance, which automatically provides them with 
Medicaid coverage. Foster children who do not receive 
Title IV-E funding usually qualify for Medicaid cover-
age through an economic means tests. A 1995 nation-
wide study conducted by the National Academy of 
State Health Policy (NASHP) found that 64 percent 
of states enroll foster children in either primary care 
case management (PCCM) or risk-based components 
of Medicaid managed care.10 

In some cases, additional sources of public fund-
ing help provide specific services to children in out-
of-home care. For example, Philadelphia County 
has used funds from the Child Abuse Prevention 
and Treatment Act to establish a Multidisciplinary 
Review Team (MRT). The MRT reviews the medi-
cal records of children in foster care to help make 
comprehensive recommendations, with the goal of 
ensuring that they receive coordinated and compre-
hensive medical and mental health services.11 Med-
icaid still picks up the tab for services rendered, but 
the MRT helps to ensure that providers are aware 
of all the services needed by foster children.

Medicaid requires that child recipients undergo 
periodic examinations and screenings. The Early 
Periodic Screening, Diagnosis, and Treatment (EPS-
DT) program mandated under Medicaid requires 
that all child Medicaid recipients receive periodic 
screening, dental, vision, and hearing services.12 
The EPSDT program identifies the specific needs of 
foster children on Medicaid, but individual states 
are given the freedom to administer the EPSDT as 
they deem appropriate. Studies indicate that states 
implement EPSDT in various ways. In many states, 
child Medicaid recipients do not receive the full 
range of benefits offered through EPSDT.13 

In many cases, the health services that foster chil-
dren receive are not provided through Medicaid. 
Despite widespread Medicaid availability for foster 
children, many child welfare agencies seek state 
and local funding to finance care and procedures 
that would be reimbursable under Medicaid, such 
as mental heath services.14 In a 2002 nationwide 
study, 29 percent of state child welfare agencies 
reported using local funding sources to finance 
mental health services, and an even higher per-
centage funded such services with state dollars.15 
In many cases, child welfare agencies report using 
alternative funding sources to finance mental health 
services because they feel Medicaid reimbursement 
is inadequate.16 

MANAGED CARE

In an effort to control rising costs associated with 
Medicaid, states are increasingly shifting from a 
traditional fee-for-service Medicaid system to a 
managed care system.17 Prior to the 1997 Balanced 
Budget Act, states were prohibited from enroll-
ing Medicaid beneficiaries into managed care 
programs without a waiver. Today, states may 
automatically enroll most Medicaid recipients 
in managed care programs, but waivers are still 
required to do so for foster children.18 Despite 
waiver requirements for foster children, by 1999, 
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over 30 states had begun enrolling foster children 
in managed care programs.19 

Medicaid managed care participation rates for 
foster children vary greatly by state. In 1994, 19.4 
percent of Medicaid foster children in Florida were 
enrolled in managed care contracts, while only 
10.6 percent in California were in managed care 
plans.20 In relation to other groups of child Medicaid 
recipients, such as children receiving Temporary 
Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) or SSI, a 
lower percentage of foster children are enrolled in 
managed care programs.21 Factors that may affect 
whether a foster child is 
enrolled in a managed 
care plan could include 
geographic location, 
state health care financ-
ing trends, varying atti-
tudes between different 
child welfare agencies, or 
the length of time a child 
spends in care. To date, 
little research has been 
conducted on the use of 
managed care among fos-
ter children, and no stud-
ies have been conducted 
to determine what type 
of managed care models 
are most appropriate for 
this group.22 However, 
the basic make-up of the 
managed care system 
contains benefits and 
drawbacks for foster child health service delivery. 

 One benefit of managed care is that in an effort 
to control future costs, Managed Care Organiza-
tions (MCOs) pay a great deal of attention to pri-
mary and preventive care.23 A preventive focus is 
advantageous to foster children because they are 
often in need of immediate care when they first 
enter the system.24 Children entering foster care 
have often experienced recent physical or emotional 
abuse. If children are not treated quickly after suf-
fering physical or emotional trauma, there may 
be a greater chance of mental and physical health 
problems in the long term.

Another managed care benefit is that foster 
children who experience frequent placement 
changes may also be able to remain in the same 
MCO through multiple moves. Remaining in the 
same MCO helps to preserve foster-child medical 
histories that might otherwise be lost. Addition-
ally, retaining their MCO may help foster children 

remain in health networks with providers who are 
more likely to know their medical histories and 
individual needs.25 In large MCOs, foster children 
may even have access to Care Coordinators who can 
assist in ensuring that all of a foster child’s medical 
needs are met, from psychological treatments to 
medical check-ups.

Managed care proponents also argue that “man-
aged care may allow more variety in the kinds of 
services provided, as capitated rates allow managed 
care plans the flexibility to develop a wider range of 
services than allowed under fee-for-service category 

definitions.”26 Within 
managed care networks, 
services may be better 
coordinated between 
health care providers 
and child welfare work-
ers, a situation less likely 
to occur under a fee-for-
service system. 

Of course, managed 
care systems have draw-
backs. It is possible that 
managed care programs 
may reduce the num-
ber of eligible providers 
for foster children, since 
patients are restricted to 
visiting doctors within 
their network. MCOs 
have the ability to imple-
ment stringent referral 
and visitation limita-

tions on children in the system.27 For foster children, 
this may be particularly problematic because they 
tend to have a wide variety of medical needs, some 
of which may not be met by any of the providers 
within their network. Additionally, because MCOs 
often require multiple levels of authorization before 
patients can receive certain benefits or services, 
fee-for-service Medicaid programs may actually 
result in more flexibility for foster children receiving 
certain services and may provide these services in 
a more timely manner.28

Another problem associated with managed care 
is that when a foster child first enters a new man-
aged care contract, the child’s previous provider(s) 
and health history must first be determined. In 
cases in which the child was previously uninsured, 
an application process must be completed before 
the receipt of benefits is allowed.29 Children not in 
possession of a Medicaid card may be denied care 
by providers because they are concerned that they 

When compared with other children 
from similar socioeconomic 
backgrounds, children in foster 
care experience higher rates 
of respiratory problems, lead 
poisoning, vision and hearing 
impairments, and tuberculosis. 
Foster children also experience 
elevated rates of developmental 
and mental problems resulting from 
drug exposure, parental abuse and 
neglect, malnutrition, and poor 
medical preventative care.
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will not be reimbursed for services.30 In such cases, 
an incomplete medical history may inflate provider 
costs. For example, within certain networks, doctors 
who lack access to a patient’s prior history may 
need to run additional examinations or consult with 
other physicians before being allowed to make a 
diagnosis or treat the patient. 

With regard to mental health treatments, non-
SSI foster children may be disadvantaged under 
managed care plans because capitation rates for 
this group rarely reflect their special needs. Foster 
children experience numerous behavioral and 
mental health afflictions. The 
mental health needs of this popu-
lation may not be met in cases 
in which capitation rates do not 
adequately reimburse for this 
population’s additional mental 
health needs.31 

For foster children, problems 
associated with incomplete medi-
cal records may be exacerbated 
by legalities involving confiden-
tiality. In some states, biological 
parents retain sole authority over 
their children’s medical records 
until the courts terminate their 
parental rights. In cases in which 
these rights remain intact, it may 
be hard for providers and social 
workers to track down the parent or to convince 
them to share the child’s records. Over one-fifth of 
state Medicaid programs do not reimburse provid-
ers for the collection of past records, and close to 
half of states will not reimburse for summaries of 
exam outcomes.32

Conflicting views exist concerning which 
type of system better facilitates the tracking of 
past medical records for children in out-of-home 
care. Under the fee-for-service model it may be 
easier to track past procedures, since services are 
documented individually. On the other hand, 
providers in managed care networks may pro-
vide services that are better coordinated and 
offer the benefit of being documented in a single 
location. For example, MCOs are better equipped 
to develop management information systems 
(MISs). MISs may be used to gather and central-
ize pertinent medical information for patients.33 
For mobile patients like foster children, MISs may 
offer an ideal way of consolidating key pieces of 
medical information.

HEALTH CARE COSTS AND UTILIZATION 
PATTERNS FOR FOSTER CHILDREN

Anyone interested in improving the delivery of health 
care for foster children must consider the costs and 
utilization rates for services received. Understand-
ing the types of services used by foster children, and 
the associated costs, may help to identify trends in 
foster-child health and expose health areas in need 
of more attention or funding. However, estimating 
the costs and utilization rates for foster children’s 
health services may be difficult. Conflicting stud-

ies on the costs and utilization 
rates of health services for foster 
children show that policymakers 
must continue to look at the spe-
cific services needed and used by 
foster children and the costs such 
services bear. 

COST OF HEALTH CARE SERVICES

The frequency and cost of ill-
ness among Medicaid recipients 
may be measured through the 
Chronic Illness and Disability 
Payment System (CDPS). Based 
on Medicaid claims, CDPS cat-
egorizes diagnoses into a system 
of hierarchical cost classifica-
tions.34 For example, within a 

general diagnosis like cancer, various subtypes 
may be classified as high-, medium-, or low-cost. 
With the exception of children receiving SSI, studies 
indicate that the chances of a foster child possessing 
a CDPS condition are nearly double those of other 
populations of children.35

Medicaid costs tend to be higher for foster chil-
dren than for any other group, excluding child SSI 
recipients. Mathematica Policy Research found 
that the average monthly Medicaid costs for foster 
children ranged from $154 in California to $375 in 
Florida.36 The same study found that the average 
monthly child Medicaid expenditure across these 
states was $76 per month.37

Aggregate foster-child Medicaid expenditures 
are inflated by foster children who possess multiple 
health needs, such as mental and physical impair-
ments. For example, Medicaid spending in Florida, 
Pennsylvania, and California was between 10 and 
12 times higher for foster children with mental and 
physical problems than for foster children with no 
identified CDPS conditions.38

State plans to improve 
medical access 
and coverage for 
foster children must 
acknowledge current 
health care barriers 
for this population 
and identify low-cost 
solutions to address 
the problems.
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UTILIZATION

Given the diverse nature of children in the foster-
care system, varying lengths of stay in the system, 
and different cost reporting systems between 
states, determining the direct medical costs for this 
group can be difficult. One way to better evaluate 
the medical costs and needs of foster children is to 
examine their health service utilization rates. 

One method used to understand foster-child 
health care utilization is to compare these children 
to other easily defined child populations. Studies 
comparing the health care receipts of foster children 
and children from very low-income families gener-
ally find that foster children are diagnosed with 
more mental, behavioral, and medical afflictions 
than are children from poor families. Children in 
foster care comprise a very small portion of child 
Medicaid enrollees, yet their Medicaid expenditure 
rates are disproportionately high. 

When comparing health care utilization of 
foster children and other children on public as-
sistance, utilization rates may be higher for foster 
children because they are often on mandated 
health plans that require follow-up visits, which 
in turn lead to a diagnosis that would not other-
wise be found.39 In a three-state study comparing 
Medicaid records, Mathematica Policy Research 
found that in 1994 foster children comprised be-
tween 4 and 8 percent of Medicaid expenditures, 
even though they comprised between 1 and 3 
percent of all enrollments.40

A 1999 study conducted by researchers at the 
University of Chicago compared health care uti-
lization between children on Aid to Families with 
Dependent Children (AFDC) who lived with their 
birth parents, children who were on AFDC and 
subsequently placed into the foster-care system, 
and children who were already in foster care.41 
The study found that children who entered the 
foster-care system after previously receiving AFDC 
were 27 percent more likely than non-foster AFDC 
recipients to receive diagnosis of a chronic condi-
tion.42 The same study found that AFDC children 
were 2.5 times more likely to be diagnosed with a 
severe psychiatric disorder if they were eventually 
placed into foster care than if they remained with 
their birth parents.43

Health care costs tend to be much higher for fos-
ter children than for children on public assistance. 
In addition to higher rates of utilization, foster 
children tend to use more medical services, such 
as hospitalization, nursing, and physical therapy.44 
For example, the University of Chicago study found 

that AFDC children that eventually entered out-of-
home care were seven times more likely to be placed 
in in-patient psychiatric hospitals than non-foster 
AFDC children.45 

Utilization rates vary tremendously by geo-
graphic location. The Mathematica Policy Research 
study found that youth health care utilization rates 
in Florida, Pennsylvania, and California varied con-
siderably from state to state.46 For example, while 
foster children in Pennsylvania and Florida were 
more likely to visit a primary provider than were 
children receiving AFDC or SSI, the opposite was 
found to be true in California.47 The same study 
also found that foster children in California and 
Pennsylvania were more likely than children on 
Medicaid to receive preventative check-ups.48

Like studies attempting to identify the health 
costs of foster children, studies that compare 
medical utilization rates of foster children differ 
in their findings. Differences in studies may par-
tially be due to the fact that health care utilization 
rates among foster children vary according to 
factors such as age, length of time on Medicaid, 
and health condition. Therefore, studies involving 
different populations of foster children are likely 
to produce different results. 

BARRIERS TO CARE

The complexities of the foster-care system, com-
bined with deficiencies in the health care system, 
create multiple barriers for foster children attempt-
ing to access the full range of needed health services. 
For example, many foster children move frequently, 
leading to gaps in their documented medical his-
tories. These gaps often prevent them from having 
a single health care provider who is aware of all of 
their past illnesses and medical needs. Once placed 
in out-of-home care, at least 75 percent of children in 
foster care change placements at least once.49 Each 
time such a transition occurs, it is highly probable 
the child’s primary care provider, social worker, 
and health plan will also change.50 

In addition to the problem of incomplete medical 
information, complications may arise after a foster 
child is diagnosed with an illness. Because many 
birth parents retain some legal rights over their 
children even after they are placed in foster care, it 
can be difficult to obtain the consent necessary to 
provide the treatment. For many medical purposes, 
foster parent consent is sufficient for authorizing 
a treatment, but for specialized treatments, birth 
parent consent may be required. If the birth parents 
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cannot be found or are unwilling to help, consent 
may have to be obtained through court order, thus 
delaying needed treatments.51 

In order for foster children to receive the full 
range of needed health services, child welfare 
workers and foster parents must be aware of how 
to access these services. Federal Medicaid guide-
lines allow states to permit children entering foster 
care to receive immediate services based on the 
presumption that they will be eligible for benefits. 
However, in practice children often do not end up 
receiving immediate services either because states 
do not implement the policy or because child wel-
fare agencies are unaware of 
this provision.52 Likewise, 
foster children often fail to 
access other services be-
cause foster parents lack in-
formation about their health 
care options.53

Because few child welfare 
agencies have formal medi-
cal arrangements, foster 
children must generally visit 
any clinic, hospital, or doc-
tor that accepts Medicaid.54 
In certain cases, it may be 
difficult for foster parents 
to find providers willing to 
accept Medicaid patients, 
since Medicaid reimburse-
ment rates are lower than 
those offered through pri-
vate insurance companies. 
Finding a provider willing 
to take on additional Med-
icaid recipients may be even 
harder in low-income areas, where providers are 
already overburdened with existing Medicaid and 
Medicare recipients.

Foster children may also experience difficulty 
accessing services because of a lack of service con-
tinuity. Despite CWLA/AAP recommendations to 
extend Medicaid benefits post-placement to ensure 
continuity of services, studies indicate that fewer 
than 25 percent of states practice extensions.55 As 
a result, in many cases when a child is returned to 
their birth parents, the child’s Medicaid is terminat-
ed. However, after termination, up to 35 percent of 
ex-foster children end up reentering foster care, thus 
requiring the reactivation of Medicaid services.56 

In their study of foster-child Medicaid receipts in 
Florida, Pennsylvania, and California, Mathematica 
Policy Research found that only 79 percent of chil-

dren in foster care were continuously covered by 
Medicaid for an entire 12 month period.57 The study 
concluded that foster children received less continu-
ous Medicaid coverage than did children with SSI 
or children receiving adoption assistance.58

SOLUTIONS

In 1998, various child welfare, health, and policy 
experts in California formed the California Foster 
Children’s Health Task Force to assess the health 
system’s response to the needs of the state’s foster 

children in. Upon comple-
tion of their study, the task 
force made seven recom-
mendations designed to 
improve the health delivery 
system for foster children. 
The recommendations in-
cluded developing a foster 
children system of health 
care, providing comprehen-
sive and timely benefits for 
foster children, improving 
care coordination of health 
services, hiring nurses spe-
cialized in foster children 
care, reducing bureaucratic 
slowdowns in Medicaid 
eligibility, increasing the 
number of providers will-
ing to serve foster children, 
and increasing education for 
providers on foster issues.59 
According to the study, cre-
ating specific health care 

systems for foster children would help to ensure 
that foster parents, social workers, and providers 
were aware of the children’s specific health needs, 
especially those needs connected to their removal 
from difficult home environments, and would im-
prove their care coordination.

State plans to improve medical access and 
coverage for foster children must acknowledge 
current health care barriers for this population 
and identify low-cost solutions to address the 
problems. Although suggestions made by the 
California Foster Children’s Health Task Force 
represent the ideal in terms of changes necessary 
for improving foster-child health care access, rec-
ommendations such as creating Medicaid health 
systems specifically for foster children are not 
politically or economically feasible. 

While health care delivery 
in the United States is 
growing increasingly complex, 
technological advances are 
also making it easier to 
coordinate activities and 
share information between 
stakeholders.  Multiple foster 
health goals could be realized 
if awareness and coordination 
between foster parents, 
child welfare workers, child 
welfare agencies, MCOs, and 
providers were to improve.
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While many people are sympathetic to the prob-
lems faced by foster children, foster children rep-
resent too small a portion of the overall population 
for individual systems to be developed strictly on 
their behalf. Given this reality, the following recom-
mendations are designed to address such needs and 
obstacles in a manner that is cost-effective and real-
istic, considering the current political climate and 
the continuing rise in Medicaid managed care. 

PROBLEM 1: LACK OF CONTINUOUS COVERAGE

Children involved in the foster-care system often 
do not receive continuous Medicaid coverage 
when moving between homes. When coverage is 
terminated, children may experience significant 
delays when trying to access services. Although 
many children end up reentering foster care after 
reuniting with their birth parents, Medicaid ben-
efits are frequently terminated as soon as they exit 
foster care.

If states mandated that foster children receive 
continuous Medicaid coverage for 12 months after 
placement, they would reduce paperwork result-
ing from frequent changes in Medicaid eligibility 
and could keep more continuous records of past 
foster-child health services. Additionally, extend-
ing Medicaid benefits would also make it easier 
for many foster children to retain their primary 
care providers. A consistent primary care provider 
is especially helpful for foster children because the 
provider can better monitor the effects of transition 
on a child’s health.

PROBLEM 2: ELEVATED MENTAL HEALTH NEEDS

Studies consistently indicate that many foster chil-
dren have numerous, complex mental health needs. 
One frequent criticism of managed care for foster 
children is that it results in reduced mental health 
services. As a result, capitation rates must be ad-
justed for foster children’s special needs. Safeguards 
should also be developed by states to ensure that 
MCOs provide a full range of mental and physical 
health services to foster children. 

Additionally, because child welfare agencies are 
often the most aware of mental health problems 
among foster children, they must be informed 
of available Medicaid and non-Medicaid mental 
health funding sources in order to ensure that all 
mental health needs are met. States could help 
achieve this by publishing guides detailing Med-
icaid services and coverage areas, in addition to 
describing alternative funding sources for services 
not covered through Medicaid plans. Managed care 
plans may also be better able to provide detailed 

and responsive mental health plans for foster chil-
dren than fee-for-service systems because they can 
manipulate capitation rates and minimum services 
requirements to help ensure that children receive a 
variety of services.

Mental health services provided through Medic-
aid should also be reevaluated to ensure that most 
mental health needs are met. Expanding Medic-
aid-funded mental health services may increase 
Medicaid costs in the near future; however, in the 
long run, failure to do so may result in additional 
associated costs. Early mental health treatment 
helps minimize long-term mental health problems 
resulting from foster-care transition, reducing the 
odds of long-term psychological conditions such 
as post-traumatic stress disorder.60 Additionally, 
emotionally adjusted foster children are less likely 
to depend on public services in the future, since 
mental health issues were identified and worked 
through early in life. 

PROBLEM 3: SERVICE TRACKING AND COORDINATION

Because children involved with the foster-care sys-
tem move so frequently, it is difficult to monitor and 
track their health histories. Children who transition 
in and out of foster care are likely to change health 
care providers, social workers, and insurance pro-
viders. As a result, providers are disadvantaged be-
cause they are unable to access key details of foster 
children’s health histories, which may be necessary 
to properly diagnose these patients. 

However, foster children also come into contact 
with multiple service providers, including social 
workers, foster parents, nurses, psychologists, and 
physicians, some of whom may be aware of key 
conditions of which others are uninformed. Lack of 
coordination between these different types of pro-
viders may prevent the delivery of certain services 
or may lead to the duplication of services.

To address this problem, some counties have 
designed and issued health passports to minimize 
coordination problems between such entities. 
Health passports serve as a single documentation 
point for recording relevant health information for 
foster children. However, the successful implemen-
tation of health passports has been limited because 
of staffing shortages and neglect, missing informa-
tion at time of entry, and data entry errors.61 In San 
Diego County, where over 7,000 health passports 
have been created for foster children, multiple 
studies have been conducted to measure their ef-
fectiveness.62 These studies found that although 
passports were useful in identifying past provid-
ers, immunization records, and general health 
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problems, providers often never saw the passports 
because foster parents failed to present them dur-
ing the visit.63

Health passports would be more successful if 
state child protective service workers were required 
to create health passports as soon as a child entered 
state care. Furthermore, if child welfare workers 
were more educated on the potential benefits of 
health passports, they could assume more respon-
sibility for ensuring that foster parents present 
medical staff members with their children’s health 
passport at each visit. 

PROBLEM 4: PROVIDER AWARENESS

Many studies have indicated that providers are 
limited in their knowledge of foster children and 
the special health needs that they possess. Others 
suggest the creation of managed care plans cater-
ing to foster children through provider contracts 
designed solely to meet the needs of this particular 
population.64 Although doctors or clinics special-
izing in the needs of foster children would be ideal 
providers for children in out-of-home care, foster 
children represent too small of a portion of the 
population to finance specialty practices. 

Although foster-child medical specializations may 
not be feasible, raising provider awareness about vari-
ous issues associated with foster children could easily 
be accomplished. Universities should teach medical 
students about the health obstacles that foster children 
encounter. Furthermore, state governments and child 
welfare activists like CWLA should more actively 
distribute and promote foster-child health guidelines 
like those developed by AAP and CWLA. 

CONCLUSION

Foster children possess unique health needs and 
require special services. However, because of com-
plex life circumstances and various bureaucratic 
complexities of the foster care system, needed ser-
vices are often not delivered. States must address 
this problem by establishing a model of foster-care 
health service delivery that coordinates a broad 
range of actors and payment methods at a low 
cost. While health care delivery in the United States 
is growing increasingly complex, technological 
advances are also making it easier to coordinate 
activities and share information between stakehold-
ers. Multiple foster health goals could be realized 
if awareness and coordination between foster par-
ents, child welfare workers, child welfare agencies, 
MCOs, and providers were to improve. 

