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It is hard to discuss the nature of political communication without considering the impact of the public relations profession. At their core, PR professionals serve to promote the organization or individual that they work for in an attempt to build trust and promote a positive perception of their employer amongst the public. In an era where a politician’s image carries more weight than their specific policies, promises, and platforms, the essential role of the PR practitioner is multiplied (Shane, 2018). However, it is imperative that both the candidate and their associated PR staff communicate ethically with the public. Failure to do so can result in life-long damages to the candidate’s reputation, credibility, and undermine their chances of re-election. To exemplify this, one needs to look no further than the crisis and reputation management of American President Richard Nixon and his communications team during the 1972 Watergate crisis. The debacle that lasted over two years, ultimately ending with the resignation of the President, is a prime example of the extent to which reputation is valued in politics and the measures that are taken to achieve and maintain it. 
The 1970s were a controversial time in American politics. Not only was the Vietnam war polarizing society and causing national outrage, but the Republican President, Richard Nixon, was also wrapped up in a scandal involving wiretapped phones and stolen Democratic intelligence documents. Although the President himself did none of the so-called “dirty work,” it was only a matter of time before the burglars (who were caught red-handed at the scene of the crime) as well as key Presidential Aides, would start to buckle under the pressure of the FBI investigation. The communication of the scandal between the President’s office, the media, and the public would serve as a classic example of the delicacy and importance of reputation and image in politics. Furthermore, public relations staff would witness first-hand the dangers of unethical communication and lying to the public. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The cultivation and maintenance of a positive public image requires considerable effort and monitoring skills on the part of the public relations practitioner. Indeed, it is the practice of environmental scanning which “allows organizations to know, understand, and more effectively interact with their environments” (Lauzen, 1995, p.188). Naturally, it is important that environmental scanning be completed before forming a politician’s image in order to discern which issues are important to the public. Richard Nixon realized this early on in his presidency and was known to be “deeply concerned with his reputation and public image when he was in office” (Schudson, 1992, p.187). Given that Nixon was running for election during a time when most Americans considered themselves to be Democrats, it was crucial that he build a unique image, separate from that of the Republican Party (Mason, 2005, p.464). After all, he recognized that his role as leader of the country was far more important than his role as leader of the party. This is not to say, however, that he abandoned his partisan associations in order to further his personal agenda. In fact, this is far from the truth. In reality, “Nixon sought to repackage the Republican Party in a form more attractive to the electorate” (Mason, 2005, p.466). These insights into Nixon’s reputation and communication strategies – in which he separated his personal image from that of the Republican Party – are what helped him to establish a strong foundation going into the Watergate years. According to John Cooper’s chapter on crisis communications, found in Carney and Lymer’s Fundamentals of Public Relations and Marketing Communications in Canada (2015), the best response to a crisis begins before the crisis even takes place, by building a positive reputation. Considering this take on crisis communications, Nixon’s attempt to build a favourable reputation early on in his career was particularly wise.  
While Nixon’s focus on creating a positive reputation early on in his Presidency was definitely well-planned, his communications choices during the course of the Watergate scandal proved to be less well-informed. Immediately after it was suggested that he could have played a role in planning the scandal, Nixon and his public relations staff came out with a firm message – that he knew nothing about the planning and execution of the crime. At first it appeared that Americans were willing to believe his statements, a proposition confirmed by the fact that Nixon survived another election and earned another term in the Oval Office. However, as the FBI investigated the Watergate incident and pressure began to mount, the burglars and Nixon’s staff began to buckle. Knowing that he was guilty and that he had blatantly lied to the public about his role in the scandal, Nixon resorted to executive power to try and cover up his role in the crime. Nonetheless, Nixon’s declaration of innocence, when he in fact knew that he was guilty, presents a fatal error in his crisis communications plan. As any ethical public relations practitioner knows, honesty and transparency are the best policies. In an age where modern investigation techniques are increasingly relentless and accurate, it was ill-advised for Nixon to lie to the public. After all, deceitfulness would not foster the good reputation that he so wanted to achieve. 
