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Abstract 

 Presidential debates have been a feature in U.S. presidential elections for over 50 

years.  Few events draw as much media and voter attention as the debates.  Candidates 

strategize, prepare, and rehearse for the debates, taking valuable time out of the all-

important campaign.  However, most studies of the debates focus on the written 

transcripts of the arguments.  What is needed is a holistic approach that covers the 

moment-by-moment audience responses to the debate, the rhetorical strategies of the 

candidates, the nonverbal behaviors of the candidates, and focus group analysis of 

responses to “critical incidents” in the 2012 debates. This study provides such a multi 

faceted approach.  Continuous response measures were taken live in 2012 for the Obama 

Romney debates.  These responses were analyzed to determine the “critical incidents” of 

the debates 1 and 3 – points where the Democratic and Republican viewers differed the 

most in their reactions.  These incidents were then coded for message function, and 

nonverbal behavior of the candidates.  Then they were shown to focus groups to provide 

insight into the events.  This provides a framework for understanding the 2012 debates, 

and provides a methodology for future examination of televised presidential debates. 
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Chapter I 

 Introduction 

  

Televised presidential debates are moments of unprecedented focus in modern 

elections. The first debate between President Barack Obama and Mitt Romney in 2012 

was seen by over 70 million viewers (Stelter, 2012).  Since the 1960 debates between 

Nixon and Kennedy, the American public has been witness to candidates for the United 

States’ highest office appearing on the television together, discussing the issues of the 

campaign.  Every American president since Ford, whether incumbent or challenger, has 

faced opponents in televised presidential debates (Schroeder, 2008).   

Yet, the fact is that presidential debates do not actually swing the decision of the 

majority of voters (McKinney & Warner, 2013).  Most have already made up their minds 

at this point in the campaign.  Yet, each election the respective campaigns meet and 

hammer out the details of the most anticipated events of the modern campaign, all in the 

hopes that their candidate will sway the few remaining undecided voters to their side 

(Erikson & Wlezien, 2012; Lemert, 1993).  Sometimes in a very close race, the few 

points that may be gained from a debate may matter indeed (McKinney & Warner, 2013) 

but typically most voters are already decided.  So why should the debates be held, and 

why study them at all? 

In an answer to that question, Schroeder (2008) states that debates offer key 

advantages to the viewers, including the uninterrupted side-by-side comparison for ninety 
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minutes.  During this time the voters can watch the candidates think on their feet, respond 

to unexpected questions, and attack their opponent as well as defend their position.  This 

is also an opportunity for viewers to evaluate the nonverbals of the candidates - unedited 

and un-retouched (Schroeder, 2008). 

"In the absence of face-to-face contact between candidates and voters, TV debates 

serve as a substitute mechanism for rendering judgments. They allow the audience to 

evaluate not just statements but also nonverbal signals -- facial expressions and body 

language that lawyers call 'demeanor evidence'" (Schroeder, 2008 p. 291). The 

importance of debates has not been lost on the American public.  They have come to 

expect candidates to debate, even though it is not required of the candidates.   

Televised presidential debates are a unique form of political discourse, sharing 

elements of a true debate and a press conference (Jamieson, 2009). While the nature of 

this event may not be a true debate and may not be simply a press conference (Kraus, 

1979), it is an important part of the American political process.   

While there have been numerous studies of televised presidential debates (Benoit, 

2014; Edwards, 2012; Jamieson & Birdsell, 1988; Jarman, 2010; Kraus, 2000; McKinney 

& Warner, 2013; Morello, 1992; Rowland, 2013), we still lack a coherent framework for 

analysis of viewer reactions to the candidates’ nonverbal behavior and rhetorical 

messaging in real time during the debates (Jarman, 2010).  At this stage in research 

development, it simply is not enough to isolate specific communication elements during a 

debate, whether rhetorical strategies or nonverbal behaviors, and treat them as if they 

exist in a vacuum absent any other persuasive dimension. Rather, looking at multiple 

elements concurrently and how they “move the needle,” or influence audience reactions 
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must take a holistic approach.  Depending on the exigency of the rhetorical moment, 

rhetorical strategy may prevail at one juncture in the debate, while candidate nonverbal 

behavior another -- or vice versa. Indeed, the interplay of influence between rhetorical 

and nonverbal elements may be highly variable within a single debate -- and may 

alternate between candidates. This appeared to be the case in the 2012 debates in 

particular, where President Barack Obama was widely regarded as having a demure and 

downcast demeanor in debate 1 compared with Mitt Romney’s high level of energy and 

assertiveness. By debate 3, however, the tables had turned and Obama was credited with 

a more intense, commanding debate performance. 

The purpose of this dissertation is to further our understanding of (a) the 

rhetorical and nonverbal variability of candidate communication during presidential 

debates, and (b) the communication dynamics that influence audience reactions at key 

moments during the debates.  Certainly in any debate, candidates will vary in their 

effectiveness (Jamieson & Waldman, 2003).  There is no single tactic that can assure 

favorable audience response.  Rather, a mixture of nonverbal communication behaviors 

and specific rhetorical strategies employed by the candidates converge to construct 

influence.  One candidate may be more effective at any of these than his or her opponent.  

