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Explaining Presidential Approval: 
The Significance of Issue Salience* 
George C. Edwards III, Texas A&M University 
William Mitchell, Texas A&M University 
Reed Welch, Texas A&M University 

Theory: For an issue to have a significant influence on evaluations of the presi- 
dent, it must be salient to people and people must evaluate the president in 
terms of his performance regarding it. 
Hypotheses: Issues vary in salience to the public over time; evaluations of the 
president's performance on issues vary in their impact on presidential approval 
over time; and evaluations of the president's performance on issues have more 
impact on presidential approval when the issues are salient to the public. 
Methods: Content analysis of media coverage of issues; cross-sectional multi- 
chotomous logit-regression analysis of 25 national public opinion polls; and 
time-series regression analysis of the relationship between issue salience and 
their impact on presidential approval. 
Results: Issues vary over time in their salience to the public and in their impact 
on presidential approval; and the salience of issues to the public directly affects 
their impact on the public's evaluation of the president. 

Studies of presidential approval have become a cottage industry in polit- 
ical science (for an overview, see Edwards 1991). Although these studies 
have often employed sophisticated techniques of time-series analysis 
and raised theoretically significant issues, the progress made in ex- 
plaining presidential approval has been limited owing to our inability to 
test the theory explicitly or implicitly underlying our models. 

Most studies of presidential approval have relied on time-series 
analysis of aggregate data to investigate the impact of various factors 
on presidential approval (see Mueller 1970; Kernell 1978; Hibbs 1982; 
Monroe 1984; Ostrom and Simon 1985; and sources cited therein). 
Scholars have compared the rise and fall in presidential approval 
(treated as a dependent variable) over time with the rise and fall of 
possible explanatory variables, such as unemployment and inflation. 
Such studies assume that as the environment and circumstances of indi- 
viduals change, their level of support for the president will also change. 
If unemployment and presidential approval vary together, for example, 
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EXPLAINING PRESIDENTIAL APPROVAL 109 

then researchers conclude that unemployment levels are part of the 
explanation for presidential approval. 

Exclusive reliance on aggregate data such as the national unemploy- 
ment rate or the Consumer Price Index, however, takes a researcher 
only part of the way toward answering questions about how individuals 
react to changing circumstances or why people evaluate the president 
as they do. The reason is straightforward: the data do not provide infor- 
mation about individual behavior. 

Findings of covariation in such research explain very little. Just who 
is responding and for what reasons? If a drop in presidential approval 
coincides with an increase in the unemployment rate, is this the result 
of an increase in those experiencing unemployment, those worried about 
unemployment more generally, or those who are not directly affected 
by unemployment but who feel the president is not doing enough for 
those who are? And does the same level of unemployment always result 
in a similar drop for the president in the polls? 

Thinking about Presidential Approval 
Issues, such as the economy and war, underlie virtually all studies 

of presidential approval. It makes sense, then, to begin our efforts to 
advance explanations of presidential approval by focusing on issues. A 
useful way to begin such an analysis is to ask what is necessary for 
an issue, such as the economy, to affect a person's evaluation of the 
president. 

For an issue to have a significant influence on evaluations of the 
president, it must be salient to people and people must evaluate the 
president in terms of his performance regarding it. Obviously, percep- 
tions of reality mediate each of these components of assessing the 
president. 

Most time-series analyses of presidential approval (such as those 
cited above), however, assume that issues have a constant effect on 
presidential approval over time and that evaluations of the president's 
performance on issues may be ignored. Although these premises are at 
the core of most models of presidential approval, they are rarely explicit 
and virtually never defended. Thus, they bear a closer examination. 

Salience 
The assumption that issues influencing presidential approval have a 

constant salience is pervasive. In the typical time-series analysis, vari- 
ables such as measures of economic performance are explicitly or im- 
plicitly assumed to have a constant meaning over time. Interpretations 
of the results of these analyses virtually always attempt to reach general- 
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izations such as "an x percent increase in unemployment leads to a y 
percent decrease in presidential approval." For example, an increase 
in unemployment from 2% to 3% is said to have the same impact as an 
increase from 7% to 8%, and its impact is assumed to be the same 
whether or not it is accompanied by high inflation, war, or scandal. 
Although we applaud efforts to reach generalizations, they are only as 
sound as the theory underlying them. 