Studies have shown that states and medical pro-
viders wish to address the special medical needs 
of foster children and to help implement policies 
and programs catering to the foster population.65 
With regard to foster-child health services, the will 
to improve is clearly there. However, given scarci-
ties in provider time and state funding, innovative 
approaches to foster-child health care delivery will 
have to be researched by nonprofit sector organiza-
tions, think tanks, and foundations, who can then 
help direct states and providers to implement and 
standardize new plans. 

tLBJt 
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“Doing good is no longer good enough . . . (we) must consider the 
consequences of doing a particular good in a particular conflict in particular 
circumstances, or their good but naïve intentions directed toward the short 
term can do great unintended harm over the longer term.”

— Andrew Natsios1

In his 1997 book on humanitarian relief, Andrew Natsios2 concluded 
that the operational objective of a humanitarian organization (HO) 
was no longer simply the provision of food, shelter, water, sanitation, 
and health services.3 No longer could HOs just react to such clear-cut 
crises as famine or hurricane relief. Instead, short-term humanitar-
ian efforts had become intertwined with a series of new and more 
complex humanitarian crises that in turn gave HOs partial culpability 
for crisis-management failures. 

Humanitarian agencies do not act alone, however. Other agencies, 
human actors, and nation-states are also involved, and there is often 
conflict between these actors. The Rwanda genocide in 1994 gave 
witness to a cataclysmic series of events that resulted not only in the 
genocide of 10 percent of Rwanda’s population (three-quarters of its 
Tutsi population),4 but also a collision of the ideas of state sovereignty 
and international norms regarding human rights. Neither of these 
supposedly internationally recognized values were upheld by the 
international community in the aftermath of the Rwandan tragedy. 
Conflicting relations between human actors, humanitarian agencies, 
and nation-states only added to the confusion. Specific failings of the 
humanitarian organizations led to even further chaos. 

After the fall of the Berlin Wall, previously smoldering complex 
crisis areas such as Bosnia, Somalia, and Rwanda entered a post-Cold 
War reality that “allow[ed] ethnic, religious and political tensions that 
had been held in check to burst into the open.”5 Brookings scholar 
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Francis Deng characterized the African continent 
as party to a “high risk, stratifying competition for 
state power and scarce resources [that encouraged] 
a zero-sum conflict of identities based on tribalism 
or ethnicity.”6 Compounding this volatility were 
mixed signals from the world’s remaining super-
power, the United States, that it was reformulat-
ing its national security objectives and debating 
whether its foreign policy would lean toward 
Wilsonian idealism or an updated version of the 
realpolitik that characterized much of the previous 
half-century of international relations.

 Despite these historical changes, certain reali-
ties were developing for HOs trying to answer 
the human call for assistance and relief. Previous-
ly, humanitarian organizations 
sought to achieve one simple 
task: to provide food, housing, 
clothing, and medical treatment 
to refugees and/or persons suf-
fering from famine and other nat-
ural disasters. After the Rwandan 
genocide, the previous mission 
of HOs needed reconsideration. 
Instead of simply facing questions of food and 
housing, HOs were confronted with ethical di-
lemmas of whether their aid should be given as 
a basic human right or whether certain refugees 
were more “deserving” of aid than others. Once 
asked, such questions produce a multiplicity of 
other questions and concerns. This article will 
discuss the most important of those concerns. 
Who retains sovereignty during and after the 
humanitarian effort? Are HOs as neutral as they 
perceive themselves to be? And if not, can they 
retain any measure of neutrality, given that their 
funding often comes from government sources 
with particular political agendas? How does a 
lack of camp security threaten relief efforts and 
further undermine HOs’ neutrality arguments? 

This article argues that HOs are only partially 
to blame for humanitarian aid fiascos, but that 
HOs must consider the unintended consequences 
of their sometimes unrealistic idealism regarding 
their humanitarian aid efforts. The on-the-ground 
realities of humanitarian aid efforts are often quite 
different from the idealism that guides many such 
organizations. HOs often cannot remain as neu-
tral as they claim to be, and even create conflicts 
amongst themselves, individual actors, and the 
states and other donors who fund them.

CHAOS UNLEASHED

The post-Cold War ideological shifts affected mil-
lions of people. Nowhere was this clearer than in 
Rwanda. Between April 6 and July 20, 1994, more 
than 800,000 of Rwanda’s estimated 8 million 
citizens, and three-quarters of its Tutsi population,7 
died in a genocidal killing spree perpetrated in large 
part by Rwanda’s Hutu ethnic majority against its 
Tutsi minority. Hatred between Hutus and Tutsis, 
though not an original condition between the two 
groups, had been a characteristic of Rwandan life 
for decades. 

Rwanda first saw German and later Belgian 
colonizers in the late 19th century who began to dif-

ferentiate among Rwanda’s inhab-
itants along then-accepted racially 
biased lines. They characterized 
the Hutus as “stocky and round-
faced, dark-skinned, flat-nosed, 
thick-lipped, and square-jawed,” 
and the Tutsis as “lanky and 
long-faced, not so dark-skinned, 
narrow-nosed, thin-lipped, and 

narrow-chinned.”8 Based on appearance alone, the 
colonists chose the more “European-looking” and 
minority Tutsis for further educational, govern-
ment, and business opportunities—thus reconfigur-
ing Rwandan identity along ethnic lines. 

In preparation for independence, Tutsis briefly 
held power, but later fled to Uganda after the Hutus 
overthrew the Tutsi king in 1959. The Tutsi refugees 
became political dissidents who fought against 
Ugandan President Idi Amin and later served as 
rebel military advisors under future Ugandan 
President Yoweri Museveni. Meanwhile in Rwanda, 
Hutus led the Rwandan government until 1994. In 
Uganda, however, the new Tutsi Rwandan Patriotic 
Front (RPF) was building military capabilities, and 
on October 1, 1990, the RPF invaded Rwanda. De-
spite negotiated settlements signed by Hutus and 
Tutsis in both 1992 and 1993 to end conflict, the 
settlements unraveled with the mysterious downing 
of the airplane carrying the Hutu presidents of both 
Rwanda and Burundi on April 6, 1994. 

Within hours, Hutu militiamen, or interahamwe 
(“those who fight together”), began murdering 
Tutsis. Many Hutus and Tutsis were forced or 
ordered to kill, and did so for fear of being killed 
themselves. Determining who purposefully killed 
and who was forced to participate was just one of 
the ethical questions that later would affect distribu-
tion efforts in the refugee camps. The genocide con-
tinued until July 20, 1994, when the RPF captured 
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the Rwandan capital of Kigali. Meanwhile, the UN 
(which had claimed to be a balancer of the concepts 
of sovereignty and international norms), along with 
Western and African nations (sovereign states who 
acknowledge international norms regarding human 
rights and genocide), refused to intervene or to even 
label Rwanda’s genocide as such. 

The horrifying images of the genocide, and later, 
what the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) called “the fastest and largest 
movement [of refugees] UNHCR had experienced,” 
were broadcast around the world.9,10 During the 
last few days of April 1994, nearly 500,000 refu-
gees fled into Tanzania—often crossing at a rate 
of 10,000 persons per hour. As the RPF advanced 
into Rwanda, Hutu refugees changed course and 
fled into Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo). On July 14 and 15, an estimated 1 million 
refugees crossed into Zaire near the town of Goma. 
Afterward, the UN determined that more than 2.1 
million Rwandans had fled into Tanzania, Uganda, 
Burundi, and Zaire over a period of four months. 
Adding to this number were another 1.8 million 
internally displaced refugees. Thus, almost half of 
all Rwandans were uprooted by mid-1994.11 

Western donors spent an estimated $1 billion 
on refugee relief during the first months of the 
refugee emergency.12 Despite this aid, all was not 
well within the refugee camps. Instead, refugees 
found chaos, conflicting priorities among organiz-
ers, insecurity, and perhaps most damaging of all, 
accusations that HOs were feeding the very same 
Hutus that had perpetrated the genocide.

WHAT DID THE HOS FACE?

While the activity of conflict in Rwanda, that is, 
the genocide of Rwandans by Rwandans, had of-
ficially ended by late July 1994, a far more complex 
conflict was emerging just across the border in the 
refugee camps of Tanzania and Zaire. This conflict 
involved failed interactions between ethnic and 
national populations, international organizations, 
and the affected states. Post-crisis analyses reported 
that conflict among those actors was exacerbating 
an already tenuous situation. Human actors were 
dealing with conflicts among themselves while 
simultaneously handling grievances with agency 
actors. An example was the Hutu and Tutsi fight-
ing for HO food handouts, while the HOs clashed 
with the refugees themselves in order to verify that 
donations would not be stolen or unnecessarily 
diverted to outside parties who wanted to control 

the distribution of aid for their own purposes. Addi-
tionally, agency actors fought amongst themselves 
and with states. Médicins Sans Frontieres pulled out 
of Zaire after failing to get the international donor 
community to listen to its concerns about aiding 
perpetrators of the genocide. 

Inherent conflicts and inconsistencies exist when 
HOs founded under one ideological mandate, to 
help those in need, must modify their mandate to 
consider the motives of the government agencies 
that fund them, like USAID (and indirectly, the 
U.S. Congress). States were unable to determine 
the line between the right to national sovereignty 
and the right to human dignity. And humanitarian 
organizations were unable to identify the line be-
tween being the distributors of life-saving aid and 
being the unwitting instruments to further conflict 
and chaos. 

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS

In order to frame arguments about the outcomes of 
the humanitarian intervention, a starting place for 
such an analysis must be identified. Observations 
in this article are based on the realist approach to 
international relations. This approach acknowl-
edges that states are the most important actors in 
the international system and that obtaining state 
security is the primary motivation for state action.13 
However, this idea can be taken one step further. 
Realist theory can be extrapolated in such a way as 
to gain insight into humanitarian relief efforts. 

HOs strive to abide by their self-defined hu-
manitarian objectives and to assist refugees within 
this framework of beliefs. Yet, most HOs also 
understand that fulfilling their mission requires 
more than just will or desire; it requires funding. In 
order to obtain funding, organizations must appeal 
to potential donors and argue the merits of their 
cause. If successful, these donors give money to 
fund the organizations’ efforts. Whether the donor 
is defined as an individual, foundation, corporation, 
bilateral or multilateral agency, or the state itself, 
money rarely comes without a filter of advice or 
more formalized regulation about how the funding 
must be used. Thus, donors and states often impose 
their own goals upon the mission of supposedly 
neutral HOs. 

Realists argue that the morality of the group is 
different from the morality of the individual. In fact, 
realists would agree that “[t]he world of states . . . is 
so different from the world of individuals that it is 
naive to assume that the state can operate according 
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to the same moral principles. States must exist in a 
world that is always potentially hostile . . . It follows 
that governments must, if necessary, subordinate 
moral principles . . . to the general principle that 
the state must survive.”14 

Under this assumption, it is quite difficult for 
states to be non-partisan in their interactions. Thus, 
there is an inherent conflict between the state’s goals 
and the self-declared neutral goals of the HOs that 
the state funds. These conflicts of interest occur de-
spite the fact that in the last half-century, the world 
has witnessed the creation of a set of internationally 
recognized norms of acceptable behavior by states. 
These norms, and the HOs that claim to uphold 
them, are as imperfect as the individuals and states 
that created the norms. Further conflicts ensue when 
states’ notions of sovereignty clash with the concept 
of internationally recognized norms of behavior. All 
of these conflicts affect the outcomes of humanitar-
ian intervention in states like Rwanda.

UNSTABLE OUTCOMES FROM CHAOS

The tension among human actors, humanitarian 
organizations, and state actors create complex, and 
perhaps irresolvable, conflicts. Within the context of 
realist theory, several outcomes from the post-geno-
cide humanitarian crisis require further analysis. First 
and foremost is the decision of how to balance non-
binding international norms against the assumption 
of state sovereignty. Second, the question of whether 
donor priorities must necessarily trump humanitar-
ian priorities must be addressed. Finally, within the 
humanitarian operation itself, the conflicts HOs face 
with regard to aiding the “guilty” and how camp 
insecurity threatens the security of the humanitarian 
operation should be examined.

OUTCOME 1: SOVEREIGNTY  
CONFLICTS WITH HUMAN RIGHTS

The relationship between sovereignty and interna-
tional norms of human dignity has been rethought 
since 1994. In an August 2001 report about the 
events in Rwanda, the U.S. General Accounting 
Office wrote that “the sovereign rights of states, 
prevented the [humanitarian] organizations from 
taking more effective action.”15 Similar reason-
ing about the barriers of sovereignty to outside 
intervention is enshrined in Articles 2(4) and 2(7) 
of the UN Charter, in which recognition of state 
sovereignty or noninterference must occur “in 
matters which are essentially within the domestic 
jurisdiction of any state.”16

In contrast, at a November 2000 International 
Peace Academy Symposium, a humanitarian action 
was defined as “the whole spectrum of humanitar-
ian responses to conflict and crisis situations, rang-
ing from the provision of aid with the consent of a 
state through to military intervention in the absence 
of the consent of the affected state.”17 This definition 
espouses a more intrusive notion of humanitarian-
ism and, for many states, implies a violation of na-
tional sovereignty. Furthermore, the UN contradicts 
itself through affirmations of human rights over 
sovereign interest in the Genocide Convention and 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Within 
the UN Charter, Article 55 commits the UN to “pro-
mote. . . universal respect for, and observance of, 
human rights and fundamental freedoms,” while 
Article 56 states all members should “take joint and 
separate action” toward this end.18

Interestingly, a December 2001 report by the 
UN’s International Commission on Intervention 
and State Sovereignty stated, “What has been grad-
ually emerging [since 1945] is a parallel transition 
from a culture of sovereign impunity to a culture 
of national and international accountability.”19 
Thus, in recent years, and perhaps because of the 
Rwandan tragedy, the international community has 
started to agree that individual rights, as expressed 
through basic human dignities, outweigh the 
rights of states to violate the human rights of their 
citizens. According to UN Secretary-General Kofi 
Annan, “humanitarianism is a pillar that supports 
the new world order.”20 Annan stated, “No legal 
principle—not even sovereignty—can ever shield 
crimes against humanity.”21 

Francis Deng said, “[R]esponsibilities of sover-
eignty require both internal and external account-
ability, which are inherently at odds, especially since 
the need for external involvement is commensurate 
with the failure of internal systems.”22 Since blame 
is rarely one-sided, UNHCR and HOs must expand 
the current level of post-crisis analysis to include the 
opinions of the refugees involved in the crisis and, 
more generally, to pay attention to the expectations 
of states and international organizations.

OUTCOME 2: U.S. DONOR PRIORITIES  
COMPETE WITH HUMANITARIAN PRIORITIES 
In 1994, the U.S. budgetary expenditures for 
Rwanda ballooned to $276 million.23 Among the 
U.S.-based HOs, the attainment of this money in-
fluences how HOs carry out their missions during 
crises. This is manifested through a dizzying array 
of restrictions, such as the type of food aid that must 
be delivered, what portion of aid money must be 
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spent on American supplies, and regulations on 
what is considered humanitarian aid. Many regu-
lations originate from USAID, which is bound to 
Congress for its final budget appropriation. Because 
of this set-up, it is nearly impossible for U.S.-based 
HOs to receive funding without compromising, to 
some degree, the idealism of neutrality that drives 
the humanitarian idea. 

It is in cases like Rwanda, where crises cross 
borders, that HOs are being asked (and are com-
plying voluntarily) to transcend state boundaries 
in order to carry out their mission. However, by 
doing so, these same organiza-
tions compromise the political 
neutrality they say they value. 
By helping victims of crimes 
against humanity, HOs are 
not just neutral providers of 
aid, but are actively work-
ing against state actors in the 
state’s sovereign territory.

Their notion of neutrality is 
nothing more than a mirage. 
According to Natsios, those 
“who try to separate humanitarian relief from 
foreign policy, even in its purest Wilsonian form, 
may be doing great disservice to the people at risk 
in these emergencies.”24 Humanitarian idealists 
cannot operate an aid effort devoid of foreign policy 
implications, and they must recognize that interre-
lationships among relief aid, politics, and strategic 
advantage are inevitable. 

OUTCOME 3: NEUTRALITY REWARDS THE GUILTY

UNHCR and HOs are often the first to respond 
to the plight of refugees. Because of the particular 
nature of the Rwanda conflict, questions about that 
aid effort surfaced. They include: Did all Rwandan 
refugees deserve humanitarian assistance? Did the 
perpetrators of the genocide deserve aid even if, by 
their genocidal acts, they are partially culpable for the 
refugee crisis itself? Should the Rwandans who killed 
be considered refugees first and possibly criminals 
second? Through their well-intentioned efforts, HOs 
may become unwitting instruments for certain groups 
to gather strength and political might, while also pro-
viding aid to the perpetrators of the violence. This is 
what happened after the Rwandan genocide. Many 
analysts believe that UNHCR and others “may have 
done more harm than good” by “blindly providing 
assistance to all Hutu” refugees.25

UNHCR stated that it chose to label Hutus 
as refugees first and foremost since the primary 
responsibilities of HOs are to prevent starvation 

and the spread of disease, and not to determine 
which refugees were more “deserving” of aid 
than others. Since there was little lead time to set 
up camp, CARE, an American NGO, echoes this 
defense. CARE officials stated that it is easier to 
judge after the fact, but that when they “had to 
provide life-saving assistance within 72 hours, 
something that is not very easy . . . in the African 
bush,”26 they did not have time to consider who 
should be fed and who should not. HOs were 
concerned with what they considered to be the 
higher moral imperative of providing aid, while 

choosing to avoid dealing 
with the issues of justice, 
guilt, and innocence involved 
in the situation. 

While HOs are not tradition-
ally responsible for distributing 
justice, the very nature of their 
jobs often highlights that when 
justice is not considered, their 
task becomes more difficult, 
and, in the end, maintaining 
neutrality becomes even less 

possible. As USAID stated in December 2000: 

mixing bona fide refugees with those who 
were probably guilty of genocide and other 
high crimes was seen by . . . the international 
humanitarian community as a conundrum, 
difficult to resolve in the context of maintain-
ing neutrality and without military inter-
vention. As a result, UNHCR did nothing. 
It was important to maintain stability in an 
inherently unstable situation, and separating 
the refugees from the Hutu extremists was 
considered risky.27 

By treating the refugees as one, humanitarian 
organizations failed to recognize that by feeding, 
clothing, and housing perpetrators of the genocide 
and refugees who sought to re-invade Rwanda, the 
HOs gave such politicized refugees an indirect form 
of legitimacy—an action that undermines the HOs’ 
organizational neutrality. 

OUTCOME 4: INSECURITY THREATENS RELIEF EFFORTS

Insecurity also threatened camp stability. Even 
though UNHCR expected that “maintaining law 
and order, and ensuring that refugee camps have 
a humanitarian and civilian character, is formally 
the responsibility of the host government,”28 HOs 
in this crisis were unprepared to cope with the in-
security issues that resulted when the Zairian local 

The on-the-ground 
realities of humanitarian 
aid efforts are often 
quite different from the 
idealism that guides 
many such organizations.



LBJ JOURNAL OF PUBLIC AFFAIRS

34 HUMANITARIAN INTERVENTION IN RWANDA SPRING 2004

government failed to effectively carry out its ap-
pointed portion of UNHCR’s expectations. The UN-
HCR hired 1,500 members of the Zairian military to 
provide camp security, but because of the Zairians’ 
historical sympathies with Hutus, these hired guns 
did little to prevent the estimated 50,000 to 60,000 
members of Hutu militia from imposing a climate 
of fear amongst the refugees.29,30 In order to pro-
vide camp security, underpaid Zairian police and 
military men demanded bribes in order to carry out 
required tasks. Poorly trained and organized, the 
Zairians were removed from Kinshasa’s influence. 
As a region that has long been 
an opponent of then-Zairian 
President Mobutu Sese Seko, 
it remained, at the time of the 
Rwandan genocide, one of the 
most underdeveloped areas of 
the country.31

Because of their kinship 
with Rwandan Hutus (simi-
lar to Ugandan kinship with 
Tutsis), the Zairians of Goma 
and Bukavu harbored Hutu 
militiamen in return for their 
assistance in the expulsion of 
Zairian Banyamulenge Tutsis 
from the North Kivu area.32 UNHCR reported prob-
lems in negotiating with local authorities, and it is 
worth considering that the imprecise administrative 
authority from Kinshasa, poverty, and a history of 
past refugees from Rwanda all contributed to an 
overall inability to obtain administrative or legal 
support.

Several analysts have observed that since UN-
HCR only had a two-week window before the 
refugees crossed the border, it had insufficient time 
to organize the smaller camps, which, by their very 
size, limit possibilities for militarization.33 Others 
state that, because of the unique volcanic nature 
of the soil near the Rwanda/Zaire border, it was 
impossible to find enough suitable sites that would 
accommodate refugees.34 Either way, the result 
was that in Zaire, refugees were divided into large 
camps near Goma, on the northern side of Lake 
Kivu, and into large camps near Bukavu, on the 
southern edge of the lake.

Within the camps themselves, normally HOs 
believe “that restoration of old communities dur-
ing a time of chaos is important . . . from a refugee 
perspective.”35 Yet, because of an uncertain security 
situation, and because the perpetrators of genocide 
partially controlled food distribution, these prac-
tices should have been re-evaluated. Of particular 

interest in this regard is the experience of Médicins 
Sans Frontières (MSF)36 and its decision in the fall 
of 1994 to withdraw its humanitarian operations. 
At the time of withdrawal, MSF stated that “the 
situation has deteriorated to such an extent that 
it is ethically impossible for MSF to continue aid-
ing and abetting the perpetrators of the Rwandan 
genocide.”37 [Italics added for emphasis.] Even if 
aid workers could identify Hutu militiamen, an 
incident that occurred in Tanzania involving a man 
named Gatete, who was a known leader of killers 
within a refugee camp, illustrates that removing an 

identified perpetrator is not 
easy. Despite the fact that the 
Tanzanian police promised 
protection in return for his 
departure from camp, Gatete 
refused. When UNHCR tried 
to forcibly remove him, riots 
broke out, and the lives of UN-
HCR and HO staff members 
were threatened.38

Yet, in Rwanda, aid work-
ers did not help themselves. 
They were accused of hiring 
Tutsis to assist refugees39 
and were unable to secure 

the food trucks,40 which resulted in a diversion 
of food resources through widespread theft. Fur-
thermore, at the start of the crisis, HOs would be 
capable of setting up just one food distribution 
site, thus easing the way for Hutu leadership to 
direct distribution at other sites. In its Decem-
ber 2000 Programs and Operations Assessment 
Report, USAID reveals that “the military and 
former political leaders controlled much of the 
relief distribution. They were able to divert 
substantial quantities of food (more than is usu-
ally the case in complex emergencies) from the 
intended beneficiaries for their own purposes.”41 
While the report does not state what amount was 
diverted in Rwanda’s case, it found that it was 
substantially more than in Mozambique, where 
diversions were estimated at 30 percent of do-
nated aid, and Haiti, where diversions reached 
5 to 10 percent.42

RECENT INTERNATIONAL EFFORTS

After the humanitarian operations were com-
pleted, UNHCR published in 2002 the Operations 
Management Handbook for UNHCR’s Partners, 
which included a 1994 Framework Agreement for 

The world is a complicated 
place, and humanitarian 
organizations are called 
to serve in undesirable 
locations. They serve 
people who have nowhere 
to go and are victims of 
events beyond their control.
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Operational Partnership (FOAP). The determina-
tion of universal humanitarian objectives, while 
begun with the FOAP report, is far from complete, 
especially when this determination conflicts with 
both human and state actors. The FOAP is “a com-
mon approach towards the provision of protection 
and assistance to refugees by UNHCR and its NGO 
partners.”43 It includes several humanitarian com-
mitments. The first is to ensure that the humanitar-
ian imperative comes first in any relief effort. The 
second is to give aid based on need alone, regardless 
of the race, creed, or nationality of the recipients, 
and without adverse distinction of any kind. The 
third commitment is to ensure that aid will not be 
used to further a particular political or religious 
standpoint. The fourth is to not act as instruments 
of government policy.44 

The FOAP, and in particular the first four points, 
are rife with the inconsistencies and conflicting 
missions that plagued the Rwandan relief efforts. 
By its inclusion in a 2002 UNHCR report, it demon-
strates that UNHCR has ignored the efforts of some 
authors, including Natsios, Reiff, Destexhe, and 
Halversen, to push a true reevaluation of humani-
tarian organizations’ activities in the post-Rwanda 
environment. If this report serves as an indication, 
it is clear that HOs have not acknowledged the 
political influence that government funding exerts, 
nor how HO actions become politically motivated 
when humanitarian relief efforts occur within the 
sovereign territory of other states. 

