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Politicians are notorious for finding themselves in the middle of scandals that 

endanger their reputations and careers. How do they get out of it? This study tested 

four account strategies politicians could use: denials, excuses, justifications, and 

apologies. Language expectancy theory was applied to test several hypotheses. 

Results partially supported the concept of apologies as positive expectancy violations, 

but did not reveal differences among account types in terms of voters' positive 

impressions, blame attributions, and intent to vote for the politician. Situation, which 

was not expected to be a relevant factor, did result in large variability. The 

implications of this study for future research were also explored. 
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When Politics Means Having to Say You're Sorry: 

An Empirical Test of the Effectiveness of Political Apologies 

RATIONALE 

Whether one runs over another's sentence, time, dog, or body, one is more 
or less reduced to saying some variant of "I'm sorry." (Goffman, 1971, 
p. 148) 

It is perhaps one of the greatest ironies of American politics that elected officials, 

who continually walk into scandals over everything from sentences to dead bodies, are 

so loath to utter those two little words. Apologies, given their power to transform 

"what could be seen as offensive into what can be seen as acceptable" (Goffman, 

1971, p. 139), are remarkably absent from political language. 

To note the absence of apology, however, is not to acknowledge a paucity of 

political apologia. On the contrary, since the seminal work in this area by Ware and 

Linkugel (1973), the literature in communication, political science, and rhetoric has 

revealed a wealth of speeches within the genre of apologia, or self-defense. 

Apologies, typically characterized by the inclusion of key words such as "I apologize" 

or "I'm sorry" (Owen, 1983, p. 63), are included within this genre, but do not define 

it. To avoid confusion over these terms, apologia will henceforth be termed "verbal 

self-defense strategies." 
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Why, then, are apologies such a rare form of verbal self-defense in the political 

arena? Certainly it is not because officials simply do not feel the need to apologize. 

In an era when "public officials are increasingly required to account for their own 

misconduct" (McGraw, 1990a, p. 129), apologies cannot summarily be dismissed as 

one method of salvaging a political reputation. 

Possibly apologies are discounted because they have rarely been used before. 

Even elected officials who have been caught red-handed in scandalous behavior — 

Richard Nixon in Watergate, Edward Kennedy at Chappaquiddick — never told 

voters they were sorry. They excused, they justified, they denied — but they did not 

apologize (Harrell, Ware, & Linkugel, 1975; Ling, 1970). If scholars are correct in 

noting the banality, routinization, and habitual nature of political language (Bennett, 

1980; Edelman, 1977), then it is not surprising to find that officials since those 

infamous cases have failed to attempt new methods of appealing to the public. 

Perhaps the most widespread myth, however, is that apologies are not used to 

extricate officials from political quagmires because they simply do not work in the 

public arena. Apologies, by definition, require an admission that an official did 

something wrong; if nothing untoward occurred, there would be no reason to 

apologize (Owen, 1983). To admit wrongdoing in politics would require a level of 

honesty unprecedented in today's political climate, where sixty-three percent of 

Americans polled by Time magazine and Cable News Network say they have little or 



11 

no confidence that government leaders "talk straight;" seventy-five percent say 

government officials are less honest today than a decade ago (Gray, 1992, p. 32). 

Apologies are also viewed as unlikely remedies in the face of voter cynicism, 

which, like levels of distrust, has also been increasing over time. More than three-

quarters of those polled in 1990 said government exists only to benefit big special 

interests; in 1960, only one-quarter of those polled believed this was true (Bennett, 

1992). It appears that, as Hannah Arendt (1968) noted, "Truthfulness has never been 

counted among the political virtues" (p. 251). 

While each of these explanations could be employed by those who argue against 

apologizing for political mistakes, there is an equally intriguing case to be made in 

favor of this strategy. If apologies are not part of the banal, repetitive structure of 

typical political self-defense, and if voters do not expect political leaders to be 

straightforward and honest when they fumble, this would suggest that politicians who 

do apologize to their constituencies violate expectations. Such expectancy violations 

can be either positive or negative (Burgoon & Miller, 1985). Since honesty and 

truthfulness are typically considered positive attributes (Johannesen, 1991; Kinder, 

Peters, Abelson, & Fiske, 1980; Taylor, 1985), a politician who apologizes when 

scandal strikes could reap the benefits of positively violating voters' expectations — 

and translating that positive effect into maintaining or gaining votes. 

Several politicians, at both the local and federal levels, have recently tested this 

novel method of self-defense, with mixed results. 
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Lena Guerrero, former chairwoman of the Texas Railroad Commission, resigned 

from that post amid allegations that she had falsified her resume by claiming a 

college degree she never earned (Suro, 1992). Guerrero apologized — "I am asking 

for your forgiveness" — and tested the effectiveness of that strategy by running again 

for the railroad commission job she had just relinquished (Suro, 1992, p. A7). 

Although Guerrero lost the general election to Republican Barry Williamson (Hoppe, 

1992), other examples of political apologies suggest that there is still reason to test 

their effectiveness. 

At the national level, both President-elect Bill Clinton and President George 

Bush issued apologies during the 1992 campaign. Clinton apologized in March for 

playing golf at an all-white country club (Rosenthal, 1992a), while Bush apologized 

for reneging on his 1988 campaign promise of "no new taxes" (Rosenthal, 1992b, p. 

A13). Acting Secretary of State Lawrence Eagleburger, although a political 

appointee rather than an elected official, apologized for his department's campaign 

probe of the passport records of Clinton and Clinton's mother (Pear, 1992). 

Although this year's presidential election is over and these candidates' political 

fates already have been decided, the role that apologizing played in these results is 

still not clear. Did Clinton win in November because his apology worked while 

Bush's did not? Or did intervening factors override the effectiveness or 

ineffectiveness of both accounts? Given the complexities of any election campaign, 

it is likely that the latter is closer to the truth. Therefore, it is necessary to create an 



13 

experimental situation that isolates the account type variable to measure comparative 

effectiveness. 

The purpose of this paper, then, is to provide such a test. Previous literature has 

laid the groundwork for this study by defining the nature of accounts, providing case 

studies of political accounts in self-defense scenarios, and exploring the specific genre 

of apology as one element of verbal self-defense. This paper attempts to combine 

this literature into one study that offers an experimental test of which defensive 

strategies most effectively convince voters that the politician in question is still 

credible and worthy of their votes. 

Accounts and Apologies 

Before the various types of self-defense strategies can be comparatively evaluated, 

they must be defined. In general, all of these strategies can be classified under the 

rubric of "accounts" — linguistic devices used to explain behavior that falls into a 

chasm between "the promised and the performed" (Scott & Lyman, 1968, p. 489). 

An account in the broadest sense is "a statement made by a social actor to explain 

unanticipated or untoward behavior — whether that behavior is his own or that of 

others, and whether the proximate cause of the statement arises from the actor 

himself or from someone else" (Scott & Lyman, 1968, p. 490). Bennett (1980) offers 

a more specific definition of political accounts: "explanations that excuse or justify 

questionable behavior by proposing a normative status for the behavior" (p. 794). 
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Essentially, Bennett's definition stems from the two types of accounts identified 

by Scott and Lyman (1968): excuses and justification. Excuses are those accounts 

in which actors admit their behavior was flawed in some way — bad, wrong, or 

inappropriate — but deny full responsibility for their actions. Those who offer 

justifications, in contrast, take full responsibility but fail to acknowledge the 

deleterious effects of their behavior. 

Research on accounts in interpersonal relationships has extended Scott and 

Lyman's two categories of accounts to include refusals/denials and concessions/ 

apologies, creating a four-part typology of accounts that can be viewed along a 

continuum of acknowledging responsibility (Cody, Kersten, Braaten, & Dickson, 

1992). Denials occur when an accused person disavows any intention of doing wrong 

(Scott & Lyman, 1968). Situations in which a politician issues a denial even when it 

is clear he or she has erred thus anchor the continuum on the lowest end of 

acknowledgement of responsibility. 

On the opposite end of the spectrum, apologies involve more acceptance of 

responsibility than any of the other three types of accounts — denials, excuses, or 

justifications. Apologies entail admitting that one has committed an offense, 

acknowledging that the offense was harmful to others, and indicating that one feels 

remorse (Cody et al., 1992; Owen, 1983). By expressing regret after violating a 

societal norm, the actor who apologizes "splits himself into two parts, the part that 

is guilty of an offence [sic] and the part that dissociates itself from the delict and 
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affirms a belief in the offended rule" (Goffman, 1971, p. 143). Apologizing thus 

implies that the person issuing this account does not intend to repeat the violation, 

but instead aspires not to repeat the mistake. 

These four categories of relational accounts — denials, excuses, justifications, 

and apologies — can be applied to the political setting, in which the relationship in 

question involves the politician and his or her constituents. In this context, as in 

interpersonal relationships, accounts serve an impression management function (Cody 

et al., 1992; Owen, 1983). 

Accounts as Impression Management 

According to Goffman (1959), people treat others on the basis of the impressions — 

essentially claims and promises — they provide about past and future behaviors. In 

politics, voters judge elected officials on the extent to which those claims and 

promises are fulfilled: 

Goffman does not talk about politicians; but politicians know what Goffman 
is talking about. The response they seek from others is political support. 
And the impressions they tiy to foster are those that will engender political 
support. (Fenno, 1978, p. 55) 

When an elected official lands in the middle of a political scandal, these impressions 

and the accompanying support are endangered. This threat is the first step in what 

Goffman (1967, 1971) calls the corrective, or remedial, interchange — a linguistic 

device that incorporates accounts and apologies (Owen, 1983). 
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The remedial interchange, or process of account-giving, involves four steps 

(Goffman, 1967). First is the challenge, which calls attention to the fact that 

improper behavior has occurred. In the case of politics, this challenge would come 

from voters to their elected officials. Second, the accused (the official) responds to 

the challenge with an offering — one of the four types of accounts. Politicians hope 

that the third step results in acceptance of the account by voters. If the account is 

accepted, the fourth step occurs when the accused thanks the challenger for 

forgiveness. In contemporary politics, media commentary may be inserted between 

the second and third steps as an intervening factor that helps determine whether 

voters accept the account (Bennett, 1992). 

There is nothing inherent in any of the four types of accounts that indicates 

which self-defense strategies are more likely to be accepted. To measure acceptance 

and effectiveness, then, it is necessary to turn elsewhere for operational definitions. 

McGraw (1990b) defines "effective" accounts as "those that are associated with more 

positive impressions of the decision maker, and weaker judgments of blameworthiness 

for the decision" (p. 22). It may at first seem counterintuitive to assess the 

effectiveness of apologies — which, by definition, include an admission of blame — 

by weaker judgments of blameworthiness. However, Cody et al. (1992) found that 

the most credible (i.e., effective) apologies in interpersonal settings were those in 

which the situation prompting the apology was controllable and solvable, but not 
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intentional. Thus, it is possible for a person to apologize without admitting intent — 

and without being blamed. 

The situational constraints accompanying this operational definition — 

controllable, solvable, unintentional — mesh with Schlenker's (1980) observation that 

account effectiveness is to some extent mitigated by the severity of the scandal (as 

defined by audience, or voter, perceptions), the factual evidence available to voters, 

and the beliefs voters hold in general about the type of situation at hand. 

Little research exists that sheds light on which accounts are most effective in 

which types of situations. The bulk of the literature consists of rhetorical case studies 

of key self-defense speeches in American political history, with little or no emphasis 

on theory or the impact these strategic choices had on the political actors involved. 

Nevertheless, this literature provides some useful background for hypothesizing about 

future account-giving. 

Facing the Gallows 

Politicians embroiled in scandal who have to face their constituents may describe the 

experience as a fate worse than death. In truth, however, they are much better off 

than condemned men who, before facing the gallows or hangman's noose, were 

allowed one final opportunity to speak. It was in studies of these so-called "gallows 

speeches" of the nineteenth century that some of the distinguishing characteristics of 

accounts were first enumerated. Often, condemned men claimed to be victims of 
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unfair trials, using a strategy of denial to assert their innocence. Those who did not 

deny, confessed — often as a lesson to others not to follow in their footsteps (Aly, 

1969). These confessions were at times punctuated with comments such as, "O, God, 

pardon and forgive me. Oh my mother! I hope she will never hear of this" (Aly, 

1969, p. 210). 

The result of a gallows speech can hardly be used to predict the effectiveness of 

different strategies, since even the speakers knew before addressing the crowd that 

they were doomed no matter what they said. Nevertheless, these speeches provide 

some of the first documented evidence of verbal self-defense strategies in action, with 

the gallows confession most nearly approximating the modern political apology, with 

its characteristic admission of guilt and remorse. Modern politicians who adopt these 

strategies, however, are often in the more envious position of having the opportunity 

to alter the political ramifications of their behaviors. 

Senator Edward Kennedy nearly faced the end of his political life in 1969, when 

he was implicated in the death of Mary Jo Kopechne (Ling, 1970). Kennedy was 

accused of drinking and driving after leaving a party with Kopechne, with whom he 

was allegedly involved in an illicit relationship. The car he was driving crashed and 

landed in the water, where Kopechne drowned. Kennedy, in turn, was also accused 

of failing to help rescue her and of attempting to cover up the incident by not 

immediately calling for help. 
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Responding to the accusations, Kennedy issued an account that incorporated 

denials and excuses (Kruse, 1977; Ling, 1970). First, Kennedy denied any affair with 

Kopechne, and said he had not been drinking. He acknowledged the offensiveness 

of his behavior in not calling immediately for help, but claimed that his actions were 

not fully under his control. Rather than accepting responsibility, Kennedy excused 

his behavior by blaming everything from poor road conditions to a family curse for 

the events of that fateful evening (Kruse, 1977). 