Some authors (Mueller 1973, 205-206; Lee 1977; Kernell 1978; Ed- 
wards 1990; Brody 1991) have argued that some issues are more salient 
than others to evaluations of the president or that the salience of the 
same issue may vary over time, but they have not tested their hypothe- 
ses empirically. Brody shows that press coverage of issues varies over 
time and then concludes that the basis for evaluations of presidents 
changes over time. However, he does not show that issues vary over 
time in their impact on presidential approval or that the salience of 
issues is related to their impact on presidential approval. 

The Bush Paradox 
The problem presented by ignoring the variability of the salience of 

factors affecting presidential approval is evident from an apparent para- 
dox of the presidency of George Bush. For much of his tenure in office 
he stood high in the polls despite the public's low rating of his perfor- 
mance on a wide variety of important issues. Appendix A, based on a 
Gallup poll in November of 1989, illustrates the point. The president's 
overall approval rating at that time was 70%. Yet his performance was 
not rated highly on a large number of objectively important policies, 
ranging from abortion to the federal deficit. 

How could the president be so high in the polls if the public ac- 
corded the same weight to economic policy that it did to other important 
policies? If the public evaluated the president primarily in terms of non- 
economic issues in 1989, however, then Bush's standing in the polls is 
easily understood. If matters such as foreign policy were salient in 1989 
and people approved of the president's handling of these other policies, 
they may have accorded him high overall approval. We will explore this 
question in more detail below. 

The Importance of Salience 
Understanding presidential approval, then, requires identifying not 

only what issues Americans think about but also gauging the degree of 
salience Americans place on these issues. One cannot assume that peo- 
ple always judge the president by the same benchmarks. As Converse 
(1964) pointed out three decades ago, people generally have only a few 

This content downloaded from 128.194.112.172 on Mon, 9 Jun 2014 16:05:17 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


EXPLAINING PRESIDENTIAL APPROVAL 111 

issues that are particularly important to them and to which they pay 
attention. If a matter is not salient, it is unlikely that it will play a major 
role in their evaluations of the president (see Bernstein 1991). 

The importance of specific issues to the public also varies over 
time and is closely tied to objective conditions such as unemployment, 
inflation, international tensions, or racial conflict. From the time the 
Cold War began in the late 1940s until the early 1960s, foreign affairs 
dominated public concern, with economic matters a strong second. Be- 
ginning in 1963, the civil-rights movement ranked as the most important 
problem until foreign affairs, boosted by the Vietnam War, regained the 
top position from 1965 to 1970. From 1970 to 1973, there was instability 
in public concerns, with social control, foreign affairs, and the economy 
all sharing the spotlight. From 1973 through 1983, the economy was 
consistently the most prominent issue to Americans (Smith 1985). In 
1984 foreign affairs again gained prominence and alternated with the 
economy as the most important problem throughout the rest of Ronald 
Reagan's term. 

The meaning attributed to variables may also change over time, 
although the theories underlying their use generally assume that their 
meaning is constant. For example, although reports of the unemploy- 
ment rate continue to count the percentage of the population that is 
unemployed, the composition of the unemployed has changed over time 
and the hardship caused by unemployment has been reduced. For exam- 
ple, youths now compose a larger percentage of the unemployed than 
in the 1950s. Since many youths are not the primary wage earners in 
their families, the correspondence between hardship and unemployment 
is probably less now than in earlier decades. More liberal eligibility 
requirements for unemployment insurance and welfare programs and 
increased payments over time buttress the argument that unemployment 
has a different impact on people's lives today than in the past. 

The relative weight of values and issues in evaluations of the presi- 
dent also varies over time. Valence or style issues are values such as 
patriotism, morality, or a strong national defense on which there is a 
broad consensus in the public and that are more basic than a position 
on a specific policy. The president's articulation of valence issues, di- 
rectly and in the symbols he employs in his actions and speech, can 
affirm the values and beliefs that define citizens' political identities. As a 
result, valence issues may be powerful instruments for obtaining public 
support, for presidents often prefer to be judged on the basis of consen- 
sual criteria with which they can associate themselves. 

The tradeoffs among competing values also vary over time. Values 
remain relatively constant, but policy debates are rarely single-valued. 
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Some values become more salient and some less salient in making these 
tradeoffs (Stimson 1991, 24-25). Antigovernment and antiwelfare atti- 
tudes give way to concerns for health and compassion if it is discovered 
that children are going hungry. 