CONCLUSION

The world is a complicated place, and humanitar-
ian organizations are called to serve in undesirable 
locations. They serve people who have nowhere to 
go and are victims of events beyond their control. 
However, HOs are not simply passive players in 
the international system. They are often, despite 
their intentions, less than neutral. Further discus-
sion between HOs and donors is necessary, and 
adequate post-crisis analysis is essential to reducing 
and perhaps preventing further chaos. 

As promoters of what they believe to be true 
neutrality, HOs are facing conflict with the refugees 
themselves, states, and the international donors 
that fund and thereby influence their operations. 
The aftermath of the Rwandan genocide showed 
that there are more actors involved than just HOs 
and those they are trying to serve. Managing those 
actors may prove beyond the capability of the HOs. 
If so, those organizations must recognize that fur-

ther discussion needs to occur on how to alleviate 
perceptions that disorder, divergent interests, and 
even corruption, characterize what has always been 
a difficult enterprise. The international community 
can make constructive progress to reduce (but per-
haps not completely avert) the chaos that ensued 
after the Rwanda genocide. However, in order to 
do so, some compromises must be made. 

The FOAP Code of Conduct makes it clear that 
HOs “are agencies which act independently from 
governments . . . [agencies which] formulate [their] 
own policies and implementation strategies and 
do not seek to implement the policy of any govern-
ment, except in so far as it coincides with [their] own 
independent policy.”45 However, the sooner that the 
international community recognizes that neutrality is 
not always possible (regardless of its inherent desir-
ability), the sooner the HOs and their donor agencies 
can work to redefine their relationships and develop a 
framework to cooperatively work toward an effective 
model of humanitarian intervention. 

In order to uphold internationally recognized 
norms of respect for human rights, states must be ob-
ligated as members of the United Nations to provide 
peacekeeping forces when refugee crises occur. 

The international community must consider cre-
ating an emergency ad hoc committee of countries 
that are responsible for managing humanitarian 
crises. Most importantly, this committee should 
have the right to remove multilateral humanitar-
ian aid operations, including peacekeepers, if it is 
determined that the provision of further aid causes 
more harm than help. In a December 2000 report, 
USAID attempted to determine the criteria for when 
a humanitarian aid operation should cease. They 
included lack of progress in peace negotiations, 
support of undesirable political factions and hu-
man rights abusers, and danger to aid personnel.46 
If such criteria had been in place before the Rwanda 
crisis, there would have been a strong argument to 
suspend humanitarian assistance.

It is clear that humanitarian assistance will con-
tinue to be needed wherever man-made and natural 
disasters occur. The purpose of humanitarian organi-
zations is clear as well: to provide assistance to those 
who, because of their circumstances, are temporarily 
unable to provide for themselves. The question for 
future humanitarians will be whether, in providing 
that assistance, they and those they serve can live with 
the inherent conflicts of that task. 

tLBJt 
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TODAY THE UNITED STATES Department of Agriculture 
Forest Service (FS) is responsible for managing 191.8 million 
acres of land, including 155 national forests and 20 grasslands 

in 44 states, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands. Before Congress 
founded the National Forest System more than a century ago, timber 
theft, massive fire damage, and lack of accountability threatened 
to eliminate U.S. forests altogether.1 Congress responded to these 
threats by ratifying the Organic Act (1897), which provided federal 
funding and oversight of the nation’s forestlands. Almost 80 years 
later, in 1976, Congress enacted the National Forest Management 
Act (NFMA), which currently provides primary legal oversight of 
national forest management. While the legal framework directing the 
FS has remained relatively constant since 1976, competing interests, 
changing priorities, statutory ambiguity, and political disagreement 
have posed endless challenges to the Forest Service and continue to 
be a source of national disagreement.

Since 1960, when Congress enacted the Multiple Use Sustained 
Yield Act (MUSYA), federal legislation has upheld multiple-use 
forestry as the overriding management objective for the FS. While 
multiple-use forest management attempts to protect the interests 
of different forest users, this mandate is difficult to implement and 
is the source of ongoing conflict for the Forest Service. Controlling 
legislation requires the FS to distribute the limited supply of forest 
resources in a manner that “best” meets the needs of the American 
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people. Therefore, the primary responsibility of 
the FS is to devise a management regime that de-
fines “best” and allocates resources accordingly. 
Currently, the FS operates under the direction of 
the 1982 NFMA regulations, which rely primar-
ily on benefit-cost analysis (BCA) and net-benefit 
maximization to determine the distribution of forest 
resources. However, in the context of multiple-use 
forestry, the Forest Service’s emphasis on economic 
efficiency is tenuous. 

In order to regain the public’s trust, the FS must 
develop new and more effective NFMA planning 
regulations. To minimize the ongoing conflict be-
tween the FS and interest groups and to help the 
agency manage competing interests, the new regu-
lations should rely less on economic efficiency and 
more on such strategies as mediation, consensus 
building, and facilitated policy dialogues. By ad-
dressing the conflict directly, the FS could begin to 
develop the lasting consensus necessary to limit the 
contention and legal battles that consume valuable 
agency resources. 

LEGISLATIVE HISTORY OF THE FOREST SERVICE

Four legislative acts have defined various aspects 
of the FS: the Organic Act of 1897, the MUSYA of 
1960, the Forest and Rangeland Renewable Re-
source Planning Act (RPA) of 1974, and the NFMA 
of 1976. It is necessary to understand the provisions 
for the Forest Service in each of these acts to gain 
insight into the problems and priorities of the cur-
rent planning system.

THE ORGANIC ACT OF 1897 
The Organic Act of 1897 was the authorizing stat-
ute for the original forest reserves and the primary 
mandate directing Forest Service operations. The 
mission of the FS, as defined by the Organic Act, 
contained three primary directives: to conserve 
water flows, to protect forests on reservation land, 
and to provide timber for U.S. citizens.2 

Although the current FS is very different than 
it was at the time of its inception, the agency’s 
original vision and traditions are deep-rooted and 
resistant to change.3 In particular, the views of 
Gifford Pinchot, the founder of the FS, continue to 
have a lasting influence.4 Pinchot was a dedicated 
conservationist who believed that FS policy should 
support the most productive use of the forests for 
the sustained good of all people and that timber 
production offered the greatest overall long-term 
benefit. Pinchot maintained that “the purpose of 

forestry . . . is to make the forest produce the largest 
possible amount of whatever crop or service will be 
most useful and keep on producing it for generation 
after generation of men and trees.”5 Furthermore, 
Pinchot embraced the idea of scientific management, 
a method of decision-making that relies on scientific 
objectivity to guide management decisions, as the 
preeminent means of governance and saw the FS as 
an opportune proving ground for this model. Based 
on his confidence in scientific management and his 
distrust of the political process, Pinchot considered 
scientists and experts better suited than politicians 
to manage government institutions—especially 
land-management agencies.6 Pinchot’s views re-
garding land use and scientific management were 
widely influential and became deeply ingrained in 
the planning process used by the FS. 

The nation’s demand for timber during and 
after World War II shifted timber production from 
privately owned lands to the national forests, ulti-
mately threatening Pinchot’s legacy of conservation 
and wise use of resources. Prior to World War II, 
federally owned forests provided only a modest 
volume of timber: 1 billion board feet (bbf) annually. 
But by 1970, annual timber cut on national forest 
lands grew to approximately 13.4 bbf. In addition 
to the post-war timber boom, recreational use of 
national forests grew, increasing from fewer than 
10 million visitor days per year following the war to 
approximately 190 million by the mid 1970s.7 

MUSYA OF 1960
Eventually, the excessive logging and road building 
interfered with the growing demand for recreational 
opportunities. Recreational users started to question 
the excessive logging of the national forests and, for 
the first time, the FS became the center of intense 
public scrutiny and debate.8 Amid the dispute, 
divergent environmental and commodity interest 
groups began to clamor for primacy, challenging the 
ability of the Forest Service to efficiently and equita-
bly allocate publicly owned forest resources.9 As the 
environmental movement continued to grow in the 
late 1950s and early 1960s, the antiquated Organic 
Act no longer reflected the priorities of the nation.10 
In 1960, attempting to alleviate ensuing conflicts 
between environmental preservationists and com-
modity producers, Congress enacted MUSYA, the 
original mandate requiring multiple-use and sus-
tained yield management of the national forests. 
MUSYA, however, was difficult to implement, 
and legal challenges by competing interest groups 
continued to consume agency resources.11
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RPA OF 1974
In 1974, Congress intervened again by enacting 
RPA, which mandated the use of a rational planning 
system to implement multiple-use and sustained 
yield objectives. Like MUSYA, though, the impact of 
RPA on Forest Service policy has been negligible.12 
A key provision of RPA requires the FS to prepare 
a 40-year program with detailed objectives of all 
national forests. However, the courts have ruled 
that this is a nonbinding provision of the act, and 
Congress has not provided the funding necessary 
to implement the program.13 

NFMA OF 1976
Faced with the reality that 
MUSYA and RPA were in-
effective, Congress passed 
NFMA in 1976. The act 
was largely a response to 
environmental concerns 
regarding damage caused 
by unfettered clear-cutting 
in national forests.14 The 
country no longer shared 
Pinchot’s vision of optimal 
forest output, and agency 
foresters were slow to re-
spond to the changing po-
litical climate. Moreover, 
as costs of logging and road 
building began to exceed 
revenues from timber sales, lawmakers questioned 
the agency’s objectivity and its apparent favoritism 
toward the timber industry.15 During a 1976 Senate 
hearing, Senator Hubert Humphrey, supported by 
other senators, emphatically recommended that Con-
gress design NFMA in a manner that would prevent 
the Forest Service from “turning the national forests 
into tree-production programs, which override other 
values.”16 This recognition by leading members of 
Congress signified a changing current in national 
forest management. As the nation began to embrace 
environmental protection, Pinchot’s emphasis on 
scientific management and dominant-use forestry lost 
political support, and responsibility for devising a new 
management regime shifted from the Forest Service 
to the nation’s lawmakers.

The NFMA of 1976 contains three general 
provisions: it reemphasizes a commitment to the 
multiple-use and sustained yield management of 
the nation’s forests; it requires the use of economic 
analysis in the Forest Service’s planning process; 
and it mandates systematic planning that relies on 
input from the public and from a combination of 

professional disciplines. NFMA provides a frame-
work for implementing multiple-use and sustained 
yield objectives, and in concert with MUSYA, the 
act expressly recognizes five forest outputs: timber, 
range, wildlife, recreation, and water.17 In addition, 
NFMA amends MUSYA by introducing wilderness 
preservation as a sixth legally recognized forest 
output.18 Regarding the allocation of forest uses, 
NFMA relies on § 531 (a) of MUSYA, which re-
quires the FS to provide the mix or “combination [of 
uses] that will best meet the needs of the American 
people,” but “not necessarily the combination of 
uses that will give the greatest dollar return or the 

greatest unit output.”19 Fi-
nally, NFMA reinforces the 
sustainable yield mandate, 
defined in MUSYA § 531(b) 
as “the achievement and 
maintenance in perpetu-
ity of a high-level annual 
or regular periodic output 
of the various renewable 
resources.”20 

However, while NFMA 
clearly mandates the appli-
cation of multiple-use and 
sustained yield criteria for 
managing the nation’s for-
ests, it does not provide de-
finitive standards to weigh 
various outputs or specify 

which uses are appropriate for which areas. Instead, 
NFMA, in combination with the RPA, directs the FS 
to develop a systematic planning process to guide 
the implementation of statutory goals.21 Though 
budget constraints and administrative infeasibility 
have forced the FS to abandon certain aspects of 
the RPA planning process, the agency continues 
to utilize Land and Resource Management Plans 
(LRMPs),22 or regional forest plans, to determine its 
management strategies and provide a basis for its 
annual budget requests.23 Section 1604 (g) of NFMA 
directs the Forest Service to promulgate regulations 
that “set out the process for the development and 
revision of the land management plans,” and then 
to develop and periodically update the plans for 
each national forest.24 

The second major provision of the NFMA directs 
agency officials to employ economic analysis in 
the planning process.25 Even though the act clearly 
encourages economic considerations and contains 
language that suggests the use of BCA in the plan-
ning process, it does not provide specifics for imple-
menting this type of decision-making mechanism. 

To minimize the ongoing 
conflict between the Forest 
Service and interest groups 
and to help the agency manage 
competing interests, the new 
regulations should rely less on 
economic efficiency and more 
on such strategies as mediation, 
consensus building, and 
facilitated policy dialogues.
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Third, the NFMA requires public and interdis-
ciplinary participation in U.S. forest policy plan-
ning.26 NFMA §1604 (h)(1) requires the Secretary 
of Agriculture to consult “a committee of scientists 
who are not officers or employees of the Forest 
Service,” so that the agency considers a broad range 
of information throughout the planning process.27 
Furthermore, § 1604 (b) requires that LRMPs incor-
porate an “interdisciplinary approach to achieve 
integrated consideration of physical, biological, 
economic, and other sciences.”28 In addition to the 
NFMA planning guidelines and FS regulations, the 
FS must adhere to the requirements of the National 
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), a procedural 
statute that requires all federal agencies to consider 
environmental impacts of their actions before they 
can proceed with federally funded projects.29 In par-
ticular, federal agencies must conduct a detailed en-
vironmental assessment and solicit extensive public 
input prior to finalizing plans.30 The combination 
of NFMA and NEPA provides opportunities for 
public input at every step of the planning process, 
including an informal administrative-appeals mea-
sure that gives citizens the opportunity to challenge 
agency decisions regarding forest plans.31

1982 NFMA REGULATIONS

The 1982 NFMA regulations were the first compre-
hensive set of regulations created by the Forest Ser-
vice in response to NFMA. These regulations, which 
require officials to use economic efficiency in their 
planning processes, continue to provide administra-
tive oversight of FS management procedures.

First, the 1982 NFMA regulations make LRMPs 
judicially enforceable guidelines that direct FS 
activities for each national forest and legally bind 
the agency to a limited range of management strat-
egies.32 Second, the regulations require the Forest 
Service to use economic-efficiency tools such as net-
benefit maximization and benefit-cost analysis in its 
planning processes.33 This emphasis on economic 
decision-making was due in part to the influence of 
resource economists like John Krutilla and Marian 
Clawson, who attempted to revive scientific man-
agement by establishing economic efficiency as the 
leading decision-making tool for government agen-
cies in general and the FS in particular.34 The 1982 
regulations provide abundant detail on measuring 
and comparing costs and benefits of different forest-
plan alternatives. Sections 219.1 and 219.2 of current 
NFMA regulations require the Forest Service to 
identify a range of environmentally sound alterna-

tive plans for each national forest and choose the 
plans that maximize long-term net public benefits.35 
Section 219.3 defines net public benefits as “the 
overall long-term value to the nation of all outputs 
and positive effects (benefits) less all associated in-
puts and negative effects (costs) . . . [as] measured 
by both quantitative and qualitative criteria rather 
than a single measure or index.”36 The FS relied on 
this promise of economic efficiency and a tradition 
of scientific management in developing the original 
1982 NFMA regulations. 

Consistent with the NFMA of 1976, the 1982 regula-
tions mandate that the FS provide opportunities for 
experts and citizens to challenge FS planning decisions 
and participate in the planning process; yet details that 
guide this process are minimal, especially compared to 
the details guiding the economic analysis of the plan-
ning process. Congress emphasized the importance 
of public deliberation in national forest policy, yet 
current regulations offer little detail on procedures 
for engaging the public in a manner that minimizes 
conflict or incorporates competing interests into actual 
forest-planning decisions.37 

THE FOREST SERVICE’S RESPONSE TO LEGISLATION

Since Congress enacted the NFMA, the Forest Ser-
vice has struggled to redefine its mission and has 
continued to rely on scientific management and 
the promise of scientific objectivity. In response 
to NFMA, however, the agency no longer relies 
primarily on the science of forestry but instead has 
structured its planning process around the prospect 
of market-defined efficiency. Under the guidance 
of the 1982 regulations, the FS utilizes economic-
efficiency measures, such as benefit-cost analysis 
and net-benefit maximization, to the exclusion of 
public participation when selecting the alternative 
forest plan that maximizes long-term public benefit, 
an objective rooted in microeconomic theory.38 Not 
surprisingly, in a 1982 Federal Register notice, the 
Forest Service defended its emphasis on economic 
efficiency by citing a letter written by Pinchot more 
than 92 years ago: “Where conflicting interests must 
be reconciled, the question will always be decided 
from the standpoint of the greatest good of the 
greatest number in the long run.”39 

ANALYSIS OF THE FOREST SERVICE’S 
APPLICATION OF LEGISLATION

NFMA signified a turning point in national forest 
management, sending a clear message to the Forest 
Service and to the nation: Federal legislation does 
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not recognize timber production as the overriding 
priority for the nation or scientific management 
as the dominant mode of decision-making for the 
Forest Service. NFMA replaces the old model of for-
est management with one that attempts to balance 
competing demands for multiple users of forest 
resources. Practically though, under the authority of 
the 1982 regulations, NFMA planning has failed to 
produce forest plans that reduce conflict and balance 
competing demands of for-
est resources. In fact, the 
first 125 proposed LRMPs 
generated approximate-
ly 1,200 appeals and 100 
lawsuits, some of which 
have yet to be resolved.40 
Although experts, politi-
cians, and agency officials 
question the effectiveness 
and efficiency of current 
rules, political stalemate 
has prevented revision, so 
the FS continues to operate 
under the guidance of the 
now-outdated 1982 plan-
ning regulations.41

CURRENT PLANNING PROCEDURES 
Section 219.12 of the current regulations instructs 
the FS to identify and evaluate a range of alternative 
forest plans. In practice, the FS implements standard 
notice and comment proceedings to help identify 
a variety of plans with particular goals, such as 
wilderness preservation, recreation, or timber 
production. Standard notice and comment require 
federal agencies to solicit public comment on po-
tential policy actions but do not necessarily force 
agencies to incorporate the comments into their 
final policy decisions. After the public has had time 
to comment, the Forest Service then develops sev-
eral alternative implementation strategies for each 
goal-specific forest plan. Under the directive of the 
NFMA, the regulations require an interdisciplinary 
team to evaluate each plan in order to ensure com-
pliance with the multiple-use and sustained yield 
objective as well as other environmental, social, and 
economic restrictions imposed by law. After the FS 
has compiled the different plans with alternative 
implementation strategies, it employs a benefit-cost 
efficiency test described in section 212.12(h) of the 
regulations. This test is based on a hypothetical 
present net value index that serves as the baseline 
or benchmark to evaluate the relative efficiency of 
alternative implementation strategies.42

THREE PROBLEMS WITH THE  
CURRENT PLANNING PROCESS

There is one fundamental issue with the current 
process that breeds three problematic outcomes: the 
Forest Service uses economic-efficiency tests such 
as BCA to choose among competing forest-plan 
goals, but this is (1) beyond the scope of economic 
decision-making, (2) procedurally inconsistent with 
NFMA directives, and (3) subject to manipulation. 

First, the Forest Service’s 
current planning process is 
beyond the scope of eco-
nomic decision-making. 
According to the process, 
the FS applies the BCA ef-
ficiency test in two phases. 
In phase one, the FS uses the 
test to eliminate inefficient 
implementation strategies 
or strategies that fail the 
baseline net present value 
test. After the initial phase, 
all remaining strategies rep-
resent more or less efficient 
ways to implement the vari-
ous plan alternatives. In the 
next phase, the FS applies 

BCA to the remaining strategies and selects the al-
ternative with the best overall benefit-cost ratio. By 
selecting one of a number of efficient alternatives, 
each corresponding to a different set of goals, the 
latter phase is, in effect, a choice of ends and not 
means.43 Administrators are wise to implement eco-
nomic analysis to choose the most efficient means 
to achieve one end, but selecting the most efficient 
means to achieve different ends is a normative deci-
sion, arguably beyond the scope of economics.44 

The second problem with the current process of 
using BCA to choose among competing forest plan 
goals is that it is procedurally inconsistent with 
NEPA and NFMA guidelines. According to NEPA 
and NFMA, the selection of a particular end or goal 
is a choice the Forest Service should make based 
on an interdisciplinary process and diligent public 
deliberation, not primarily on economic efficiency 
and BCA. By misapplying economic-efficiency 
analysis and obscuring the distinction between ends 
and means, current regulations stretch the legal 
parameters of the legislative mandates.  