The effectiveness of Kennedy's tactics is unclear, perhaps partly because it is 

difficult to study account effectiveness in real-life situations. Politicians, like other 

account-givers, rarely restrict themselves to using only one, pure account type per 

situation. Indeed, Schonbach (1980), who devised an extended taxonomy of accounts, 

notes that even his own revised categories are not synthetic; they do not represent 

most types of accounts, which work in combination. Nevertheless, it is useful to study 

pure account types in experimental situations to gain an initial understanding of how 

these accounts work alone. Once this underlying level of knowledge is established, 

it can be used as a starting place for further research on account combinations. 

For Kennedy, then, it remains unclear how well his account — singular or 

combinatory — worked. Obviously, the speech enabled him to retain or regain 

enough credibility to maintain his senate seat; 57 percent of those responding to a 

CBS poll following his speech still expressed a positive impression of the senator 

(Ling, 1970). However, some researchers suggest that the account was ineffective 
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because it did not increase positivity toward Kennedy enough to support his 

presidential aspirations (Butler, 1972; Ling, 1970). Indeed, 87 percent of those 

responding to the same CBS poll said Chappaquiddick hurt Kennedy's chances of 

becoming president (Ling, 1970). Such an analysis would be consistent with 

McGraw's (1990b) definition of account effectiveness, if Kennedy has been unable 

to further his political career because his account failed to increase voters' positive 

impressions of him and failed to weaken attributions of blame for his role in the 

accident. 

The effectiveness of Richard Nixon's accounts (Harrell et al., 1975; Katula, 1975; 

Wilson, 1976) after Watergate is similarly questionable. Evidence had been mounting 

since the 1972 break-in of Democratic headquarters at the Watergate apartment 

complex in Washington, D.C., that Nixon was directly involved in orchestrating illegal 

campaign activities. On August 8,1974, faced with the threat of impeachment, Nixon 

became the first president to resign (Katula, 1975). But even after he was no longer 

in office, he did not apologize. 

Nixon's self-defense strategy in his resignation speech was primarily one of 

excuse. During the sixteen-minute speech, he spent only twenty-four seconds 

suggesting he might have done something wrong (Wilson, 1976). Even during those 

few seconds, however, Nixon did not apologize for erring. Instead, he stated that 

some of his decisions might have been wrong, but he made them because he felt they 

were in the best interest of the country (Wilson, 1976). This statement fits Scott and 
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Lyman's (1968) definition of excuse, in which actors admit wrongdoing, but do not 

accept full responsibility for their behavior — in this case, by indicating no 

knowledge that the consequences could have been detrimental. 

Such a strategy was consistent with Nixon's prior self-defense speeches, such as 

the infamous "Checkers" speech of 1952, in which he also eschewed the use of 

apology and acknowledgement of responsibility. In that incident, Nixon appeared on 

television to respond to charges implying he was corrupt because he had created a 

millionaires' campaign fund (Rosenfield, 1968). Here, Nixon denied any unethical 

conduct, although he did provide full disclosure of his personal financial history to 

bolster his strategy (Rosenfield, 1968). 

Excuses and denial worked for Nixon in the short term. After the "Checkers" 

speech, viewers responded with overwhelming support, President Eisenhower kept 

Nixon on the ticket as vice president, and voters put both men in office (Rosenfield, 

1968). In Watergate, Nixon's account could hardly have salvaged his political career, 

since it came after he had already decided to resign as a way of escaping almost 

certain impeachment. But like Kennedy at Chappaquiddick, it appears that excuses, 

denial, and justifications failed to help Nixon increase positive impressions toward 

him and reduce attribution of blame. Even today, twenty years after the scandal, 

Nixon remains a controversial figure in American politics ("Nixon," 1990); for many, 

Nixon's failure to accept responsibility for his actions in Watergate damaged not only 
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his own historical and political reputation, but the reputation of the presidency as a 

whole (Kutler, 1989). 

Although it is possible to assess the success or failure of political accounts on this 

case-by-case, post-hoc basis, such a method does not make it possible to predict 

which account types will work best in future situations. What these case studies do 

provide, however, is a set of societal norms describing how politicians typically explain 

incidents of untoward behavior and, consequently, how voters come to expect them 

to explain these events. 

Norms and Expectations 

Burgoon and Miller's (1985) language expectancy theory posits that language is a 

rule-governed system, in which people develop norms and expectations about what 

type of language use is appropriate in various situations. Violations of these 

expectations, depending on whether they are perceived as positive or negative, can 

either facilitate or inhibit persuasion (Burgoon & Miller, 1985; Miller & Burgoon, 

1979). 

Just as people develop such norms and expectations about strangers, friends, and 

relatives based on past behaviors (Burgoon & Hale, 1988), so do audiences for 

political speeches come to expect certain rhetorical behaviors based on how previous 

elected officials have dealt with similar situations (Jamieson, 1973; Mister, 1986). 
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Rhetoric, in this sense, is situational (Bitzer, 1968), with the content of particular 

speeches derived partly from the setting and situation (Wallace, 1963). 

It is therefore not surprising that audiences formed expectations about Nixon's 

resignation speech based on how he had responded to previous charges in his 

political lifetime (Wilson, 1976). Witnessing or learning about accounts such as the 

Kennedy and Nixon responses likewise leads modern audiences to expect current 

politicians to use similar tactics of denials, excuses, and justifications, rather than 

apologies. It is likely that even those who are unfamiliar with these specific historical 

examples still base their expectations about political discourse on the genres prior 

officials have carved out within political institutions (Campbell & Jamieson, 1990). 

Of course, in any study of politics it is also presumed that people form 

expectations about politicians based on party affiliation; voters expect certain 

statements or behaviors from particular politicians because the politician subscribes 

to a specific list of beliefs encapsulated in a party platform (Wattenberg, 1984,1991). 

Some would even suggest that these party-based expectations are stronger than those 

formed as a result of institutional factors (Campbell, Converse, Miller & Stokes, 

1960), although others note that party influence has declined in recent years as media 

influence, incumbency, and other candidate-centered factors grow increasingly 

influential (Bennett, 1992; Wattenberg, 1984, 1991). 

Although it cannot be denied that party affects voter expectations, this study will 

control for party and focus instead on the genre and institutional expectations that 
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transcend party differences. For instance, even before Watergate and the escalation 

of distrust in politicians and political institutions, many Americans had an unfavorable 

opinion of elected officials, regardless of party (Hart, 1978). Voters have come to 

accept the notion that politicians are liars (Gray, 1992). Says Time magazine: 

"Everyone in power lies, the current wisdom runs, and those who are caught lying 

either don't care or tell more lies in order to clear themselves" (Gray, 1992, p. 32). 

This expectation that elected officials will lie when speaking to their constituents 

is consistent with the expectation that they will deny, excuse, and justify, rather than 

apologize and admit wrongdoing. The combination of case study data and expectancy 

theory thus leads to the following hypothesis: 

HI: Voters expect politicians accused of scandalous behavior to lie 
about their actions by using the account strategies of denial, 
excuse, or justification, rather than apology. 

That denials, excuses, and justifications are what voters expect from politicians, 

however, does not mean those accounts are what voters want. Rather, there is a 

widespread assumption that voters want truth from their elected officials (Gray, 1992; 

Hart, 1978). If truth is indeed viewed as a positive attribute necessary for the smooth 

functioning of society (Johannesen, 1991; Kinder et al., 1980; Taylor, 1985), then 

voters presumably would perceive truth-telling in the political arena as a positive trait. 

Therefore, 

H2: Politicians who apologize, and thus truthfully admit responsibility 
for wrongdoing, will positively violate voter expectations. 



Positive violations of expectations facilitate persuasive effectiveness (Burgoon & 

Miller, 1985). For politicians embroiled in scandal, this increase in the ability to 

persuade voters should mean that those voters will be more likely to accept the 

account given in response to accusations of untoward behavior. In this sense, then, 

increased persuasive effectiveness can be equated in this study with McGraw's 

(1990b) definition of increased account effectiveness; both would result in more 

positive impressions of the accused official, and weaker attributions of blame. If 

apologies are the manifestation of positive expectancy violations, then political 

apologies will be more effective self-defense strategies than denials, excuses, and 

justifications. However, before this hypothesis can be stated, several situational 

constraints must be noted. 

From the cases examined above, it appears that denials, excuses, and 

justifications work in situations where the official is wrongly accused (is innocent), or 

where voters believe, prior to the account, that the official is innocent. One reason 

voters might believe in a politician's innocence is that there is not enough evidence 

to prove guilt — or the evidence in existence raises enough questions (of politically 

motivated framing, for instance) that the voter cannot make decisions based on the 

available evidence. Both the direction and strength of voters' evaluations of 

candidates, after all, are largely determined by the "'evidence' available in memory" 

(Lodge, McGraw, & Stroh, 1989, p. 399). Therefore, if a politician is not caught red-

handed with photographs, tapes, or documents proving the accusations, he or she has 
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more to lose through outright admission of guilt than through other account 

strategies. As Hahn and Gustainis (1983) note, "outright denial works well when it 

is not disproven" (p. 65). 

These methods have not worked well, however, in scandals where there is a so-

called smoking gun — clear and complete documented evidence that a politician has 

erred. As Downey (1993) explains about apologies in medieval times, "Few speakers 

were driven to attempt exoneration; instead, most apologists had been found guilty 

prior to their defense" (p. 48). The Nixon case, for example, indicates that an elected 

official who attempts to deny charges when there are reams of evidence to the 

contrary will only dig himself/herself into a deeper hole with voters (Hahn & 

Gustainis, 1983). This assertion is consistent with Schlenker's (1980) contention that 

account effectiveness is tempered by the severity of the scandal and the extent of 

evidence available to back up the charges. Therefore, any hypothesis predicting the 

effectiveness of political apologies must remain within these situational boundaries: 

H3: Apologies are more effective than denials, excuses, or 
justifications when voters perceive that the politician is guilty. 

This hypothesis thus posits that there is an increasing level of efficacy along this 

continuum of political account types, corresponding to increasing levels of 

acknowledging responsibility. The basis for this continuum lies in political 

communication research revealing that the main consideration in public opinion 
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formation can be reduced to the assignment of responsibility for actions (Iyengar, 

1989). In addition, Thompson (1980) has noted that "taking responsibility becomes 

a kind of political ritual that has no negative effect on a leader" (p. 907). Therefore, 

denials are posited to be the least effective account type because they involve the 

least acknowledgement of responsibility. Excuses are presumed to be slightly more 

effective, justifications even more effective, and apologies most effective. 

Proceeding in this direction along the continuum, each account type provides 

slightly more acknowledgement of responsibility for wrongdoing, and thus offers 

slightly more honesty. Following the argument that voters do not expect honesty but 

receiving it will be a positive violation of expectations, it is proposed that receiving 

increasing levels of honesty will produce increasingly positive expectancy violations 

and, thus, a linear increase in effectiveness. 

Using actual case studies as a guide, hypothetical situations were created to fit 

the conditions in the above hypotheses. An additional condition was added so that 

the situations used deal with accusations of morals and motives, not of policy. This 

exclusion of policy debates is in keeping with seminal research on apology that has 

noted a distinct difference between charges against an official's reputation and 

challenges against official policy (Ware & Linkugel, 1973). 

Accounts used also were constructed based on accounts from actual political 

scandals. The real accounts were not used in full, however, because they typically 

include a mixture of account types, as noted earlier (Schonbach, 1980). To compare 
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the effectiveness of each type of account, it is necessary first to isolate the different 

strategies in pure form, so that any differences detected can be attributed with 

certainty to the primary distinctions among the four main account types of theoretical 

interest. Prior studies which have neglected this aspect of experimental control have 

noted flaws in that research as a result (Hale, 1987). Therefore, hypothetical 

accounts were constructed, as explained and described in the following methods 

section. 
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Overview 

This study was conducted in two parts. First, subjects were asked to define their 

expectations of how politicians typically act when accounting for untoward behavior. 

Burgoon, Walther, and Baesler's (1992) expectancy violation and evaluation scale was 

adapted to establish what voter expectations are, and what type of account constitutes 

a positive violation of those expectations. This initial test is referred to as Study 1. 

Study 2 consisted of a second set of subjects, uncontaminated by the preliminary 

study, who were asked to evaluate four types of political accounts: denials, excuses, 

justifications, and apologies. Subjects were asked to rate these accounts on the basis 

of whether they increase positive impressions about the politician involved, weaken 

attributions of blame toward the politician, and increase the subjects' intent to vote 

for this official. This portion of the experiment was designed to determine whether 

the use of political apology, as a positive violation of expectations, increases 

persuasive effectiveness and improves politicians' standing among voters. 

For each study, a description of participants, measurement procedures, 

operational definitions, and stimulus construction will be provided. In addition, pre

tests designed to check the manipulations will be explained. 
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Study 1 

This preliminary study of voter expectations and evaluations of political accounts was 

conducted to test Hypothesis 1 and 2. It was designed to establish that political 

apologies are positive violations of voter expectations. 

Subjects 

One hundred respondents (25 per cell) were drawn from the jury pool at the 

Pima County Courthouse in Tucson, Arizona. Drawing the sample from this 

population, rather than from a strictly student base on a college campus, was 

expected to produce a more representative cross-section of the voting audience. 

Forty-two males and 55 females (with the remainder not reporting gender) 

participated in the study (see Table 1, p. 31). The Democratic and Republican 

political parties were equally represented in the sample, with 39 subjects from each 

and 10 Independents; nine subjects were either not registered or members of 

another, smaller political party. In addition, 82 of the participants said they voted in 

the last election, compared with 15 who did not, indicating that respondents were, if 

not experts, at least politically aware enough to participate in political acts. 