However, rarely are rhetorical and nonverbal elements considered concurrently. What is 

needed is a framework by which we can examine these messages, to determine what 

communication elements audiences respond to and view favorably during debates.  This 

dissertation will use three methods—viewer sentiment analysis, content analysis, and 

focus group discussion—as analytical techniques for understanding what makes 

candidates successful during critical incidents in televised presidential debates.    
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Key concepts in the analysis include nonverbal behaviors, rhetorical strategies, 

and the exigence of the message.  Nonverbal behaviors of interest include notable facial 

expressions (happiness/reassurance, anger/threat, and fear/evasion) as well as the 

candidates’ use of affinity and defiance gestures (see Bucy & Grabe, 2008; Grabe & 

Bucy, 2009).  Affinity gestures indicate a friendly relationship, or an attempt at bonding 

between the candidate and others.  On the other end of the spectrum are defiance 

gestures, which suggest a threatening or antagonistic relationship (Bucy & Grabe, 2008). 

Both affinity and defiance gestures may be directed at the opposing candidate, the 

audience, or even the moderator in a debate.  

Rhetorical strategies to be coded include acclaim, attack, and defense.  Acclaim 

messages stress the positive attributes or policies of a candidate in an attempt to make 

that candidate more attractive than their opponent. An attack is designed to further reduce 

the preferability of the opposing candidate by highlighting the weaknesses and drawbacks 

of that candidate.  And defense messages are designed to blunt or refute an attack by the 

opposition (Benoit, 2014).   

Viewer sentiment in response to the candidates will be measured by utilizing 

Continuous Response Measurement (CRM), a measure of what viewers “like or dislike” 

about what happens during the debate.  This is a real time measurement, recorded in 1-

second intervals.  Participants turn a dial to indicate their sentiments on a 10 point scale. 

A chief advantage of this method is the gathering of viewer sentiments as they are 

occurring on a moment-by-moment basis (Maier, Maier, Maurer, Reinemann, & Meyer, 

2009; West & Biocca, 1996), which captures viewer response in real time and avoids the 

influence of post-debate spin and interpersonal discussion that inevitably colors 
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interpretations. Television is, by its nature, a complex medium that has a constant stream 

of sensory images and sounds, and CRM is well suited to measure this variability.   

In the analysis, these real time audience responses will be used to first highlight 

“critical incidents” in the debates (described below) and then to identify notable points of 

difference between partisan evaluations of candidate behavior.  Viewer sentiment ratings 

can be tracked by partisan identification, or ideology (gender is another possibility but 

less interesting for this analysis).  Once identified, critical incidents will be evaluated 

based on the message type, that is, whether they represent an attack, acclaim, or defense.  

Then the relationship between message type, candidate behavior, and audience response 

will be determined.  This will entail a combination of methodological approaches to 

analysis of critical incidents.  For each incident, the message type, nonverbal behaviors of 

the candidates, and viewer sentiment ratings will be evaluated. Following this, focus 

groups will be run to assess the meaning that viewers attribute to these key exchanges.   

For the focus groups, a sampling of critical incidents will be identified and shown 

to generate discussion about the efficacy of the candidates’ communication style, as well 

as to explore the exigence, of how viewers felt about the candidates’ tactics and 

nonverbal demeanor as they spoke on these topics.  Ultimately, the study will look for 

patterns among all the critical incidents to draw conclusions about what qualifies as 

effective communication in the eyes of the audience.  The overarching goal of this 

analysis is to provide a rich framework for understanding and analyzing communication 

dynamics during the debates and identifying what moves the needle in terms of audience 

response.   
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In the end, the aim of this project is to show how mastery of —nonverbal 

communication, and rhetorical strategy—correlates with favorable (or unfavorable) 

candidate assessments. Interestingly, there is an element of unpredictability surrounding 

the importance of these events.  It would seem logical that the candidate who leads in the 

polls or currently occupies the presidency would be perceived more favorably.  However, 

as this dissertation will show, within the context of a debate, poll standings and political 

prestige can be less of a determinant than communication style and effectiveness. This 

analysis should also show how a candidate can regain perceived momentum with an 

improved debate performance, producing a more favorable impression even after a poor 

performance in an earlier debate.   
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Chapter II 

Review of Literature 

To say in a contemporary political context of close elections and contentious 

partisanship that the presidential debates are important would be an understatement.  The 

2012 debates received news coverage from around the world, and the original debate in 

1960 was a landmark event for the history of television and politics (Jamieson & Birdsell, 

1988; Kraus, 1977; Schroeder, 2008).   

It is not simply the fact that candidates for the highest office are meeting in public 

debate that makes the debates so pertinent.  In fact, the nature of the event itself is not 

much of a traditional debate according to Jeffery Auer, who states that a debate is “(1) a 

confrontation, (2) in equal and adequate time, (3) of matched contestants, (4) on a stated 

proposition, (5) to gain an audience decision” (Auer, 1962, p. 120). Despite this semantic 

issue of whether these are actual “debates” -- these events are clearly a mainstay in 

modern presidential elections. 

Perhaps it is not the format of the debate, nor the quality of the argumentation 

which makes this such a unique event.  Rather, it is the fact that this is a television event -

- born in a modern era and constructed for (and by) television.  As opposed to a true 

debate, which is a measured exchange based on the conditions set forth above by Auer, 

these TV debates limit the candidates to short statements on topics which are well 

anticipated.  However the actual question is sometimes a surprise to the candidates, as 

evidenced by the disastrous response by Michael Dukakis to the question presenting a 

scenario in which his wife was raped and murdered.  It was not simply Dukakis’ answer 
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that lost him the debate, it was how cold and calculating he seemed when he answered it.  