The third problem with overemphasizing BCA 
in the FS planning process is that BCA, like other 
regulatory tools, is subject to manipulation and 
can create a false sense of clarity.45 Former Forest 
Service Chief Jack Ward Thomas said that current 

Congress emphasized 
the importance of public 
deliberation in national forest 
policy, yet current regulations 
offer little detail on procedures 
for engaging the public in a 
manner that minimizes conflict 
or incorporates competing 
interests into actual forest-
planning decisions.
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Figure 1 
Efficiency Analysis Model Applied by the Forest Service in Forest Planning Decisions

Figure 1: Based on the 1982 NFMA regulations, the FS employs a benefit-cost efficiency tests in two phases. In the first 
phase, illustrated above, the test is used to eliminate the inefficient strategies (in gray) for the different forest plan – each 
identified by a specific objective or set of ends. In the next phase, the FS employs the efficiency test to the remaining three 
strategies in this model (Plan A, Strategy2; Plan B, Strategy1; Plan C, Strategy3), selecting the most efficient among the 
three and choosing a specific forest-plan goal or end.47

BCA procedures are “wacko,” susceptible to the 
whims of politicians and vulnerable to deliberate 
and decisive manipulation.46 The following is a list 
of aspects of BCA that are subject to manipulation 
and can drastically alter study results: benefits and 
costs can be underestimated or overestimated; dis-
count rates can be too high or too low, altering the 
time value of costs and benefits; hidden costs and 
benefits can alter study results; valuing non-market 
goods and estimating opportunity costs remains a 
problem (though analysts are constantly refining 
valuation techniques); relevant costs and benefits 
might be omitted; double counting either costs or 
benefits will alter results; and analysts can misrep-
resent the project domain or scope of the project to 
influence the final benefit-cost ratio.48 

However, despite these limitations, as long as 
analysts are careful when they conduct their studies, 
decision makers scrutinize analysis procedures and 
accounting details, and government agencies use 
the information to enhance and not replace other 
decision-making criteria, BCA can be a useful tool 

for the FS and other agencies alike. Suggesting that 
current FS planning procedures place an unjustified 
emphasis on BCA does not imply that it has no role 
in forest planning. Rather, when executed carefully, 
BCA helps present information in a conceptually 
clear manner and provides a framework for orga-
nizing quantitative and qualitative data.49 This is 
especially important in the context of forest plan-
ning, which involves dealing with an abundance of 
information as well as competing considerations. 
Organized and conceptually consistent informa-
tion can help both agency decision makers and the 
public better understand the tradeoffs among plan 
alternatives, leading to better forest policies and 
enhanced public support.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the above analysis, the Forest Service 
should make two changes to help improve its plan-
ning process. First, the FS must decrease its reliance 
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on economic measures. Second, the agency should 
increase its emphasis on public and interdisciplin-
ary participation.

DECREASE RELIANCE ON ECONOMIC MEASURES

While economic theory is extremely important 
in determining the best forest plan for a speci-
fied area, economic analysis alone has failed to 
provide the objectivity necessary to insulate the 
FS from the whims of the political process. It 
therefore does not warrant 
dominance as a decision-
making criterion.50 

Current Forest Service 
practices support the utili-
zation of economic theory 
and BCA to the exclusion 
of other relevant decision-
making criteria.51 In the 
context of multiple-use for-
estry—a practice that ef-
fectively encourages and 
possibly requires decisions inconsistent with eco-
nomic efficiency—this normative, value-loaded 
practice is especially tenuous.52 MUSYA addresses 
this directly by disregarding “the greatest dollar re-
turn or greatest unit output” as the primary criteria 
for allocating forest resources.53 According to the 
directives of Forest Service legislation, the contribu-
tion of economic analysis to the planning process 
should be only one consideration among many; 
therefore, the FS should decrease its emphasis on 
economic analysis. 

INCREASE EMPHASIS ON PUBLIC  
AND INTERDISCIPLINARY PARTICIPATION

The primary legislative oversight of the Forest Ser-
vice mandate is that public and interdisciplinary 
participation must play an integral role in the plan-
ning process, but the law does not directly stipulate 
procedures to engage the public and to incorporate 
their concerns and suggestions. Thus, the Forest 
Service tends to deemphasize this critical aspect of 
the planning process. The FS should implement new 
regulations with detailed procedures for incorporat-
ing public and interdisciplinary participation into 
the planning process. The agency should place more 
emphasis on public participation to better man-
age competing interests, negotiate solutions, and 
develop lasting consensus. This will help address 
the different demands on forest resources and limit 
contention between the FS and the multiple users 
of forest resources.

CONCLUSION

Congress enacted NFMA in response to the apparent 
inability or unwillingness of the Forest Service to al-
locate forest resources in a manner congruent with the 
nation’s environmental sentiments. NFMA includes 
numerous substantive provisions designed to confront 
this tendency by limiting agency management decisions 
to a range of legally acceptable outcomes that address 
both commodity and non-commodity forest uses. Also, 

NFMA replaces traditional 
FS decision-making strategies 
based predominantly on sci-
entific management with an 
interdisciplinary planning pro-
cess that includes input from 
the public. However, while 
NFMA mandates systematic 
planning, the act entrusts the 
details of the process to the 
Forest Service, requiring only 
that the plans be consistent 

with the multiple-use and sustained yield mandate and 
comply with the substantive constraints of NFMA and 
other relevant legislation.

Despite the clear mandate that supports public par-
ticipation and an interdisciplinary approach to forest 
planning, the FS has responded to NFMA by enact-
ing a set of regulations that rely almost exclusively on 
net-benefit maximization and BCA to determine the 
“best” allocation of forest resources. As a regulatory 
instrument, BCA is a useful guide that helps organize 
information and identify efficient strategies to achieve a 
single objective. However, the Forest Service uses BCA 
to choose among competing forest plan goals, a decision 
that is procedurally inconsistent with NFMA directives, 
beyond the scope of economic decision-making, and 
arguably subject to political abuse and manipulation. 

As the Forest Service enters the next phase, 
the challenge will be to implement a new set of 
regulations to guide the NFMA planning process. 
Under the direction of the 1982 regulations, the FS 
has been unable to reach a consensus on regional 
forest plans and has yet to end the conflicts that 
motivated Congress to enact NFMA in the first 
place. The new regulations should incorporate 
economic analysis in FS management decisions, 
but these decisions should not rely primarily 
on economic theory to select among competing 
forest-plan goals. Instead, the new regulations 
should provide abundant direction to the Forest 
Service for managing competing interests, nego-
tiating solutions, and developing lasting consen-
sus to address the different demands on forest 

The Forest Service should 
implement new regulations 
with detailed procedures for 
incorporating public and 
interdisciplinary participation 
into the planning process.
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resources and limit conflict between the agency 
and the various users of the national forests.

tLBJt 
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POLITICAL SCHOLARS such as Alexis de Tocqueville, John Stu-
art Mill, and countless others have emphasized the importance 
of civic participation in democracies. Voluntary organizations 

and political movements comprised of ordinary citizens play a key 
role in filling in the gap between the government and the market-
place. However, in the past several decades there has been increasing 
concern, among scholars and citizens alike, that civic participation 
in the United States is waning.

Electoral politics is a well-established benchmark for measuring 
civic engagement and participation in a democracy. In the book Bowl-
ing Alone, Robert Putnam reports that the number of eligible American 
voters going to the polls slipped from 63 percent in 1960 to 49 per-
cent in 1996.1 He also found that over the past two to three decades 
interest in public affairs declined by approximately 20 percent, party 
identification fell from over 75 percent to less than 65 percent, and the 
number of voters who volunteered in campaigns or attended politi-
cal meetings decreased.2 While these forms of political participation 
are only one gauge of the nation’s civic engagement, Putnam notes, 
“declining electoral participation is merely the most visible symptom 
of a broader disengagement from community life.”3

In the late 20th century, the decline of civic participation coin-
cided with two key shifts in American political campaigns: rec-
ognition of the power of television and the subsequent increased 
focus on fundraising. There is a strong correlation between these 
changes and decreased civic engagement. As a broadcast medium, 
television shifted communications between the parties and the 
public away from a two-way, democratic dialogue. Further, as 
campaign managers grew more interested in raising funds from 
special interests and corporations than in grassroots organizing, 
the public lost its voice in American political parties and gradually 
withdrew from participation.

The Internet is the tool that could potentially reverse this trend. 
While TV and contemporary print media have created an environ-

CIVIC PARTICIPATION 
AND THE INTERNET: 
INDICATORS FROM THE 2004 
PRESIDENTIAL CAMPAIGNS
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ment where news is dominated by sound bites and 
charisma, the Internet has the potential to create a 
political atmosphere where ordinary citizens can 
once again be a vital part of the public dialogue. 
In addition, the increasing ability of the Internet 
to raise money from grassroots supporters could 
wrestle some power back from moneyed interests 
for ordinary citizens.

We are in the earliest stages of a gradual shift 
from current models of civic engagement to new 
forms that take advantage of information technol-
ogies and better engage the American citizenry. 
Internet political campaigns have moved from 
static, brochure-like Web 
sites to interactive virtual 
headquarters. Two-way 
communications between 
campaigns and citizens 
is creating greater inter-
est in campaigns. This 
article looks at several 
developments in the 2004 
presidential primary cam-
paigns and concludes that 
new technologies are re-
shaping politics and opening doors for grassroots 
online participation.

BACKGROUND

According to Phil Noble, president of Politics 
Online, campaigns have had an online presence 
since Diane Feinstein and Ted Kennedy posted the 
first candidate Web sites in 1994.4 The earliest Web 
sites, however, were simply static virtual brochures 
that provided basic information about candidates’ 
records and positions. Jesse Ventura was among 
the first candidates to successfully utilize the Web 
in a campaign. In his 1998 bid for governor of Min-
nesota, Ventura devoted significant energy to his 
online campaign, organizing supporters via email, 
posting digital photos of campaign stops, and uti-
lizing bulletin board discussions to engage voters.5 
According to Noble, Ventura said he would not 
have been elected without the Internet.6 Ventura’s 
campaign demonstrated that candidates who take 
advantage of the Web’s interactive potential could, 
indeed, obtain significant political gains.

Financial considerations led most campaign 
managers to begin exploring the Internet as a 
campaign tool. “I think there is a need out there 
to raise money, to raise it quickly, and that need 
is pushing campaigns to the Internet,” political 

consultant Max Fose told the Associated Press.7 
In 2000, Fose garnered national attention for John 
McCain’s campaign when he used the Internet to 
raise $6.5 million, $1 million of which was obtained 
in a 48-hour period.8 The Internet enabled McCain 
to stay afloat in the presidential primaries despite 
his underdog status.9

While the Internet proved to be a viable fundrais-
ing tool, it has not yet replaced more traditional 
methods. In his article, “Analysis: Internet Lessons 
for Campaign 2004,” journalist Aaron Pressman 
notes that online fundraising generated approxi-
mately $50 million of the $3 billion spent in the 

2000 elections.10 This small, 
but noteworthy develop-
ment is reminiscent of the 
fundraising revolution 
created by the McGovern 
campaign in 1972 when 
they began utilizing direct 
marketing.11 Banquets and 
other traditional events 
only raised about $0.30 
on the dollar. Direct mail 
more than doubled the net 

proceeds to around $0.75 per dollar. Likewise, email 
solicitations—which are virtually free—proved to 
be the fundraising model de jour in 2000.

While fundraising success may have forced 
many candidates to develop an online presence, 
the classification of campaign donations as civic 
engagement is controversial at best. Putnam points 
out in Bowling Alone that fundraising increased at 
the same time that there was a decline in more 
traditional indicators of engagement, including 
voting, party identification, and grassroots volun-
teerism. He quotes political scientist Sidney Verba 
and colleagues who note, “Nationalization and 
professionalization have redefined the role of the 
citizen activist as, increasingly, a writer of checks 
and letters.”12 Potential for greater grassroots par-
ticipation online exists, and the 2004 campaigns are 
demonstrating that the Internet can garner funds 
and supporters.

THE 2000 ELECTIONS

The 2000 elections were the first time political 
campaigns exercised the potential of the Internet 
for fundraising. Pressman’s 2000 article notes that 
Ralph Nader raised $1 million using the Internet 
in 2000 and that MoveOn.org, an online political 
action committee, raised almost $2 million through 
email solicitations. The Bush campaign used Web 
banners and an “eTrain” campaign to collect email 

In addition, the increasing 
ability of the Internet to 
raise money from grassroots 
supporters could wrestle some 
power back from moneyed 
interests for ordinary citizens.
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addresses for fundraising purposes. The eTrain was 
an email that went out to Bush supporters inviting 
them to subscribe to a mailing list and then forward 
the invitation to friends and family. According to 
an account of the 2000 Bush eCampaign by Wesley 
Wilson, this strategy enabled the campaign to dra-
matically increase email address collection.13

Beyond fundraising successes, surveys con-
ducted during and after the 2000 elections dem-
onstrated that voters use campaign sites to help 
inform their decisions. Wilson’s report on Bush’s 
2000 eCampaign, “A Different Kind of e-publican: 
An Analysis and Critique of the 2000 Presiden-
tial eCampaign of George W. 
Bush,” points to several rel-
evant studies.14 For example, 
the Democracy Online Project 
at George Washington Univer-
sity surveyed political consul-
tants and high-tech specialists 
to create a “Digital Snapshot” 
of the 2000 election. Approxi-
mately 52 percent of respon-
dents considered the Internet 
“somewhat important” in the 
2000 election cycle. Nearly 75 
percent of political consultants and 43 percent of 
high-tech elites reported visiting campaign Web 
sites.15 Another post-election survey of the gen-
eral public found that 35 percent of Americans 
“get information about politics, campaigns, or is-
sues” online. Common Internet activities included 
sending or receiving email jokes about candidates 
or campaigns (54 percent), sending or receiving 
email about the election with friends or family (39 
percent), contacting/getting information about 
campaigns (25 percent), contacting partisan interest 
groups (10 percent), and participating in live chats 
or discussion forums (10 percent).16

In another study, Harris Interactive surveyed 
10,768 adults as a component of its Election 2000 
series. Based on the results, they estimated that 
some 18 million voters visited candidates’ Web sites 
during the primary season. Respondents reported 
that their primary reasons for visiting candidates’ 
sites were determining views on specific issues (78 
percent), reading biographies (48 percent), viewing 
candidates’ schedules (21 percent), and volunteer-
ing for campaigns (11 percent).17

While these statistics indicate that Americans 
value the Internet as a source of campaign informa-
tion, data on voters’ satisfaction with campaign Web 
sites demonstrated room for improvement. Harris 
Interactive found that 74 percent of campaign site 

visitors reported that sites were “pretty good” while 
only 16 percent rated them “excellent.”18 Just over 
one-third of overall campaign site visitors in the 
Pew poll found them “very useful.”19 Approxi-
mately 36 percent of visitors to the 2000 George W. 
Bush site found it very useful, 54 percent found it 
somewhat useful, and 9 percent found it not useful. 
The numbers for the Gore-Lieberman site were 37 
percent, 52 percent, and 10 percent, respectively.20

THE 2004 PRESIDENTIAL CAMPAIGNS

The 2004 presidential campaign is demanding 
Web-savvy campaign managers who understand 

the value of actively engaging 
voters online. Bush’s amaz-
ing fundraising abilities are 
the driving force behind this 
change. Democratic candidates 
must not only capture as many 
funds as cheaply as possible, 
which makes email and In-
ternet fundraising the ideal 
medium, but also ensure that 
voters are engaged and willing 
to show up at the polls. As a 
result, new Internet strategies 

are being used to draw in voters.
Campaign managers have three key advantages 

when using the Internet this time around. First, a 
growing number of Americans have access to and 
use the Internet on a regular basis. According to 
UCLA’s third annual Internet Report, 71 percent of 
Americans went online in 2002 for an average of 
11.1 hours per week.21 Nearly 60 percent of users 
have Internet access in their homes. Internet use 
spans generational lines, making it useful for reach-
ing out to politically engaged older Americans.22 
Additionally, 52 percent of users now access news 
online, enabling campaigns to get out the message 
and respond to events quickly. A report from the 
Institute for Politics, Democracy, and the Internet, 
titled Online Campaigning 2002: A Primer, notes that 
many Americans are a captive audience when they 
access the Internet at work. According to the report, 
“activists, journalists, researchers, and interested 
spectators are especially clued into what you have 
to say to them through the Internet.”23

Second, Americans are increasingly turning to 
the Web as a primary source for news. The Pew 
Internet & American Life project conducted a na-
tional survey in 2000 as a follow-up to a previous 
study in 1996. According to the latest study, ap-
proximately 18 percent of the general public and 
33 percent of users surveyed online reported us-

The 2004 presidential 
campaign is demanding 
Web-savvy campaign 
managers who understand 
the value of actively 
engaging voters online.
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ing the Web as a source of election news. Fully 43 
percent of online election news seekers said that 
online election news affected their vote choice.24 
Almost 69 percent of election news consumers 
sought information on candidates’ positions on 
key issues and 33 percent looked at candidates’ 
voting records.25 In another report, American 
University’s Center for Congressional and Presiden-
tial Studies commissioned a survey of the general 
public’s attitudes about campaigns and election 
issues. Approximately 35 percent of respondents 
indicated that they were very or somewhat likely to 
use the Internet to get information about candidates 
during the 2000 election cycle.26 Also, 51 percent 
perceived the Internet as a very or somewhat im-
portant source of election information.27

However, the dissatisfaction of visitors with 
the 2000 campaign Web sites coincides with the 
third advantage of the 2004 campaigns: increased 
availability of interactive Web tools. One reason for 
voter dissatisfaction was a bad customer experience. 
Internet users are accustomed to commercial Web 
sites that allow them to interact with sales represen-
tatives online, post messages to customer-support 
bulletin boards, and view constantly updated site 
material. In comparison, the brochure-style candi-
date Web sites were simply unappealing. As a re-
sult, candidates are employing a host of new tactics 
to draw in voters and engage them in a long-term 
relationship with their Web sites.

INNOVATIVE PRACTICES

CANDIDATE RECRUITMENT

One of the most interesting developments in the 
2004 primary election was the use of the Internet 
by ordinary citizens to recruit a candidate. Fans 
of Wesley Clark created a Web site to “draft” the 
retired general for the Democratic race. The site 
included a petition, a biography of Clark, a tool to 
“pledge” donations if Clark entered the race, and 
quotes reflecting Clark’s probable positions on key 
issues.28 Clark alerted his supporters of his decision 
to run via an Internet streaming video prior to his 
formal public announcement.

VOTER REGISTRATION TOOLS

The most basic tool for encouraging political 
participation is online voter registration. The Web 
sites for Bush and most of the Democratic candi-
dates included some type of tool, such as links 
to state voter registration information or interac-
tive forms where users can print out completed 

registration/absentee ballot requests to mail to 
their local registrar.

It is difficult to determine the effectiveness of 
these tools in bringing out voters. It seems intuitive 
that making voter registration available anywhere 
at anytime would make it more likely that more 
people would register to vote. However, Putnam’s 
research for Bowling Alone offers some less optimistic 
implications. He points out that since “motor voter” 
registration29 was introduced with $100 million in 
supporting funds, “[voter] turnout has declined de-
spite the fact that the most commonly cited barrier 
to voting has been substantially lowered.”30

INTERACTIVE EDUCATIONAL TOOLS

Many candidates’ sites include interactive educa-
tional tools that aim to inform voters how specific 
policies will improve their lives. Interaction ensures 
that voters are turning their attention to the issues 
the candidates want to highlight.

Bush’s site features a “Quick Vote” poll that alter-
nately asks visitors their opinion on an issue (e.g. “Which 
part of President Bush’s compassionate conservative 
agenda is most important to you?”) or quizzes visitors 
about the impacts of Bush policies in one of seven is-
sues (“President Bush’s Clear Skies initiative would 
reduce the most harmful power plant pollution by what 
level?”).31 After users respond, they can view poll results 
or an explanation of the correct response. 

The Dick Gephardt campaign site featured 
an interactive Gephardt Health Care Calculator 
where visitors could see how much money their 
families would save if Gephardt’s Health Care Plan 
were enacted.32 This tool not only helped promote 
Gephardt’s policies, but also collected the visitor’s 
email address (see figure 1). 

John Edwards’ site included an interactive elec-
tion map, highlighting swing states and offering 
statistics about states’ historical voting patterns.33 
By allowing visitors the opportunity to experiment 
with different scenarios this tool could, feasibly, 

Figure 1
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promote increased civic participation by emphasiz-
ing the importance of voting and political organiz-
ing in key states.

While educating voters is a noble goal, in truth 
these tools are extremely vulnerable to political 
spin. Interactive tools may play some role in driv-
ing traffic to candidates’ sites, thereby connecting 
voters with candidates. Nonetheless, it is difficult 
to determine whether these tools will create new 
opportunities for public participation in politics.

EMAIL LISTS 
According to the Wall Street Journal, Republicans 
have collected approximately 2 million email ad-
dresses, while Democrats have collected 800,000.34 
Though it is not a new technology in the 2004 
elections, email is arguably the 
most important weapon in an 
eCampaign manager’s arsenal. 
By capturing Internet users’ 
email addresses, campaigns 
are able to create a long-term 
relationship with voters. Email 
can be used for fundraising, 
educating voters, inviting supporters to events, 
reminding voters that candidates want their votes, 
and reaching out to friends and family members not 
yet on the distribution list. Many email collection 
forms ask voters about their interests, allowing cam-
paigns to target voters with issue-specific emails. 
Addresses and issue information from voters can be 
recycled from one campaign to the next, gradually 
improving the political capital of the parties.35 

Though the overwhelming majority of email 
from campaigns is broadcast rather than personal 
communication, the fact that it solicits a reaction 
from users signals that it creates an opportunity for 
civic engagement. Furthermore, most candidates’ 
sites feature email addresses to which voters can 
send questions to candidates and their staff, request 
candidate appearances, and submit testimonials 
about why they support a particular candidate. 
These activities create social bonds between voters 
and campaign staff and potentially create a sense 
of online community.

Interpersonal emails also present an activity 
for political engagement. As previously noted, 
the Democracy Online Project surveyed voters in 
2000 and found that 54 percent of Internet users 
“sent or received email jokes about the candidates 
or the campaign.”36

Email is a useful tool for advocacy organiza-
tions as well. Political action committees (PACs) 
and other organizations are generating auxiliary 

support for candidates through email campaigns. 
The most notable example of this phenomenon is 
the MoveOn.org primary election held June 24-25, 
2003. MoveOn sent an email to all of the members in 
its database asking them to participate in an online, 
non-binding version of the Democratic primary.37 
The primary attracted 317,647 voters and garnered a 
great deal of media attention. MoveOn.org allowed 
members to invite friends to participate, growing 
their database of addresses. Also, “voters” were 
asked to release their contact information to the 
Democratic candidate they voted for, which suc-
ceeded in expanding the contacts of the campaigns 
at the same time. Other PACs are using email to 
expand support by asking subscribers to forward 
emails to friends or by attracting new visitors to 

their sites via email petitions.
In another innovative use of 

email technology, Dean support-
ers organized the Dean Defense 
Forces, “a volunteer-based rapid 
response team that [would] deal 
with attacks on the Dean cam-
paign.”38 Dean supporters signed 

up to receive email alerts about public attacks on 
Dean and then could bombard the guilty parties with 
emails, phone calls, and letters-to-the-editor correcting 
the perceived misrepresentations.

One noteworthy drawback to email campaigning 
is the decreasing effectiveness of email for captur-
ing the public’s attention. The onslaught of spam 
has made it more difficult to capture audiences’ 
attention before they click “delete.” Nonetheless, 
as spammers have proven, the low transmission 
costs of email make it a cost-effective means of com-
munication, even if it is successful with only a very 
small fraction of its intended audience.