Measurement Procedures 

Subjects were randomly assigned to one of four replication conditions in a 

oneway design where apologies were replicated. Each subject read one of four 

situations in which a politician is accused of untoward behavior. Each situation 
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Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Sample for Study 1 

Characteristic 
Frequency 

Category Sub-Category 
Frequency 

Gender male 42 Gender 

female 55 

Education level 8th grade or below 1 Education level 

some high school 3 

Education level 

high school graduate 21 

Education level 

some college 33 

Education level 

college graduate 19 

Education level 

graduate studies 21 

Employment status full-time 58 Employment status 

part-time 8 

Employment status 

at-home 7 

Employment status 

retired 19 

Employment status 

unemployed 2 

Employment status 

student 4 

Age 65 or older 13 Age 

50 to 65 28 

Age 

40 to 50 20 

Age 

30 to 40 22 

Age 

20 to 30 12 

Age 

up to 20 5 

Political party affiliation Democratic 39 Political party affiliation 

Republican 39 

Political party affiliation 

independent 10 

Political party affiliation 

other 1 

Political party affiliation 

not registered 8 

Voted in last election? yes 82 Voted in last election? 

no 15 
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included a message replication in which the politician apologized for the wrongdoing 

(see Appendix C, situations under 'apologies'). 

Situation, which included the apology message, was thus treated as a replication 

factor to ensure that neither type of situation nor quality of account type was 

responsible for any significant differences found. This method is consistent with 

Jackson and Jacobs' (1983) assertion that "generalization about message categories 

requires analysis of more than a single case" (p. 170). 

After reading the situation and apology, subjects were asked to respond to a 

series of questions about whether they expected the politician's response, and whether 

they evaluated that response as positive or negative. These two dependent measures 

were adapted from an expectancy and evaluation scale used by Burgoon, Walther, 

and Baesler (1992) to measure positive and negative violations of nonverbal 

expectations. The scale, as adapted for this study, included eight Likert-type items, 

three of which test expectations and five designed to test positive and negative 

evaluations (see Appendix D). 

The present study yielded Chronbach alpha coefficient reliabilities of .58 for the 

expectancy portion of the scale and .82 for the evaluation portion. However, when 

the second expectancy item was removed from the scale, reliability for that portion 

of the instrument rose to .77. It is possible that respondents did not read carefully 

enough to notice the reverse nature of this item, which asked them whether the 

politician's statement was wnusual, rather than usual. Therefore, that item (item 4 
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on the questionnaire in Appendix D) was removed and the remaining two expectancy 

items on the scale (questions 2 and 6 in Appendix D) were used to assess the 

expectedness of apologies. 

In addition to these Likert-type items, subjects were also asked to complete four 

categorical questions asking them to assess what a politician was most and least likely 

to do after getting into trouble: deny it, make excuses, try to justify his behavior, or 

admit it and apologize (see Appendix D). These same four choices were available 

for the final two questions, which asked subjects which of these behaviors they 

thought were the best and worst things a politician in trouble could do. This second 

set of questions was designed as a supplementary test of the hypotheses that 

apologies are both violations of expectations, and positively viewed. 

Operational Definitions 

Independent variables. In this study, account type was held constant since only 

apologies were examined. Therefore, the only independent variable was situation, 

which includes replications of apologies. 

Situation simply refers to any hypothetical scenario in which a politician is 

perceived as being guilty of some moral transgression. Situations used in this study 

precipitate the use of accounts. 

An apology is any statement, earmarked by words such as "I'm sorry," "I 

apologize," or "I regret," in which an elected official admits wrongdoing, acknowledges 
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the harmful consequences of his or her actions, and expresses remorse (Cody et al., 

1992; Owen, 1983). This was the only account type used in Study 1. 

Dependent measures. Both expectations and evaluations must be tested to 

establish that apologies violate voter expectations in a positive direction. 

Expectations consist of the linguistic behaviors people come to anticipate from 

politicians, based on past experience with political accounts and socialization in 

American political life. 

Evaluations are the positive or negative attributions people make about 

politicians, based on the expectations they have developed (Burgoon & Miller, 1985). 

Stimulus Construction 

Since situation and account replications were treated as a random nested factor, 

the stimuli did not need to be uniformly constructed in terms of parallel verbiage or 

similar subject matter. However, as noted earlier, offenses were restricted to those 

of a moral, rather than policy, nature (Ware & Linkugel, 1973), since offenses or 

attacks related to questions of character and reputation "may hinder one's ability to 

achieve goals and, unless deflected, may destroy the ability to function as a public 

leader" (Gold, 1978, p. 307). 

Therefore, 25 situations were constructed (see Appendix A) in which a politician 

is said to be accused, on national television or some other mainstream medium, of 

some moral transgression. The subject matter for these scenarios was derived loosely 
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from current headlines to ensure an element of realism without directly priming 

subjects to think about particular politicians, since such priming might have influenced 

responses on the basis of gender, party, or other non-treatment differences. 

Each situation was constructed to indicate to subjects that the politician involved 

was guilty beyond a reasonable doubt. Evidence such as videotapes or audiotapes 

of conversations involving the politician was cited in each case as proof that the 

politician was indeed responsible for the offense committed. 

After the situation and evidence were described to subjects, each situation also 

included an opportunity for the politician involved to make a statement to voters; 

this statement was a message replication belonging to one of the four account types 

being tested in Study 2. For Study 1, only four situations were used since only the 

four message replications of apologies were of theoretical interest. The accounts (see 

Appendix C) were constructed according to Scott and Lyman's (1968) definitions of 

excuses, justifications, and denials, and in keeping with Owen's (1983) and Cody et 

al.'s (1992) delineation of the elements of apologies. Each account replication was 

used only once, since it was written specifically in response to its corresponding 

situation. 

Manipulation Check 

Prior to conducting Study 1, manipulation checks were conducted on the 25 

situations to determine whether respondents believed the politician involved in each 
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case was guilty. As stated earlier, politicians who are not perceived as guilty have no 

reason to apologize, since apologies, by definition, include an admission that the 

person apologizing did something wrong (Owen, 1983). The four situations used in 

Study 1 were selected at random from the 16 situations chosen following 

manipulation checks. 

A total of 192 undergraduate students rated the situations on whether they 

believed the politician involved was guilty (see Appendix B for complete 

questionnaire). In addition, subjects were asked to rate the situations on severity and 

on whether they considered the offense involved to be forgivable. Although severity 

and forgiveness are not independent variables in either Study 1 or Study 2, these 

questions were included for two reasons. First, since severity was not being 

manipulated, it should have varied randomly throughout the study. Second, only 

situations in which the offense was considered forgivable were selected, since it is 

assumed that apologizing for an unforgivable act (such as murder) would be useless. 

Chronbach alpha coefficients were calculated for the three dependent measures 

in these manipulation checks, yielding alpha levels of .77 for guilt, .65 for severity, 

and .72 for forgiveness. These reliability coefficients were calculated across situations, 

thereby correcting for any random situation effects that might have artificially inflated 

the correlations of items on each scale. 
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Pre-Test 

In addition to checking the validity of the manipulations used, a pre-test was 

conducted to check the validity of the outcome measures. Thirty-six undergraduate 

students and 43 courthouse subjects were asked to read one of the four situations 

involving apologies and complete the expectancy/evaluation questionnaire (see 

Appendix D). For these tests in Study 1, subjects were explicitly reminded that they 

were being asked to rate the response the politician gave to the situation, rather than 

the behavior involved in the situation itself. This reminder was provided to ensure 

that subjects were rating the expectedness and providing evaluations for the account, 

rather than the offense. 

Study 2 

The second half of this study was designed to use the results from Study 1, 

determining whether apologies are a positive violation of expectations, to test whether 

a politician who uses this positive expectancy violation will, in fact, improve his or her 

standing among voters. 

Subjects 

Two-hundred and forty subjects (15 per cell) were drawn from the jury pool at 

the Pima County Courthouse in Tucson, Arizona. Again, this sample was expected 

to produce results more representative of the voting population than would a sample 

consisting solely of university students. 
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There were 113 males and 126 females (with the remainder not reporting 

gender) in the study (see Table 2, p. 39). The Democratic Party was represented by 

118 subjects, while 78 were Republicans, 24 were Independents, and the remaining 

17 were either not registered or members of another, smaller political party. In 

addition, 214 of the participants said they voted in the last election, compared with 

25 who did not, indicating that respondents for Study 2, as in Study 1, were at least 

minimally aware of the surrounding political environment. 

Measurement Procedures 

Subjects were randomly assigned to one of four treatment conditions in a 

hierarchical design with respondents nested within 16 situations, which in turn were 

nested within four levels of account type. Respondents read one of 16 situations and 

the politician's accompanying response, which fit one of four account types: denials, 

excuses, justifications, or apologies. Again, this nested design was used to help ensure 

that quality of account type did not influence any significant differences between 

substantively different types of accounts (Jackson & Jacobs, 1983). 

After reading the situations and accounts, subjects were asked to respond to nine 

Likert-type items, designed to measure whether the account a) increased their 

positive impressions about the politician involved, b) reduced or weakened the 

blameworthiness they attribute to this politician, and c) increased the likelihood that 

they would vote for this politician. This account effectiveness scale can be found in 

Appendix E. 
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Table 2. Demographic Characteristics of Sample for Study 2 

Characteristic 
Frequency 

Category Sub-Category 
Frequency 

Gender male 113 Gender 

female 126 

Education level 8th grade or below 2 Education level 

some high school 1 

Education level 

high school graduate 30 

Education level 

some college 107 

Education level 

college graduate 50 

Education level 

graduate studies 49 

Employment status full-time 121 Employment status 

part-time 22 

Employment status 

at-home 9 

Employment status 

retired 27 

Employment status 

unemployed 7 

Employment status 

student 53 

Age 65 or older 23 Age 

50 to 65 44 

Age 

40 to 50 50 

Age 

30 to 40 56 

Age 

20 to 30 56 

Age 

up to 20 11 

Political party affiliation Democratic 118 Political party affiliation 

Republican 78 

Political party affiliation 

independent 24 

Political party affiliation 

other 2 

Political party affiliation 

not registered 15 

Voted in last election? yes 214 Voted in last election? 

no 25 



40 

The present study yielded Chronbach alpha coefficient reliabilities of .69 for the 

portion of the scale designed to measure positive impressions, .47 for the 

blameworthiness section of the scale, and .41 for the items on the scale that asked 

subjects whether they would vote for the politician involved in the situation. 

However, these reliabilities can be substantially improved when two items are 

removed. The reliability for the impressions scale increased to .80 when the third 

item on that scale (item 7 on the questionnaire in Appendix E) was removed. In 

addition, the reliability for the blameworthiness scale increased to .67 when the 

second item on that scale (item 5 in Appendix E) was removed. These two items 

were reverse items, which might have registered lower in reliability because 

respondents were confused about the appropriate end of the scale to use to indicate 

their true feelings. Therefore, these items were removed and the remaining items 

were used to assess positive impressions and blameworthiness attributed to the 

politicians. No items were removed from the intent to vote portion of the scale since 

there were only two original items involved. However, since reliability for that 

measure was low, caution must be used in interpreting results from that portion of 

the scale. 

Operational Definitions 

There were two independent variables and three dependent measures in this 

study. 
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Independent variables. Of the two independent variables, one — account type 

— was an explanatory variable and the other — situation — was a replication 

factor. 

The first variable, political account type, had four levels: denial, excuse, 

justification, and apology. These levels were posited to be arranged along a 

continuum of responsibility, with denial and apology at opposite poles (Cody et al., 

1992). 

A denial is any statement in which an elected official explicitly states that he or 

she did not commit a crime or make an ethical mistake (Scott & Lyman, 1968). 

An excuse is any statement in which an elected official admits wrongdoing, but 

denies full responsibility for the error (Scott & Lyman, 1968). 

A justification is any statement in which an elected official takes full 

responsibility for his or her actions, but does not admit that those actions had 

detrimental consequences (Scott & Lyman, 1968). 

An apology is any statement, earmarked by words such as "I'm sorry," "I 

apologize," or "I regret," in which an elected official admits wrongdoing, acknowledges 

the harmful consequences of his or her actions, and expresses remorse (Cody et al., 

1992; Owen, 1983). 

The second independent variable, the replication factor of situation, had the 

same operational definition here as in Study 1: a situation is any hypothetical 

scenario in which a politician is perceived as being guilty of some moral transgression. 
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Situations used in this study precipitate the use of accounts, which were combined 

with situation as one replication factor. 

Dependent measures. To test the effectiveness of political apologies, three 

dependent measures were employed: positive impressions, reduced blameworthiness 

(McGraw, 1990b), and intent to vote for the official. 

A positive impression is considered one in which voters ascribe elements of 

credibility and trustworthiness to the elected official involved. These elements 

primarily focus on the "character" component of McCroskey and Young's (1981) 

definition of credibility, and are also in keeping with Lodge, McGraw, and Stroh's 

(1989) assessment of voters' evaluations as primarily impression-driven. 

Blameworthiness is measured by the extent to which voters find fault with the 

elected official, or believe the official's actions were intentional. 

Intent to vote is a continuous variable measured by how likely subjects say they 

would be to vote for this official after hearing the account given in response to the 

situation described. It is not a measure of voters' competing assessments of other 

candidates, although this is typically a factor in strategic voting (Popkin, 1991). Since 

the politicians involved here are hypothetical, however, there are no existing 

competitors against which the intent to vote can be compared. 

Stimulus Construction and Manipulation Check 

Study 2 stimulus construction and manipulation checks paralleled that of Study 1. 

However, only four of the 16 situations were used in Study 1 to determine 
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perceptions of apologies. All 16 situations (four per account type) were used in 

Study 2 to compare the four types of accounts. 
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RESULTS 

Data were analyzed for Study 1 using a oneway design with replication factors, and 

for Study 2 using a hierarchical design in which respondents were nested within 

situations, which were nested within account types. For Study 1, one-sample t-tests 

and goodness-of-fit Chi Square tests were utilized to determine whether apologies 

were unexpected and positively evaluated. For Study 2, a multivariate analysis of 

variance was used for the three correlated dependent measures, followed by a one 

degree of freedom contrast to test the planned comparison. 

Manipulation Checks 

Means were calculated for each dependent measure on each of the 25 situations 

checked (see Table 3, pp. 45-47). The sixteen situations selected for Study 2 (which 

included the four situations used to assess apologies in Study 1) were chosen from 

this list according to the level of guilt subjects ascribed to the politician involved. 

