

1
SYMMETRICAL COMMUNICATION IN POLITICS

			













Symmetrical Communication in Politics
Interactions Between Presidents and Primary Supporters
Hannah J. Baillie
Mount St. Vincent University 

















A politician’s primary supporters are a dominant force in democratic societies. They are the people who frequently engage in two-way dialogue with their leaders and have a significant impact on the political proceedings in their country. In the United States, the President’s interactions with his primary supporters offers a prime example of Grunig’s theory of symmetrical communication; wherein an organization considers their own interests, as well as those of the public, before making decisions. This action fosters the development of a strong relationship between the two parties. While there is evidence to suggest that symmetrical communication has been widely used in politics for quite some time, the steps taken to achieve it have changed throughout the course of its implementation (Swanson & Mancini, 1996). For example, one could look at the approaches taken by Jimmy Carter during his presidency (1977-1981) and compare them to Donald Trump’s strategies (2016-present). This comparison highlights the differences in communication brought by new technology, contrasting demographics, and new perspectives on acceptable channels of communication. Together, these factors have contributed to rapid changes in symmetrical communication between 1977 and 2018.
	A 1985 study conducted by the International Association of Business Communicators (IABC) created the basis of what is now known as “excellent” communications. In attempt to identify the most effective public relations practices, the IABC study addressed two major questions: What value does public relations hold for an organization? How should public relations be organized to contribute most effectively to an organization? (Grunig & Grunig, 1998). The findings of this study showed that public relations are most effective when the following three components are included: social responsibility, strategic management, and mutual satisfaction between an organization and its shareholders (Grunig & Dozier, 2002). Upon examination of the IABC study’s results, Grunig incorporated these three factors into his theory of “excellent” or “symmetrical” communication (Grunig & Dozier, 2002). He argued that implementation of the symmetrical model would produce favourable results for the organization and their publics through increased revenue and decreased costs and risk (Grunig & Dozier, 2002). These results are made possible by the high-quality, long-lasting relationships that are achieved through two-way dialogue. This is what makes symmetrical communication unique; organizations cannot simply create channels for two-way dialogue and consider this to be symmetrical communication. They must actively consider the feedback they receive via these channels and incorporate it into their organizational goals and mission. “To be effective, therefore, organizations must build long-term relationships with the publics in their environment that have consequences on organizational decisions or upon whom those decisions have consequences” (Grunig & Grunig, 1998, p.144). 
	While traditionally used in a public relations or marketing sense, Grunig’s theory of symmetrical communication has direct implications in the field of political communications. For instance, replace “the organization” with “the politician” and “the shareholder” with a politician’s “primary supporters.” Under such distinctions, the favourable results brought by symmetrical communication (increased revenue, decreased cost and risk) would be represented by increased support, a fundamental political goal. The first step towards symmetrical communication in politics involves identifying and assessing the public environment (Grunig & Grunig, 1998). This is when a politician identifies their primary supporters and learns about the best way to reach them, including which channels to use. Once this information has been collected, the politician can enter into a two-way dialogue with their primary supporters to determine their attitudes, opinions, and beliefs on mutually important issues. This is where the value of symmetrical communication becomes evident. After communicating with the primary supporters, politicians can craft policies, laws, and other forms of legislation that respond to their supporter’s needs. Ultimately, these actions will foster high-quality, long-lasting relationships between the politician and their primary supporters, a key characteristic of symmetrical communication (Grunig & Dozier, 2002). 
Before the advent of social media and the various networks that allow politicians to engage with their publics at any time of day or night, Presidents such as Jimmy Carter still attempted to achieve symmetrical communication (Kumar, 2007). Entering the White House only a short time after the Vietnam War and the Watergate scandal, Carter’s communication style was essential to his Presidential success. The unpopularity of the Vietnam War had caused a great rift in American society. “The way the war was conducted fed into a growing cynicism about the government” (Gardner, n.d, p.1). Furthermore, scandals such as Watergate served to increase the lack of trust citizens had in their government (Damico & Conway, 2000). This meant that Carter had a great challenge in front of him, because “trust, once lost, is difficult for a government to regain” (Damico & Conway, 2000, p.1).