Salience and Media Priming 
Research in both psychology and political science has found that 

the attitudes people express in response to survey questions reflect 
those ideas at the forefront of their minds at the moment of answering. 
These ideas reflect the information most salient at the time, the informa- 
tion most easily brought to mind (Higgins and King 1981; Taylor and 
Fiske 1978; Tesser 1978; Tversky and Kahneman 1982; Wyer and Hart- 
wick 1980; Zaller and Feldman 1992). 

Although Americans could base their evaluations of the president 
on an integrated judgment of his performance on a wide range of policy 
domains, they more likely meet their needs for cognitive expediency by 
"satisficing" (Simon 1957), assessing the president on his performance 
in only a small number of policy spheres. 

The hypothesis of media priming assumes cognitive burdens are 
usually too great for people to reach judgments or decisions based on 
comprehensive, integrated information. Instead, the public takes cogni- 
tive short cuts or cues, relying heavily on the mass media. 

The public's familiarity with political matters is closely related to 
the amount and duration of attention these affairs receive in the mass 
media (Page and Shapiro 1992, 12-13). The media also influence the 
issues the public views as important (Cook, Tyler, et al. 1983; Graber 
1978; Iyengar, Peters, and Kinder 1982; MacKuen and Coombs 1981, 
chaps. 3-4; Portess and McCombs 1991; Winter and Eyal 1981). 

In addition, media coverage of issues increases the importance of 
these issues in the public's evaluation of political figures. According to 
Iyengar (1991, 10), "The themes and issues that are repeated in televi- 
sion news coverage become the priorities of viewers. Issues and events 
highlighted by television news become especially influential as criteria 
for evaluating public officials." 

Network news also helps to provide a frame of reference for issues, 
and this affects evaluations of presidents. Brody (1991) has argued that 
presidential approval is strongly affected by elite opinion as brought to 
the public's attention in the mass media. When the media began cov- 
ering the Iran-Contra affair, Ronald Reagan's public approval took an 
immediate and severe dip as the public applied new criteria of evaluation 
(Krosnick and Kinder 1990; Iyengar 1991, chap. 8). Krosnick and Bran- 
non (1993) found that the importance of Bush's economic performance 
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EXPLAINING PRESIDENTIAL APPROVAL 113 

in overall evaluations of him decreased substantially after the Gulf War 
began, and they concluded that media-priming effects caused a shift of 
attention to his performance on war-related criteria. 

Experiments found that President Carter's overall reputation and, 
to a lesser extent, views of his apparent competency, were affected by 
network news. The standards people used in evaluating the president, 
what they felt was important in his job performance, seemed to be 
influenced by the news they watched on television (Iyengar, Peters, and 
Kinder 1982; see also Bartels 1993). 

A line of research in the communications field has shown that the 
mass media has its greatest impact on perceptions of issues at the collec- 
tive rather than the personal level (Mutz 1992, 498-99; Becker, 
McCombs, and McLeod 1975; McLeod, Becker, and Byrnes 1974; see 
also Tyler 1984; Tyler and Cook 1984; Hawkins and Pingree 1982; Gor- 
don and Heath 1981; Tyler 1980). In other words, the mass media is 
likely to notably influence people's perceptions of what issues are im- 
portant to the nation, but it will have less impact on what issues individ- 
uals find salient to themselves. 

Since personal circumstances are typically subordinated to broader 
views of national conditions, such as the economy, when people evalu- 
ate the president's performance (see, for example, Edwards 1983; 
Kinder 1981; Lau and Sears 1981; MacKuen, Erikson, and Stimson 
1992; Mutz 1992, 495-96), we should not be surprised that mediated 
information is more important than personal experience in evaluating 
the president for those who have such information (Mutz 1992, 
498-499). 

In sum, the media prime collective perceptions, deemphasizing per- 
sonal concerns and depoliticizing personal experience. These broad con- 
cerns affect presidential approval. Our question is whether evaluations 
of the president's performance on issues vary in their impact on presi- 
dential approval as the issues become more or less salient to the public. 

Presidential Performance on an Issue 
For an issue that is salient to the public, the quality of the presi- 

dent's performance on that issue should become a factor in presidential 
approval. Yet studies of presidential approval typically ignore this step 
in the public's thought process. These studies implicitly assume that, 
for example, if unemployment is rising, the president will be seen as 
doing a poor job. Perhaps, but perceptions may not follow directly from 
objective indicators of the economy's performance. 

The public may be less harsh in its evaluations of a president who 
is struggling with a difficult situation, even if he is not meeting with 
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short-term success. Franklin D. Roosevelt may have enjoyed the pub- 
lic's tolerance in 1933 and 1934, not only because he could not be held 
responsible for the Depression, but also because he was seen as doing 
the best that could be done under trying circumstances. 