Situations with means less than 2.60 on a 7-point scale were determined to indicate 

sufficient perception of guilt, where lower scores represent more guilt. Some 

situations with means within this range were eliminated, however, because the 

corresponding means on forgiveness were too high, indicating that subjects were too 

unwilling to forgive the politician for the offense. Given the assumption that 

apologies will only work for forgivable offenses, it was determined that even situations 

with high ratings of guilt would not be conducive to testing apologies if the offense 

involved was deemed unforgivable. 
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Table 3. Manipulation Check of Stimulus Situations for Guilt of 
Politician, Severity of Situation, and Forgivable Nature of Offense 

Variable Situation 
Number 

Situation 
Content 

Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Guilt of politician 1 bribe 1.88 1.02 

2 harass 1.45 0.74 

3 crime 1.63 0.96 

4 DUI 2.87 1.77 

5 affair 2.54 1.18 

6 taxes 2.29 0.86 

7 nepotism 2.96 1.24 

8 blackmail 2.29 1.95 

9 stock 1.79 0.56 

10 drugs 2.04 0.95 

11 slurs 1.79 1.15 

12 drunk 2.50 1.56 

13 bugs 2.14 1.41 

14 army 2.75 1.15 

15 checks 1.86 0.94 

16 transfer 2.11 1.05 

17 aliens 2.57 0.90 

18 security 1.94 0.71 

19 EPA 2.19 1.56 

20 KKK 2.42 1.35 

21 hire 4.14 1.85 

22 phone 3.00 2.00 

23 golf 2.67 1.08 

24 sleaze 3.47 1.77 

25 loan 2.61 0.95 

Note: Lower scores reflect more guilt. (continued) 
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Table 3 (continued). Manipulation Check of Stimulus Situations for Guilt 
of Politician, Severity of Situation, and Forgivable Nature of Offense 

Variable Situation 
Number 

Situation 
Content 

Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Severity of situation 1 bribe 1.95 0.96 

2 harass 1.59 0.70 

3 crime 1.40 0.39 

4 DUI 2.35 1.00 

5 affair 2.72 1.15 

6 taxes 2.94 1.50 

7 nepotism 3.28 1.54 

8 blackmail 2.15 1.06 

9 stock 2.25 1.13 

10 drugs 1.50 0.38 

11 slurs 2.50 1.73 

12 drunk 2.38 1.13 

13 bugs 2.93 1.77 

14 army 3.25 1.36 

15 checks 2.36 0.99 

16 transfer 2.00 1.05 

17 aliens 3.00 1.61 

18 security 1.79 1.04 

19 EPA 2.21 1.11 

20 KKK 1.88 1.36 

21 hire 4.50 0.96 

22 phone 4.50 2.65 

23 golf 3.10 2.01 

24 sleaze 4.40 1.39 

25 loan 2.67 1.08 

Note: Lower scores reflect more severity. (continued) 
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Table 3 (continued). Manipulation Check of Stimulus Situations for Guilt 
of Politician, Severify of Situation, and Forgivable Nature of Offense 

Variable Situation 
Number 

Situation 
Content 

Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Forgivable nature 1 bribe 3.77 1.92 
of offense 

2 harass 5.45 1.47 

3 crime 4.15 1.49 

4 DUI 4.00 1.90 

5 affair 2.50 1.44 

6 taxes 3.81 1.44 

7 nepotism 2.56 1.53 

8 blackmail 4.20 1.14 

9 stock 3.61 1.87 

10 drugs 2.75 1.07 

11 slurs 3.94 1.99 

12 drunk 2.44 1.02 

13 bugs 3.21 1.98 

14 army 3.81 1.94 

15 checks 3.00 1.08 

16 transfer 3.83 1.17 

17 aliens 3.21 1.85 

18 security 4.21 1.95 

19 EPA 3.29 1.60 

20 KKK 4.25 1.69 

21 hire 1.71 0.57 

22 phone 1.75 0.76 

23 golf 3.50 2.26 

24 sleaze 1.90 0.74 

25 loan 2.00 0.89 

Note: Lower scores reflect more willingness to forgive. 
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Means on severity were examined for random variability, but were not used to 

qualify or disqualify any situations. Similarly, the sizable standard deviations evident 

for some means were not used to eliminate any situations, since these may simply 

have been a function of the small sample sizes used in this preliminary test. 

Study 1 

Two hypotheses were examined in this initial portion of the experiment. 

Hypothesis 1 posited that political apologies were less expected by voters than 

denials, excuses, or justifications. This hypothesis was partially confirmed. 

First, one-sample t-tests were used to determine whether, after reading a specific 

situation and apology, voters felt that the apology was expected. These tests (see 

Table 4, p. 49) revealed that voters thought the apology was actually an expected 

response to the situation they read, t (99) = -9.77, p < 0.05, across all situations. 

Despite these contradictory results, however, an additional test of Hypothesis 1 

asked subjects to rate the expectedness of four account types (denial, excuse, 

justification, and apology) without regard to a specific situation or apologetic 

message. 
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Table 4. Means and t-values for Study 1: 
Expectedness and Evaluation of Political Apologies 

Dependent 
Measure 

Situation 
Number 

Situation 
Content 

Mean t P 

Expectedness all situations 2.73 -9.77 < 0.05 Expectedness 

1 bribe 2.69 -4.85 < 0.05 

Expectedness 

5 affair 2.96 -2.97 < 0.05 

Expectedness 

6 taxes 2.76 -5.17 < 0.05 

Expectedness 

15 checks 2.52 -6.73 < 0.05 

Evaluation all situations 4.35 2.50 < 0.05 Evaluation 

1 bribe 4.85 2.93 < 0.05 

Evaluation 

5 affair 4.17 0.57 > 0.05 

Evaluation 

6 taxes 4.25 0.86 > 0.05 

Evaluation 

15 checks 4.10 0.37 > 0.05 

n = 25, all cells 

Note: Negative t-values on expectedness mean apologies were more expected, while 
positive t-values on evaluation mean apologies were less positive. 

Subjects were asked which of the four account types they thought a politician 

was least likely to use. A Chi Square goodness-of-fit test was run on these responses, 

X2 (3, N=97) = 116.15, p < 0.001, revealing that frequencies within the sample were 

not evenly distributed across categories. Observed frequencies (see Table 5, p. 50) 

supported Hypothesis 1, indicating that apologies were significantly less expected than 

denials, excuses, and justifications. 
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Table 5. Observed Frequencies for Study 1: Expectedness and Evaluation 
of Political Apologies Independent of Situation 

Dependent Measure Account Type Frequency 

Most expected denial 29 Most expected 

excuse 22 

Most expected 

justification 41 

Most expected 

apology 6 

Least expected denial 12 Least expected 

excuse 10 

Least expected 

justification 5 

Least expected 

apology 70 

Most positively evaluated denial 0 Most positively evaluated 

excuse 0 

Most positively evaluated 

justification 11 

Most positively evaluated 

apology 84 

Least positively evaluated denial 57 Least positively evaluated 

excuse 24 

Least positively evaluated 

justification 15 

Least positively evaluated 

apology 1 

Note: For each dependent measure, total differs from 100 due to missing cases. 

Subjects also rated which account type a politician was most likely to use. 

Results again showed that apologies were significantly less expected than other 

account types, with X2(3, N=98) = 26.16, p < 0.001. Observed frequencies (see 

Table 5, above) indicate that justifications were significantly more expected than any 

of the other account types. 
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Hypothesis 2, which posited that political apologies would be evaluated positively, 

received partial support. One-sample t-tests were conducted to determine whether 

subjects rated apologies positively in response to four randomly selected situations 

(the same situations used to test expectedness in Hypothesis 1). Results (see Table 

4, p. 49) revealed that, across all situations, subjects actually perceived apologies as 

significantly negative, t (99) = 4.35, p < 0.05. 

When subjects were asked to choose the best (i.e., most positive) account type 

independent of situation, however, results were reversed. This reversal indicates 

partial support for Hypothesis 2. Subjects were asked which of the four account 

types — denials, excuses, justifications, or apologies — would be best for a politician 

to use after erring. A Chi Square goodness-of-fit test, X2(l, N=95) = 56.10, 

p < 0.01, revealed that frequencies were not evenly distributed across categories (see 

Table 5, p. 50). Apologies were overwhelmingly selected as the best political 

response, with two categories of responses — denials and excuses — never selected 

(not even by one person) as the best type of reply (accounting for the lower number 

of degrees of freedom in this test). 

This result is consistent with subjects' choice for the worst political response, 

where a Chi Square goodness-of-fit test again showed that observed frequencies were 

not equal across all categories, X2(3, N=97) = 70.052, p < 0.001. Observed 

frequencies (see Table 5, p. 50) show that denials, excuses, and justifications were 

rated as significantly worse than apologies. 
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The combined results of Hypotheses 1 and 2 thus reveal partial support for the 

proposition that apologies are positive violations of voter expectations. 

Study 2 

Hypothesis 3, the focus of the second portion of this experiment, posited that 

apologies — as positive violations of voter expectations — would be more effective 

as an account strategy than denials, excuses, or justifications when a politician is 

perceived as guilty. Account effectiveness was assessed using three dependent 

measures: positive impressions of the politician, amount of blame attributed to the 

politician, and expressed intent to vote for the politician. Since these three measures 

are conceptually and statistically related (see Table 6 below for correlations), they 

were analyzed together with MANOVA. 

Table 6. Correlations for Multivariate Analyses in Study 2: 
Positive Impressions, Blameworthiness, and Intent to Vote 

Positive 
Impressions 

Blameworthiness 
Intent 
to Vote 

Positive 
Impressions 

1.00 0.59 0.56 

Blameworthiness — 1.00 0.34 

Intent 
to Vote 

— — 1.00 

all correlations, p < 0.01 
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In addition, because nested random factors (situations and respondents) were 

involved in this analysis, the correct error term for testing significant differences 

among account types was determined through the use of expected mean square 

formulas (see Table 7 below). 

Table 7. Expected Mean Square Formulas for Study 2: 
One Fixed Factor A, with a Nested Random Factor b, 

and Respondents r Nested Under b within A 

Source Expected Mean Square Formula 

A br©l  +  r  Ob/A + a2
tMA 

b/A 2 2 I ̂b/A G r/b/A 

r/b/A _2 "r/b/A 

No significant multivariate main effect was found among account types, 

A = 0.60, F (9,25) = 0.64, p > 0.05, nor were any significant univariate effects found 

for positive impressions, F(3,12) = 0.45, p > 0.05, blameworthiness, F (3,12) = 0.37, 

p > 0.05, or intent to vote, F(3,12) = 0.81, p > 0.05 (see Table 8, pp. 55-57, for 

main effect means). 

Although a nonsignificant omnibus F generally would not warrant further 

analysis, a planned comparison was conducted because it was hypothesized that there 

would be a linear increase in effectiveness of account types, with denials being least 
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effective, excuses slightly more effective, justifications even more effective, and, 

finally, apologies being the most effective account type. A one degree of freedom 

test for this linear trend was conducted, but resulted in similarly nonsignificant results: 

For positive impressions, F(l,12) = 0.16, p > 0.05, for blameworthiness, 

F(l,12) = 0.21, p > 0.05, and for intent to vote, F(l,12) = 0.19, p > 0.05. 

There was a significant multivariate effect for replicated situations, with A = 0.71, 

F (36,657) = 2.21, p < 0.001. Significant univariate effects were found for positive 

impressions, F (12,224) = 4.75, p < 0.001, and blameworthiness, F (12,224) = 3.37, 

p < 0.001, but there was no significant difference among situations on intent to vote, 

F (12,224) = 1.67, p > 0.05. 

These results thus fail to confirm the hypothesis that apologies are more effective 

than denials, excuses, and justifications. 
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Table 8. Study 2: Main Effect Means for Account Type On 
Positive Impressions, Blameworthiness, and Intent to Vote 

Positive Impressions 

Account 
"type 

Situation 
Number 

Situation 
Content 

Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Denials all situations 5.78 1.25 Denials 

8 blackmail 5.59 1.51 

Denials 

10 drugs 5.80 1.24 

Denials 

18 security 5.49 1.19 

Denials 

20 KKK 6.24 1.00 

Excuses all situations 5.21 1.41 Excuses 

11 slurs 4.18 1.65 

Excuses 

16 transfer 5.56 1.09 

Excuses 

17 aliens 6.11 1.13 

Excuses 

19 EPA 5.00 0.97 

Justifications all situations 5.41 1.23 Justifications 

3 crime 5.76 1.04 

Justifications 

9 stock 5.33 1.42 

Justifications 

12 drunk 4.71 1.16 

Justifications 

13 bugs 5.82 1.02 

Apologies all situations 5.09 1.61 Apologies 

1 bribe 6.00 0.99 

Apologies 

5 affair 3.84 1.71 

Apologies 

6 taxes 5.76 1.35 

Apologies 

15 checks 4.76 1.45 

n = 15, all cells 

Note: Lower scores reflect more positive impressions. (continued) 
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Table 8 (continued). Study 2: Main Effect Means for Account Type On 
Positive Impressions, Blameworthiness, and Intent to Vote 

Blameworthiness 

Account 
Tvpe 

Situation 
Number 

Situation 
Content 

Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Denials all situations 5.56 1.41 Denials 

8 blackmail 5.63 1.72 

Denials 

10 drugs 5.20 1.40 

Denials 

18 security 5.67 1.11 

Denials 

20 KKK 5.73 1.43 

Excuses all situations 5.23 1.40 Excuses 

11 slurs 4.13 1.30 

Excuses 

16 transfer 5.63 1.19 

Excuses 

17 aliens 6.20 1.15 

Excuses 

19 EPA 4.97 1.14 

Justifications all situations 5.37 1.48 Justifications 

3 crime 5.80 1.21 

Justifications 

9 stock 5.53 1.27 

Justifications 

12 drunk 4.33 1.78 

Justifications 

13 bugs 5.80 1.19 

Apologies all situations 6.03 1.28 Apologies 

1 bribe 6.40 0.82 

Apologies 

5 affair 5.60 1.60 

Apologies 

6 taxes 6.47 0.88 

Apologies 

15 checks 5.67 1.46 

n = 15, all cells 

Note: Lower scores reflect weaker attributions of blame. (continued) 
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Table 8 (continued). Study 2: Main Effect Means for Account Type On 
Positive Impressions, Blameworthiness, and Intent to Vote 