Carter recognized the need to open up communication with the public in order to restore relationships with his primary supporters. “From the outset, the Carter administration developed a communications strategy that recognized that listening to public concerns and leading the country were fundamentally related activities” (Stillion & Wolvin, 2009, p.142). Through various town hall meetings, press conferences, and sessions with editors, Carter proved that he was devoted to re-opening the lines of communication between the White House and individual Americans (Kumar, 2007). As stated by Carter during one of his televised addresses, “I will continue to travel this country, to hear the people of America. I will listen, and I will act” (Carter, 1979). However, simply stating one’s intentions to communicate symmetrically and rebuild relationships does not imply that two-way communication truly exists. Carter was able to prove his devotion to the symmetrical model through actively listening and responding to the needs of his supporters (Kumar, 2007).  Listening and responding were at the forefront of many of Carter’s addresses, even those that were broadcast on mass media. “In the development and delivery of that speech [Address to the Nation on Energy and National Goals, July 15, 1979], the topic of listening was placed front and centre for and by the President” (Stillion & Wolvin, 2009, p.141). Furthermore, Carter held town hall meetings “so people can ask me questions about domestic and foreign affairs and so that, to the best of my ability, I can give them straight answers” (Carter, 1977). These quotes highlight two of the key components of Grunig’s symmetrical communication theory. By allowing people to ask him questions, Carter is completing an examination of the public environment. The questions asked will give him insight into the issues that are at the forefront of his supporter’s minds and their attitudes about them. Clearly, this was an important practice to the President; between 1977 and 1980, Carter held 32 town hall meetings, 59 press conferences, and 62 sessions with editors (Kumar, 2007). Altogether that amounts to 153 unique attempts to engage in two-way communication with primary supporters. 
Carter took advantage of the communication channels available to him and his primary supporters. Although meeting with each and every one of his supporters might have been ideal, it would not have been feasible. Therefore, Carter’s strategy for symmetrical communication relied heavily on the press (Stillion & Wolvin, 2009). While mass media may seem like a one-way method of communication, many scholars have proven that this was not the case with Carter. “A typical session [press conference] with out-of-town editors was held on April 6, 1977, with twenty-nine editors from twenty-one states” (Kumar, 2007, section 1, para. 5). Such sessions allowed Carter to develop a “good sampling of issues important to national, regional, and local communities” (Kumar, 2007 section 1, para. 5). By the end of his term, Kumar suggests that Carter had accomplished what he set out to do – rebuild a relationship between the public, including his primary supporters, and himself, the President. “They saw him as an honest man working on their behalf, something they did not believe of his elected predecessor” (Kumar, 2007, section 4, para. 2).  
	In terms of rhetoric, Carter stayed within the traditional realm of business-like interactions with his supporters. His addresses were formal and scripted, allowing for a clear delivery of his message (Stillion & Wolvin, 2009). For many decades, supporters had grown accustomed to this style of political and Presidential rhetoric. It wasn’t until Donald Trump assumed leadership in 2016 that a President’s communication style had deviated drastically from historical norms (Appel, 2018). As declared by Kathleen Jamieson, Director of the Annenburg Public Policy Centre, “the boundaries of traditional campaign discourse have been breached by Trump” (Appel, 2018, p.157). In fact, examinations of Trump’s twitter postings during the 2016 election campaign showed that only 38% of his tweets were in line with traditional standards, a statistic that emphasizes the changing nature of political communication (Enli, 2017). 
The results of the 2016 election baffled both American and international audiences. Many were left wondering how a man like Trump could rise to power. Scholars suggest that his success could have been due to his strategic use of symmetrical communication. “It is Trump’s skill in these matters, we suggest – his ability to shape and respond to the collective perspective of his audience, and hence to make good sense of them – that is the secret to his success” (Fitzduff, 2017, p.29). To clarify this idea, one should take a closer look at Trump’s primary supporters, many of whom come from an area of the Midwestern United States known as the “rust belt” (McQuarrie, 2017). This economically depressed region is home to millions of unemployed Americans – many of whom lost jobs in the manufacturing industry years ago. Knowing that this population is “primarily characterized by racial resentment” (Fitzduff, 2017, p.26), Trump was able to create policies, such as his tough stance on immigration, that responded to the beliefs and opinions of his primary supporters. The relationship that he built with this group was key to his success in the 2016 election and continues to be a driving force behind his policies and decisions (McQuarrie, 2017). 