The TV camera made that distance clear to the voters in a way that no formal debate 

could.  These are not contests of logic.  They are rather contests of likeability, agility, and 

persuasion.   

As political communication scholars have observed, “televised debates among 

presidential candidates are not simply communication events; they are uniquely television 

events” (Hellweg, Pfau, & Brydon, 1992, p. xxi).  The birth of the debates came from the 

combined efforts of the television networks in the 1960 debates (Kraus, 2000), and were 

a very calculated and structured affair in which no detail, from the lighting to the type of 

lens on the cameras was taken for granted   (Kraus, 1977). This level of detail in the 

debate structure is illustrative of just how important these debates are, and how much 

emphasis the networks, campaigns, and voters place on them. The status of presidential 

debates as television events has transformed this quadrennial ritual from the status of a 

moderately informative “joint press conference” to a major element of the presidential 

election cycle.   

History of Televised Presidential Debates 

In 1960, Vice President Nixon and Senator Kennedy met for a debate that would 

be the most talked about debate in the modern history of television.  Jamieson and 

Birdsell (1988) point out that debates are hardly new to presidential politics, but most 

early campaigns used surrogates to stand in for the actual candidates.  Rarely did 

contenders for the actual office meet in open debate.  The famous Lincoln Douglass 

debates were in fact for the office of Senate, not president – yet they too were spectator 
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based events, and offer insight into the political ritual which was to become the 

presidential debates. 

However, in 1960 television made it possible to actually have a live debate that 

the entire country could watch.  Through a series of events, the television networks were 

able to join forces to produce one of the most ambitious television events to date. These 

debates were a triumph for the fledgling television news industry, which was not at that 

time considered a serious news source for most adult Americans (Schroeder, 2008). More 

importantly, the debates would prove to be a major part of the race for the presidency, of 

which television would become a central force. 

Certainly, the candidates themselves were aware of the power, or at least the 

potential that these events held for their campaign. Each campaign rigorously prepared 

for the debate. It was very much on the mind of the networks when the initial debates 

were planned for 1960. The level of detail in the planning for the debates extended to 

every element of the lighting and set (Kraus, 1979). Unfortunately, Nixon did not adhere 

to the strict recommendations by his staff. His decision to forgo the use of a make up 

artists provided by the network, and then to allow extra lights to be placed on him had a 

combination of disastrous consequences. 

Nixon chose a gray suit which was similar in color to the background used for the 

studio in the first debate. This low contrast compared with Kennedy's darker suit which 

made him stand out more against the background. The extra lighting selected by Nixon’s 

team had the further effect of making him lower contrast on the screen. Despite Nixon's 

refusal to wear make up, his aides convinced him to use a "lazy shave" product which had 

the effect of making him appear pale on the screen (Kraus, 2000). 
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Kennedy, on the other hand, was tan from riding in an open-air car during his 

campaign in California. He appeared to be confident and in control of his surroundings, 

as opposed to Nixon who appeared ill at ease. The cumulative effect of all these 

nonverbal cues lead to Nixon receiving a less favorable impression by the viewers than 

Kennedy (Kraus, 2000). 

In the end, the Nixon Kennedy debates provided the foundation for all subsequent 

presidential debates. They provided the basic debate structure of the moderators and the 

questions, as well as the involvement of the campaigns and the TV networks to make the 

events happen.  Yet, it would be another sixteen years before this established format 

would be dusted off and once again inserted into the election cycle. 

1976 Ford/ Carter 

In 1976 President Ford agreed to debate Jimmy Carter, which was the first time an 

incumbent had agreed to meet in debate.  Perhaps it was because of Ford’s low 

performance in the polls that he agreed to join Carter in the televised debate (Schroeder, 

2008).  This debate again had the effect of enhancing the nonverbals, albeit in a very 

unexpected manner.  During the debate, there was a technical malfunction, and the 

candidates found themselves on the stage with no audio for the television.  This glitch 

was expected to be resolved quickly, as the anchors for the networks assured the viewers.  

However, it would in fact last for twenty seven minutes.  In a joint interview with Jim 

Lehrer, (CITE) Ford and Carter remarked about the incident. According to Carter, “I 

watched that tape afterwards, and it was embarrassing to me that both President Ford and 

I stood there almost like robots” (Schroder, 2008, p 209). According to Ford “Both of us 
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were hesitant to make any gesture that might look like we weren’t physically or mentally 

able to handle a problem like that” (Schroder, 2008, p 209). 

In fact, the public saw exactly that, the candidates completely unprepared for such 

an event, and looking more and more awkward as the issue continued to play out.  

However, it gave the public a chance to observe the candidates in an unplanned situation, 

which they did not handle well.  Joseph Lelyveld in the New York Times wrote, “There 

they were, for all the nation to see, alone with their thoughts like ordinary citizens caught 

in a traffic jam” (Lelyveld, 1976, p. 8). 

The physical set was also an issue during this debate.  Carter’s team insisted that 

the lecterns for the candidates be constructed so as to minimize Ford’s three and a half 

inch advantage in height.  This became known as the “Belt Buckle Rule”, which provided 

for lecterns constructed proportionally to eliminate the visual difference in height when 

viewed from the perspective of the camera (Kraus, 1979).  This was illustrative of the 

fact that the campaigns were aware of the power of the nonverbal in perceptions of 

credibility.  As Knapp, Hall and Horgan (2014) point out, the taller of the U.S. 

presidential candidates have usually won, supporting the relationship between height and 

authority or power in men.  However, in this case this shorter candidate, Jimmy Carter 

won the election, pointing to the fact that an advantage does not assure the win.   