Consider a more contemporary example. The unemployment level 
was virtually identical in the summer of 1984 as in the summer of 1992, 
but the public evaluated the economic performance of Presidents 
Reagan and Bush, respectively, quite differently. Reagan was rewarded 
for bringing the unemployment rate down while Bush suffered the con- 
sequences of economic stagnation. 

Edwards (1983) found that evaluations of the president's handling 
of economic policy had much more impact on overall presidential ap- 
proval than indicators of personal economic circumstances or evalua- 
tions of the economy's general performance. Reality may certainly af- 
fect perceptions, but it is those perceptions, mediated by party 
affiliation, personal history, elite opinion, and other factors (many of 
which are transmitted through the mass media), that ultimately affect 
how a person evaluates the president's performance in an issue area 
(Jordan 1993). Knowing how the public evaluates the president's perfor- 
mance on an issue provides us a more direct and theoretically meaning- 
ful measure of a person's thinking on the issue than what might be 
termed more objective measures of the issue. 

Hypotheses 
Our discussion of advancing our understanding of presidential ap- 

proval by focusing on the importance of issue salience and presidential 
performance on issues leads us to these hypotheses: 

1. Issues vary in salience to the public over time. 
2. Evaluations of the president's performance vary in their impact 

on presidential approval over time. 
3. Evaluations of the president's performance have more impact on 

presidential approval when the issues are salient to the public. 

Data and Methods 
A primary obstacle to advancing our understanding of presidential 

approval has been the scarcity of individual-level data. This has left 
studies subject to the ecological fallacy of making individual-level infer- 
ences from aggregate data. At the same time, we require time-series 
data to explain changes in opinion. 

Our solution is, first, to explore the changing salience of issues 
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EXPLAINING PRESIDENTIAL APPROVAL 115 

on an aggregate level by employing measures of media coverage as 
indicators. 

Next, we analyze how the public's evaluation of the president's 
performance on two important issue-areas (economic and foreign policy) 
affects overall approval of the president. To do so we use individual- 
level data in each of a series of 25 national public opinion polls taken 
by the Gallup Organization or CBS News/The New York Times Poll 
during the Bush administration. We have chosen economic and foreign 
policy because these issue-areas are the most prominent in the literature 
on presidential approval and because evaluations of the president's per- 
formance in these issue-areas are the ones most frequently found in 
polls. 

For a study based on individual-level analysis, 25 polls is a large 
number. The ideal would be to use every poll dealing with presidential 
approval. Unfortunately, the individual-level data are not available for 
most polls (we know of no other study of presidential approval that has 
used individual-level data in more than two polls), which is why most 
studies of presidential approval rely exclusively on one aggregate figure 
(overall presidential approval) from a poll. In addition, most polls do 
not contain questions about the president's handling of specific issue- 
areas. The polls we employ and the president's approval rating in each 
are listed in Appendix B.1 

Finally, we use our results from individual-level data in a time-series 
analysis. Our focus becomes whether the public's evaluation of the pres- 
ident's performance on issues has more impact on presidential approval 
if the issues are salient. 

Given the large number of polls, it would be convenient to employ 
a single pooled time-series cross-sectional analysis. Yet in this study 
each poll surveys the attitudes of different individuals, and it is not 
appropriate to pool data that do not compose a panel survey. 

Variation in the Salience of Issues 
Our first question is whether the salience of issues varies over time. 

It may seem that the traditional public-opinion-poll question, what is 
the "most important problem" facing the country, is relevant to our 
analysis. There are two fundamental drawbacks to using this question, 
however. First, the question is not asked regularly enough to be useful 
in our analysis. Even if it were, the "most important problem" is not 

'These polls are archived at the ICPSR at the University of Michigan or the Roper 
Center for Public Opinion Research. Other information on replication can be obtained 
directly from the authors. 
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equivalent to salience. For example, during the Bush administration, 
the economy was clearly the most important "problem," but for much 
of that time foreign policy was more salient. The collapse of communism 
and the victory in the Gulf War were not "problems," but they were 
certainly salient. Similarly, when the economy is strong, few would call 
it a "problem," but it might be quite salient in evaluating the president. 