BLOGS

More than any other technological innovation, blogs 
have dominated the buzz in the 2004 campaigns. 
Blogs, short for Web logs, are sites where authors 
post brief, journal-like entries that appear in reverse 
chronological order. As a result of the growing dif-
ficulty in reaching an audience with email, blogs 
are increasingly viewed as an alternative way to 
regularly communicate with and receive feedback 
from a community of voters. The result, in the 
words of the Wall Street Journal, is “a never-ending 
town-hall meeting.”39

Two forms of blogs have contributed to the politi-
cal participation of voters online. First, campaigns 
have created their own blogs that track the daily 
activities of candidates and their supporters. How-

Blogs are by far the best 
example of Web activism 
in the 2004 campaign.
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ard Dean was the first to utilize blogs. According to 
the Wall Street Journal, Dean’s campaign manager, 
Joe Trippi, became a fan of blogs while employed 
as a marketing consultant for dot-coms in Silicon 
Valley.40 When Matthew Gross, author of the blog 
MyDD, approached Trippi about creating a Dean 
blog, he was immediately hired. The blog drew 
in curious Internet users and helped Dean gather 
thousands of email addresses. When Dean raised 
$7.6 million in the second quarter—mostly from 
donations of less than $200—the other candidates 
took notice and quickly set up their own blogs.

The styles of candidate-sponsored blogs vary. 
The Dean blog was updated constantly by mem-
bers of his campaign staff and each entry typically 
solicited anywhere from 30 to 
250 comments from the public. 
The Bush blog is managed in a 
similar fashion, but does not al-
low visitors to post comments. 
Clark’s site included a “com-
munity network” that fea-
tured entries from supporters’ 
blogs.41 Gephardt’s site did not 
have a blog per se, but the front 
page of the site was formatted 
like a blog and featured daily updates.

The second and most striking form of online 
political activity during the 2004 campaigns is the 
explosion of personal political blogs. Individuals or 
sometimes groups of Internet users post daily up-
dates linking to news stories, discussing their own 
connection to politicians’ campaigns, advocating 
issue positions, and knocking opposing candidates. 
Some of these blogs have been dubbed “unofficial 
blogs” with links from candidates’ blogs, but many 
others were simply created by politically engaged 
Internet users who wished to share their thoughts 
and opinions with their online communities of 
friends, coworkers, and family members. 

It is difficult to measure what the impact of blogs 
will be on the election, largely because the size of 
the blog-reading audience is currently unknown. 
However, blogs are by far the best example of Web 
activism in the 2004 campaign. The intimate details 
of candidates’ schedules help voters feel more con-
nected to campaigns. The use of online feedback 
tools creates a public forum where voters can voice 
their concerns and candidates can monitor public 
opinion. Personal blogs extend the reach of candi-
dates to audiences they might not otherwise attract. 
If blogging can successfully engage Internet users’ 
interest in the 2004 campaigns, it could potentially 
create more volunteers, donors, and voters.

COMPUTER-MEDIATED GATHERINGS

One key problem with Internet campaigns is trans-
lating virtual interest into real-world political activ-
ity. The 2004 campaigns have made great advances 
in this area by connecting people online and bring-
ing them together for face-to-face networking.

The Dean campaign once again led the way in 
this area, albeit by accident. According to an inter-
view with Joe Trippi, campaign workers stumbled 
across the Meetup.com site in January of 2003 and 
noticed that 432 people were signed up for the How-
ard Dean Meetup group.42 The Meetup Web site 
says it is “a free service that organizes local gather-
ings about anything, anywhere.”43 A “Meetup” is an 
event organized by members who vote on dates and 

locations. The Wall Street Jour-
nal reports that the Dean cam-
paign decided to hire Meetup 
in late January, enabling it to 
promote its own events and 
capture information about In-
ternet users that signed up for 
Dean-related events.44 As of 
December 3, 2003, the number 
of Dean Meetup participants 
was nearly 150,000, with Clark 

supporters (48,500) and Kucinich fans (19,500) pull-
ing in a distant second and third, respectively.45 

The success of the Meetup phenomenon (which, 
incidentally, helps raise money for candidates as 
well) has led to other Internet-organized events pro-
moting real-life interactions. The Kerry campaign 
asked supporters to throw house parties to celebrate 
the candidate’s 60th birthday. Volunteers could sign 
up to host a party and download a “party kit.”46 
The Clark campaign also encouraged supporters to 
throw house parties by providing an “event finder” 
form that allowed hosts to post their event and 
contact information on the Clark Web site, helping 
isolated supporters find one another.47 Clark en-
couraged hosts to play one of the many campaign 
stop videos from his Web site during the party.

WEB SITE TOOLS

Beyond blogs, candidates have sought other ways 
to engage voters as e-advocates by providing them 
with tools to show their support online. The Web 
sites of Kerry, Bush, Dean, Kucinich, and Lieber-
man feature (or featured) “download” sections 
where the most Web-savvy supporters can obtain 
campaign-themed items for their personal Web 
sites. Several candidates also offer easy-to-use page 
building tools for supporters with less sophisticated 
technical skills.

The 2004 campaigns have 
made great advances in 
this area by connecting 
people online and 
bringing them together for 
face-to-face networking.
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increasingly popular for 
the 2004 campaigns. RSS 
allows Web site owners 
to feed syndicated con-
tent from candidates’ sites 
directly to their own site 
automatically (see figure 2 
for an example). The Bush 
campaign offers more than 15 different feeds, each 
focusing on specific topics ranging from the envi-
ronment to campaign news.53 The Kerry campaign 
allows for RSS syndication of their blog.54 

A number of other tools provide Internet users 
with additional opportunities to engage in the vir-
tual equivalent of posting a campaign sign in their 
front yards. Most candidates’ sites offer download-
able graphics and photos that supporters can post, 
including graphics that solicit email addresses or 
count down the days to the election (see figure 3). 
Lieberman and Dean even provided campaign-
themed instant messaging icons for hardcore sup-
porters (see figure 4).

Though it could be argued that many electronic 
banners are little more than a means of personal 
expression, one could counter that they are, in fact, 
badges of civic engagement. Placing a graphic or RSS 
feed for a preferred candidate on a personal Web site 
requires a user to choose a candidate, visit the candi-
dates’ site, and modify his own site to post the item. 
Though this process requires little effort, it symbolizes 
a sincere interest in the political process.

These are only a few of the significant innova-
tions that are creating opportunities for Americans 
to participate in political life online. Countless 
other Internet applications may emerge as addi-
tional avenues for participation, including wire-
less campaign updates, social software, and online 
chats with candidates. Admittedly, this overview 
provides only a snapshot of activities during the 
primary elections. Continuing innovation is likely 
to bring about new tools and trends before the 2004 
election is over.

DISCUSSION

The use of the Internet in the presidential cam-
paigns evokes memories of the 1960 election, when 
television was the emerging mass communication 
medium. In the article “The Net’s 1960,” Slate editor 
Jacob Weisberg recalls:

The signal event [of 1960] was the Kennedy-
Nixon presidential debate, the first to be 

Kerry’s site invites sup-
porters to join the “Kerry 
Core,” providing a service 
that sets up a site for the 
supporter so they can in-
vite friends and family to 
visit, read the supporter’s 
personalized statement of 
support, and make a dona-
tion.48 Dean’s campaign 
offered several options for 
supporters who wished to 
set up Web sites, ranging 
from a service similar to the 
Kerry Core for Dean Team 
Leaders49 to a Friendster-
like50 social networking 
host called DeanLink.51 
Some resourceful Dean 
supporters even created 
a tool called DeanSpace—
an open source tool that 
provides an “out-of-the-
box Web site” supporting 
blogs, forums, calendars, 
and more.52

RSS, short for Really Simple Syndication or Rich 
Site Summary, is another Web tool that has become 

Figure 3

Figure 2 Figure 4



LBJ JOURNAL OF PUBLIC AFFAIRS

56 CIVIC PARTICIPATION AND THE INTERNET SPRING 2004

broadcast live to a national audience. Radio 
listeners polled afterward gave the victory 
to Nixon. But Kennedy won the debate—and 
arguably the election—because he came off 
better on television. . . . [Kennedy] knew some-
thing Nixon didn’t—how to project himself 
through the new technology.55

Similarly, the new medium for 2004 is the Internet, 
and candidates are jockeying to position themselves 
as the leaders of the online 
pack. If the 2000 elections were 
the beta test, the 2004 elections 
are the full release.

Putnam identifies four major 
hurdles to realizing the full po-
tential of the Internet.56 First, the 
“digital divide” could exclude 
poor, rural, and uneducated 
populations from participa-
tion.57 Second, the difficulty 
of communicating non-verbal 
cues through computer-medi-
ated communication could 
limit the Internet’s success as a tool for building 
communities. Third, the “cyberbalkanization,” or the 
isolation of Internet users into tight-knit communities 
of like-minded people, would certainly inhibit pub-
lic discourse. Finally, the long-term structure of the 
Internet remains to be seen. Will the Internet remain 
publicly controlled, fostering engaged interaction, or 
will it become structured more like cable television, 
providing users with a source of disengaged, broad-
cast entertainment? 

In the book Democratic Phoenix, Pippa Norris 
echoes Putnam’s concerns, but also notes that in-
novative technologies associated with the Internet 
are successfully being utilized by political organiza-
tions around the world to diffuse political organiz-
ing information outside the boundaries of time and 
geography.58 The 1999 World Trade Organization 
protests in Seattle are one noteworthy example of 
this phenomenon. 

There are ample opportunities for American citi-
zens to get involved in political life via the Internet. 
Thousands if not millions of voters are engaged in the 
2004 primary campaigns through blogging, organiz-
ing house parties online, adding political content to 
Web sites, and a variety of other activities. This is 
certainly a positive development for those concerned 
with the declining civic engagement of Americans, 
yet many questions remain unanswered.

First, who is getting involved? One of Putnam’s 
concerns with the Internet as a medium for political 

engagement is that the digital divide may exclude 
many Americans because of a number of barriers 
to access, including computer literacy.59 A recent 
study by Nielsen/Net Ratings indicates that Put-
nam may be correct: over 50 percent of the visitors 
to the Dean campaign Web site hold a bachelor’s 
degree60 (see figure 4). 

Exploring this question further, are the people 
that are active online engaged in other, more tan-
gible, ways? Putnam noted that three 1999 stud-

ies found that Internet users 
were no more engaged than 
the rest of the public, but it 
appears that this trend may 
be changing.61 According to 
a January 2004 National Pub-
lic Radio report on a recent 
Pew study, “Web surfers are 
more active in civics than the 
rest of Americans.”62 Further 
research is needed to clarify 
these issues. 

Among Internet skeptics, 
there is a long-standing predic-

tion that increasing Internet use will coincide with 
declining public interaction. Meetups, house parties, 
and other virtual-made-real communities seem to con-
tradict this forecast. Nevertheless, additional data are 
needed to determine whether online activism is sup-
planting real-world activities for some Americans.

Skeptics could also argue that the potential for 
cyberbalkanization means that many bloggers are 
simply preaching to the choir.63 Virtual activism 
may or may not translate into real-world votes, and 
winning, after all, is the purpose of every campaign. 
If the efforts of cyberactivists do not pay off in the 
voting booth, it is unclear whether grassroots virtual 
volunteers will be willing to invest as much energy 
in future campaigns.

Finally, the best practices for campaigns and 
voters participating in politics online are still emerg-
ing. Will a decentralized campaign, such as Dean’s, 
prove to be a winning strategy in the future, or will 
it result in an unmanageable fiasco? Can a Bush-
style campaign, with its tightly controlled message 
and limited space for public participation, succeed 
in this new era?

CONCLUSION

Early indicators demonstrate that the Internet is 
indeed having a significant impact on the 2004 
election season. A nationwide survey by the Pew 

The Dean and, arguably, 
Clark campaigns created 
nationwide networks 
of citizen activists and 
utilized the Internet 
infrastructure to sustain a 
broad social movement.
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Research Center for the People and the Press from 
December 2003 to January 2004 found that fully 33 
percent of Americans regularly or sometimes learn 
something about campaigns from the Internet.64 In 
fact, the Internet is now on par with Sunday morn-
ing political and public television shows as a source 
of campaign news.65 Most strikingly, people who 
use the Internet for political information are the 
most knowledgeable about campaigns.66

Howard Dean’s campaign failed to translate 
grassroots support into election victory, but his 
legacy is certain to be substantial. Dean’s dramatic 
fundraising success created more attention for 
Internet fundraising, but it also proved that signifi-
cant amounts of money can be raised by drawing 
small donations from a large base of supporters—a 
concept that could potentially return more party 
influence to individuals. The Dean campaign also 
demonstrated that citizens can be mobilized via 
the Internet. Questions remain as to how a decen-
tralized campaign can be optimized to work as 
effectively and efficiently as traditional hierarchal 
organizations. The lessons learned from 2004 are 
likely to inform future political strategies.

Perhaps more important in terms of civic engage-
ment, the Dean and, arguably, Clark campaigns 
created nationwide networks of citizen activists 
and utilized the Internet infrastructure to sustain 
a broad social movement. The Dean campaign is 
currently reorganizing to support such an effort. 
Former campaign manager Joe Trippi and other 
supporters have created a new blog, Change for 
America, that is encouraging Dean followers to 
run for office, stay connected, and attend state and 
national Democratic conventions as advocates for 
change.67 All in all, it is safe to say that the Internet 
is reshaping American politics.
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THE PROBLEM OF CLIMATE CHANGE is one of the most 
complex issues facing policymakers today. Faced with clear and 
growing scientific evidence of increasing global temperatures 

due to human activities, there is a growing consensus among global 
policymakers that action needs to be taken to mitigate and reverse 
this warming trend. Although most agree that action is imperative, 
there is continuing debate over what specific actions and policies 
should be implemented to curb climate change in an economically 
efficient manner. The United States’ response to climate change is 
particularly important since, with the largest economy in the world, 
it is the largest single contributor to climate change. The United States 
Climate Change Initiative, introduced by the Bush administration 
in 2002, is fundamentally different from previous climate change 
policies. Instead of a goal of absolute greenhouse gas emission reduc-
tions, the Climate Change Initiative is centered around a voluntary 
goal of reducing the greenhouse gas intensity of the economy. This 
new metric for emissions is defined as greenhouse gas emissions per 
unit of total gross domestic product (GDP). Although this emissions 
intensity goal favors long-term, gradual environmental improvement 
through economic growth, it does so at the expense of near-term, 
absolute emission reductions. Understanding the environmental 
implications of this new policy, through its use of this new metric, 
is important since it may have a strong influence on future global 
climate change policies.

CLIMATE CHANGE OVERVIEW

Before looking at policy responses to climate change and possible 
mitigation actions, it is first important to understand the fundamental 
science surrounding the issue. The study of climate change begins 
with the naturally occurring “greenhouse effect.” Certain gases in 
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the Earth’s atmosphere act like a greenhouse by 
trapping in heat that would normally escape into 
space. It is this greenhouse effect, acting as a natural 
warming blanket, that keeps the Earth’s average 
temperature warm enough for life as we know it 
to exist. Without this natural warming, the average 
surface temperature of the planet would be well 
below freezing at minus 0.4 degrees F.1 

Problems may arise, however, as this naturally 
occurring greenhouse effect is enhanced by human 
generated emissions of so-called greenhouse gases 
(GHG). The primary anthropogenic, or human-
generated, greenhouse gases are carbon dioxide 
and methane. Carbon dioxide is emitted primarily 
from the burning of fossil fuels, and methane is 
primarily a product of biomass decomposition. 
The atmospheric lifetimes of the heat-trapping 
gases are decades to centuries long and hence ac-
cumulate in the atmosphere, which affects the rate 
of exchange of heat between the Earth and space.2 
Incoming energy from the sun is absorbed by the 
atmosphere, land, or oceans and then is ultimately 
reemitted back toward space as infrared radiation. 
In the past, the Earth radiated heat back into space 
at roughly the same rate that it absorbed it from the 
sun, resulting in a relatively stable range of surface 
temperatures, which has fostered and sustained 
life. Recently, however, the excess greenhouse gases 
accumulating in the atmosphere are trapping more 
heat than can be radiated out into space, upsetting 
this natural balance.3 

This human-induced, enhanced greenhouse 
effect has led to increasing global surface tempera-
tures. The average surface temperature of the Earth 
has risen along with the atmospheric concentrations 
of greenhouse gases, particularly carbon dioxide 
concentrations (see figure 1). This strong correlation 
between carbon dioxide concentrations in the atmo-
sphere and global temperatures is a good indication 
that human activities are influencing the climate. 
Moreover, since the industrial revolution, carbon 
dioxide concentrations have increased 31 percent, 
from 280 parts per million volume (ppmv) to more 
than 370 ppmv today, with half of the increase oc-
curring since 1965.4 This increase in carbon dioxide 
concentrations has been clearly shown by both in-
strumental observations of air samples since 1958 
and by analysis of bubbles of air trapped in ice cores 
before then.5 There is no doubt that the composition 
of the atmosphere is changing because of human 
activities, and today greenhouse gases are the larg-
est human influence on global climate.6

Increasing temperatures and global warming 
could produce many profound changes in the 

Earth’s climate. Although there is some uncertainty 
about exactly how and when the Earth’s climate will 
respond to increased concentrations of greenhouse 
gases in the atmosphere, observations indicate that 
detectable changes are already underway.7 The In-
tergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, which 
was established by the United Nations to study cli-
mate change, has predicted changes. These include: 
increased incidences of extreme-weather events 
like hurricanes and storms; coastal flooding and a 
rise in overall sea levels due to melting of polar ice 
sheets; increased stress on ecosystems, which could 
lead to desertification and/or loss of biodiversity; 
an increase in the Earth’s average temperature and 
precipitation levels; and other dramatic climate 
transitions that may not easily be predicted. These 
environmental changes will affect society, particu-
larly in agricultural and food production, fisheries’ 
stocks, air quality, ozone levels, and human health. 
Such consequences of global warming and climate 
change are far reaching and would affect all coun-
tries, states, and cities, regardless of socioeconomic 
status or location.8

RECOGNITION OF THE NEED FOR ACTION

As scientists began reporting on the clear linkage 
between human activities, an increase in atmo-
spheric carbon dioxide concentrations, and the 
Earth’s temperature, policymakers across the world 
recognized the need for action to limit greenhouse 
gas emissions. In response to this growing scientific 

Figure 1 
Temperature and Carbon Dioxide Trends

Source: Karl, T. R. and K. E. Trenberth, “Modern Global 
Climate Change.” Science, 302(5651) (2003), pp. 1719-
1723.
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evidence of climate change, the United Nations 
General Assembly approved the commencement 
of negotiations on a climate change framework 
convention. Although not a full-fledged treaty, the 
convention defined the scope and overall structure 
of future negotiations to write a binding multilateral 
treaty on limiting greenhouse gas emissions. The re-
sulting Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) provided a general outline of an inter-
national treaty to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 
The UNFCCC had a non-binding goal of stabilizing 
greenhouse gas emissions at 1990 levels by the year 
2000.9 The United States, led by President George 
H.W. Bush, signed and ratified this agreement along 
with over 180 other countries at the Earth Summit 
in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, in 1992. 

After signatories recognized that emissions 
were continuing to grow under the non-binding 
approach, the UNFCCC was amended in the 1997 
Kyoto Protocol by specifying binding targets and 
timetables for greenhouse reductions. The Kyoto 
agreement called for mandatory GHG reductions 
of an average of 5 percent below 1990 levels by 
2008-2012 for developed countries. The United 
States committed to 7 percent reductions, while the 
European Union and Japan committed to 8 and 6 
percent reductions, respectively. These reductions 
called for in the Kyoto Protocol were considered 
ambitious yet attainable targets for these countries. 
Although specific targets were set for industrialized 
nations, Kyoto did not include any binding targets 
or timetables for non-industrialized countries.10 This 
was a major sticking point for countries that were 
considering ratifying the agreement, particularly 
the United States, because non-industrialized coun-
tries represent a significant share, approximately 
47 percent, of overall greenhouse gas emissions.11 
In 1998, the U.S. Senate unanimously passed a 
resolution instructing the Clinton administration to 
refrain from signing any climate treaty that did not 
include measures to be undertaken by developing 
countries or that would result in serious harm to the 
economy.12 Senators thought that the U.S. should 
only make a binding commitment to reducing GHG 
emissions if all other countries took measures to 
reduce their emissions as well. Developing coun-
tries argued that generating GHG emissions was 
necessary for their development as nations and that 
they should be allowed the opportunity to develop 
without GHG restrictions, just as the developed 
countries had done.

The specific details of the Kyoto Protocol, with 
its binding and mandatory restrictions, were par-
ticularly important to policymakers and industry 

leaders in the U.S. There was concern that manda-
tory reductions could hurt industries with large 
amounts of GHG emissions and possibly harm 
the entire economy as well. Opponents cited U.S. 
Energy Information Administration estimations 
that meeting the Kyoto GHG emission limits would 
increase gasoline prices by 52 percent, increase 
electricity prices by 86 percent, decrease GDP by 
4.2 percent, and reduce personal disposable income 
by 2.5 percent.13

U.S. GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS

The U.S. is a major emitter of GHG. In 2001, ap-
proximately 1,883 million metric tons of carbon 
equivalent (MMTCE) were emitted from U.S. 
sources. This total includes 1,579 MMTCE of carbon 
dioxide (84 percent) and 175.8 MMTCE of methane 
(10 percent).14 Although the U.S. represents about 
5 percent of the world’s population, it contributed 
roughly 24 percent of the world’s greenhouse gas 
emissions (see figure 2).15

In the U.S., the primary GHG emissions come 
from sectors that are dependent on fossil fuel 
burning. Electric utilities account for 33 percent of 
U.S. GHG emissions, with the transportation and 
industrial sectors following with 27 and 19 percent, 
respectively.16 Taken as a whole, these sectors are 
critical to the growth of the U.S. economy. Because 
of this, policies to reduce GHG emissions are criti-
cally analyzed to determine their economic impacts 
on these sectors and on the overall economy. This 
constraint, the desire for emission reductions with 
little to no economic impact, makes climate change 
policies particularly difficult to construct. 

BUSH ADMINISTRATION CLIMATE POLICY

In March 2001, the new U.S. administration led by 
President George W. Bush declared the Kyoto Pro-
tocol fatally flawed and said that it was unwilling to 
consider ratification or even to negotiate further on 
its terms. The Bush administration thought that the 
reductions mandated under the Kyoto Protocol would 
be too restrictive to the U.S. economy. Additionally, 
the administration did not approve of excluding 
non-developed countries from reduction targets or 
timetables.17 After rejecting Kyoto, President Bush 
said that the U.S. was committed to more research, 
more development of new reduction technologies, 
and voluntary reduction actions by companies.

In February of 2002, President Bush carried 
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through on this commitment by introducing a new 
U.S. climate program, the Global Climate Change 
Initiative. This new initiative is significantly differ-
ent from the Kyoto Protocol. The Climate Change 
Initiative is a purely domestic, voluntary program 
based on an intensity target. This initiative calls for 
an 18 percent reduction in the carbon intensity of the 
economy by 2012.18 This intensity target, as opposed 
to an absolute target, is a new metric for measuring 
emission reductions. The carbon intensity of the 
economy is defined to be the total U.S. GHG emis-
sions divided by the GDP. An intensity target, as 
defined in this manner, is designed to reduce GHG 
emissions while taking into consideration the over-
all growth of the economy. In addition, such a met-
ric ensures that all economic sectors are accounted 
for in the nationwide reduction goal. 