1980 Carter / Reagan 

In 1980, President Carter agreed to debate Governor Reagan, further solidifying 

the soon to be entrenched tradition of televised presidential debates.  Reagan proved to be 

a master of the format, due in no small part to his years of television experience.  Reagan 
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was the challenger, but at the opening of the first debate instead of simply walking to his 

podium as Carter did, Reagan strode across the set to shake Carter’s hand. “Carter’s look 

of surprise suggested that he thought he was about to be knifed” according to Kathleen 

Hall Jamieson (1988, p. 51).  Again, the nonverbal aspects of the handshake spoke 

volumes about the candidates.   

 Reagan’s confidence and friendliness came across clearly to the voters.  This man, 

who was spoke of as a war-hawk and short tempered, was suddenly seen as the gracious 

person, shaking hands with an equal.  Carter, who was seen to be a very nice person was 

the one who appeared to be taken by surprise at this civil ritual.   

1984 Reagan / Mondale 

This mastery of debate would prove to be one of Reagan’s weaknesses, as he met 

in 1984 against Walter Mondale.  In the first debate, Reagan faltered several times, 

sometimes appearing to be completely lost.  This was so completely unexpected from 

Reagan “the Great Communicator” that immediately after the debate the pundits began to 

question his age, and whether he was fit for office.  This was to set up his famous quip 

about Mondale when in the opening question of debate two, Reagan responded, “I want 

you to know that I will not make age an issue of this campaign.  I am not going to exploit 

for political purposes, my opponent’s youth and inexperience.” (Schroder, 2008, p 51).  

This quickly put the question of age to rest.  

Mondale was ill at ease during most of the debates.  In a news conference after his 

election defeat he spoke of the power of television, “Modern politics today requires a 
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mastery of television. I’ve never warmed up to television.  And in fairness to television, 

it’s never warmed up to me.”  (Schroder, 2008, p144).   

1988 Bush / Dukakis 

George H. W. Bush had more actual debate time than any other candidate.  

However, he never seemed at ease with the debates.  Despite faltering answers, he 

managed to appear composed beside a very stiff competitor Governor Michael Dukakis.  

It was Dukakis’ nonverbals in his response to Bernard Shaw’s question of the theoretical 

rape and murder of Kitty Dukakis, which was to be his downfall. The American public 

was shocked at his cold, unemotional response (Morello, 1992).   

Dukakis’ six-inch height disadvantage to Bush was negotiated in the pre-debate 

meetings to include a riser on the stage, mitigating the visual difference between the 

candidates on camera.  However, this perhaps seemed to make the difference more 

pronounced when the two candidates shook hands on the level floor after the debate 

(Schroeder, 2008). 

1992 Clinton / Bush / Perot 

1992 saw a change in the format for the debates, with the inclusion of the third-

party candidate Ross Perot.  Perot served as perhaps more of comedic relief during most 

of the debates, but Clinton showed his mastery of the medium of television during the 

encounters.  According to Goodman, Gring, and Anderson (2007) Clinton sold his own 

visual and verbal narratives, while transforming his opponents’ turns into opportunities to 

further take advantage of the medium.  His team constructed a full mock set to practice 

his presence during reaction shots.   During the prep for the debate Clinton asked several 
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questions related to the cameras and reaction shots (Schroeder, 2008).  “Ultimately, 

Perot, Bush and Dole became mere adjuncts in this Clinton-dominated visual 

communication process.” (Goodman, Gring, & Anderson, 2007, p2) 

Bush’s major gaffe in this debate was caught in one of these reaction shots. A 

critical moment occurred when the camera showed George H.W. Bush looking at his 

watch during the debate (Jamieson, 1996).  According to Alan Schroeder (2008) the 

director, John LiBretto cut to Bush just before he looked down at his watch.  He was 

shocked to see Bush look down, and knew the effect would be devastating on the 

campaign.  It was.  To many viewers Bush appeared to be disengaged at best, or perhaps 

even bored.     

1996 Clinton / Dole 

Clinton was again in his element with the 1998 debates against Senator Dole.  

Attempting to change his “mean Bob Dole” reputation, “Dole seemed to be a halfhearted 

gladiator” against the polished Bill Clinton (Klein, 1997, p. 53).  The debates were 

relatively uneventful, with neither candidate providing any major gaffes.  However, the 

contrast between the energetic Bill Clinton and veteran Bob Dole was stark.  Dole did 

strategically position himself to hide his right hand (injured in the war) from the cameras 

for the debate, a request which was accepted without contest by the Clinton team, 

showing both camps awareness of nonverbal issues in the television realm. 

Again, Clinton’s mastery of the television medium was evident.  Clinton 

positioned himself to appear taller in the long shots than Dole.  Dole’s campaign did the 
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best they could to hide his hand in most of the shots, but it was often visible (Goodman, 

Gring, & Anderson, 2007). 

2000 Bush / Gore 

In the 2000 debates, neither candidate was the incumbent.  Vice President Gore 

and Governor Bush met in debates that had been built up by Gore’s public challenges to 

Bush.  The challenges made the expectations high for Al Gore, who was very energetic in 

the first debate.  Gore attempted to utilize the reaction shots to his advantage as well, with 

several notable sighs during the initial debate.   