Our reasoning regarding the importance of media priming leads us 
to employ media coverage of issues as an indicator of the salience of 
issues to the public. Relying on the Television News Index and Abstracts 
published by the Vanderbilt Television News Archive, we coded the 
time devoted to different stories on the nightly news programs of the 
three major television networks for periods of seven and 30 days prior 
to the beginning of a polling period. 

Using the Newspaper Index, we also counted the number of col- 
umn-inches for front-page stories (for any section of the paper) and for 
all other stories in the Washington Post, Chicago Tribune, and Los 
Angeles Times focusing on U.S. economic and foreign affairs for both 
one week and 30 days before the start of each poll.2 

For either television or newspapers, a story was coded as being on 
U.S. economic policy if it dealt with the U.S. economy. Stories in this 
category included those on unemployment, the budget, taxes, trade, 
and interest rates. Stories were classified as dealing with U.S. foreign 
policy anytime U.S. foreign policy or military actions were mentioned, 
when another country responded to U.S. foreign policy or military ac- 
tions, or when a U.S. spokesman commented on a situation in or about 
a foreign country. This included such obvious examples as President 
Bush meeting with world leaders and the U.S. invasion of Panama, but 
also more subtle cases such as Marlin Fitzwater commenting on the 
civil war in Yugoslavia or the U.S. providing humanitarian aid to victims 
of the Armenian earthquake. The Yugoslavian civil war or the Armenian 
earthquake by themselves did not fit this category in the absence of the 
establishment of a tie to the U.S. A few stories dealt with both economic 
and foreign policy in a way that did not allow us to place them in one 
category or the other. We have simply omitted these from our totals. 

Because the figures for 30 days proved to be more important than 
those for seven days in the analysis that follows, we report only the 
30-day figures in Appendix C. We also report a ratio of economic- to 
foreign-policy stories for both television and newspapers. This measure 
provides an indicator of the relative attention devoted to the two major 
issues of public policy, which may be more important than simply the 

2Following the convention of the Index, stories with less than six column inches 
were coded as "1," 6-18 column inches as "2," and more than 18 column inches as "3." 
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total amount of coverage in influencing the salience of issues to the 
public. 

The amount of time and space devoted to economic and foreign 
policy often varied more than 100% between two polls, sometimes even 
between polls taken a month apart. Given the role of the media in prim- 
ing public opinion, the salience of issues to the public varies substan- 
tially over time. 

Variation in the Impact of Issues 
The second hypothesis suggests that there will be variation in the 

impact of issues on presidential approval. Because presidential approval 
is an unordered categorical variable, we employ the multichotomous 
form of logit regression. The assumptions are the same as in the dichoto- 
mous logit model, and the interpretations of results are similar (see 
Aldrich and Nelson 1984, 39). 

Because our independent variables, the public's view of the presi- 
dent's handling of the economy and foreign affairs, are unordered cate- 
gorical variables (the responses are like those for overall presidential 
approval: "approve," "disapprove," and "don't know"), we must con- 
vert each into two dummy variables. The omitted category is "don't 
know" and is reflected in the intercept term. 

The logit-coefficient estimates for each poll are shown in Appendix 
D (see Aldrich and Nelson 1984, 23 and 38 for an explanation of why 
there are multiple-coefficient estimates for each independent variable). 
The Log-Likelihood Ratios for each poll indicate that the models are 
statistically significant at the .001 level (see Aldrich and Nelson 1984, 
55-56). 

To examine variation in the impact of issues on presidential ap- 
proval, we must start with a base. Using logit we can calculate the 
probabilities of people approving of the president when they disapprove 
of the president's performance on both economic and foreign policy or 
when they approve of the president's handling of both policy areas. We 
can then compare either base with the probabilities of approval when 
we change evaluations of the president's handling of one of the issue- 
areas from approval to disapproval or from disapproval to approval (this 
procedure is discussed in Aldrich and Nelson 1984, 44-47; and King 
1989, 106-107). 