The Climate Change Initiative is predicated on 
the idea that new and advanced technologies will 
eventually solve the problem of climate change. The 
Bush administration explicitly argued that 

economic growth is an essential part of the 
solution, not the problem. Economic growth 
will make possible the needed investment in 
research, development and deployment of 
advanced technologies.19

Therefore, money should be spent on advancing 
research into these new technologies, but in order 
for this to happen, the economy first needs to grow. 
Paradoxically, this approach advocates long-term 
environmental improvement, through advanced 

technologies afforded by economic growth, at a cost 
of short-term environmental degradation. By using 
an intensity target instead of an absolute target, 
the Climate Change Initiative reflects a long-term 
environmental strategy that places a premium on 
economic stability and growth over immediate 
emission reductions.

This type of argument, achieving environmen-
tal benefits through economic growth, has a basis 
in environmental economics and is shown in an 
environmental Kuznets curve (EKC). The EKC 
hypothesis is that there is an inverted U-shaped re-
lationship between environmental degradation and 
per capita income (see figure 3).20 It implies that in 
the early stages of economic growth, pollution and 
environmental degradation increase. However, it 
also suggests that when a certain level of per capita 
income is reached, economic growth helps to undo 
the environmental damage done in earlier years. 
That is, at high-income levels, economic growth 
leads to environmental improvements. According 
to the EKC hypothesis, GDP growth creates the 
conditions for environmental improvement by rais-
ing the demand for better environmental quality 
and makes the resources available for supplying it. 
Although long-term environmental improvements 
are suggested by this hypothesis, in the short term it 
is clear that continued degradation is likely if GDP 
levels are below the EKC turning point. By anal-
ogy, the Bush Climate Change Initiative, following 
this EKC approach, is not expected to lead to any 
GHG reductions in terms of absolute levels in the 
near term. Long-term environmental improvements 
through the Climate Change Initiative are expected 

Figure 2 
Greenhouse Gas Emission by Country

Source: United Nations Environment Programme

Figure 3 
Environmental Kuznets Curve

Source:  Andreoni and Levinson, The Simple Analytics 
of the Environmental Kuznets Curve (New York: 
National Bureau of Economic Research, 1998)
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to occur only after there has been substantial eco-
nomic growth. 

U.S. CLIMATE CHANGE INITIATIVE ANALYSIS

The trend of both U.S. carbon emissions and the 
economy, as measured by GDP, has moved in-
creasingly upward since the early 1930s. Recently, 
however, GDP growth has outpaced carbon dioxide 
emissions (see figure 4). Taken together, these re-
sult in a decreasing greenhouse gas intensity of the 
economy. The average per decade reduction in the 
carbon intensity of the U.S. economy since 1930 has 
been approximately 19 percent (see figure 5). This 
means that with a business-as-usual scenario, the 
carbon intensity of the economy is expected to de-
crease. In fact, White House estimates for the decade 
2002-2012 predict a business-as-usual decrease in 
GHG intensity of 14 percent.21 This means that with 
current efforts and no additional action, the goal of 
the Bush Climate Change Initiative of 18 percent 
reduction has nearly been met. The real goal of the 
Initiative then is a modest 4 percent reduction in 
intensity over a ten-year span. 

The 18 percent reduction goal set by the President 
is nonbinding. That is, if these levels are not met by 
2012, there would be no penalties and a new reduc-
tion target would be set. Even if the full 18 percent 
reductions in intensity are met, the absolute levels 
of GHG emissions will increase significantly. Ac-
cording to official White House estimates, using the 
Energy Information Administration’s data, overall 
greenhouse gas emissions will increase 14 percent 
by 2012, from 1917 to 2279 MMTCE.22 The emis-

sions intensity metric makes it appear as though 
substantial reductions in GHG levels are being met; 
however, upon closer examination, it is clear that 
overall GHG levels will continue to rise at nearly 
the same pace as before the Climate Change Initia-
tive. The bottom line of this analysis is that even if 
intensity decreases, the overall trend for aggregate 
U.S. greenhouse gas emissions is inexorably up. 
Unfortunately, the atmosphere does not recognize 
a decrease in carbon intensity, only a decrease in 
aggregate carbon emissions.

In addition to an overall increase in GHG levels 
and nonbinding targets, another aspect of the Bush 
climate change program is its voluntary character. 
All emission reductions (in intensity) are expected 
to be met through voluntary actions and coopera-
tion by industry. This creates a “free rider” problem. 
That is, an individual business will benefit from 
overall emission reductions and collective action; 
however, there is no incentive for actual individual 
reductions.23 No market incentives exist for any 
reductions by industry, and therefore it is unlikely 
that businesses will take any reduction actions. 
Because of this possibility of inaction, many have 
criticized a voluntary approach. In 2002, the State 
Attorneys General of 11 states argued in a letter to 
President Bush that only mandatory GHG limits 
can provide the regulatory certainty required for 
an effective response.24 

There is empirical evidence of a lack of effective 
response to a voluntary climate program. In 1993, 
President Clinton unveiled the U.S. Climate Change 
Action Plan, designed to return U.S. emissions to 1990 
levels by the year 2000. This program detailed over 
40 actions and relied primarily on voluntary actions 
by industry.25 As a part of this plan, in 1994, the U.S. 
electric utility sector voluntarily agreed to lower its 
greenhouse gas emissions under the Department of 
Energy’s Climate Challenge Program. More than 650 
utility participants, accounting for over 71 percent 
of electric power generation in the U.S., joined the 
program.26 While these voluntary programs have led 
to a significant number of emission reduction proj-
ects, actual overall emission levels have continued 
to increase. These voluntary programs have failed to 
reverse the trend of rising emissions. 

The primary reason that voluntary programs are 
not effective is that there is little economic incentive 
for businesses to curb emissions. Beyond garnering 
corporate “good will,” there is little to gain from 
GHG emission reductions since there is currently no 
value associated with them. Without governmen-
tal mandates on emission limits, business have no 
“signal” to tell them that they need to value their 

Figure 4 
GDP and Carbon Dioxide Trends

Source: Oak Ridge National Laboratory and Bureau of 
Economic Analysis
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GHG emissions. Without this signal, most corpora-
tions will respond only to current economic forces, 
which exclude the economic and social costs of the 
carbon emissions.27

The Bush Climate Change Initiative is substan-
tially different from the Kyoto Protocol that it 
supercedes. Kyoto is a global effort of mandatory 
GHG emission reductions and firm timetables with 
a 7 percent reduction in absolute levels. The Bush 
Initiative is purely domestic and non-binding, based 
on voluntary reductions, and results in an overall 
absolute emission increase of 14 percent. As these 
differences highlight, the two climate change poli-
cies are fundamentally different and represent two 
completely separate policy responses to the climate 
change problem. 

Despite some fundamental shortcomings, the 
Bush climate policy has favorable aspects. First, 
it acknowledges that climate change is indeed a 
problem and that action needs to be taken to reduce 
GHG emissions. After Kyoto was rejected and be-
fore the Climate Change Initiative, it was not clear 

that the administration even considered climate 
change an important issue. Second, by construction, 
it ensures that any emission reductions will not 
negatively affect the economy. Because of this, the 
use of intensity targets may be looked at as favor-
able to developing countries if such a plan were to 
be extended internationally. Using intensity targets 
could help alleviate many of the issues that stalled 
Kyoto in the first place. Finally, it can be argued that 
even though emissions will continue to increase, 
adopting intensity targets sets the country on a 
path for long-term environmental benefits through 
a more efficient economy. Using intensity targets is 
likely to avoid brute force actions to meet manda-
tory reductions. Near-term mandatory emission 
reductions are likely to be met through the purchase 
of “emission allowances,” or credits. Most of these 
allowances are reforestation projects in other coun-
tries. Therefore, buying credits to meet emission 
reductions would transfer a large amount of wealth 
overseas. Long-term, eventual reductions, through 
the use of intensity targets, allow this money to re-

Figure 5 
Greenhouse Gas Intensity and Carbon Dioxide Emissions

Source: Oak Ridge National Laboratory and Bureau of Economic Analysis
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main in the economy and be used for research and 
development into new technologies.

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Although the United States is addressing climate 
change through the Bush administration’s Climate 
Change Initiative, it needs to do more. Because of 
the possibilities of inaction, the U.S. needs to com-
mit to a binding, global greenhouse gas emission 
reduction program. A nonbinding approach does 
not provide the necessary incentive to reach stated 
goals, and a domestic program does not address the 
truly global nature of this environmental problem. 
To meet these binding, international goals, the U.S. 
should adopt mandatory emission reductions for its 
industries. Voluntary programs do not provide the 
necessary incentives, either positive or negative, for 
adequate compliance. Without mandatory emission 
reductions, not enough businesses will act to pro-
vide the necessary reductions to mitigate increasing 
carbon concentrations in the atmosphere. 

To stimulate reduction actions by industry, the 
U.S. should consider creating market incentives for 
GHG emission reductions. Flexible market-based 
approaches, as opposed to the usual command-
and-control regulation, have tremendous potential 
for environmental protection by creating financial 
incentives for businesses to reduce their GHG emis-
sions. Market-based environmental programs help 
to avoid inefficiencies in the regulatory scheme. 
A command-and-control regulatory approach in-
volves the EPA simply declaring that all facilities 
must reduce their emissions by a certain percentage 
or that all facilities must install some type of emis-
sion reduction technology. This type of approach 
ignores the fact that it may be very inexpensive for 
some facilities to meet that mandate, but for others it 
could be extremely expensive. That is, the marginal 
cost of emissions abatement can vary significantly 
between facilities. Additionally, the command-and-
control approach does not create an incentive for a 
facility to reduce emission beyond what is required, 
even if it would be easy to do so. In contrast, a mar-
ket-based regulatory approach allows for flexibility 
in emission reductions using market mechanisms. 
This flexibility results in an overall cost savings. 
Facilities that have low marginal costs of abate-
ment can afford to reduce their emissions by a lot 
and then sell their emission allowances to facilities 
for which it is extremely expensive to reduce their 
emissions even marginally. Under this system, as 
long as a facility owns at least as many allowances 

as its emissions, it is in compliance, regardless of 
whether it obtained those allowances through 
actual emission reductions or by purchasing them. 
Much of the environmental economics literature 
finds that the use of incentives is more cost-effective 
than command-and-control restrictions.28

Based on this cost-effective market strategy, a 
program similar to the successful sulfur dioxide 
emission allowance trading program could be intro-
duced for addressing climate change from an eco-
nomic standpoint.29 Under a market-based emission 
allowance trading scheme, from 1993 to 2000, sulfur 
dioxide emissions decreased 31 percent overall. Sav-
ings from using a market-based approach, rather 
than a traditional command-and-control approach, 
are estimated at $1 billon annually, and the benefits 
of abatement have been estimated at as much as six 
times higher than costs.30 Market incentives have 
proved successful for environmental protection in 
the past, and a similar program should be consid-
ered to meet the challenge of carbon emissions and 
climate change. 

CONCLUSIONS

The United States is the largest single player in the 
climate change policy debate. Because of this, the 
U.S. should take a leadership role in developing 
effective, international policies that adequately 
address climate change in a timely manner while 
maintaining economic prudence. The Bush admin-
istration’s Climate Change Initiative is important 
in that it recognizes the need for action to prevent 
further global warming caused by human activities; 
however, it does not fully address the problem. 
Intensity targets for GHG emission reductions and 
voluntary actions could play a role in the inter-
national climate change debate; however, at the 
national level they do little more than maintain the 
status quo for U.S. emissions. The U.S. should look 
to market-based solutions for environmental protec-
tion that encourage full industry participation while 
supporting a growing economy. Global warming 
and climate change are not only some of the most 
complex issues facing policymakers today, but they 
are also some of the most important. 
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WITH THE RISE OF COLD WAR POLITICS following World 
War II, Western political states began working to mod-
ernize developing, non-Western nations1 and raise living 

standards.2 President Harry Truman launched this movement in 
his 1949 inaugural address when he offered the United States as the 
standard by which all other countries should rate their development, 
a measure that classified most of the world as underdeveloped.3 The 
United States and other Western countries designed international de-
velopment programs to help recently decolonized and impoverished 
countries become more like the Western capitalist democracies. This 
Western-centric approach to development has dominated the last 
60 years of strategic planning.4 Development policies and programs 
have improved the standards of living for millions of individuals and 
saved countless people from early deaths; however, the underlying 
assumptions on which these policies are based can undermine the 
very goals of the programs themselves. 

Current development programs focus on a wide range of issues, 
including female genital cutting5 (FGC) practices. An analysis of the 
international community’s efforts to end FGC highlights how interna-
tional intervention both promotes and detracts from the eradication 
of this harmful practice. The financial and political support that the 
international community invests in this issue allows for the emer-
gence of comprehensive national and regional strategies to combat 
FGC. International pressure has also encouraged national and local 
governments to reduce FGC practices through legislation, enforce-
ment, and awareness campaigns. However, Western involvement in 
a culturally sensitive, traditional practice has also spurred backlash 
and program setbacks, as supporters of FGC react to heavy-handed 
outside interventions. Finding an appropriate balance of Western and 
non-Western participation at both the local and international levels 
is key to a successful worldwide anti-FGC campaign. 

The anti-FGC movement has arisen from distinct international and 
local cultures. A comprehensive program cannot exist without both 
parties, yet each group has separate agendas requiring markedly 
different approaches, including varying vocabulary, strategies, and 

CULTURE CLASHES: 
BALANCING LOCAL AND INTERNATIONAL 
INTERESTS IN ENDING FEMALE  
GENITAL CUTTING PRACTICES
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desired results. The local audience includes FGC-
practicing communities, local anti-FGC activists, 
and government officials, while the international 
audience includes international organizations (IOs), 
donor organizations, international nongovernmen-
tal organizations (NGOs), and Western and non-
Western activists. 

This article assesses the conflicts that arise when 
local and international anti-FGC agendas and inter-
ests overlap, in an attempt to learn how to further 
improve the current campaign and to provide guid-
ance for future interventions into traditional, cul-
turally sensitive practices. Then, this article defines 
FGC, explains why it is practiced and introduces 
the evolution of the anti-FGC movement over the 
past 30 years. With this background, the strengths 
and limitations of both international and local anti-
FGC efforts are analyzed. The article concludes that 
greater attention needs to be given to coordinating 
local and international efforts by ensuring appropri-
ate language and media exposure, keeping a local 
face on anti-FGC programming, and prioritizing 
local program goals over international agendas. 

FEMALE GENITAL CUTTING: AN OVERVIEW

FGC is a traditional practice found primarily in 28 
African countries, although it is also practiced in 
Asia, the Middle East, and in immigrant popula-
tions in Europe, Australia, Canada, and the United 
States. FGC is practiced among people of all edu-
cation levels and social classes, in both urban and 
rural societies, and within various ethnic groups. It 
transcends religious beliefs, including Islam, Chris-
tianity, Judaism, and traditional African religions.6 
The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates 
that worldwide 130 million women alive today have 
undergone this practice, and an additional two mil-
lion girls are at risk of being cut every year.7 

The WHO has classified FGC into four proce-
dures. Figure 1 describes these different cutting 
methods that young girls, typically between the 
ages of 4 and 12, undergo. FGC prevalence rates, 
the estimated percentage of women who have 
undergone the procedure, vary widely across the 
African continent, ranging from Somalia’s nearly 
universal rate of 98 percent to estimates as low as 5 
percent in Uganda (see figure 2). However, national 
prevalence rates may mask different levels of sup-
port for FGC among certain tribal and ethnic groups 
in a particular country. Senegal, for example, has a 
national prevalence rate of 20 percent. While the 
dominant Wolof and Serere ethnic groups do not 

practice FGC, a large population of people in the 
rural eastern part of Senegal does. Within this FGC-
practicing population prevalence is quite high; 88 
percent of women in the Halpularen ethnic group 
have been cut.8 

Anthropologists believe that FGC started ap-
proximately 2,000 years ago in what is now South-
ern Egypt or Northern Sudan.9 While conclusive 
evidence does not exist to explain FGC’s beginning, 
experts have suggested that it was used to prevent 
female slaves from becoming pregnant.10 The 
practice did not become widespread until the 19th 
and 20th centuries, when it moved from Eastern to 
Western Africa. Furthermore, communities con-
tinue to adopt it, even in the face of the expanding 
anti-FGC movement.11 

HEALTH CONSEQUENCES OF FGC
FGC persists today despite the significant health 
consequences related to the procedure. Short- and 
long-term side effects from FGC range from mild to 
severe. Short-term physical side effects include im-

Figure 1 
Types of Female Genital Cutting

In 1995, the World Health Organization classified FGC 
operations into four broad categories described below:

• Type 1 or Clitoridectomny:  Excision (removal) 
of the clitoral hood with or without removal of the 
clitoris. 

 
• Type 2 or Excision: Removal of the clitoris together 

with part or all of the labia minora.

• Type 3 or Infibulation:  Removal of part or all of the 
external genitalia (clitoris, labia minora, and labia 
majora) and stitching and/or narrowing of the vaginal 
opening, leaving a small hole for urine and menstrual 
flow.

• Type 4 or Unclassified:  All other operations on the 
female genitalia including:

o Pricking, piercing, stretching, or incising of the 
clitoris and/or labia;

o Cauterization by burning the clitoris and 
surrounding tissues;

o Incisions to the vaginal wall; scraping or cutting 
of the vagina and surrounding tissues; and 
introduction of corrosive substances or herbs into 
the vagina. 

Source:  World Health Organization, Female Genital 
Mutilation:  Report of a Technical Working Group 
(Geneva:  WHO, 1996): 9.
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REASONS FOR PRACTICING FGC
Despite the health risks and modern influences, FGC 
continues to be a persistent cultural practice. For 
example, the Egyptian FGC prevalence rate remains 
at 97 percent despite significant development and 
modernization over the past 50 years.13 Contrary to 
expectations, Egypt’s increasing modernization has 
actually strengthened resistance to ending FGC, as 
families turn to trained medical practitioners and 
modern medical techniques and facilities to perform 
the procedure.14 Known as the “medicalization” of 
FGC, many practicing communities mistakenly be-
lieve that conducting FGC with modern techniques 
eliminates the health risks, thus resolving concerns 
about its harmful consequences. Furthermore, FGC-
practicing immigrant populations living in the United 
States and Europe often do not stop practicing FGC 
despite exposure to modern influences and national 
laws forbidding the practice.15 Contrary to expectation, 
FGC incidence decline is simply not the next logical 
step of development. 

FGC is not merely a residual traditional practice, 
but serves, in certain contexts, as a stepping stone 
to a successful life.16 Specific reasons for practicing 
FGC vary widely by community, but some of the 
most prominent reasons include the following:17

• Controlling sexuality: Many different com-
munities believe that FGC confirms as well 
as preserves virginity before marriage, low-
ers sex drive after marriage, and provides 
greater sexual pleasure to the husband. 

• Marriage prerequisite: FGC establishes a 
young woman’s eligibility for marriage in 
communities where men will not marry an 
uncut woman, believing that she has low 
moral values. 

• Misunderstood religious requirements: Al-
though not required of any religion, some 
religious leaders and individuals, par-
ticularly within Islam, believe that FGC 
improves the spirituality of women. 

• Traditional rites: FGC ceremonies, considered 
a necessary initiation into adulthood, are 
used as a celebration of womanhood and 
as a rite of passage. 

The consequences for women who do not un-
dergo some form of FGC can be significant. Social 
ostracism for uncut women is virtually guaranteed 
in some communities. For many women, remaining 

Figure 2 
FGC Prevalence Rates

 Prevalence
Country  Rate
Benin 50%
Burkina Faso 70%
Cameroon 20%
Central African Republic 43%
Chad 60%
Cote DʼIvoire 43%
Congo 5%
Djibouti 98%
Egypt 97%
Eritrea 95%
Ethiopia 85%
Gambia 80%
Ghana 30%
Guinea 60%
Guinea Bissau 50%
Kenya 50%
Liberia 60%
Mali 94%
Mauritania 25%
Niger 20%
Nigeria 40%
Senegal 20%
Sierra Leone 90%
Somalia 98%
Sudan 89%
Togo 50%
Uganda 5%
United Republic of Tanzania 10%

Source: Intra-Agency working Group on FGC.  1999.  
Female Genital Cutting:  The Facts and the Myths.  
Final Report. Washington, DC:  USAID. (7) 

mediate pain and bleeding, shock, anemia, and in-
fections of the wound and urinary tract. Long-term 
physical consequences of FGC may include chronic 
pelvic infections, excessive growth of scar tissue or 
cysts, fistulae (holes or tunnels) between the bladder 
and the vagina or between the rectum and vagina, 
and pain during intercourse. Only a few studies 
have been conducted on the psychological side ef-
fects of FGC, but the available research suggests that 
after undergoing FGC, girls experience negative 
effects on self-esteem and self-identity. They also 
have reported disturbances in eating, sleep, mood, 
and cognition shortly after the procedure.12
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uncut marginalizes their social status and denies 
them a voice in their community. Because of the 
severe costs of nonparticipation, substantial sup-
port for the practice remains, with women being the 
main proponents of continuing FGC.18 One study 
found that among uncut Sudanese girls, the father’s 
objections were the main reason why the child had 
not undergone the procedure.19 

THE SPREAD OF FGC
Sociologist Gerry Mackie compares FGC to an in-
fectious disease, calling it a contagious practice.20 
Studies have documented that when wealthier 
populations support FGC, poorer populations 
adopt the practice or more drastic forms of it as a 
way to attain higher social status and improve mar-
riage prospects.21 FGC proliferation is also associ-
ated with urbanization when previously isolated 
communities intermingle.22 Ironically, FGC may 
spread among societies in response to the very 
modernization and exposure to the global com-
munity that development brings.23 Because FGC 
provides social insurance that a girl may marry, it 
continues (albeit at slightly lower rates) in spite of 
higher levels of education, social class, or health 
awareness of the girl or her parents. Among cul-
tures that strongly define personal achievement 
and self-fulfillment through marriage and family, 
FGC becomes, in essence, a springboard toward 
achieving these goals.24 

HISTORY OF THE ANTI-FGC MOVEMENT

The first documented Western attempts to end FGC 
can be traced back to colonial administrations and 
missionaries of the early 20th century. Early-century 
colonialists adopted a cultural absolutist approach, 
opposing FGC practices on moral grounds. Local 
leaders passed laws and church rules in an attempt 
to curb the practice. These efforts had limited suc-
cess, primarily confined to communities where 
Christianity had taken hold. However, most com-
munities reacted in anger to the foreign intervention 
into their customs.25 In Kenya, attempts to end FGC 
practices led to violent confrontations and fed into a 
larger nationalist resistance movement.26 In Sudan, 
attempts by the British colonial government to en-
force a ban on infibulation (see figure 1) resulted in 
rioting and destruction of a prison holding women 
arrested for violating the new law.27 

Throughout the middle of the century, the 
international community shifted to a cultural 
relativist approach, declining to pass judgment 

on the traditional practices of other cultures. In 
1950, the WHO declined to take a stand on FGC 
because the practice involved “operations based 
on social and cultural backgrounds” that should 
not be disturbed.28 During this period, FGC was 
simply not the focus of development efforts within 
international actors, remaining an issue only among 
the medical community. Doctors who were seeing 
the medical complications associated with FGC 
continued to publish articles in medical journals 
about the procedure’s harmful health effects.29 De-
spite the lack of international attention to the issue, 
indigenous African anti-FGC movements began to 
develop. Local women’s groups led community 
movements to educate the public about the harmful 
effects associated with FGC. These privately initi-
ated programs were launched periodically, but the 
groups made little sustainable progress.30

The rise of the Western feminist movement and 
its integration with the development community 
have sparked the now 25-year-old international 
movement to end FGC.31 Through formal and in-
formal channels feminism has become a new force 
in international politics and development.32 Over 
the past 30 years, a series of international confer-
ences have significantly contributed to the interna-
tional community’s reconsideration of the status of 
women and harmful practices like FGC.33 

The WHO was the first international organiza-
tion to take a public position against FGC, and by 
the 1970s, it was actively working to gather health-
related information surrounding the practice.34 The 
1979 Meeting on Traditional Practices Affecting the 
Health of Women and Children—held in Khartoum, 
Sudan—was the first international conference that 
specifically addressed FGC. For the first time at an 
international forum, delegates voted to support 
efforts leading to the end of all forms of the prac-
tice.35 Hailed as a watershed event, this conference 
greatly influenced further discussions about FGC 
practices and brought the international community 
together to develop ways to end FGC.36 Momentum 
and interest in FGC within the international com-
munity continued to grow throughout the 1980s. 
Information on FGC began to emerge in Western 
media, journals, and academia. The West acted 
like it had discovered a new and very dangerous 
epidemic; FGC was sensationalized and used to 
confirm barbaric practices performed by backward, 
underdeveloped societies.37 

By the early 1990s, activists were working to 
move FGC from a public health issue into the larger 
women’s rights movement. In 1993 at the UN World 
Conference on Human Rights, the international com-
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munity declared FGC a human rights violation.38 In 
1994 at the UN International Conference on Population 
and Development in Cairo, Egypt, the Program of Ac-
tion urged governments to prohibit FGC wherever 
it is practiced and to actively support anti-FGC 
campaigns conducted within their own countries.39 
And, in 1995, the World Conference on Women held 
in Beijing, China, declared FGC a form of violence 
against women.40

The international development community 
had successfully tied FGC elimination to social-, 
economic-, and health-development policies, and 
had developed reasons for intervention under 
each sector by 1995. Given the paradigm shifts 
and the acceptance of women’s rights into interna-
tional norms, FGC is now widely seen among the 
international community as a practice that needs 
to be stopped. Today, there is active coordination 
between IOs, donor organizations, and NGOs to 
synchronize activities and efforts. 