In the subsequent town hall debate, Gore made a physical move into Bush’s space 

while the Governor was speaking.  It was a move that, according to Alan Schroeder, Gore 

had first tried in rehearsal -- and he did it in the debate against the advice of his campaign 

team (Schroeder, 2008).  Bush paused mid sentence, and gave a nod to Gore, causing the 

audience to laugh, and “Al Gore was finished for the night” (Schroeder, 2008, p. 1246).  

He had reasoned that this gesture would come across as assertive, but it had the effect of 

looking staged, and awkward. 

2004 Bush / Kerry 

Senator John Kerry challenged President Bush in the 2004 debates.  He was a 

stark contrast to the podium-leaning George Bush from the campaign trail. Bush 

appeared ill at ease during the more formal debate, and Kerry often stood facing Bush 

directly to deliver his message.  
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Kerry used several hand gestures, which appeared to be studied, as a classically 

trained debater.  “At times Mr. Kerry looked a little like a flight attendant demonstrating 

how emergency exits and oxygen masks work” wrote Alessandra Stanley (2004, p. 18).   

George W. Bush did not perform well at all in the first debate.  According to Alan 

Schroeder “It is no exaggeration to say that Bush’s first debate in 2004 represents the 

sorriest performance ever given by a presidential candidate in a general-election debate.  

His facial tics, scowls, slumping posture, and petulant attitude indicated not just a man 

who did not want to be there but someone who was seriously unhinged.” (2008, Loc. 

3282).   

Despite Bush’s nonverbal disaster, Kerry’s overall campaign was not a success, 

even though his debate performance was well received.   

2008 Obama / McCain 

The 2008 debates again had no incumbent.  Senators’ John McCain and Barak 

Obama met for a series of debates which were dominated by the financial crisis of that 

year.  In fact, between the first and the last of the four debates, the Dow Jones lost more 

than 2500 points, and the day of the final debate saw the largest single day drop in history 

(Kenski, Hardy, & Jamieson, 2010).  McCain stopped his campaign in order to focus his 

work as a Senator on the economic crisis.  However, he decided to debate Obama, partly 

in hopes of framing the crisis as one which required leadership.  Obama focused his 

energy on tying McCain to Bush’s economic policies, which needed to be changed.   

Ultimately, the issue of “Joe the Plumber” would dominate the debate series, both 

sides claiming they held the key to improving the lives of the middle class in America.  
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Obama’s optimism and energetic speaking style were at contrast with McCain, who 

represented the old guard in the minds of many viewers (K. Kenski et al., 2010).   

2012 Obama/ Romney 

The candidates’ in the 2012 presidential debates had three debates.  The initial 

debate had a tremendous audience, becoming the most watched debate since Regan - 

Carter in 1980 (O'Connell, 2012).  President Barak Obama had a very poor performance 

in that first debate, with a general consensus that Romney won the debate (Rowland, 

2013).  The next two debates were much more evenly matched, with Obama performing 

much better.   

Importance of Presidential Debates 

Several key points can be deduced from a study of the history of presidential 

debates.  First, it is not so much the things that are said in the debates which are 

remembered, so much as the things that are done, or seen at the debates. The Atlanta 

Constitution publisher Ralph McGill arranged for a informal group to listen to the 1960 

debate on radio, and see if their reaction was different than television viewers. The report 

that the listeners on the radio thought Nixon won, while the viewers of television thought 

that Kennedy had won the debate has become a mainstay in the annals of debate history. 

(Schroeder, 2008). While the scientific methodology of the actual survey may be in 

question, the results are a commonly accepted practice of American politics. Namely, the 

visuals in televised presidential debates are of upmost importance. 

Second, it is the gaffes and the one-liners rather than the rhetoric which people 

remember. Whether it be Ford’s comments on no Soviet domination of Eastern Europe, 
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or Dukakis’ tepid answer to a strong question about the rape and murder of his wife.  

Viewers remember the moments of awkwardness and mistakes.  The viewers also 

remember the “zinger” one-liners.  “There you go again”, “You are no Jack Kennedy” 

and many other lines have entered into debate lore because the audience holds onto these 

clever responses.   

Third, television is unpredictable. The nature of live television makes these events 

much more exciting.  Not only the technical issues, such as the network failure during the 

Carter Ford 1976 debate, but the human element of a live production.  The director of the 

1992 debate cut to George Bush for a reaction shot at the exact moment Bush happened 

to glance at his watch.  The shot was not planned, it was live and the director could not 

have known that Bush was about to glance at his watch.  However it was a powerful 

moment.  “I felt like here I just cut to a camera and cost the man the job, but I know 

that’s not what happened” (Schroeder 2008, p. 232). 

McKinney and Warner (2013) looked at the overall use of televised presidential 

debates to answer the question “do they even matter?” Particularly, they looked at 

political information efficacy as well as political cynicism in subjects and their candidate 

evaluation and political engagement attitudes. Ultimately, they conclude that debates 

educate voters, and positively affect normative attitudes. They are also responsible for 

engagement of citizens in ongoing campaign dialogue and they do influence, especially 

in tight races, votes and elections. So, the answer to their question “do debates matter?” is 

yes. "The US electorate has now experienced campaign debates in ten successive 

presidential elections (and eleven presidential campaigns in all), and we feel there is 

ample evidence to suggest the public is well served by these important campaign events" 
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(McKinney & Warner, 2013, p. 256) 

Economic factors are at the core of all elections, but it is campaign rhetoric that 

shapes the perceptions of the economy (Jamieson & Campbell, 2006). The contrast 

between McCain and Bush resulted in record turnout in the South Carolina primary after 

McCain’s surprising win in New Hampshire. Media coverage of the debate helped Gore 

over Bradley in the Iowa primary. 