In the period from which the polls in this research are drawn, very 
few persons approved of President Bush's handling of the economy 
while disapproving of his handling of foreign policy. As a result, for 
both policy areas we will compare the probabilities of approval of those 
who approve of the president's handling of foreign policy but disapprove 
of his handling of the economy. 
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Table 1. The Impact of Economic and Foreign Policy Performance on 
Presidential Approval 

(1) (2) 
Impact of Economic Impact of Foreign 

Poll Policy Performance Policy Performance 

November 1989 .19 .41 
March 1990 .18 .48 
July 1990 .25 .49 
August 1990 .16 .60 
October 1990 .32 .42 
January 1991 .11 .60 
March 1991 .10 .65 
April 1991 .11 .62 
May 1991 .14 .55 
June 1991 .17 .54 
July 1991 .24 .43 
August 1991 .22 .48 
September 1991 .23 .48 
October 1991 .33 .36 
November 1991 .42 .38 
January 1992 .48 .31 
February 1992 .47 .35 
March 1992 .49 .33 
April 1992 AS .32 
May 1992 .48 .25 
June 1992 .50 .31 
July 1992 .57 .24 
August 1992 .46 .35 
September 1992 .45 .33 
October 1992 .49 .37 

Table 1 provides the results of computing the probabilities regarding 
economic and foreign policy based on the results in Appendix D. The 
impact of economic policy on presidential approval is shown in column 
one and the impact of foreign policy on presidential approval is shown 
in column two. 

The figures for the impact of economic policy range from .10 to .57. 
This reflects a substantial volatility, given that the maximum range is 
from 0 to 1.0. What is especially interesting is that they are much higher 
at the end of George Bush's term in office than at the beginning, re- 
flecting the downward trend in his public approval. 

The figures for the impact of foreign policy range from .24 to .65. 
This again reflects a substantial volatility. We can also see that the 
impact of foreign policy on presidential approval was strong in the early 
portion of the Bush presidency but decreased notably in the latter part. 
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EXPLAINING PRESIDENTIAL APPROVAL 119 

The impact of issues, therefore, varies over time. What remains to 
be seen is whether the impact of issues varies with their salience to the 
public. 

Relationship between the Salience and Impact of Issues 
We expect the salience of economic and foreign policy issues, taken 

alone, to have a positive relationship to the impact of the president's 
handling of the economy or foreign policy on overall presidential ap- 
proval. We also expect the salience of economic-policy issues relative 
to foreign-policy issues to be related positively to the impact of the 
president's handling of the economy policy on overall presidential ap- 
proval. Finally, we expect the salience of economic-policy issues rela- 
tive to foreign-policy issues to have a negative relationship with the 
impact of the president's handling of foreign policy on overall presiden- 
tial approval. 

Table 2 shows the results of regressing the coefficients of issue 
impact for economic and foreign policy from Table 1, on various mea- 
sures of media coverage of U.S. economic and foreign policy. 

The top half of Table 2 focuses on economic policy. The results 
show that both measures of television coverage are related at a high 
degree of statistical significance to the impact of economic policy on 
presidential approval. The measures of newspaper coverage are less 
impressive, but still notable.3 The strongest relationship is with the 
amount of front-page newspaper coverage, the measure most closely 
related to television coverage. In sum, when media coverage of the 
economy increases, the views of the president's handling of economic 
policy clearly have more impact on presidential approval. 

Turning to foreign policy in the bottom half of Table 2, we find 
similar results. The negative signs for the ratio-measures indicate that 
less coverage of economic policy in relation to foreign policy means 
greater impact of foreign policy on presidential approval-as we pre- 
dicted. Measures of both television coverage and total front-page space 
on foreign policy strongly relate to the impact of foreign policy on presi- 
dential approval. The total space of newspaper-foreign-policy coverage 
is less strongly related. On the other hand, both ratio-measures for 

3We have reported the actual levels of statistical significance. Although the .05 level 
is a difficult standard to meet when the N is 25 (representing the 25 polls), 3 of our 6 
coefficients meet this standard, and the other 3 are very close. Moreover, the small N 
inspires greater confidence in the results once statistical significance is achieved. Ac- 
cording to Blalock (1979, 162, 299-302), "A factor that is large enough to produce differ- 
ences that are statistically significant in a small sample is ... much more worthy of one's 
attention than a factor that produces small differences that can only be shown to be 
statistically significant with a very large sample." See also Wood (1990, 510). 
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Table 2. Relationship Between the Salience of Issues and Their Impact 
on Presidential Approval 

Exact 
Durbin- 

Standardized Standard Significance Watson 
Coefficient Error Level Probability 

Economic Policy: 
Television 

Minutes of coverage .32 .000 .00 * 
E/F .33 .038 .00 * 

Newspapers 
Front-page stories .19 .001 .02 * 
Total stories .18 .001 .07 * 
E/F front page stories .15 .020 .08 * 
E/F total stories .15 .030 .11 * 

Foreign Policy: 
Television 

Minutes of coverage .57 .001 .00 * 
E/F -.42 .044 .00 * 

Newspapers 
Front-page stories .62 .001 .00 .06 
Total stories .20 .000 .07 * 
E/F front page stories - .03 .023 .81 * 
E/F total stories - .07 .033 .62 * 

* = corrected for autocorrelation. 
E/F = minutes of television coverage of U.S. economic news divided by minutes of 
coverage of U.S. foreign policy news or length of newspaper stories on the U.S. economy 
divided by length of stories on U.S. foreign policy. 

newspapers are very weakly related to the impact of foreign policy on 
presidential approval. 