IOs such as WHO, 
UNICEF, and UNFPA 
play central roles in 
formulating the inter-
national community’s 
anti-FGC policy posi-
tions. IOs also provide 
technical assistance and 
guidelines to national 
and local campaigns 
as well as host inter-
national and regional 
conferences to discuss future efforts. Government 
donor organizations like the United States Agency 
for International Development and the United King-
dom’s Department for International Development 
are primary funding sources for anti-FGC activities. 
They also provide technical and administrative 
support to a wide range of IOs, NGOs, and local 
organizations.41 International and local NGOs are 
the critical implementers of the policy guidelines es-
tablished by the IOs and donor organizations. These 
organizations work within the actual communities 
to build consensus toward ending the practice. 

INTERNATIONAL INTERVENTION:  
A DOUBLE-EDGED SWORD 

The international community’s involvement in the 
FGC eradication campaign has been a blessing and a 
curse. IOs, donor governments, international NGOs, 
and activists have created a campaign that, without 
question, provided the movement with interna-

tional legitimacy, facilitated the 1993 declaration 
of FGC as a human rights violation, and secured 
reliable funding for anti-FGC efforts. International 
intervention brings prominent media exposure and 
facilitates information dissemination about FGC, 
while providing expert technical assistance for 
anti-FGC campaigns throughout the world. It also 
holds national governments accountable for FGC 
practices within individual nations. However, the 
money and political support for the movement are 
heavily influenced by its source—the West. Con-
flicting agendas and goals between the international 
and local programs have led to harmful events that 
could have been avoided.

FACILITATES MEDIA EXPOSURE  
AND INFORMATION DISSEMINATION 
Media exposure is an effective advocacy tool that 
can maintain political support and secure financial 
commitments for anti-FGC campaigns. FGC is a 

cause that mass media 
outlets cannot resist; the 
sensational topic attracts 
and holds an audience. 
In 1980, FGC was still 
a relatively unknown 
issue among Western 
health experts and hu-
man rights activists. This 
changed dramatically 
with the publication of 
Fran Hosken’s seminal 

report, The Hosken Report: Genital and Sexual Mutilation 
of Females. The report broke new ground by offering a 
multi-country perspective and new information about 
FGC, facts that generated considerable international 
attention. The report ignited the current anti-FGC 
campaign at the global level.42

Throughout the 1990s, FGC was the subject of 
documentary films, television and radio reports, 
print journalism,43 and Internet websites.44 This 
exposure created widespread awareness of the 
eradication movement, garnered political support, 
and helped fundraising efforts, but it has also hurt 
anti-FGC activities. Often, these media reports fed 
into existing Western stereotypes of non-Western-
ers. For all the good the Hosken Report did to encour-
age the international community, it has also been 
severely criticized for its alarmist generalizations 
and inflammatory comments.45 Sensationalized 
reports designed to shock Western audiences con-
tribute to the moral outrage Westerners feel about 
FGC and lead to well-intentioned, but misguided, 
support for anti-FGC campaigns.46 

An analysis of the international 
community’s efforts to end female 
genital cutting highlights how 
international intervention both 
promotes and detracts from the 
eradication of this harmful practice.
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One telling example occurred in 1994 at the UN 
International Conference on Population and Devel-
opment. As noted earlier, FGC was prominently 
discussed throughout this conference. Delegates 
overwhelmingly agreed to endorse FGC eradication 
and to support organizations working to end the 
practice. The Egyptian government, the conference 
host, was eager to reaffirm its anti-FGC position for 
the gathered international community. It praised 
the declaration and issued a statement declaring 
that not only was FGC rarely practiced in Egypt, 
but that it was also quickly fading out.47 

The day after this statement was issued, CNN 
broadcast on its worldwide network graphic foot-
age of an Egyptian girl being cut by a barber. The 
fallout from this report was considerable. Both the 
filmmaker and the barber were jailed. The incident 
forced the government to take a public, interna-
tional stand on a very private, national issue, and 
helped polarize Egyptian public opinion. This event 
fostered deep resentment, with many viewing it as 
an imposition of Westernized values on Egyptians. 
Not only did this broadcast serve as a very embar-
rassing visual rebuff of the government’s FGC 
declaration a day earlier, but it also proved to be a 
significant setback to the low-key, anti-FGC cam-
paign that had been working quietly and out of the 
public spotlight. Support for FGC quickly became 
tied to Egyptian nationalism and suddenly became 
a rallying point for conservative, traditionalist ad-
vocates in the country.48

PROVIDES EXPERT TECHNICAL  
ASSISTANCE AND INNOVATIVE STRATEGIES

The international community coordinates regional 
and international anti-FGC programming. It effec-
tively disseminates the latest technical information 
and best practices to local programs, and organizes 
conferences at which activists from different countries 
meet to strategize and learn from program successes 
and failures. Activists use these forums to discuss new 
initiatives and adapt them for implementation in other 
countries. Without access to these resources, anti-FGC 
campaigns would remain disjointed and lack regional 
and international coordination.49 

Not surprisingly, with such heavy international 
involvement, there is an overrepresentation of 
Western opinions and attitudes within the anti-FGC 
campaign. Western feminist and cultural interpre-
tations of the issue often drive the movement’s 
strategic decisions. Local activists are often at a dis-
advantage and subjected to internationally driven 
solutions that are funded by Western money. De-
spite the dominance of Western financial support, 

there remains serious disagreement among some 
activists about the appropriate approach to end 
FGC. Most international activists and organizations 
operate under the “eradication now” approach. 
This is in opposition to the gradualist approach, 
which works to minimize the physical damage by 
trying to eliminate the most severe forms of FGC. 
Some local activists argue that encouraging a move 
toward Type 1 cutting, instead of complete eradi-
cation, would be a more effective way to eliminate 
the more extreme Type 3, known as infibulation 
(see figure 1).50 They argue that if offered an all-or-
nothing option, most people would be resistant to 
any change, thus leaving young girls subject to the 
more damaging forms of FGC.

HOLDS NATIONAL GOVERNMENTS ACCOUNTABLE

The international community is in a unique position to 
pressure national governments to promote anti-FGC 
campaigns. Until recently, many countries did not 
have explicit statutes outlawing FGC practices. Unable 
to effectively lobby national governments themselves, 
anti-FGC activists have successfully implemented the 
“boomerang effect”51 by applying external pressure 
on the national governments. For example, interna-
tional pressure came down on nations in 1996 when 
the United States linked its annual foreign aid alloca-
tions to national anti-FGC policies, convincing many 
governments to adopt legislation.52 

International attention also lends legitimacy to 
local efforts. In 1997, First Lady Hillary Rodham 
Clinton visited anti-FGC programs in Senegal to 
praise and encourage the activists. The attention 
of such a prominent member of the international 
community lent considerable legitimacy to the 
small, grassroots campaign. The event generated 
considerable media attention in Senegal and in the 
international arena.53

However, Ms. Clinton’s visit also highlights the 
danger of pressuring international agendas onto 
populations not yet ready to support such moves. 
Ms. Clinton’s visit attracted growing international 
attention to the emerging anti-FGC movement 
within Senegal. IOs (UNICEF in particular) stepped 
in and urged the legislature to pass a law banning 
FGC.54 After intense debates, the international com-
munity’s lobbying efforts succeeded and FGC was 
criminalized in 1999.55 Off the record, legislators 
admitted that the law was passed primarily to ap-
pease Western demands and because of the United 
States’ linking of foreign aid to national anti-FGC 
policies.56 Notably, Senegal’s law was approved a 
month before the U.S. State Department released its 
annual country reports on human rights, which are 
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used by Congress and U.S. agencies to determine 
military and financial assistance budgets.57 

Predictably, supporters of FGC in Senegal were 
opposed to the law. Surprisingly, many anti-FGC 
advocates also opposed the law. These advocates, 
believing that the law was passed too quickly, 
feared that public opinion was not yet behind the 
law and that local anti-FGC efforts would be un-
dermined. Indeed, backlash against the law arose 
almost immediately. Traditional leaders vowed 
to go to jail before renouncing FGC. One village 
held a ceremony and cut 120 girls just before the 
law was passed.58 Because 
of public opposition, en-
forcement of the law was 
effectively impossible. In 
one case, a father charged 
his wife and mother-
in-law with cutting his 
daughter against his wish-
es and had them arrested. 
Public outcry and pro-
tests forced the charges 
to be dropped.59 The law 
divided the nation into 
pro- and anti-FGC camps 
and threatened to drive the practice underground, 
making it even more difficult to end. 

The backlash and anger over the anti-FGC law 
prompted a strategy revision by local NGOs and 
IO offices in Senegal. Specifically, the anti-FGC ef-
forts were scaled back for several months, and the 
UNICEF country office worked to distance itself 
from UNICEF headquarters’ public support of the 
law.60 Currently, Senegal is not enforcing the anti-
FGC law. The government is waiting until public 
opinion becomes more supportive of the law before 
pushing for greater enforcement.

LOCAL INTERVENTION:  
ACCESS WITH LIMITED SCOPE

Local intervention is necessary for successful imple-
mentation of effective and sustainable anti-FGC 
programs. Pure international, top-down approaches 
will simply not work for the anti-FGC movement. 
While local intervention moves slowly and can 
have a limited outreach, its strength is rooted in 
its ability to engage indigenous leaders to change 
local institutions and public opinion rooted in FGC 
traditions by building a consensus for change and 
working with the individuals themselves. Current 
anti-FGC programming in Senegal offers an excel-

lent example of the strengths and weaknesses of 
local intervention and highlights the crucial role 
local involvement plays in garnering the necessary 
momentum for ending FGC. 

ENGAGES LEADERS AND INSTITUTIONS

Given the cultural sensitivity surrounding FGC, it is 
counterproductive to implement programs without 
consulting and involving regional and local leaders 
and the affected individuals themselves. Working 
with those who want to maintain traditions and re-
solving their concerns is the only way that permanent 

change will be incorpo-
rated into local culture.

Tostan, an NGO based 
in Thiès, Senegal, devel-
oped an approach to end-
ing FGC that the WHO 
has declared one of the 
most promising models 
yet to be developed.61 
In the mid-1990s, Tostan 
began a basic education 
program in Eastern Sene-
gal that focused on group 
participation and em-

phasized women’s empowerment while teaching 
primary health skills. A female village facilitator, 
whom all the participants knew and felt comfort-
able with, conducted the lessons. The education 
program initially included two sessions on FGC and 
was intended to help women express their feelings 
about the procedure. 

In 1997, when participants in the village of 
Malicounda began to speak about FGC during 
the education program, they realized that they all 
wanted the practice to end. The women began to 
engage other village members as well as political 
and religious leaders in this dialogue. Slowly, a 
consensus to stop the practice was built. After a 
period of eight months in which no child had been 
cut, the village decided to publicly declare its deci-
sion to stop practicing FGC, an event now known 
as the Malicounda Declaration.62

The events in Senegal highlight the importance of 
engaging local institutions, support networks, and 
respected leaders in order to create a successful anti-
FGC program. Without local buy-in and the support 
of religious and local village leaders, any behavior 
and tradition changes in Malicounda would have 
been superficial and unsustainable.

BUILDS A CRITICAL MASS OF SUPPORTERS

Researchers hypothesize that even if every indi-

Given the cultural sensitivity 
surrounding female genital 
cutting, it is counterproductive 
to implement programs without 
consulting and involving regional 
and local leaders and the affected 
individuals themselves.
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vidual in a community wanted to end the practice, 
FGC would continue indefinitely without collective 
action. Traditions like FGC can prevail even among 
groups who say that they disapprove of its practice. 
It is virtually impossible for one family to indepen-
dently decide not to have its daughters undergo 
FGC—the social price is simply too high.63 

In Senegal, the Malicounda women worked 
within the existing power structures and institu-
tions to build a consensus for change. Malicounda’s 
decision to make a public declaration was pivotal. 
It influenced other villages to follow suit and began 
building a critical mass of communities committed 
to ending the practice. Six years after this initial dec-
laration, over 1,000 Senegalese 
villages have issued their own 
public declarations, and have 
agreed to stop cutting their chil-
dren.64 This growing community 
is helping to protect uncut girls 
from becoming social outcasts. 

Despite the success in Sene-
gal, effective anti-FGC program-
ming cannot be entirely local if 
it is to reach women throughout 
all FGC-practicing countries. 
Local efforts move slowly, have 
a limited reach, and are difficult 
to coordinate with other programs. Tostan literally 
moves village by village. Local organizations also 
have a hard time tapping into resources and techni-
cal support that are located at the international level 
of the campaign.

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Given colonial history and the Western ethnocen-
trisms experienced by many nations in their most 
cynical and destructive forms, it is not surprising 
that Western-driven interventions are often not 
welcome in non-Western nations and may do more 
harm than good.65 The non-Western world sees 
Western disgust and an oversimplified analysis of 
FGC practices as arrogant intrusions into private 
practices.66 Interventions into traditional and cul-
turally sensitive practices inevitably lead to cries 
of neocolonialism and paternalism from those who 
resist the change and are frustrated that the focus 
on FGC draws attention away from more pressing 
development issues.67 The international community 
must be cognizant of this fact and work to minimize 
that impression. Strategic anti-FGC programming 
decisions at the local and international levels must 

be based on the most effective advocacy tool for the 
different audiences.68 

ENSURE APPROPRIATE LANGUAGE AND MEDIA EXPOSURE

Even minute details such as vocabulary should 
vary depending on the audience. While inappro-
priate at the local level, value-laden language at 
the international level is helpful in maintaining 
political support for the movement. Value-laden 
language includes using the term female genital 
mutilation (FGM) as opposed to female genital 
cutting or female circumcision. Using FGM at the 
international level emphasizes the negative aspects 
of the practice, which in turn, maintains political 

and financial support. However, 
because practicing communi-
ties simply do not view FGC as 
mutilation, using this term at 
the local level is quite offensive 
and generates more resistance 
and anger, hurting the program 
at its most critical point. As dis-
cussed earlier, the Hosken Report 
used inflammatory language, 
which was an effective tool to 
attract and keep international 
attention. Yet, CNN’s report 
during the ICDP conference 

demonstrates how local audiences often receive 
one-sided, inflammatory reporting, which can lead 
to severe, negative consequences.

KEEP A LOCAL FACE ON ANTI-FGC PROGRAMMING

International conferences primarily address interna-
tional program needs by formulating overarching 
strategies, coordinating regional efforts, and training 
advisors. Activists at this level should continue to 
emphasize the local needs as well. Experts agree that 
the most effective approach to ending FGC is building 
a comprehensive educational program at the com-
munity level that allows local groups to decide for 
themselves when and how to stop practicing FGC.69 
To minimize the perception that the movement is 
solely a Western-driven, neocolonialist imposition, 
the face of the anti-FGC movement should be locally 
based with actual interventions implemented by local 
activists. The international community should work 
behind the scenes to help local leaders finance and 
design effective campaigns for the local audience. 
By allowing the people to create and implement this 
movement themselves, it is more likely that sustain-
able changes will occur, resulting in permanent FGC 
eradication long after international funding and inter-
est have disappeared. 

In 1993 at the UN 
World Conference 
on Human Rights, 
the international 
community declared 
female genital cutting a 
human rights violation.
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PRIORITIZE LOCAL PROGRAM  
GOALS OVER INTERNATIONAL AGENDAS

Activists should be aware of the potential danger 
of international agendas overriding local campaign 
interests. Ms. Clinton’s visit to Senegal highlights 
how prominent international actors can lend sup-
port and grant legitimacy to local efforts. However, 
her visit also focused unwanted international atten-
tion on Senegal’s anti-FGC efforts. The international 
community’s subsequent intervention and pressure 
to pass and enforce anti-FGC laws before the Sen-
egalese public was willing to accept them posed a 
dangerous threat to the local anti-FGC movement. 
In this case, the international agenda to achieve a 
legal declaration against FGC was placed above the 
good of the local program. Delaying anti-FGC leg-
islation for a few more years in Senegal might have 
led to a greater public acceptance of the law once it 
was passed, making it an effective tool to end FGC 
practices. As it stands now, the law is unenforceable 
and remains a hindrance. 

A successful anti-FGC campaign requires both ef-
fective local and international efforts. Current anti-
FGC campaigns are advancing; small-scale progress 
is occurring in communities throughout the African 
continent. Unfortunately, the domestic programs 
of individual countries often remain secondary 
to the movement’s global agenda when anti-FGC 
policies are driven by international norms, not by 
local consensus-building.70 A comprehensive and 
successful anti-FGC program cannot exist without 
addressing both the local community interests and 
international agendas. Understanding the strengths 
and weaknesses of each group helps us learn how 
to further improve the current campaign as well as 
provide guidance on how to design future interven-
tions into traditional, culturally-sensitive practices 
that may be harmful to women.
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POLITICAL SCIENTISTS have long recognized the importance 
of candidates’ personalities in American presidential elec-
tions.1 While voting behavior research has uncovered a wide 

range of factors related to the way voters pick their favorite candi-
dates—including policy positions,2 economic conditions,3 and party 
identification4—the candidates’ personal attributes are an enduring 
and relevant feature of presidential electoral politics. Accordingly, 
Dwight Eisenhower’s reassuring image, Ronald Reagan’s person-
ability, and John F. Kennedy’s youthful vigor contributed to each 
candidate’s electoral success.

Not surprisingly, scholars have devoted considerable effort to 
investigating which voters are most likely to focus on presidential 
candidates’ personal attributes. These studies have shown that dif-
fering levels of political sophistication and media consumption are 
closely related to how much a voter cares about personality on the 
campaign trail. This line of inquiry has provided researchers with an 
understanding of why certain voters might, for example, weigh traits 
more heavily than issue positions5 and which personal characteristics 
are most important to different groups of voters.6 

Little, however, has been done to determine whether a voter’s level 
of political sophistication or media exposure has an influence on how 
positively or negatively that voter views a presidential candidate’s 
character traits. While the existing literature has found that political 
sophistication and media consumption affect the salience of can-
didate traits, vis-à-vis issue positions, the question in this article is 
whether those same factors have an impact on the perception of 
candidates’ personal attributes.

The rise of candidate-centered politics7 and an industry of politi-
cal image-making makes this an important question. If presidential 
candidates are making image- and character-based appeals to voters, 
scholars should have something to say about whether individuals 
are likely to be won over by such campaigning. And with media 
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coverage playing an increasingly important role in 
presidential campaigns, it is critical that research-
ers understand the ways in which exposure to 
political journalism influences the way voters view 
candidates for the highest office in the land. While 
political scientists have done considerable work on 
the differential salience of personal traits, no general 
analysis has attempted to determine if the valence 
of candidate assessments can be systematically 
explained by voter characteristics such as political 
sophistication or media consumption.

This article, divided into four sections, seeks 
to fill that gap. The first section provides a brief 
overview of the relevant literature on the impor-
tance of candidate traits in presidential elections. 
The second section lays out hypotheses derived 
from what previous studies have found about the 
circumstances under which candidate traits matter. 
The third section presents descriptive statistics on 
trait perceptions of presidential candidates from the 
1988 National Election Studies and employs three 
extended beta-binomial regression models to test 
my hypotheses. The article concludes with a discus-
sion of the results of the empirical testing.

THE RELEVANCE OF  
CANDIDATE CHARACTER TRAITS

In recent decades, the decline in influence of po-
litical parties has seen a commensurate rise in 
candidate-centered campaigning.8 Presidential 
candidates rely less on partisan appeals in their 
campaigns, often trying to hide, rather than exploit, 
their party affiliation.9 To the extent that candidates 
subvert the relevance of party affiliation, that cue 
may lose some of its utility as a predictor of how 
voters evaluate them. At the presidential level, can-
didates have shown the ability to launch campaigns 
and win primaries without the party’s blessing. This 
has afforded candidates the opportunity to shape 
their own images separate from their party labels. In 
2000, for example, the media frequently referred to 
Republican candidate John McCain as a “maverick,” 
a message that implied to citizens that he was not 
closely aligned with the party elites. In this way, the 
image an “outsider” candidate creates for himself 
could be quite distinct from the way people view 
the party in general.