Intent to Vote 

Account 
Type 

Situation 
Number 

Situation 
Content 

Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Denials all situations 5.25 1.35 Denials 

8 blackmail 5.40 1.21 

Denials 

10 drugs 5.03 1.60 

Denials 

18 security 5.27 1.39 

Denials 

20 KKK 5.43 1.32 

Excuses all situations 5.19 1.39 Excuses 

11 slurs 4.97 1.67 

Excuses 

16 transfer 5.10 1.30 

Excuses 

17 aliens 5.97 1.19 

Excuses 

19 EPA 4.80 1.12 

Justifications all situations 5.18 1.40 Justifications 

3 crime 5.33 1.56 

Justifications 

9 stock 4.80 1.27 

Justifications 

12 drunk 4.83 1.38 

Justifications 

13 bugs 5.77 1.29 

Apologies all situations 5.01 1.83 Apologies 

1 bribe 5.53 1.76 

Apologies 

5 affair 4.10 2.20 

Apologies 

6 taxes 5.53 1.45 

Apologies 

15 checks 4.87 1.63 

n = 15, all cells 

Note: Lower scores reflect greater intent to vote for the politician. 
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Tsze-kung, a student of Confucius, was having a conversation with his teacher about 

politics: 

The Master said, "(The requisites of government) are three: that there 
should be sufficiency of food, sufficiency of military equipment, and the 
confidence of the people in their ruler." Tsze-kung said, "If it cannot be 
helped, and one of these must be dispensed with, which of the three should 
be foregone first?" "The military equipment," said the Master. Tsze-kung 
asked again, "If it cannot be helped, and one of the remaining two must be 
dispensed with, which of them should be foregone?" The Master answered, 
"Part with the food." (Durant, 1954, p. 672) 

Even since the time of Confucius, the importance of establishing and maintaining 

political credibility has been acknowledged as a critical feature of stable government. 

Just as the human body cannot continue to survive without food, so is the political 

system debilitated without integrity. Yet, recent political events such as Watergate 

and Chappaquiddick have made Americans increasingly skeptical about the honesty 

of their leaders, expecting them to lie rather than admit mistakes and apologize 

(Bennett, 1992; Gray, 1992). 

It is precisely because apologies are unexpected that, if evaluated positively, they 

have the potential to facilitate persuasion and help restore a floundering politician's 

credibility. However, this intuitive notion that it is difficult to reject someone who 

says, "I'm sorry," has not been addressed formally in the political communication 

literature except in case studies of famous rhetorical events, from Socrates' apology 
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to Senator Edward Kennedy's and former President Richard Nixon's apologia. This 

study was undertaken to begin filling that gap in the literature. The first part of the 

study was designed to show that political apologies would positively violate voter 

expectations, while the second portion of the experiment tested whether this positive 

violation would lead to apologies being more effective at restoring political credibility 

than denials, excuses, or justifications. 

In the following sections, results and limitations of this study will be addressed, 

and directions for future research will be explored. 

Hypotheses Tests 

Language expectancy theory (Burgoon & Miller, 1985) contends that situational 

expectations about language are important because whether one exceeds, satisfies, 

or fails to meet these expectations affects the ability to persuade others. Politicians, 

whose primary goal is to persuade voters to re-elect them (Mayhew, 1974), should 

thus be concerned with how their words mesh with voter expectations, which are 

often viewed as "estimates of electoral potential" (Popkin, 1991, p. 123). 

It was within this framework that apologies were posited to be positive violations 

of voter expectations. To utilize expectancy theory, it was necessary to split this 

proposition into two parts, showing first that apologies are considered violations in 

the political realm, and then demonstrating that such violations are positive. 
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Hypothesis 1 

Analyses of apologies as expectancy violations yielded mixed results. In general, 

apologies were expected after a politician erred. Yet, when the expectedness of 

apologies was assessed in comparison to other account types, apologies were less 

expected than denials, excuses, or justifications. These results seem to indicate that 

some type of account was expected following untoward behavior presented in the 

stimulus situations; since the apology was the only account offered, it was deemed 

expected. However, the comparison with other account types reveals that people 

generally do not expect political accounts to include the admission and full 

acknowledgement of responsibility that is characteristic of apologies. 

There are at least two plausible explanations for these seemingly contradictory 

results. First, it is possible that apologies were more expected in response to the 

stimulus situations than in the abstract because the offenses involved were all 

relatively severe (see manipulation check means in Table 3, pp. 45-47). McLaughlin, 

Cody, and O'Hair (1983), in their study of the contextual elements influencing 

accounts, determined that people who commit more grievous offenses anticipate that 

more mitigating account strategies (denials, excuses, and justifications) will not be 

accepted; therefore, apologies or concessions are more likely to occur when 

situations are serious. If this finding was indeed at work for the situations used in 

Study 1, then apologies would, as reported, be more expected. 
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A second possibility is that the actual language of the account offered did not 

appear sincere to respondents, perhaps partly because it is difficult to make contrition 

sound realistic and compelling on paper, without the benefit of verbal and visual 

communication. If this was the case, then the apology offered would have sounded 

like a typical political response, since voters today expect politicians to lie (Gray, 

1992). An insincere apology would thus be no less expected than any other form of 

political deception; rather, it would be viewed as yet another political attempt to put 

one over on the voters. 

Overall, these results indicate that, although some type of account was indeed 

expected following the stimulus situation, subjects overwhelmingly said that apologies 

were the last type of account they expected to hear from politicians. This finding 

suggests that a political apology, if constructed properly in response to a less severe 

situation, would indeed violate voter expectations. 

But it is not enough to say that apologies are violations. A politician concerned 

with effective voter persuasion must know in which direction the violation occurs, 

since the results of negative and positive violations are drastically different. In both 

social influence (Burgoon & Miller, 1985) and interpersonal communication (Burgoon 

& Hale, 1988), negative violations of expectations are considered detrimental to 

convincing others, while positive violations have been shown to facilitate persuasion. 

Bennett (1992) fails to acknowledge this disparity when he explains that a voter's 

dilemma during elections is to reconcile expectations about candidates with violations 
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of those expectations, where minimization of the "expectation gap" is preferred 

(p. 152). In fact, minimization might be preferred with negative violations, but 

maximization would be desirable when violations are considered positive. Therefore, 

it was necessary to determine whether apologies were evaluated negatively or 

positively. 

Hypothesis 2 

Again, mixed results require further explanation, since apologies in response to 

specific situations were viewed as significantly negative, while the more abstract 

concept of apologizing, independent of situation, was viewed in a positive light. 

The negativity ascribed to apologies after reading accounts in response to specific 

situations was potentially the result of what is known in political perception as the 

"negativity effect" (Lau, 1982, p. 355). This effect, which draws heavily on 

psychological and sociological research, refers to the tendency for negative 

information to outweigh positive information in impression-formation situations. Such 

a proposition has been the foundation behind much political communication research, 

such as that dealing with negative campaign advertising (Jamieson, 1992; Pfau & 

Kenski, 1990). 

The result in these settings has been that overall evaluations of candidates have 

been shaped more heavily by negative than by positive impressions (Lau, 1985; Pfau 

& Kenski, 1990). Therefore, even if an apology itself was viewed positively, these 
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positive impressions may have been outweighed by the negative impressions created 

by the behavior prompting the account. Even though the questionnaires used to test 

this hypothesis specifically reminded subjects that they were being asked to rate the 

response rather than the behavior that prompted it, the negativity effect suggests that 

the two are not easily separable. 

This effect may also suggest that the use of apologies puts politicians in a 

double-bind. Although voters seem to view apologizing in general as a positive act, 

the very posture of apology, by definition, occurs because the official has acted 

wrongly. Thus, the apology, by highlighting this wrongdoing, may never truly be 

viewed as positive. 

Former President Jimmy Carter became well aware of the rhetorical fetters 

inherent in such a situation in 1976, when he remarked during the presidential 

campaign that he saw nothing wrong with neighborhoods retaining "ethnic purity" 

(Gold, 1978, p. 312). The comment was widely interpreted as a racially based 

statement, for which Carter eventually apologized. Recognizing the negative as well 

as positive consequences of his rhetorical strategy, however, Carter "tried to limit his 

apology — to apologize and not to apologize, simultaneously" (Gold, 1978, p. 312). 

It is also possible that this double-bind occurs (and manifested itself in the results 

of Hypothesis 2) because, in plain terms, the truth hurts. When asked 

straightforwardly, voters say they want politicians to be honest with them. Yet, when 

that honesty is actually applied to specific situations, they reject it. As Gray (1992) 
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reports, "Politicians know they are widely perceived as liars. They also remember 

what happened to presidential nominee Walter Mondale after he told the 1984 

Democratic National Convention that he would, if elected, raise taxes. Voters say 

they want the truth, and then they get angry when they hear it" (p. 38). A similar 

phenomenon appears to have occurred in the evaluation of political apologies: 

subjects said, when asked straightforwardly, that the best thing for a politician to do 

when in trouble is to admit it and apologize. But when respondents were given a 

specific situation in which a politician in trouble admits it and apologizes, they 

ascribed negative characteristics to the account and the politician. 

This triumph of benign abstraction over devilish details suggests that perhaps no 

real politician can live up to what voters envision as the ideal candidate, against 

whom all other candidates are compared (Hellweg, 1979). Certainly the results of 

the final hypothesis indicate that this cynical statement may be close to the truth. 

Hypothesis 3 

Results of the comparison among account types were more straightforward, 

showing that denials, excuses, justifications, and apologies all produced approximately 

equal positive impressions, attributions of blame, and intentions to vote for the 

politician involved. Situation, which was not expected to make a difference, did, in 

fact, produce large variability. This unexpected result may have been partially 

responsible for the lack of significant differences among account types, since the 
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replicated situations and corresponding accounts were used as the error term in the 

test for account type main effects. Greater variability among situations may therefore 

have increased the denominator of the F ratio to such an extent that account type 

differences, even if they did exist, could not be detected. 

It is interesting to note that situations produced such great variability, since they 

were treated as a random factor because it was assumed that apologies would be 

more effective than other accounts, regardless of the specific offense involved. 

However, this finding is consistent with the view of apologia as genre, and of genre 

as a reflection of situation (Downey, 1993). 

These situational effects could also mean that there is no such thing as a one-

size-fits-all apology. Indeed, Schlenker and Darby (1981) reached a similar 

conclusion when examining the use of apologies in interpersonal situations. Their 

research indicated that apologies were favored much more than any other type of 

account. Nevertheless, they noted that "one should not conclude from this that 

apologies always enjoy such favored status" (p. 276); rather, they said, situational 

characteristics should be examined to determine when apologies are most effective. 

Thus, although external validity and generalizability are certainly worthy concerns, the 

fact that type of offense created large differences in respondents' receptivity to all 

account types indicates that a more accurate test of account effectiveness might be 

conducted with type of offense as an additional independent variable. 
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Another noteworthy finding in the comparison of account types is that 

respondents not only rated all accounts almost uniformly, but also that they rated 

them as uniformly negative across all three dependent measures. These results 

appear to replicate those found by McGraw (1990a), who pinpointed the most 

striking aspect of her data as being that "none of the accounts are extremely 

successful in eliciting more favourable evaluations or strong satisfaction" (p. 126). 

This pattern of findings suggests an ever-increasing skepticism and lack of forgiveness 

among the voting population, to the extent that even the motives for honesty are now 

questioned. 

A recent USA Today/CNN/Gallup poll (Benedetto, 1993) supports this interpret

ation. Fewer than 25 percent of those surveyed said they were confident government 

officials would do "the right thing all or most of the time," compared with more than 

75 percent who agreed with that statement in 1964 (p. 7A). Such a drastic change 

in the level of public trust demonstrates a different type of situational effect 

influencing account effectiveness. Here, the "situation" refers to two different eras, 

one before the Vietnam War and Watergate, and one after those two momentous 

events in American history seriously undermined confidence in government. 

Attitudes in this new era, as evidenced by the results of Hypothesis 3, may mean 

that it is harder today to sell political apologies, or any political accounts, than it was 

in previous eras when expectations were different. The current mood is indeed glum, 

as evidenced by respondents in the present study who, when asked to indicate which 
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type of account would be best for a politician in trouble to use, simply created their 

own category: resign. 

Study Limitations 

Several weaknesses of this study must be noted so that these areas may be improved 

in future research. 

The most important criticisms fall under the rubric of stimulus construction. 

Although a variety of all types of offenses was used in this study in an attempt to 

enhance generalizability, results indicated that offense type and/or severity might be 

better handled as an additional independent variable to prevent extreme variability 

that contributes to large error terms. 

An equally meaningful criticism can be made concerning the form in which 

stimulus situations and accounts were presented to subjects. Although every attempt 

was made to create accounts that seemed emphatic and credible to readers, there is 

no substitute for audiovisual presentations when it comes to making a case before the 

American people. As recently as the 1992 presidential election, then-candidate Bill 

Clinton and his wife, Hillary, illustrated the effectiveness of using television to 

disseminate political accounts when they appeared on "60 Minutes" to discuss charges 

of infidelity against Mr. Clinton (Downey, 1993). Indeed, some scholars note that the 

increasing presence of media in politics has transformed present-day apologia from 

a one-shot speech into a more lengthy process of interaction (Gold, 1978). Thus, a 
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more precise way of testing account effectiveness might be to use videotaped political 

speeches as stimuli. 

A related criticism can be levelled about the stimuli used in this study because 

they did not make reference to a specific politician. This omission was intended to 

prevent demographic characteristics such as age, gender, and political party from 

confounding true differences among accounts. However, eliminating all personal 

characteristics and using hypothetical politicians may have created a sterile 

environment that made it easier for respondents to provide negative evaluations of 

the politicians. Fenno (1978), after all, has noted that constituents are often 

extremely attached to their local representatives, which may mean that voters would 

rate accounts — and, thus, politicians — more favorably if they had a personal stake 

in the matter. 