We have strong evidence in support of our central hypothesis. More 
media attention to the economy and its greater salience to the public 
mean greater impact of the public's perceptions of the president's han- 
dling of the economy on his overall approval. When foreign affairs domi- 
nated the news under the Bush Administration, even some critics of his 
handling of the economy accorded him overall approval. But when the 
economy was more salient, many fewer were willing to overlook his 
economic performance. 

Reality vs. Issue Salience and Policy Performance 
It is possible that our concern for issue salience and policy perfor- 

mance is much ado about nothing, and that the public is simply re- 
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sponding to easily measured changes in its environment. Things are not 
so simple, however. In Appendix C we found that the salience of the 
economy increased substantially in the fall of 1991. On the other hand, 
the National Bureau of Economic Research determined that the reces- 
sion which occurred during the Bush presidency began in July 1990 and 
ended in March 1991 (Hershey 1992). In other words, the recession 
ended months before the economy became of sustained salience to 
Americans and before the president's performance on it had a sustained, 
significant impact on their evaluation of the president. When we re- 
gressed presidential approval on leading economic indicators such as 
the percent change in the Consumer Price Index and unemployment 
rate, the results were not even significant at the .8 level. Similarly, in 
1994 we find that there is a substantial increase in salience of crime as 
an issue-despite a drop in the percentage of people reportedly being 
affected by it (CQ 1994). 

Salience and issue performance, of course, are related in reality. 
Yet the reality of issues is mediated by perceptions about them, which 
may be influenced by competing issues, presidential rhetoric and sym- 
bolic manipulation, or the criticism of political opponents. Ultimately, 
it is the perceptions of issues and individuals that form the basis for 
political attitudes. 

Conclusion 
In this study we argue that to increase our understanding of the 

public's evaluation of the president requires making progress in both 
theory and methodology. First, we must focus on the development of 
theory to explain presidential approval. By asking what is necessary for 
factors to influence presidential approval, we have found that issues 
vary over time in their salience to the public and in their impact on 
presidential approval. Equally important, the salience of issues to the 
public directly affects their impact on the public's evaluation of the 
president. If foreign policy is especially salient and he ostensibly handles 
foreign affairs well, his ratings will benefit. If economic policy is more 
salient, however, even high ratings on foreign policy will not prevent 
him falling in the polls if the economy sours. 

Second, to test our hypotheses regarding presidential approval, we 
have employed both cross-sectional and time-series analysis. We ana- 
lyzed individual-level data to make valid inferences about individuals' 
opinions, and we examined time-series data to evaluate explanations 
for changes in those opinions. By analyzing individual-level data in a 
series of public-opinion polls and then using the resulting coefficients in 
a time-series analysis, we have made progress in overcoming the limita- 
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tions of aggregate analyses that characterize the literature on presiden- 
tial approval. 

In general, our analysis makes studying presidential approval more 
complicated. Since salience mediates the impact of issues on presiden- 
tial approval, we need to add it to our models of public evaluation. To 
do so requires the use of both cross-sectional and time-series analysis. 
But there are also payoffs for this effort. Employing the concept of 
salience enriches our understanding of presidential approval and pro- 
vides an explanation for some apparent paradoxes in approval ratings, 
such as the high ratings George Bush enjoyed for most of his term. 

There remains much more to be done. Further disaggregation is in 
order. In addition to variation over time in their prominence, different 
issues are likely to be salient to different groups in the population at 
any given time. Some groups may be concerned about inflation, others 
about unemployment, and yet others about an aspect of foreign policy 
(Ostrom and Simon 1989). In the debate over abortion the salience of 
values represented by "life" and "choice" vary substantially among 
citizens. We intend to turn our attention to these and related matters in 
future papers. 

Manuscript submitted 13 April 1994 
Final manuscript received 25 May 1994 

APPENDIX A 
Approval of Bush's Handling Various Areas of Public Policy 

"[do] you approve or disapprove of the way President Bush is handling.. 