Benoit (2014) lists several functions of debate. Debates allow voters to see the 

candidates in the campaign. Since they are not permitted notes, viewers get a good view 

of the candidates in an unscripted forum. Certainly, they have prepared heavily for the 

questions and have rehearsed responses, but over a period of ninety minutes we get to see 

unscripted moments and gain understanding as to the cognitive processes of the 

candidates. 

Debates are also very good for candidates. They are much longer than any other 

opportunity to appear directly to the American people. As opposed to news coverage, 

which is edited, or even an interview, which is somewhat limited in scope, a debate is a 

wide range of topics over a very long period of time. This extended length allows 

candidates to speak more freely, and would be cost prohibitive in a network setting.  So 

debates are very beneficial to candidates as well as voters. 

Kenski and Stroud (2005) examined the debate audiences of 2000 and 2004, and 

determined that viewers of televised presidential debates are often of a higher income 

level, and exhibit higher levels of partisan attachment then others who do not watch the 

entire debate. The first debate in a series often has more viewers as well (Kenski & 

Stroud, 2005).   
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Benoit, McKinney, and Holbert (2001) investigated the relationship between 

presidential debates and how individuals make decisions about the candidates. They 

discovered that overall policy stance and leadership became significantly more important 

factors in vote choice after watching a debate.  This would indicate that the viewers of 

debates are looking closely at both the character and the policies of the candidates.  

Jarman (2005) states that there is reason to believe that the audience is reacting to 

the speaker, rather than the substance of the arguments.  He notes that information in a 

debate is constrained and filtered, with the audience looking more closely at the 

candidates than at their actual words.  

Television in Debates 

Television is a visual medium and needs to be studied as such (Grabe & Bucy, 

2009) argue that electoral politics are built on a “visual foundation.” If so, then limiting 

analysis to rhetorical aspects of debates or only looking at the transcript of what was said 

will not provide a complete understanding of what caused audiences to react. As noted in 

their analysis of the Carter-Reagan debate, Tiemens and colleagues observed that, “to 

examine modern-day presidential debates in the same manner that one would analyze the 

Lincoln-Douglas debates is inappropriate” (Tiemens, Hellweg, Kipper, & Phillips, 1985, 

p. 85).  In a similar vein, Edwards (2012) argues that in addition to the presence of verbal 

argument, voters read into candidate image aspects of character, including sincerity and 

leadership potential. She notes that while many studies have focused on the verbal aspect 

of the rhetoric, there is a visual rhetoric to be considered as well.  
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Traditionally, most studies of presidential debates have focused on the verbal 

channel (Benoit, 2014; Lee & Beniot 2005; Rhea, 2012; Rowland, 2013) Thus, the events 

are often analyzed via the transcript of the debate. However, television is an audiovisual 

medium, combining both verbal and nonverbal elements, and should be appreciated and 

studied for its full meaning. Nonverbal behavior communicates social information to 

viewers that is useful for forming evaluations and assessing politically relevant traits, 

such as honesty, trustworthiness, credibility, and strength (see Grabe & Bucy, 2009). 

Therefore, nonverbal candidate behavior during televised debates is of critical importance 

in the formation of favorable impressions.  

Maurer and Reinemann (2009) note that traditional means of studying audience 

response involves the researcher simply asking respondents directly how they think or 

feel about what they just observed.  This would seem to be a logical step, and several 

methodologies do in fact use a self-report measure to determine the response to a 

message. However, there are several factors which might confound respondents’ message 

perceptions, and in particular their own reaction to that message.  Messages that are 

presented at the beginning (primacy effect) and at the end of a debate (recency effect) are 

more likely to be remembered (Maurer & Reinemann, 2009).  Also, the more similar 

messages are to respondents’ own attitudes (consistency effect), the more easily they are 

remembered.  Finally, viewer rationalization (i.e., a desire for cognitive consistency) and 

social desirability pressures also have an effect on self-reported response to any post-

debate question about the effects of a message (Maurer & Reinemann, 2009).   
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Continuous Response Measurement 

Audiences react to messages on a moment-by-moment basis, much like a sporting 

match. One particular method of study -- continuous response measurement (CRM) -- 

affords a means for tracking these rapidly shifting perceptions (Maier, Maier, Maurer, 

Reinemann, & Meyer, 2009; West & Biocca, 1996). Sometimes referred to as a “Dial 

Study” a CRM device measures audience response in real time, allowing feedback on a 

variable level over the course of time.  This real time response (RTR) provides insight 

into the reactions of the audience members as they receive the message or stimuli for the 

very first time.  Television is, by its nature, a complex medium which has a constant 

stream of sensory images and sounds.  Meaning is contained in this stream, both in the 

images and in the patterns (West, 1994). 