Finally, it should be noted again that the account types used in this study were 

"pure" types, rather than mixtures of several different accounts. Although it was 

necessary to begin this exploration with pure types to increase the possibility of 

detecting true differences, it cannot be denied that some realism was sacrificed since 

most political accounts are mixtures of several account types. 

Directions for Future Research 

Much of the prior research on political apologia has been descriptive, providing a 

wealth of case study information and discourse analysis. It is now time to use this 
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abundance of historical knowledge as a framework for further experimental research 

that can extend beyond description of phenomena to explanation and prediction of 

which political accounts will be most effective. These experiments should focus on 

four areas in the immediate future. 

First, future investigations should attempt to categorize situations and examine 

the effectiveness of political accounts, especially apologies, following different types 

of offenses. Downey's (1993) historical look at apologia pinpoints several categories 

of offenses that have reappeared through the ages, including betrayal of trust, 

indiscretion, corruption, and mishandling of sensitive issues. These groupings, 

combined with the results of how individual situations fared in this study, provide a 

strong basis for hypothesizing about situational effects. 

Subsumed under this first category of future research should also be an 

exploration of the distinction between errors in policy and errors of morals or 

motives. This study was restricted to accounts following questions of immorality or 

impropriety. But it is unclear whether there is a difference between account 

effectiveness in these situations and in situations involving poor policy decisions. Are 

voters more forgiving in one category than another? In which case would apologies 

be more well received? In some ways, these questions are similar to those asked by 

Hellweg (1979), who determined that the relationship between candidate and voter 

can be divided into two parts: task and interpersonal. Future studies on political 
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apologies should attempt to discern whether the policy/moral distinction can be 

similarly made. 

A second area that researchers should focus on is the use and comparative 

effectiveness of "pure" account types as compared with "mixed" types, which would 

seem to be more representative of actual politicians' statements. Using Schonbach's 

(1980) typology of accounts as a starting point, scholars might first attempt to create 

new categories that encompass all possible combinations of political account types. 

Such an effort to extend this category system beyond pure types would be a welcome 

addition to the literature, which could then be used to build research designs that test 

combinatory forms. An effort should be made when testing these new forms to use 

real political accounts, or the closest approximation on video. In addition, rather 

than excluding or attempting to control for respondents' personal predilections and 

party affiliations, researchers should use these factors to help account for systematic 

variance among account types, drawing on research by Fenno (1978) and others 

indicating the importance of voters' personal attachment to their own representatives. 

Third, future studies should explore the depth of public skepticism about political 

accounts. It could be that intense cynicism about government is changing the very 

nature of political accounts, making them less akin to interpersonal accounts than 

they used to be. As voters increase questioning about the motives even behind 

honesty in politics, researchers should examine whether political accounts — of any 

type — can lead to positive evaluations. If several studies replicate the pattern of 
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findings that this study continued, showing that all political accounts are evaluated 

negatively, then perhaps a different set of standards or new account typology needs 

to be developed for political communication. 

Finally, more attention should be paid in the future to receiver characteristics. 

Although demographics were noted in this study for descriptive purposes, they were 

not considered of theoretical interest. However, as more distinctions are made 

among situation types and contemporary versus past attitudes, it may become more 

important to examine factors such as gender, age, employment status, and education 

as predictors of account acceptance or rejection. Prior research has already 

determined that women may at times be more compassionate (Jones, 1993), which 

may mean they are more forgiving and more likely than men to accept apologies. 

Other studies have shown a linear relationship between age and voting (Steckenrider 

& Cutler, 1989), and have revealed evidence that occupational status is related to 

political involvement (Sigel, 1989). In addition, it is possible that voters with lower 

levels of education may be more easily persuaded by political accounts — or that 

they are least easily persuaded because they are most alienated. These questions can 

only be answered through further research. 
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CONCLUSION: 

THEORETICAL AND PRACTICAL SIGNIFICANCE 

From the Greek tradition of Socrates to the contemporary American political drama 

of Watergate, Chappaquiddick, and Gennifer Flowers, politicians have been called 

before a jury — in either legal or constituent terms — to account for their actions. 

Typically, they have four choices about how they will respond: denial, excuse, 

justification, or apology. 

Socrates, whose life was on the line, elected not to evade, provoke, or argue 

falsely; instead, he chose to stick to his principles and build a defense based on 

integrity (Reeve, 1989). But Socrates, as most will acknowledge, was a rare breed. 

Few politicians choose to apologize willingly, which is why few voters say they expect 

such a response. This study has taken this historically accepted notion and put it to 

the test. Using theory and methodology from political communication, social 

influence, and interpersonal communication literature, this investigation added an 

empirical element to the traditionally descriptive-rich field of political speechmaking. 

Not only did it provide a comparative look at the four main types of political 

accounts, but it also attempted to offer a theoretical explanation for why some 

accounts might turn out, in the long run, to be more effective than others. 

There are practical implications of this study as well. Elected officials or 

candidates in search of elected office should note the overwhelming preference 
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respondents expressed for admission and apology in comparison to other forms of 

accounts. However, public servants and their political consultants should interpret 

these findings with caution, given that actual apologies did not fare as well as the 

abstract concept among an electorate fraught with distrust. A couple of mitigating 

factors to be conscious of when planning responses might be severity of the offense 

committed and the nature of the relationship between the representative and his or 

her home district. 

Politicians should consider this as a challenge: Just over 20 years ago, Butler 

(1972) declared, "Seventeen to thirty minutes of television or radio persuasion will 

probably never again produce the same quieting effect that it did in 1952 and 1953 

[when Nixon delivered his famous "Checkers" speech and Harry Truman defended 

his position in the Harry Dexter White controversy]" (p. 288). In those historic 

accounts, apologies were not used. Perhaps what is needed to prove Butler wrong 

is for elected officials to provide a real-life test of political apology when the next 

politically sensitive situation arises. Such an authentic test may not put to rest all the 

complexities involved in testing the effectiveness of political apologia. But what 

Reeve (1989) said in reference to Socrates' Apology rings true for the more generic 

"apology" as well: "The Apology raises all of these problems, and many others as well. 

But because of its peculiar nature it also suggests ways in which they might be 

profitably tackled, and .. . persuasively solved" (p. xi). 
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The following table displays, for 25 situations, the situation number, a single word 

descriptor of the situation content, and the text used to describe that situation to 

respondents. 

Only 16 of the 25 situations were used to determine study results, after a 

manipulation check (described in text) was conducted. The single word descriptors 

for those 16 are underlined to identify them. Situations numbered 2,4,7,14, and 21-25 

were not used in either Study 1 or Study 2. 

Appendix B displays a sample questionnaire for the manipulation check. 
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Situation Text Used to Describe Situation 
to Respondents No. Content 

Text Used to Describe Situation 
to Respondents 

1 bribe While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of taking bribes. Later in the week, PrimeTime Live, a 
national news program that has become famous for its use of hidden 
cameras, airs videotape obtained from inside the politician's office. It 
shows the politician taking money from a well-known company presi
dent. As you listen to the taped conversation between the two, you 
hear the company president reminding the politician that he only gets 
to keep the money if he votes the way the company president wants 
him to. The politician agrees, and pockets the money. 

2 harass While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of sexually harassing several staff members. Later in the 
week, PrimeTime Live, a national news program that has become 
famous for its use of hidden cameras, airs videotape obtained from 
inside the politician's office. It shows the politician repeatedly 
fondling a staff member who is obviously trying to push him away. In 
a taped conversation between the two, you hear the politician tell the 
woman that he will make her job miserable if she doesn't comply. 

3 crime While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of helping an organized crime leader escape prosecution. 
You know that the newspaper recently reported that this crime boss 
had mysteriously been let out of jail, even though it seemed as though 
the case against him was air tight. Later in the week, PrimeTime Live, 
a national news program that has become famous for its use of hidden 
cameras, airs videotape obtained from inside the jail where the crime 
leader had been temporarily held. The tape shows the politician visit
ing the crime boss and telling him that, since he has always given so 
much money to the politician's re-election campaigns, the politician 
will make sure the charges get dropped. 

4 DUI While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of injuring a pedestrian while driving drunk. Later in 
the week, PrimeTime Live, a national news program that has become 
famous for its use of hidden cameras, airs videotape obtained from the 
scene of the accident. It shows the politician staggering out of his car, 
then failing sobriety tests given by police. 
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Situation Text Used to Describe Situation 
to Respondents No. Content 

Text Used to Describe Situation 
to Respondents 

5 affair While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of having an extramarital affair. Later in the week, 
PrimeTime Live, a national news program that has become famous for 
its use of hidden cameras, airs videotape obtained from inside the 
politician's office. It shows the politician passionately kissing a 
woman who is not his wife, and includes a piece of conversation 
between the two showing that this is more than a one-time fling. 

6 taxes While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of cheating on his income taxes. Later in the week, 
PrimeTime Live, a national news program that has become famous for 
its use of hidden microphones, airs a taped conversation between the 
politician and his accountant. On the tape, you hear what is definitely 
the politician's voice telling his accountant not to report key land 
holdings to the IRS. The accountant tells the politician that he owes 
taxes on this land, and that failing to report this information is illegal. 
The politician tells the accountant to do what he's told. 

7 nepotism While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of awarding a top governmental appointment to a family 
member who is obviously not well-qualified. Later in the week, your 
newspaper publishes a list of the other people who were being consid
ered for that position. Among the list are several highly respected 
officials from both business and government, all of whom have better 
qualifications than the family member who got the job. 

8 blackmail While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of blackmailing a staff member — promising not to 
reveal a secret from the staffer's past if that staff member pays money 
to the politician eveiy month. Later in the week, PrimeTime Live, a 
national news program that has become famous for its use of hidden 
cameras, airs videotape obtained from inside the politician's office. It 
shows the staff member delivering an envelope of cash to the 
politician, and includes a taped conversation between the two. In that 
conversation, you hear the politician tell the staff member that if he 
fails to deliver next month's money on time, eveiyone will know about 
his terrible secret. 
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Situation Text Used to Describe Situation 
to Respondents No. Content 

Text Used to Describe Situation 
to Respondents 

9 stock While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of sponsoring legislation that directly benefits companies 
in which the politician owns stock. Later in the week, your newspaper 
publishes a list of all the companies this politician has helped while in 
office. The story compares that list with a list of the companies the 
politician owns stock in — and the lists match exactly. 

10 drues While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of taking drugs. Later in the week, PrimeTime Live, a 
national news program that has become famous for its use of hidden 
cameras, airs videotape obtained from inside the politician's office. It 
shows the politician snorting cocaine. 

11 slurs While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of using racial and ethnic slurs to describe employees. 
Later in the week, PrimeTime Live, a national news program that has 
become famous for its use of hidden cameras, airs videotape obtained 
from inside the politician's office. It shows the politician at a 
meeting, during which he refers to several staffers as "niggers." 

12 drunk While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of being an alcoholic. Later in the week, PrimeTime 
Live, a national news program that has become famous for its use of 
hidden cameras, airs a series of videotapes reporters have been 
collecting during the past two months. The tapes show the politician 
at various bars around the city. At each place, the bartender is seen 
helping the politician out after he has obviously had too much to 
drink. 

13 bugs While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of listening in on staff members' private telephone lines. 
Later in the week, you read in the newspaper that more than 10 
people who used to work for this politician have reported finding 
"bugs" in their phones. After the reports come out, the FBI begins an 
investigation that reveals the politician's fingerprints on the 
wiretapping devices. 
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Situation Text Used to Describe Situation 
to Respondents No. Content 

Text Used to Describe Situation 
to Respondents 

14 army While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of falsifying his education and military credentials. Later 
in the week, your newspaper obtains the politician's college transcripts 
and militaiy records. You read the next day that although the resume 
you heard about during the campaign said your representative was a 
college graduate and distinguished war hero, these records show that 
he never graduated and was, in fact, dishonorably discharged from the 
U.S. Army. 

15 checks While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of writing bad checks out of a government account. 
Later in the week, the bank releases a list of all public officials who 
have overdrawn their checking accounts. Not only is your representa
tive's name on the list, but it is also revealed that he never paid the 
required penalty fees for bouncing checks. 

16 transfer While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of illegally transferring government funds for use in the 
politician's private business. Later in the week, you read that The 
New York Times has obtained records from an international bank 
showing that the money was transferred a month ago from a 
government account to a private account in the politician's name. 

17 aliens While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of hiring illegal aliens to work in a factory he owns. 
Later in the week, PrimeTime Live, a national news program that has 
become famous for its use of hidden cameras, airs videotape obtained 
from inside the factory. It shows the workplace crammed with 
workers from outside the country, all speaking in Spanish. The poli
tician is also on the tape, visiting the factory on one of his trips home 
from Washington. You can hear him on the tape, telling a supervisor 
to go out and find some more illegal aliens to hire because they work 
for less money than legal U.S. citizens. 
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Situation Text Used to Describe Situation 
to Respondents No. Content 

Text Used to Describe Situation 
to Respondents 

18 security While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of selling national security information to a foreign 
government. Later in the week, PrimeTime Live, a national news 
program that has become famous for its use of hidden microphones, 
airs a taped telephone conversation between the politician and a top 
official from Russia. On the tape, you hear what is clearly the 
politician's voice. The Russian official asks whether the politician has 
the information. He says he does, but that he cannot reveal it over 
the telephone because it is too dangerous. They agree to meet at a 
later date, but not before the politician is reassured that he will be 
paid for the information. 

19 EPA While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of violating environmental protection laws that apply to 
the business he owns in your home state. Later in the week, you read 
in the newspaper that nearly 50 complaints have been filed with the 
Better Business Bureau, protesting the hazards this politician's compa
ny is creating. The article notes that, as owner of the business, the 
politician has to approve all environmental policies to ensure that 
they comply with the law. Copies of several documents appear with 
the article, however, showing the politician's signature on company 
policies that are in violation of the law. 