Approve Disapprove 

Federal budget deficit 32% 53% 
Poverty and homelessness 30 59 
Economic conditions 40 51 
The drug problem 53 41 
Environmental issues 46 40 
Abortion issue 38 45 
Education policy 53 35 
Foreign policy 65 21 
The situation in Eastern Europe 63 16 
Relations with the Soviet Union 81 11 
The situation in Central America 40 39 

Source: Gallup Poll, November 9-12, 1989. 
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APPENDIX B 
Presidential Approval Polls 

Dates Approve Disapprove Don't Know 

November 9-12, 1989 (G) 70% 17% 13% 
March 30-April 2, 1990 (C) 72 16 12 
July 5-8, 1990 (G) 64 24 13 
August 16-19, 1990 (G) 76 15 9 
October 11-14, 1990 (G) 56 33 10 
January 27-29, 1991 (C) 79 16 5 
March 4-7, 1991 (C) 87 8 5 
April 1-3, 1991 (C) 81 12 7 
May 7-8, 1991 (C) 81 12 7 
June 26-29, 1991 (G) 72 22 7 
July 18-21, 1991 (G) 69 21 9 
August 8-11, 1991 (G) 71 22 7 
September 13-15, 1991 (G) 68 22 10 
October 24-27, 1991 (G) 62 29 8 
November 18-22, 1991 (C) 51 37 12 
January 3-6, 1992 (G) 46 47 7 
February 28-March 1, 1992 (G) 42 53 6 
March 26-29, 1992 (C) 41 50 10 
April 20-23, 1992 (C) 39 51 10 
May 7-10, 1992 (G) 41 53 7 
June 17-20, 1992 (C) 34 56 10 
July 24-26, 1992 (G) 32 59 9 
August 11-14, 1992 (C) 38 53 10 
September 9-13, 1992 (C) 42 48 10 
October 21-23, 1992 (C) 40 53 7 

Source: (G) = Gallup Poll. 
(C) = CBS News/The New York Times Poll. 

Figures may not add to 100 percent due to rounding. 
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APPENDIX C 
Media Coverage of U.S. Economic and Foreign Policy Issues 

Minutes of Television Coverage 30 Days Preceding Poll 
Economy/ 

Foreign Foreign 
Poll Economy Policy Policy 

11/89 111 239 46% 
3/90 34 382 9 
7/90 104 298 35 
8/90 151 697 22 
10/90 323 555 58 
1/91 76 1,219 6 
3/91 50 1,530 3 
4/91 88 777 11 
5/91 107 552 19 
6/91 147 308 48 
7/91 153 386 40 
8/91 74 577 13 
9/91 75 309 24 
10/91 102 290 35 
11/91 211 330 64 
1/92 322 332 97 
2/92 313 292 107 
3/92 139 186 75 
4/92 105 175 60 
5/92 107 122 88 
6/92 79 318 25 
7/92 148 206 72 
8/92 70 181 39 
9/92 127 234 54 
10/92 146 129 113 

Source: Television News Index and Abstracts. 
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APPENDIX C (continued) 
Media Coverage of U.S. Economic and Foreign Policy Issues 

Amount of Newspaper Coverage 30 Days Preceding Poll 

Front-Page Stories Total Stories 
Economy/ Economy/ 

Foreign Foreign Foreign Foreign 
Poll Economy Policy Policy Economy Policy Policy 

11/89 7 58 12% 27 205 13% 
3/90 14 27 52 29 165 18 
8/90 8 21 38 15 74 20 
7/90 10 37 27 22 194 11 
10/90 30 48 63 33 121 27 
1/91 13 33 39 17 78 22 
3/91 15 84 18 16 149 11 
4/91 8 113 7 19 155 12 
5/91 17 129 13 22 179 12 
6/91 16 58 28 15 123 12 
7/91 12 94 13 13 149 9 
8/91 6 33 18 18 129 14 
9/91 9 57 16 11 164 7 
10/91 20 42 48 28 91 31 
11/91 38 18 211 69 84 82 
1/92 21 33 64 55 116 47 
2/92 45 24 188 104 65 160 
3/92 12 12 100 33 66 50 
4/92 9 6 100 14 52 27 
5/92 6 9 67 7 37 19 
6/92 12 15 -80 9 65 14 
7/92 36 22 164 71 61 116 
8/92 21 27 78 47 63 75 
9/92 21 45 47 57 92 62 
10/92 69 30 230 106 56 189 

Source: Newspaper Index. 
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