Biocca, David, and West (1994) argue that messages are the continuous stream of 

sensory stimuli. The stimuli are arranged in patterns to convey meaning. They argue that 

CRM systems are the electronic form of the pencil and paper questionnaire. However, 

with the electronic processing CRM measures can gauge changes in mental states. The 

pencil and paper semantic scale is useful for overall impressions of the subjects, while 

continuous response measurements gather information on a live moment-by-moment 

basis. These CRM systems are basically a refinement in the technology, which was 

developed in 1945 by Paul Lazerfeld and Frank Stanton. This "program analyzer" was 

used to look at audiences affective responses to broadcast music. 

Most early CRM usage was in the entertainment industry. It was not until the 

microcomputer in the early 1980s that refinement and data collection, display, and 

analysis became feasible for behavioral science usage. The measures then became useful 
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for psychological gauges to test cognitive theories. It can be used to measure hedonic or 

provide the responses, attention, semantic processing, and persuasion (Biocca et al., 

1994). 

 Biocca et al. (1994) argue that ecological validity is a problem with CRM. Having 

a laboratory setting with the dial device is often a barrier to ecological validity. Because 

CRM measures only a single scale, content validity is also an issue. It is unlikely that the 

full range of conceptualization of variables like attitude, hedonic responses, or attention 

can be captured by this single response. 

There are typically two types of studies of presidential debates (Jarman, 2005). 

The first is a pretest/post-test design.  This is useful for determining the overall influence 

of the debate on the subjects – the degree of attitude change from before the debate (pre) 

to after the debate (post).  The second type of study is the content analysis of the 

transcript. While content analysis provides in-depth explanation of the arguments, it is 

difficult to link to real effects.  Jarmann (2005) also found that partisanship is a strong 

influence for viewers as they watch the debate. He also noted that the quality of 

information in a debate is of questionable value and that the audience is typically reacting 

to the speaker rather than the substance of the comments.  Therefore, a CRM study 

should analyze the political affiliation of the audience along with their reactions to 

candidate’s messages.   

Continuous response measurement data is very useful to identify points that are 

rated highest and lowest. However, the data's most powerful potential comes from 

breaking down the audience into different groups and analyzing specific reaction for 

subgroups (Jarman, 2010). 
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McKinnon, Tedesco, and Kaid (1993) noted that in a study of the 1992 third 

presidential debate between Clinton, Bush, and Perot, the subjects using continuous 

response devices were less likely to judge the winner of the debate along political 

affiliation lines. They hypothesized that this might be due to the fact that they were asked 

to pay careful attention to the debate and therefore made judgments on actual arguments, 

as opposed to simply political affiliation appeals. 

Nonverbal Communication 

Jamieson (1996) notes that television heightens awareness of nonverbal cues 

during debates. Television cameras do not simply show the debate, as it would be viewed 

by an audience member at the auditorium but rather focus entirely on one scene, or even 

facial expression, at a time—often in extreme close-up. The face of a candidate is no 

longer at a distance of several yards from the viewer, but rather fills the entire screen of 

the television set. In this way, television close-ups foster an emotionally “under-

distanced” environment that invites close scrutiny (Grabe, Zhou, & Barnett, 2001).  

Early research stated that nonverbal communication constituted the majority of 

communication (Mehrabian, 1971; Birdwhistell, 1970). However, as pointed out by 

Knapp, Hall, and Horgan (2014) “…separating verbal and nonverbal into two separate 

and distinct categories is virtually impossible” (p. 8).  Nonverbal communication is 

highly dependent on context and culture. It provides a rich interplay with the verbal 

channel, and is not easily separated out.  Nor should it be considered solely on its own as 

a single channel of communication – rather it should be considered in context with the 

verbal, and with an understanding of the culture of the sender and the communication 
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event.    

Burgoon states that nonverbal communication is omnipresent, that it is 

ambiguous, and it has primacy (Burgoon, Buller, & Woodall, 1989).  This ambiguity of 

nonverbal is inherent because it is not a codified language.  Nonverbal is subtle and 

nuanced, but it is powerful.  Most importantly nonverbal communication is trusted 

(Richmond & McCroskey, 1995; Knapp, Hall, & Horgan, 2014).  

 Ekman (1965) identifies the functions of nonverbal behavior during human 

interaction. The functions are: repeating, conflicting, complementing, substituting, 

accenting/moderating, and regulating. Each of these functions relates to the holistic 

communication between sender and receiver. The verbal and nonverbal channels work 

together to create a message. However, that message may be taken more from the 

nonverbal than the verbal channel.  

Credibility is strongly influenced by nonverbal behavior  (Burgoon, Birk, & Pfau, 

1990). Nonverbal cues, which affect credibility, can be divided into kinesic/proxemic 

cues and vocalic cues the kinesic/proxemic cues identified by Burgoon, Burke, & Pfau 

(1990) are: eye contact, gaze, body lean, distance, facial pleasantness, facial 

expressiveness, smiling, illustrators, adaptors, tension, and limb movement. Vocalic cues 

identified include: fluency, response latencies, voice quality, pitch, tempo, and loudness.  

An important function of nonverbal communication is in sending messages that 

are emotionally connecting to the receiver rather than intellectually connecting. Burgoon 

notes that nonverbal affects relational communication. This includes how much people 

like each other, trust, dominance, and how comfortable they are with each other 

(Burgoon, Buller, & Woodall, 1989). Thus, nonverbal communication in televised 
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presidential debates influences the liking or disliking of candidates.  