20 KKK While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of belonging to the Ku Klux Klan. Later in the week, 
PrimeTime Live, a national news program that has become famous for 
its use of hidden television cameras, airs videotape obtained from a 
Klan meeting. The tape shows the politician there, participating fully 
in discussion and activities. It even shows the politician joining the 
others in putting on the traditional KKK robe and hood. 

21 hire While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of hiring more staff members during a budget crunch — 
when every other similar office is downsizing. Later in the week, your 
local newspaper reports that the politician's staff has increased by 25 
percent, while in at least 10 other offices, staff numbers have decreased 
by the same amount. 
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Situation Text Used to Describe Situation 
to Respondents No. Content 

Text Used to Describe Situation 
to Respondents 

22 phone While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of using the office telephone to make personal long
distance calls. Later in the week, your local newspaper publishes a 
copy of the office telephone records, showing that more than $100 of 
each monthly bill resulted from the politician's long-distance calls to 
friends and family members. 

23 golf While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of playing golf at a country club that excludes people of 
color. Later in the week, your local newspaper publishes a photo
graph of the politician golfing at the club, and quotes club owners 
who say the politician has been a member for more than 10 years. 

24 sleaze While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of frequenting topless bars. Later in the week, 
PrimeTime Live, a national news program that has become famous for 
its use of hidden cameras, airs a series of videotapes reporters have 
collected during the past two months. The tapes show the politician 
entering and leaving various X-rated bars around the city. 

25 loan While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a 
local politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has 
been accused of failing to pay back a government loan he used to put 
himself through college. Later in the week, your local newspaper 
publishes a letter addressed to the politician from the collection 
agency, requesting payment plus penalty fees. The article quotes a 
worker at the agency who says the debt still has not been paid. 
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APPENDIX B 

SAMPLE OF QUESTIONNAIRE FOR MANIPULATION CHECK 

The sample questionnaire shown on the next page contains the text for situation 1 

(bribe). The remaining questionnaires were identical, except for the varying situation 

texts shown in Appendix A. 
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Please consider the following situation. For the question that follows, CIRCLE the number 
on the scale that reflects how you feel about the politician. For example, if you are certain 
the politician is guilty, circle "1". If you are certain the politician is NOT guilty, circle "7". 
If you are unsure about the politician's guilt or have no opinion, circle the appropriate 
number between "2" and "6", depending on whether you think the politician is closer to being 
guilty or not guilty. 

While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a local politician who 
represents your state in Washington, D.C., has been accused of taking bribes. Later in the 
week, PrimeTime Live, a national news program that has become famous for its use of hidden 
cameras, airs videotape obtained from inside the politician's office. It shows the politician 
taking money from a well-known company president. As you listen to the taped conversation 
between the two, you hear the company president reminding the politician that he only gets 
to keep the money if he votes the way the company president wants him to. The politician 
agrees, and pockets the money. 

In your opinion, is this politician: 

Now please consider a few statements about the situation itself. For each statement, please 
CIRCLE a number from 1 to 7 depending on the degree to which you strongly agree or 
strongly disagree. A "1" means you strongly agree, a "2" means you agree, a "3" means you 
agree somewhat, a "4" means you are neutral, a "5" means you disagree somewhat, a "6" means 
you disagree, and a "7" means you strongly disagree. 

Situation 

guilty 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 not guilty 
at fault 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 not at fault 

innocent 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 not innocent 
responsible 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 not responsible 

strongly 
agree 

strongly 
disagree 

1. This situation is very serious. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2. I can imagine circumstances in 
which I could forgive someone 
for doing this. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3. This accusation is trivial. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4. There would never be a time 
when I could pardon someone 
for doing this. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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The following table displays replicated account messages for the 16 situations used 

in Study 1 and 2. The replications are divided by account type (denials, excuses, 

justifications, and apologies), and situation numbers and descriptors are provided to 

identify with which situation the account was used. For Study 1, only account 

replications for apologies were used; for Study 2, all 16 replications were utilized. 
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Denials 

Situation 
Account for Situation 

No. Content 
Account for Situation 

8 blackmail "These accusations against me are completely unfounded. I 
don't know how these people in the media do it, but I can tell 
you that what you saw on that videotape is simply not true. 
Maybe I was framed, I don't know. All I know is I have never 
blackmailed anyone on my staff — I would never do 
something like that." 

10 drugs "I want to make something perfectly clear: these accusations 
against me are completely unfounded. I am not now taking 
drugs, nor have I ever taken them. I don't know who you saw 
on that videotape, but it certainly was not me. I do not behave 
that way." 

18 security "All I want to say to you here today is that what you have been 
hearing on the news about this supposed conversation I have 
had with Russian officials is just complete nonsense. I never 
had such a conversation, nor would I ever consider selling 
secrets about our country. Ridiculous! I won't even justify 
these stories by saying any more about them." 

20 KKK "I don't even feel that I should justify these outrageous news 
reports you have been seeing with a response, but I do want to 
make sure that there is no misunderstanding: what you have 
been hearing about me recently in the news is just not true. I 
am not, nor have I ever been, involved in the KKK. I don't 
know who you are seeing in those videotapes, but it is certainly 
not me. I did not conduct myself in that horrible manner, and 
I never will." 
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Excuses 

Situation 
Account for Situation 

No. Content 
Account for Situation 

11 slurs "Let me speak to this issue directly. I know that today most 
people recognize what you heard me say on that videotape as 
an offensive remark. But I didn't mean to offend anyone — 
it's just that I come from a different generation. When I grew 
up, that type of vocabulary was very common. I'm trying to 
change now, but it's hard to change something that has been 
habit for so long." 

16 transfer "This transfer of money you have been hearing about on the 
news is only one of many business transactions that go on in 
my office every day. I realize how bad it is that this particular 
transfer occurred, but I can't possibly pay strict attention to 
each and every business transaction that goes on. That's why I 
have my accountant handle these things — so I can keep my 
attention focused on the public's business. Unfortunately, it 
appears that this arrangement has created some problems. But 
I was only trying to concentrate on more important public 
business." 

17 aliens "I want to take this opportunity to respond to the news you 
have all probably been hearing about my business. It's true 
that I have been hiring illegal aliens for awhile now to help out 
the company and make it a more productive business in our 
state. But I didn't know there was anything wrong with that at 
the time that I was hiring these people — the laws on this 
subject are very complicated. I guess I should have asked 
someone to explain them more clearly to me, but I didn't think 
there would be a problem. I just didn't understand the laws." 

19 EPA "Let me respond directly to these charges against me and my 
business. I was unaware of these complaints with the Better 
Business Bureau until I heard about them on the news. It 
appears, now that I have looked over this information, that it is 
true that my business has been in violation of some 
environmental laws. I did not know this before — truthfully, I 
just didn't understand what was required under the law. These 
laws are just very complicated, and things change in them every 
day." 
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Justifications 

Situation 
Account for Situation 

No. Content 
Account for Situation 

3 crime "I know what you saw on the news this past week must look 
bad to you, but I have to tell you in all honesty that, although I 
take full responsibility for my behavior as a public servant, I 
see nothing wrong with what I did in this case. What is wrong 
with helping someone who sends a check to your campaign? 
Nothing. There's no rule or standard or anything that says you 
cannot help them. They have a right to ask for your help, and 
I think I have a duty and obligation to do something about it. 
That's exactly what I did here." 

9 stock "I wanted to respond to these stories in the newspaper about 
my voting record because I know that to many of you this 
looks very bad. Well, it may look bad, but it's not — and 
here's why. Every business I have voted to help is a company 
that is located in my home state. Sure, I owned stock in these 
businesses — that's because I support companies that support 
residents of my state. And that's also why I've supported them 
by voting in their favor. Maybe it does help me as a 
stockholder. But if it helps me, as a resident of my state, then 
I figure it helps other residents of my state just as much. And 
that's what I was elected to do: help people in my state." 

12 drunk "Let me address this issue directly. If you have been watching 
television recently, you have seen some photos of me going to 
bars. Sure, I go to bars — who doesn't? Truthfully, I don't 
understand what's so wrong about that. Of course, I take 
responsibility for my behavior as a public servant. But what I 
do after work to relax? I don't see what's wrong with having a 
few drinks as long as I'm not hurting anyone." 

13 bugs "I want to take this opportunity to respond to what you have 
been hearing about on the news recently. It seems that there 
have been some reports that I have been listening to employ
ees' conversations. Well, I won't deny that — I have been 
listening. But let me tell you why. People who work with me 
in Washington are dealing with some very important, classified 
documents. This information is confidential, and it must stay 
that way to protect you, the people of this country. So I'm 
telling you now that, yes, I was listening to my staffs conversa
tions. But I was doing it to protect all of you from people who 
might try to leak very important, secret information." 
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Apologies 

Situation 
Account for Situation 

No. Content 
Account for Situation 

1 bribe "It has been said that the meeting you saw on tape was a case 
where I took money from a company president in return for 
special favors. Well, it's true — I can't deny the video. But 
now I realize that accepting that money in return for a direct 
promise to help was wrong. We in government have for too 
long taken too many people's money and peddled too much 
influence for it. I, too, have been guilty, and I'm telling you 
now I'm sorry for that. It's time we changed the way we run 
things around here — and I can assure you I will certainly 
change the way I run things." 

5 affair "This is a terribly embarrassing situation for both me and my 
family. I can't deny what you saw on the videotape. It is true 
that I am involved in a relationship with the woman you saw 
on television. I am incredibly sorry for hurting her, for hurting 
my wife, and, of course, for violating the trust of you, the 
people who elected me. I hope each of you can forgive me for 
what I have done. If you can, I will do everything in my power 
to restore your faith in me." 

6 taxes "This situation is very embarrassing for me and my family, but I 
think it would be even more embarrassing if I tried to tell you 
it wasn't true. I made a mistake here, and I apologize to all 
my constituents. We in government have tried for too long to 
pretend that we are above the laws that everybody else has to 
follow. I, too, have been guilty of this, but I'm telling you now 
that I, like you, have had enough. I intend to pay any debts I 
owe and do my best to make sure this does not happen again." 

15 checks "This situation is very embarrassing for me and my family, but I 
think it would be even more embarrassing if I tried to tell you 
it wasn't true. I made a mistake here, and I apologize to all 
my constituents. We in government have tried for too long to 
pretend that we are above the laws that everybody else has to 
follow. I, too, have been guilty of this, but I'm telling you now 
that I, like you, have had enough. I intend to pay any debts I 
owe and do my best to make sure this does not happen again." 
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SAMPLE OF STUDY 1 QUESTIONNAIRE 
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The sample Study 1 questionnaire shown on the next page contains the text for 

situation 1 (bribe) and the account (an apology) for that situation. Demographic 

questions are asked on the lower half of the last page. The remaining questionnaires 

were identical, except for the varying situation and account texts, as tabulated in the 

apologies table within Appendix C. 
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UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
Department of Communication 

This survey is part of a graduate-level research project at the University of Arizona. 
Your participation is completely voluntary and all information provided is anonymous 
and will be held in the strictest confidence. Please, DO NOT write your name on this 
survey, but do answer all the questions. 

By completing this questionnaire you are consenting to participate in this research. 
Thank you for taking the time to do this. We would not be able to conduct this 
research without your cooperation. 

Please consider the following situation and response. After you have read the 
information below, please turn the page and answer a few questions about this 
information. 

Situation 

While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a local 
politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has been accused of taking 
bribes. Later in the week, PrimeTime Live, a national news program that has become 
famous for its use of hidden cameras, airs videotape obtained from inside the 
politician's office. It shows the politician taking money from a well-known company 
president. As you listen to the taped conversation between the two, you hear the 
company president reminding the politician that he only gets to keep the money if 
he votes the way the company president wants him to. The politician agrees, and 
pockets the money. 

Tonight's newscast begins with a follow-up on this story, starting with the 
following response from your representative: 

Response 

"It has been said that the meeting you saw on tape was a case where I took 
money from a company president in return for special favors. Well, it's true — I 
can't deny the video. But now I realize that accepting that money in return for a 
direct promise to help was wrong. We in government have for too long taken too 
many people's money and peddled too much influence for it. I, too, have been guilty, 
and I'm telling you now I'm sorry for that. It's time we changed the way we run 
things around here — and I can assure you I will certainly change the way I run 
things." 

*** GO TO NEXT PAGE *** 
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Below are a series of statements along which you are asked to rate the response you 
just read from the politician involved in this situation. Please remember that you are 
rating the RESPONSE, not the behavior that came before it. For each statement, 
please circle a number from 1 to 7 depending on the degree to which you strongly 
agree or strongly disagree. A "1" means you strongly agree, a "2" means you agree. 
a "3" means you agree somewhat, a "4" means you are neutral, a "5" means you 
disagree somewhat, a "6" means you disagree, and a "7" means you strongly disagree. 

strongly strongly 
agree disagree 

1. I believe what this 
politician said. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2. This politician said what 
I expect most politicians 
to say under these 
circumstances. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3. I did NOT like the way 
this politician responded. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4. This politician's statement 
was unusual. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5. I wish more politicians 
would respond this way. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

6. This politician's statement 
was a typical political 
response. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

7. I would vote for someone 
who responded this way. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

8. This politician's statement 
was appropriate. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

*** GO TO NEXT PAGE *** 
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For each of the following questions, please check the most appropriate answer: 

1. When a politician gets into trouble, which of the following 
do you think he is most likely to do? 

Deny it 
Make excuses 
Try to justify his behavior 
Admit it and apologize 

2. What do you think he is least likely to do? 
Deny it 
Make excuses 
Try to justify his behavior 
Admit it and apologize 

3. When a politician gets into trouble, which of the following 
do you think is best for him to do? 

Deny it 
Make excuses 
Try to justify his behavior 
Admit it and apologize 

4. What do you think is worst for him to do? 
Deny it 
Make excuses 
Try to justify his behavior 
Admit it and apologize 

Now just a few more questions for demographic purposes: 

1. Your gender: male female 

2. In what year were you born? . 

3. Are you: 
employed full time 
employed part time 
work at home 
retired 
unemployed 
student 
disabled (continued) 



4. What is the highest level of school you have completed? 
8th grade or below 
some high school 
high school graduate 
some college 
college graduate 
graduate studies 

5. With what political party are you registered? 
Democrat 
Republican 
Independent 
Other 
Not registered 

6. Did you vote in the last election? Yes No 
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APPENDIX E 

SAMPLE OF STUDY 2 QUESTIONNAIRE 

The sample Study 2 questionnaire shown on the next page contains the text for 

situation 1 (bribe) and the account (an apology) for that situation. Demographic 

questions are asked on the last page. The remaining questionnaires were identical, 

except for the varying situation and account texts, as tabulated in Appendix C. 
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UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
Department of Communication 

This survey is part of a graduate-level research project at the University of Arizona. 
Your participation is completely voluntary and all information provided is anonymous 
and will be held in the strictest confidence. Please, DO NOT write your name on this 
survey, but do answer all the questions. 