As with any newsworthy story, the media played a considerable role in the knowledge and perception of the Watergate Scandal amongst the public. When reporting on crises, news media outlets tend to focus on five frames: attribution of responsibility, human interest, conflict, morality, and the economic impact of the crisis (An & Gower, 2009, section 1). Understanding these frames can help the public relations practitioner identify the appropriate response to a crisis in order to minimize the damage to the individual’s reputation. While all of these five frames can be applied to Nixon’s Watergate scandal, there are a few that stand out as particularly important in the context of public relations. 
Attribution of responsibility is considered to be a key element of effective crisis management. In public relations, apologia helps “corporations [or individuals] in the midst of public relations crises respond to criticism in the defence of their carefully crafted images in order to deal with the problem of guilt” (Hearit & Brown, 2004, section 1). Performed properly, apologia involves sincere expressions of remorse and genuine apology from the senior leadership. Such expressions can save the reputations of organizations or individuals, especially if they are made at the first sign of wrongdoing. Nixon and his communications team, however, did not properly engage in apologia tactics when news of the Watergate scandal first broke. Instead of admitting to his wrongdoing and apologizing to Americans, Nixon chose a crisis response known as denial (Brown & White, 2010). Needless to say, his decision to lie to Americans would come back to haunt him. In American society, dishonesty and deceit are generally frowned upon. Through lying about his involvement, Nixon lost the trust – an important factor in strong relationships – of the American public.  
Morality is the second media frame that is particularly relevant to the Watergate Scandal. “This frame puts the event, problem, or issue in the context of morals, social prescriptions, and religious tenets” (An & Gower, 2009, section 2). Although journalists are under a strict code of ethics that prohibits them from outwardly demonstrating their own opinion, they are still able to highlight issues of morality through questioning, inference, and quotations (An & Gower, 2009). Over the course of the Watergate Scandal, Nixon made a series of immoral attempts to hinder the FBI investigation. For example, he is known to have paid the original burglars “hush money” in exchange for their testimony to his innocence. Furthermore, he abused his Presidential power by refusing and delaying the handover of audio recordings that confirmed his guilt. Such actions are undoubtedly immoral in American society. Naturally, journalistic reporting of the coverup and the immorality of the President were front and centre over the course of the scandal. A report from The Washington Post dating back to June 3, 1973, is a prime example of journalists seeking to remain objective while also questioning the morals of President Nixon through word choice and questioning. They frequently refer to the White House’s probe into the scandal as “Nixon’s investigation,” implying that a personal review of his own actions was unlikely to result in any indictment. While the journalists, Bernstein and Woodward, were not incorrect in their terminology, they made the deliberate choice to remind the public that the “investigation” which the government wanted people to trust was in fact lead by the very person who was under review. 
For Nixon, public reputation and image-building were a life-long project. Even after his resignation from office on August 9, 1974, he continued to play a role in the discourse surrounding the Watergate Scandal. In fact, Nixon wrote an astonishing nine books after his departure from politics, during which he attempted to “resuscitate his political life as an elder statesman” (Prasch, 2015, p.272). To Prasch, these books, along with Nixon’s other initiatives, like the Watergate Gallery at his National Library, serve as the former President’s attempts to “eulogize his political life” (Prasch, 2015, p.273). She also notes that Nixon’s actions weren’t much different than other former American Presidents, who use their Presidential libraries to build their legacy and influence the way they are remembered. Overall, this goes to show that reputation and image are important during all stages of a politician’s career. At first, a positive image and upstanding reputation can help a candidate get elected. Later on, politicians and their staff work hard to cultivate a positive reputation, knowing that this is the best way to survive a potential political crisis. And even at the end of their public careers, politicians seek to influence the public discourse and promote a positive perception of their time in office. 
Overall, it is clear that image and reputation are two of the most important pieces of a politician’s career. This means that the profession of public relations is especially valuable within the political context. In order to foster a positive image, politicians and their communications team must scan their environment for opportunities and threats, identify key audiences, and speak to these audiences by crafting specialized messages. Nonetheless, public relations practitioners should be aware of the role media plays in the perception of crises by the public. In the case of the Watergate Scandal, the five frames of news media coverage prompted an unsympathetic view of President Nixon. In fact, the handling of the scandal represents a perfect example of what not to do in crisis management. Communicators must remember their audience’s morals and innate need to understand conflict through assigning responsibility. Failure to do so, as was the case with Nixon, will result in a lack of trust between the public and the politician, ultimately leading to their demise. 
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