At the heart of this type of appeal are a candi-
date’s personal attributes, or traits. Even as candi-
dates have taken up more and more of the electoral 
spotlight, not all voters are likely to focus on the 
same aspects of a candidacy. Besides partisanship, 

which is a robust predictor of the way citizens 
evaluate candidates, previous research has explored 
the influence of education, political sophistication, 
and media consumption on the importance of traits 
to vote choice. More educated voters are likely to 
recall candidate traits with more frequency than 
the less well-educated, but the impact of traits on 
the vote is either equal across the groups or slightly 
more important for the less well-educated.10

Differences also appear in the traits political nov-
ices and political experts—groups differentiated by 
how interested and attentive to politics they are—
care about. Funk found that experts place greater 
emphasis on a candidate’s competence than novices 
do, while novices give more weight to a candidate’s 
sociability—or “warmth”—than experts.11 Experts, 
having a better understanding of the President’s 
responsibilities, are more likely to care about traits 
they believe to be connected to his ability to perform 
those tasks. For example, well-informed voters may 
look at a candidate’s competence in a political office 
he has held previously, because they are likely to 
believe that past performance will be a good predic-
tor of his ability to function in the challenging role 
of President.12 With a less developed understanding 
of government and presidential responsibility, nov-
ices might not make the same connections, leading 
them to focus on different personal attributes, such 
as charisma or compassion. 

Media consumption has also been found to alter 
the weight that voters assign to candidate traits. 
Voters dependent on television for most of their 
political news have since the 1960s been more fo-
cused on candidate traits than those who take their 
news from newspapers.13 One explanation is that 
television, with its inherent promotion of image, 
emphasizes presidential candidates’ personalities 
more than their policy positions. Television, in 
Keeter’s words, provides the “illusion of intimacy” 
with candidates.14 Newspapers, however, are less 
dependent on image, which could lead to policy and 
issue priming, a process that can alter the criteria 
by which people evaluate Presidents.15

EXPECTATIONS FOR POLITICAL 
SOPHISTICATION AND MEDIA EXPOSURE

Much of the existing research shares a focus on the 
differential weighting of traits vis-à-vis issues, party 
affiliation, or other variables. Little has been done, 
however, to determine whether the factors that have 
been found to affect the salience of traits—political 
sophistication or media consumption—have any 
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systematic influence on the willingness of voters 
to attribute positive personal characteristics to the 
candidates. In other words, it is unclear whether po-
litical sophistication or media consumption makes a 
voter more or less willing to attribute positive traits 
to candidates.

THE IMPACT OF POLITICAL SOPHISTICATION

Turning first to political sophistication, people with 
less knowledge about politics might be more sus-
ceptible to image-based appeals. With a less-than-
thorough understanding of the political process 
and little information about specific policy issues, 
political novices might be 
inclined to choose can-
didates based solely on 
personality and a winning 
smile. Indeed, previous 
research has found that po-
litical experts are better able 
to differentiate pieces of 
information and integrate 
information with ideologi-
cal concepts.16 If image is 
more important for less 
politically sophisticated 
voters, political candidates 
have an incentive to eschew 
substance for personality-
based campaigns. 

On the other hand, since experts are more likely 
in surveys to mention traits as reasons for liking or 
disliking presidential candidates,17 it is possible that 
the politically sophisticated are more susceptible to 
personal appeals. In the end, this might make them 
more likely to attribute positive characteristics to 
the candidates. As noted, the previous literature has 
left this question open. This article will provide a 
test of whether differing levels of political sophisti-
cation influence the likelihood that voters will view 
the candidates’ personalities favorably.

The results of this test have important normative 
implications. Delli Carpini and Keeter argue that an 
informed citizenry makes for a stronger democracy, 
suggesting that a more politically knowledgeable 
electorate will yield better collective choices.18 To be 
sure, this is not a dominant view in political science. 
In recent years, scholars have argued that citizens, 
regardless of the amount of political information 
they have, can make efficient individual and col-
lective decisions using strategies of low-informa-
tion rationality.19 Identifying the effects of political 
sophistication on perceptions of presidential can-
didate personalities will provide some insight into 

the nature of the differences and similarities in the 
decision-making processes of novices and experts.

THE IMPACT OF MEDIA EXPOSURE

Focusing on the willingness of voters to attribute 
positive traits to presidential candidates also allows 
for a test of a common criticism of media coverage of 
political campaigns. Since 1960, news coverage has 
increasingly focused on candidate images and the 
campaign “horse race” at the expense of policy is-
sues.20 At the same time, coverage has become more 
negative.21 These two factors suggest that, all else 
being equal, more media exposure should produce 

negative assessments of 
presidential candidates and 
decrease the likelihood of 
a voter attributing positive 
traits to the candidates. 

But all media are not 
created equal. More criti-
cism has been lobbed at 
television than at newspa-
pers, magazines, or radio. 
Scholars have argued that 
the rising dependence on 
television has helped cre-
ate an atomized society of 
individuals who have less 
interest in civic participa-
tion22 and are cynical about 

politics, politicians, and the government.23 But if 
television does create false intimacy with politi-
cians,24 exposure to political news through televi-
sion should make it more likely that a voter will 
view a candidate’s personality in a favorable way, 
regardless of the tone of news coverage. Candidates 
work hard to portray themselves as strong leaders, 
compassionate, empathetic, and trustworthy. To 
the extent that television, with a heavy emphasis 
on visuals and photo opportunities, encourages 
trait-based evaluations of candidates, television 
viewers might be more likely to attribute positive 
traits to the candidates.

Other media, however, might contribute to 
negative personal assessments of a candidate. The 
rise in negative reporting has not been limited to 
television, as newspapers, magazines, and radio 
programming have also gotten into the act.25 But 
because those media do not provide the same per-
sonal connection with candidates as television does, 
readers and listeners might be less likely to view 
their personalities favorably and more apt to offer 
negative personal assessments of the candidates in 
public opinion surveys.

With media coverage playing 
an increasingly important role 
in presidential campaigns, 
it is critical that researchers 
understand the ways in 
which exposure to political 
journalism influences the way 
voters view candidates for the 
highest office in the land.
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The following regression analyses are designed 
to test three hypotheses about the effects of political 
sophistication and media exposure on candidate 
evaluations. First, this article examines the pos-
sibility that political novices are more likely to 
offer positive personal assessments of presidential 
candidates than are more knowledgeable voters. 
The article then turns to the questions of media ex-
posure, testing first the hypothesis that because of 
the negative tone of political news coverage, higher 
levels of media exposure should lead to more nega-
tive evaluations of presidential candidate traits. 
Finally, the paper tests the hypothesis that exposure 
to television has a different impact on voters’ per-
ceptions of candidate traits than do other media, 
such as newspapers, magazines, and radio. 

DATA AND DESIGN

The analysis in this paper relies on data collected as 
part of the National Election Studies (NES) during 
the 1988 presidential campaign.26 The campaign is 
appropriate for this analysis for three reasons. First, 
image was especially important in the contest.27 The 
election is best remembered for the Willie Horton 
advertisement, which told the story of a Massachu-
setts convict who turned violent during a weekend 
furlough while Democratic nominee Michael Duka-
kis was the state’s governor. Although Dukakis had 
not initiated the program, Horton’s crimes had been 
committed under his watch, and the Republican 
ads helped George H.W. Bush’s campaign create 
an image of Dukakis as a misguided policymaker 
and weak leader who could not be trusted with 
the presidency.28 Another of the campaign’s more 
memorable moments involved Dukakis’ riding in 
a tank in an effort to show that he was qualified to 
handle the nation’s military and defense.29 The im-
age of Dukakis’ helmeted head popping out of the 
top of the tank as it rolled along the road has become 
symbolic of the campaign. Bush used the image in 
an ad to portray Dukakis as lacking credibility on 
military and defense. Character traits, which pro-
vide the foundation for a candidate’s image, were 
clearly important, making the campaign an excel-
lent forum in which to test for differences among 
individual trait-based evaluations. 

Second, the election pitted two nonincumbents 
against each other. When an incumbent is running 
for reelection, he has a well-documented record of 
leadership to burnish his image. This may skew per-
ceptions of leadership and other traits in favor of the 
incumbent. Although Bush was Vice President in 

1988, the vice presidency is a much less prominent 
office than the presidency. Vice Presidents do not 
command a central position in the national con-
sciousness in the way that Presidents do, and their 
lower profile means that citizens have relatively 
little information about their personal attributes. 
Voters were likely to come to the 1988 campaign 
with relatively undeveloped perceptions of the per-
sonal attributes of both Bush and Dukakis, which 
makes the election an attractive venue in which 
to examine influences on voter perceptions of the 
candidates’ traits. 

Finally, the NES in 1988 included a healthy 
battery of eight questions on the traits of the can-
didates, making the data set well-suited for the 
purpose of this article. In many years, the survey 
contains only four questions related to the personal 
attributes of the candidates, and the questions are 
not consistent across elections.30 In the end, the 
1988 campaign’s focus on image, the candidates 
involved, and the data available make it the best 
forum for the investigation at hand. 

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS FOR TRAIT ATTRIBUTIONS

This article utilizes closed-ended questions from the 

Table 1 
Distribution of the Dependent Variable 

(Number of Traits Each Respondent  
Attributed to Bush and Dukakis)

N of Trait  N of  % of 
Attributions Respondents Sample
0 11 <1
1 2 <1
2 7 <1
3 12 <1
4 10 <1
5 12 <1
6 35 2.4
7 54 3.8
8 133 9.3
9 113 7.9
10 152 10.6
11 193 13.5
12 216 15.1
13 174 12.1
14 133 9.3
15 79 5.5
16 97 6.8
Total N 1,433 100
  
Mean N of Trait Attributions 11.11 —
Standard Deviation 3.03 —
Median 10 —

Source: 1988 National Election Studies.
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NES pre-election survey, similar to the approach 
taken in previous research on the same topic.31 
Each respondent was asked how well each of eight 
attributes described Bush and Dukakis. The survey 
items were strong leader, moral, compassionate, 
cares about people like me, intelligent, decent, in-
spiring, and knowledgeable. The respondents had 
four options: extremely well, quite well, not too 
well, or not well at all.32 Following the method of 
Sullivan, Aldrich, Borgida, and Rahn,33 each answer 
of “extremely well” or “quite well” was categorized 
as an indication that the respondent attributed 
that trait to the candidate. A response of “not too 
well” or “not well at all” was recorded as indicat-
ing that the trait did not describe the candidate. In 
other words, for each of eight trait questions, the 
responses were dichotomized into “yes” or “no” 
answers.

Since this article is concerned with the varia-
tion in the number of positive character traits that 
different individuals attribute to presidential can-
didates, the appropriate dependent variable in the 
statistical models is a count of the number of traits 
each respondent said described the two candidates. 
With eight possible traits, the trait count for each 
respondent could range from 0, meaning the re-
spondent believed none of the traits described Bush 
or Dukakis well, to 16, indicating that all of the traits 
described both candidates well.

Tables 1 and 2 present descriptive statistics on the 
distribution of trait attributions among respondents 
in the 1988 NES sample. Table 1 illustrates how the 
distribution is skewed toward the upper end of the 
trait count, with the typical respondent, as reflected 
in the median, attributing 10 out of a possible 16 
traits to George Bush and Michael Dukakis. 

Table 2 shows the percentage of respondents 
in the sample that said the listed traits described 
the two candidates. It is remarkable how positive 
the assessments of the candidates were. On every 
trait except for “inspiring,” more than half of the 
respondents reported that the candidates fit the 
description “extremely well” or “quite well.” Barely 
half the sample believed the candidates were strong 
leaders, but in general the assessments were quite 
positive. The data in table 2 fit with previous re-
search that suggests the American electorate holds 
its presidential candidates, as human beings, in 
rather high regard.34

THE QUANTITATIVE MODEL

Besides revealing the overall positive nature of the 
assessments, tables 1 and 2 reveal that the data in 
this analysis are more suited for a maximum-like-

lihood technique than a traditional ordinary least 
squares (OLS) regression model. Political scientists 
often employ OLS regression analysis when the de-
pendent variable is a scale like the one here. But that 
technique assumes a continuous dependent variable 
that runs from -∞ to +∞ and a linear relationship 
between the dependent and independent variables, 
assumptions that do not hold when the dependent 
variable is a count of events or responses. Because 
a count begins at zero and has an upper limit, using 
OLS in such cases will generate inefficient results. 
Instead, a discrete regression model is needed to 
study the phenomenon at hand, since the dependent 
variable is the sum of random binary variables.35 
One might also use a binomial distribution, but that 
assumes an individual’s response about whether 
Michael Dukakis is compassionate or not, for ex-
ample, is independent of the same respondent’s 
belief about Dukakis’ level of empathy. This as-
sumption is implausible, as it is more than likely 
that a respondent who believes a candidate rep-
resents one positive trait is likely to believe he is 
representative of the next trait, and vice-versa. For 
these reasons, the analysis in this article relies on the 
extended beta-binomial distribution,36 which does 
not assume linearity and allows for dependence 
among the binary variables and heterogeneity in π 
across variables—meaning that the probability of 
each event occurring is not the same.37

To test the hypotheses about the effects of po-
litical sophistication and media exposure on vot-
ers’ assessments of candidate character traits, this 
article specifies three separate models. The first 
model tests the effect of political sophistication 
on trait evaluations while controlling for a series 
of standard variables. The second model adds 
media exposure to the equation in an attempt to 

Table 2 
Percentage of Respondents Reporting That 
Various Traits Describe Bush and Dukakis 

“Quite Well” or “Extremely Well”

Trait Bush Dukakis
Provides Strong Leadership 54 57
Moral 78 80
Compassionate 61 73
Cares about People Like Me 50 65
Intelligent 78 88
Decent 88 87
Inspiring 39 49
Knowledgeable 83 82

  
Source: 1988 National Election Studies.
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discern how media consumption influences vot-
ers’ perceptions of the candidates. Finally, the 
third model is designed to capture the effects of 
different kinds of media exposure—television, 
newspaper, magazine, and radio—on evaluations 
of the candidates’ traits.

RESULTS

EFFECTS OF POLITICAL SOPHISTICATION

As previously noted, the literature on trait evalua-
tions in presidential elections has left unanswered 
the question of whether political sophistication 
affects the likelihood that an individual will view 
a candidate’s personal attributes favorably. Table 3 
presents a model designed to test for the effects of 
political sophistication. The political sophistication 
variable is an index of knowledge about political 

matters,38 as measured by a series of questions taken 
from the NES post-election survey.39 

Because an individual’s assessment of the can-
didates’ traits is likely to be influenced by how 
much she likes the candidates in general, the model 
includes a control for candidate evaluation.40 Also 
included are controls for partisanship (coded “1” 
if the respondent identifies with a party or leans 
toward a party, and “0” if she considers herself 
an independent), education, age, and income. The 
dependent variable in all the models in this article 
is a count of the number of traits an individual at-
tributed to the candidates. 

As shown in table 3, political sophistication had 
no significant impact on an individual’s evalua-
tion of the candidates’ personal characteristics.41 
Controlling for other factors, the coefficient for 
political sophistication is positive but does not ap-
proach statistical significance. Candidate evaluation 
and age, however, are significantly related to the 
number of traits a respondent attributed to Bush 
and Dukakis. Predictably, the more a voter liked 
the candidates in general, the more likely she was to 
offer positive assessments of their traits, and older 
respondents were more likely to positively evalu-
ate the candidate’s personal attributes. The results 
suggest that political sophistication is relatively 
unimportant. No matter whether a voter is a politi-
cal novice or expert, she is no more or less likely to 
be persuaded by a candidate’s image appeals. The 
finding contradicts the assertion that political nov-
ices are more easily drawn in by personal appeals 
than experts.42

EFFECTS OF MEDIA EXPOSURE

If political sophistication has no effect on trait 
evaluations, perhaps more can be explained by how 
much political news a voter takes from the media. 
As previously noted, news coverage in recent elec-
tions has grown increasingly negative.43 By focus-
ing differentially on certain topics and by framing 
events in a way that casts political actors in a nega-
tive light, news coverage can encourage audiences 
to think about politics in those same terms.44 If that 
is the case, and if news coverage has indeed become 
more negative, the more media an individual is 
exposed to, the fewer positive character traits she 
should be expected to attribute to the candidates. 

The results in table 4 confirm the hypothesis. 
Controlling for other factors, the more media a 
voter was exposed to, the fewer positive traits 
she attributed to the presidential candidates. As 
in the previous model, political sophistication is 
not significant, but increases in the measures for 

Table 3 
The Impact of Political Sophistication on 

the Number of Characteristics Respondents 
Attributed to Bush and Dukakis

Variable Coefficient
 
Political Sophistication .014
 (.014)

Candidate Evaluation .009***
 (.000)

Partisanship -.014
 (.031)

Education -.001
 (.011)

Age .004***
 (.001)

Income .000
 (.002)

Constant -.846***
 (.090)

N 804
Log Likelihood -1890.1661

***p-value < .001

Note: Cell entries are coefficients from an extended-
beta binomial regression. Standard errors are in 
parentheses.
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candidate evaluation and age boost the number of 
traits a respondent attributed to Bush and Dukakis. 
Media exposure, then, appears to be a much better 
predictor of trait attributions than political sophis-
tication. Political knowledge itself is not critical, but 
how much political news an individual takes from 
the media is of the utmost importance. The results 
suggest that media negativity has an effect on the 
way voters evaluate candidate traits.

EFFECTS OF PRINT AND BROADCAST MEDIA EXPOSURE

Because the term “media” encompasses television, 
newspapers, magazines, and radio, it is important 
to draw distinctions among the outlets from which 
a voter gets her political news. Table 5 presents a 
model with dummy variables for each media outlet. 
The variables were coded “1” if the respondent said 
she had taken political news during the campaign 
from the particular media outlet, and “0” if not. 

The results show that watching television for 
political news increased the number of traits a re-
spondent was willing to attribute to the candidates, 
consistent with the argument that television brings 
the candidates into voters’ living rooms and creates 
a positive attachment between the voter and the 
politician.45 On the other hand exposure to news-
papers and magazines significantly decreased the 
number of trait attributions. These effects suggest 
that perhaps because print media are less depen-

Table 4 
The Impact of Media Exposure on the  

Number of Characteristics Respondents 
Attributed to Bush and Dukakis

Variable Coefficient
 
Political  Sophistication .029
 (.017)

Candidate Evaluation .008***
 (.000)

Partisanship -.002
 (.033)

Education .005
 (.033)

Age .004***
 (.001)

Income -.000
 (.003)

Constant -.732***
 (.105)

N 593
Log Likelihood -1352.1741

***p-value < .001, *p-value < .05

Note: Cell entries are coefficients from an extended-
beta binomial regression. Standard errors are in 
parentheses.

Table 5 
The Impact of Various Types of Media 

Exposure on the Number of Characteristics 
Respondents Attributed to Bush and Dukakis

Variable Coefficient
 
Television Exposure .256*
 (.118)

Newspaper Exposure -.084*
 (.039)

Magazine Exposure -.063*
 (.030)

Radio Exposure -.007
 (.033)

Political Sophistication .031
 (.017)

Candidate Evaluation .007***
 (.001)

Partisanship -.001
 (.033)

Education .006
 (.012)

Age .004***
 (.001)

Income -.000
 (.003)

Constant -1.01***
 (.168)

N 593
Log Likelihood -1348.3399

***p-value < .001, *p-value < .05

Note: Cell entries are coefficients from an extended-
beta binomial regression. Standard errors are in 
parentheses. 
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dent on pictures and images, the kinds of coverage 
that appear in newspapers and magazines are less 
useful for trait-based appeals by the candidates. 
Radio exposure was the only insignificant media 
variable. As in the previous two models, controls for 
candidate evaluation and age are significant.

One plausible explanation for the different effects 
of television and print exposure centers on distinc-
tions in coverage across those outlets. Television 
journalists in recent elections have spent more 
time than print reporters detailing the campaign 
“horse race,” which tends to focus on the candidates 
rather than their policies. For example, in the last 
two presidential election cycles The New York Times 
devoted more than half of its campaign coverage 
to substantive topics, while 
the major television net-
works used between just 
36 and 42 percent of their 
campaign news to focus 
on substantive issues.46 
Print coverage could be 
priming voters to consider 
policy over personality and 
indirectly could promote 
less positive personal as-
sessments of the candidates 
than television does.

CONCLUSION

In the last decade, political scientists have suggested 
that citizens often use information shortcuts to make 
political decisions.47 Rather than collecting every 
piece of information about a candidate or policy 
proposal, voters use symbols and cues to help them 
make decisions. Party labels, campaign events, and 
media appearances are all sources of cues for voters. 
These bits of data allow people to make inferences 
and arrive at judgments about candidates without 
memorizing their entire biographies and political 
resumes. This process is especially likely to occur 
with respect to candidate traits, since most voters 
rely exclusively on media coverage of campaigns 
and televised images of a candidate to make judg-
ments about his character, trustworthiness, leader-
ship abilities, and so on.48

This scholarly focus has gained purchase because 
it comports with the way people process informa-
tion in their daily lives.49 If this type of information 
processing is as common as Popkin50 and others 
suggest, it should be no surprise that political so-
phistication had no impact on voters’ assessments 

of George Bush and Michael Dukakis’ personalities, 
as this analysis has shown. Experts and novices are 
likely to make the same kind of trait inferences, 
because both deal with limited information about 
the candidates’ personalities. While experts might 
know more about a candidate’s position on crime, 
defense, or the environment, there is no theoretical 
reason to expect that the politically sophisticated 
should view candidate’s traits in systematically 
different ways than their less aware counterparts. 
Indeed, some recent research has found that dif-
ferences in levels of political sophistication might 
become important only when information is pre-
sented in cognitively demanding ways.51 With this 
low-information rationality perspective, the ab-

sence of significant politi-
cal sophistication effects 
should not be surprising. It 
should hearten democratic 
theorists to see that less 
sophisticated voters might 
not necessarily be taken for 
a ride by candidates with 
slick image campaigns. 

Likewise, the body of 
research on media agenda-
setting and priming sheds 
light on the significance of 

media exposure in this analysis. The news media 
have a considerable impact on how people think 
about political problems and political actors.52 Since 
presidential candidates’ images are shaped by news 
coverage, and since people take cues from what they 
see of candidates in the news, it stands to reason 
that media coverage should influence how people 
evaluate the candidates personally.

This article has also shown that television ex-
posure produces more favorable assessments than 
does print media exposure. While the result is 
intuitively appealing, the findings must be taken 
with a grain of salt. Nearly every respondent in 
the analysis reported seeing news about the 1988 
campaign on television, and so there is minimal 
variance in that variable. Still, it is plausible to think 
that in the era of candidate-centered campaigning, 
television might help voters make connections with 
a candidate’s personality that aren’t produced by 
reading newspapers or magazines. Newspaper 
and magazine consumption were found to produce 
more negative assessments of the candidates. Print 
media certainly provide fewer chances for personal-
ity priming, and might, unlike television, diminish 
the likelihood of a positive trait-based assessment 
of a candidate.

It is plausible to think that in 
the era of candidate-centered 
campaigning, television might 
help voters make connections 
with a candidate’s personality 
that aren’t produced by reading 
newspapers or magazines.
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Up to this point, the literature on presidential 
candidate trait evaluations has been rather quiet 
about whether political information or media ex-
posure makes individuals more or less likely to 
view presidential candidates as representative of 
personal attributes, a critical omission given the 
importance of character in presidential politics.53 
In summary, the findings in this article attempt 
to fill that gap. The analysis presented here con-
verges with findings in the previous trait literature 
about the importance of media exposure. At the 
same time, the statistically insignificant findings 
regarding political sophistication contribute to 
the growing literature that focuses on voters’ use 
of information shortcuts to cope with a complex 
political world.
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