By completing this questionnaire you are consenting to participate in this research. 
Thank you for taking the time to do this. We would not be able to conduct this 
research without your cooperation. 

Please consider the following situation. After you have read the information below, 
please turn the page and answer a few questions about this information. 

Situation 

While watching the television news last week, you discovered that a local 
politician who represents your state in Washington, D.C., has been accused of taking 
bribes. Later in the week, PrimeTime Live, a national news program that has become 
famous for its use of hidden cameras, airs videotape obtained from inside the 
politician's office. It shows the politician taking money from a well-known company 
president. As you listen to the taped conversation between the two, you hear the 
company president reminding the politician that he only gets to keep the money if 
he votes the way the company president wants him to. The politician agrees, and 
pockets the money. 

Tonight's newscast begins with a follow-up on this story, starting with the 
following response from your representative: 

Response 

"It has been said that the meeting you saw on tape was a case where I took 
money from a company president in return for special favors. Well, it's true — I 
can't deny the video. But now I realize that accepting that money in return for a 
direct promise to help was wrong. We in government have for too long taken too 
many people's money and peddled too much influence for it. I, too, have been guilty, 
and I'm telling you now I'm sorry for that. It's time we changed the way we run 
things around here — and I can assure you I will certainly change the way I run 
things." 

*** GO TO NEXT PAGE *** 
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Below are a series of statements along which you are asked to rate the politician 
involved in the situation you just read. For each statement, please circle a number 
from 1 to 7 depending on the degree to which you strongly agree or strongly disagree. 
A "1" means you strongly agree, a "2" means you agree, a "3" means you agree 
somewhat, a "4" means you are neutral, a "5" means you disagree somewhat, a "6" 
means you disagree, and a "7" means you strongly disagree. 

strongly 
agree 

strongly 
disagree 

1. I feel that I could 
trust this person. 

2. This person did not intend 
to do anything wrong. 

3. I would vote for 
this person. 

4. This person gave an 
honest response to 
this situation. 

5. I blame this person 
for what happened. 

6. I would never 
re-elect this person. 

7. I do not believe what 
this person says. 

8. What happened in this 
situation is not this 
person's fault. 

9. I can depend on this person 
in the future to be a good 
public servant. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

*** GO TO NEXT PAGE *** 



Now just a few more questions for demographic purposes: 

1. Your gender: male female 

2. In what year were you born? 

3. Are you: 
employed full time 
employed part time 
work at home 
retired 
unemployed 
student 
disabled 

4. What is the highest level of school you have completed? 
8th grade or below 
some high school 
high school graduate 
some college 
college graduate 
graduate studies 

5. With what political party are you registered? 
Democrat 
Republican 
Independent 
Other 
Not registered 

6. Did you vote in the last election? Yes No 



REFERENCES 

97 

Aly, B. (1969, Spring). The gallows speech: A lost genre. Southern Speech Journal, 
34, 204-213. 

Arendt, H. (1968). Between past and future: Eight exercises in political thought. New 
York: Viking Press. 

Benedetto, R. (1993, March 26). Confidence in government at low — poll. USA 
Today, p. 7A. 

Bennett, W. L. (1980). The paradox of public discourse: A framework for the 
analysis of political accounts. Journal of Politics, 42, 792-817. 

Bennett, W. L. (1992). The governing crisis: Media, money, and marketing in 
American elections. New York: St. Martin's Press. 

Bitzer, L. (1968). The rhetorical situation. Philosophy and Rhetoric, 1, 1-14. 

Burgoon, J. K., & Hale, J. (1988). Nonverbal expectancy violations: Model 
elaboration and application to immediacy behaviors. Communication 
Monographs, 55, 58-79. 

Burgoon, J. K., Walther, J. B., & Baesler, E. J. (1992). Interpretations, evaluations, 
and consequences of interpersonal touch. Human Communication Research, 
19(2), 237-263. 

Burgoon, M., & Miller, G. R. (1985). An expectancy interpretation of language and 
persuasion. In H. Giles & R. N. Sinclair (Eds.), Recent advances in language, 
communication, and social psychology (pp. 199-229). London: Lawrence 
Erlbaum Associates. 

Butler, S. D. (1972, Spring). The apologia, 1971 genre. Southern Speech 
Communication Journal, 27, 281-289. 

Campbell, A., Converse, P. E., Miller, W. E., & Stokes, D. E. (1960). The American 
voter. New York: Wiley & Sons. 

Campbell, K. K., & Jamieson, K. H. (1990). Deeds done in words: Presidential 
rhetoric and the genres of governance. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 



98 

Cody, M. J., Kersten, L., Braaten, D. O., & Dickson, R. (1992). Coping with 
relational dissolutions: Attributions, account credibility, and plans for resolving 
conflicts. In J. H. Harvey, T. L. Orbuch, & A. L. Weber (Eds.), Attributions, 
accounts, and close relationships (pp. 93-115). New York: Springer-Verlag. 

Downey, S. D. (1993, Winter). The evolution of the rhetorical genre of apologia. 
Western Journal of Communication, 57, 42-64. 

Durant, W. (1954). The story of civilization, Part I: Our Oriental heritage. New 
York: Simon & Schuster. 

Edelman, M. (1977). Political language: Words that succeed and policies that fail. 
New York: Academic Press. 

Fenno Jr., R. F. (1978). Home style: House members in their districts. Boston: 
Little, Brown and Company. 

Goffinan, E. (1959). The presentation of self in everyday life. New York: Doubleday. 

Goffman, E. (1967). Interaction ritual: Essays on face-to-face behavior. New York: 
Pantheon Books. 

Goffinan, E. (1971). Relations in public: Microstudies of the public order. New 
York: Basic Books. 

Gray, P. (1992, October 5). Lies, lies, lies. Time, pp. 32-38. 

Hahn, D. F., & Gustainis, J. J. (1983). Defensive tactics in presidential rhetoric: 
Contemporary topoi. In T. Windt & B. Ingold (Eds.), Essays in presidential 
rhetoric (pp. 43-75). Dubuque, Iowa: Kendall/Hunt. 

Hale, C. L. (1987). A comparison of accounts: When is a failure not a failure? 
Journal of Language and Social Psychology, 6(2), 117-132. 

Harrell, J., Ware, B. L., & Linkugel, W. A. (1975, November). Failure of apology 
in American politics: Nixon on Watergate. Speech Monographs, 42(4), 245-261. 

Hart, V. (1978). Distrust and democracy. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Hellweg, S. (1979, Summer). An examination of voter conceptualizations of the 
ideal political candidate. Southern Speech Communication Journal, 44, 373-385. 



99 

Hoppe, C. (1992, November 4). Williamson easily beats Guerrero. The Dallas 
Morning News, pp. 1A, 18A. 

Iyengar, S. (1989). How citizens think about national issues: A matter of 
responsibility. American Journal of Political Science, 33(4), 878-900. 

Jackson, S., and Jacobs, S. (1983). Generalizing about messages: Suggestions for 
design and analysis of experiments. Human Communication Research, 9(2), 169-
191. 

Jamieson, K. H. (1973). Generic constraints and the rhetorical situation. Philosophy 
and Rhetoric, 6, 162-170. 

Jamieson, K. H. (1992). Dirty politics: Deception, distraction, and democracy. New 
York: Oxford University Press. 

Johannesen, R. L. (1991). Virtue ethics, character, and political communication. In 
Robert E. Denton, Jr. (Ed.), Ethical dimensions of political communication (pp. 
69-90). New York: Praeger. 

Jones, K. B. (1993). Compassionate authority: Democracy and the representation of 
women. New York: Routledge. 

Katula, R. A. (1975, Fall). The apology of Richard M. Nixon. Today's Speech, 23, 
1-5. 

Kinder, D. R., Peters, M. D., Abelson, R. P., & Fiske, S. T. (1980). Presidential 
prototypes. Political Behavior, 2(4), 315-337. 

Kruse, N. W. (1977, Spring). Motivational factors in non-denial apologia. Central 
States Speech Journal, 28, 13-23. 

Kutler, S. I. (1989, August 8). Old lies subvert Nixon's hold on history. The Los 
Angeles Times, p. 7. 

Lau, R. R. (1982). Negativity in political perception. Political Behavior, 4(4), 353-
377. 

Lau, R. R. (1985). Two explanations for negativity effects in political behavior. 
American Journal of Political Science, 29, 119-138. 



100 

Ling, D. A. (1970, Summer). A pentadic analysis of Senator Edward Kennedy's 
address to the people of Massachusetts, July 25, 1969. Central States Speech 
Journal, 21, 81-86. 

Lodge, M., McGraw, K. M., & Stroh, P. (1989). An impression-driven model of 
candidate evaluation. American Political Science Review, 83(2), 399-419. 

Mayhew, D. R. (1974). Congress: The electoral connection. New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press. 

McCroskey, J. C., & Young, T. J. (1981). Ethos and credibility: The construct and 
its measurement after three decades. Central States Speech Journal, 32, 24-34. 

McGraw, K. M. (1990a). Avoiding blame: An experimental investigation of political 
excuses and justifications. British Journal of Political Science, 20, 119-131. 

McGraw, K. M. (1990b). The effectiveness of political blame-management 
strategies. Paper presented at the meeting of the Midwest Political Science 
Association, Chicago, 111. 

McLaughlin, M. L., Cody, M. J., & O'Hair, H. D. (1983, Spring). The management 
of failure events: Some contextual determinants of accounting behavior. Human 
Communication Research, 9(3), 208-224. 

Miller, M. D., & Burgoon, M. (1979). The relationship between violations of 
expectations and the induction of resistance to persuasion. Human 
Communication Research, 5, 301-313. 

Mister, S. (1986). Reagan's Challenger tribute: Combining generic constraints with 
situational demands. Central States Speech Journal, 37, 158-165. 

Nixon in Yorba Linda. (1990, July 23). The Christian Science Monitor, p. 20. 

Owen, M. (1983). Apologies and remedial interchanges: A study of language use and 
social interaction. New York: Mouton Publishers. 

Pear, R. (1992, November 19). Political motive cited in scrutiny of passport files. 
The New York Times, p. Al, A13. 

Pfau, M., & Kenski, H. C. (1990). Attack politics: Strategy and defense. New York: 
Praeger. 



101 

Popkin, S. L. (1991). The reasoning voter: Communication and persuasion in 
presidential campaigns. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Reeve, C. D. C. (1989). Socrates in the 'Apology': An essay on Plato's 'Apology of 
Socrates'. Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Co. 

Rosenfield, L. W. (1968, November). A case study in speech criticism: The Nixon-
Truman analog. Speech Monographs, 35, 435-450. 

Rosenthal, A. (1992a, March 20). Clinton says golfing at all-white club was mistake. 
The New York Times, p. A8. 

Rosenthal, A. (1992b, June 26). Breaking tax pledge hurt his credibility, President 
tells ABC. The New York Times, p. A13. 

Schlenker, B. R. (1980). Impression management: The self-concept, social identity, 
and interpersonal relations. Monterey, CA: Brooks/Cole. 

Schlenker, B. R., & Darby, B. W. (1981). The use of apologies in social 
predicaments. Social Psychology Quarterly, 44(3), 271-278. 

Schonbach, P. (1980). A category system for account phases. European Journal of 
Social Psychology, 10, 195-200. 

Scott, M. B., & Lyman, S. M. (1968, February). Accounts. American Sociological 
Review, 22, 46-62. 

Sigel, R. S. (1989). Introduction: The world of work. In Roberta S. Sigel (Ed.), 
Political learning in adulthood: A sourcebook of theory and research (pp. 89-101). 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Steckenrider, J. S., & Cutler, N. E. (1989). Aging and adult political socialization: 
The importance of roles and transitions. In Roberta S. Sigel (Ed.), Political 
learning in adulthood: A sourcebook of theory and research (pp. 56-88). Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press. 

Suro, R. (1992, October 12). Lie by Texas politician puts twist in campaign. The 
New York Times, p. A7. 

Taylor, P. (1985). The ultimate question. In J. Feinberg (Ed.), Reason and 
responsibility (pp. 584-592). Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publishing Co. 



102 

Thompson, D. F. (1980). Moral responsibility of public officials: The problem of 
many hands. American Political Science Review, 74, 905-916. 

Wallace, K. R. (1963). The substance of rhetoric: Good reasons. The Quarterly 
Journal of Speech, 49, 239-249. 

Ware, B. L., & Linkugel, W. A. (1973). They spoke in defense of themselves: On 
the generic criticism of apologia. Quarterly Journal of Speech, 50, 273-283. 

Wattenberg, M. P. (1984). The decline of American political parties, 1952-1984. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Wattenberg, M. P. (1991). The rise of candidate-centered politics: Presidential 
elections of the 1980s. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Wilson, G. L. (1976, Summer). A strategy of explanation: Richard M. Nixon's 
August 8, 1974 resignation address. Communication Quarterly, 24(3), 14-20. 