Similar to Carter’s use of the press to promote symmetrical communication with his primary supporters, Trump chose to use social media as his channel of symmetrical communication. While some might see social media as a juvenile method of interaction, various studies have proven that social media holds an important place in politics. “Social media have not only become sites of information, but sites of action: information sharing platforms and conduits of direct communication” (Segaard, 2015, p.65). The idea of a social media platform being a “site of action” is an interesting proposition, and one that supports Grunig’s theory of symmetrical communication. Segaard argues that social media, such as Trump’s Twitter profile, inspire his followers to action – leading them to engage with him and share their attitudes, opinions, and beliefs. Without their input, symmetrical communication could not exist. Some might even argue that social media provides a more authentic platform for communication, since “reactions to messages flow outside of traditional media gatekeepers” (Oates & Moe, 2016, p.2). Finally, social media is a valuable tool in politics thanks to its ability to eliminate geographical barriers, a concept that supports McLuhan’s theory of a global village. One no longer needs to be present for a Presidential address in order to stay up to date on the state of affairs in their country. They can assume that important messages from around the country will be shared with them instantaneously, thanks to the ubiquity of the internet (McLuhan, 1997). It can be concluded, therefore, that social media is not only a more direct way of interacting with supporters, but it also boasts fewer barriers, allowing politicians to interact with a wide audience of supporters. 	
	In order for any method of communication to be considered symmetrical, both the organization and public must perceive the channel to be a useful means of communicating (Segaard, 2015). By this standard, social media is a perfect example of symmetrical communication. After completing a quantitative study during the 2011 general election in Norway, Segaard collected data that proves “voters and politicians share many of the same perceptions of social media” (Segaard, 2015, p.36). While this doesn’t eradicate the need for traditional forms of media, it suggests that Trump’s bold use of social networks resonated with his supporter base because of the shared perception that social media holds communicative value for political messages. This idea is further supported by the fact that Donald Trump currently has 55.7 million twitter followers (retrieved from https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump), an astronomical number compared to America’s leading TV station, whose channel averaged a mere 7.9 million viewers in 2016/2017 (retrieved from https://www.statista.com). These numbers highlight the changing environment of communication from a focus on broadcast media to social media – a shift that Trump is successfully using to his advantage. 
	In an era where there is less concern for platforms, policies, and campaign promises, potential supporters turn their attention toward a candidate’s image (Shane, 2018). In Trump’s case, creating an authentic image meant tailoring his messages to suit the preferred style of his supporter base. In order to resonate with his primary supporters in the Midwest, Trump’s tweets often featured brash, unpolished, stream of consciousness style writing (Appel, 2018). Not only was this intended to reflect authenticity, it also piqued the attention of the anti-elitist factory workers in the rust belt region (Enli, 2017). Trump appealed to his supporters because he didn’t conform to the traditional, formal style of political communication. Instead, he opted for a personal approach that his supporters could easily understand and identify with. To achieve this, Trump decided to write many of his own tweets as opposed to delegating the responsibility to a staff person (Enli, 2017). This decision removed the business-formal presentation of a typical political tweet, allowing him to come across as more authentic. In fact, “one-third of Trump’s tweets during the 2016 election showed authenticity markers, in that they expressed impoliteness and political incorrectness, often using capital letters” (Enli, 2017, p.58). This style of writing was not reflected by his competitor Hillary Clinton, whose messages included authenticity markers only 5% of the time. Although there were many factors at play in the outcome of the 2016 election, one could reasonably attribute some of Donald Trump’s success to his unconventional, yet still symmetrical, style of communication (Fitzduff, 2017).
	To conclude, Grunig’s theory of symmetrical communication holds significant value in politics. At the end of the day, politicians are elected to serve the public and must respond to the beliefs, opinions, and attitudes of the primary supporters who put them in power. Two-way communication is essential to foster strong relationships and produce “revenue,” which translates to a larger group of primary supporters. By looking at the communication strategies of various American Presidents from Jimmy Carter to Donald Trump, one can see that symmetrical communication has had an enduring history in the political realm, but it has not always been approached in the same way. Societal factors such as the public atmosphere, available communication channels, and perceptions of acceptable communication all influence the most effective way to approach two-way dialogue; and since these factors change over time, so too does symmetrical communication. Despite these new developments, one thing will always remain the same – the need for politicians to interact and build relationships with their primary supporters; a task which is effectively accomplished through symmetrical communication. 
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