 Richmond & McCroskey (1995) note that if there is a conflict between the verbal 

and nonverbal channel, the nonverbal channel is more often believed. This is what is 

meant when Burgoon notes that nonverbal communication has primacy (Burgoon, Buller, 

& Woodall, 1989). This primacy can be divided into three categories. Nonverbal 

communication has phylogenetic primacy, which indicates that nonverbal communication 

predated language (McNeil, 1970). This indicates that we are innately predisposed to 

nonverbal communication over verbal communication. Second, nonverbal 

communication ontogenetic primacy (Burgoon, Buller, & Woodall, 1989). Even before 

birth, the fetus is developing awareness through sensory perceptions. “At birth the infants 

primary interactions with other humans continue to center around auditory and tactical 

sensation. Nursing, grasping, rocking, holding, crying, cooing, singing-all these 

experiences contribute to the infants awakening recognition that humans communicate 

with one another” (Burgoon, Buller, & Woodall p. 7, 1989).  

Finally, nonverbal communication has interaction primacy (Burgoon, Buller, & 

Woodall, 1989). From first glance, nonverbal communication and behavior is being sent 

and received. We make judgments of character, personality, trust, and likeability all 

based on nonverbal behavior. This all happens before a verbal word is spoken. Therefore, 

the initial appearance of debaters on the stage is affecting audience perception even 

before they utter a word into the microphone.  

The fact that verbal and nonverbal may at times contradict or clash with each 

other is governed by the primacy of nonverbal. This means that the receiver is going to 

believe the nonverbal channel over the verbal channel when there is a conflict (Moore, 
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Hickson, & Stacks, 2014; Richmond & McCroskey, 1995; Burgoon, Buller, & Woodall, 

1989; Mehrabian, 1971). In a televised presidential debate this is very important. How a 

candidate says something is not just as important, rather it is more important than what 

they verbally say.  

Masters and colleagues (1986) developed a criteria for classifying facial displays. 

These included two broad characteristics of the human facial displays. First are hedonic 

displays, which include happiness, reassurance, and social bonding second are agonic 

displays which include anger/threat, fear/evasion, and social competition. These deal 

with the facial expressions of the candidates.  

Ekman & Friesen (1987) developed a facial action coding system (FACS) the 

primary categories include sadness, anger, surprise, and fear these are all related to the 

facial displays including eyebrows, eyelids, smiling, frowning, and jaw position.  

Masters criteria for classifying facial displays looks specifically at the following 

nonverbal facial displays: eyelids, eyebrows, eye orientation, mouth corners, teeth 

showing, lateral and vertical head motion, and head orientation.  

The nonverbal cues in televised presidential debates are heightened by television 

itself “On television, the visual often trumps the verbal” (Goodman, Gring, & Andersen, 

2007, p. 2). In an analysis of the 1992 presidential debates, Goodman, Gring, and 

Andersen (2007) concluded that Clinton was effectively used the visual tools of 

television they note that over the course of ninety minutes the viewers are more attuned 

to visual subtexts. This points to the importance of nonverbal communication in the 

debates.  

Nonverbal behavior is especially important during the reaction shot when one 
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candidate is not speaking.  A candidate is perceived as being a more effective debater, for 

instance, when they display nonverbal disagreement to the speaker (Weger Jr, Seiter, 

Jacobs, & Akbulut, 2010).  This is especially important when considering the networks’ 

use of a split screen display during the 2012 presidential debates, a format that fits well 

with television’s need for compelling visuals.  

Gestures are also extremely important in televised presidential debates. Speech 

independent gestures are known as emblems these are nonverbal behaviors, which have a 

direct verbal translation such as “a-okay” there are also speech related gestures which 

may serve to punctuate the message and or modify the verbal message (Ekman et al., 

1987; Knapp et al., 2014).  

 Shah and colleagues (2015) examined visual elements in the 2012 presidential 

debates. They classified gestures into two categories, affinity, or defiance. Affinity 

gestures include waiving, thumbs up, and open palm, defiance gestures include finger 

pointing, wagging or shaking finger, and raising fist. In the area of the head, affinity 

would include nodding or winking, and defiance includes shaking head in disagreement, 

negative expression/prolonged stare.  

Despite the voluminous literature on presidential debates, we still know little 

about real-time responses from the audience when viewing televised presidential debates. 

A fuller understanding of debate effects requires a holistic approach that examines the 

overall message, including the rhetorical strategy, message exigency, and nonverbal 

behaviors of the candidates. Maurer and Reinemann (2009) note that the formation of 

attitudes during the reception of communicative stimuli is a cumulative process, not a 

single event fixed in time.  Traditional study designs measure the effects of 
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communication processes after the event.  According to Maurer and Rainemann (2009), 

this “might give a good impression of whether communicative stimuli changed 

recipients’ attitudes—but they do not give any hint why recipients changed their 

attitudes” (p. 1).  Thus, the multi-prong approach outlined here addresses the “why” 

question. 

To understand the influence that different message types and candidate behaviors 

have on audience real-time perceptions, it is not enough to observe that candidate “X” 

garnered a higher response on a certain measure than candidate “Y.” The analysis will 

begin with an examination of message type. While presidential candidates may speak on 

a wide variety of topics, their functional rhetorical strategy for any given statement will 

generally fall into a typology of acclaim, attack, or defense, according to Benoit (2014).     

Rhetorical Appeals 

Aristotle provides a triad of “proofs” for argumentation.  Taken together as a 

whole, any message will contain elements of all three of the proofs.  However, the focus 

or weight of any argument may be stronger in one particular element.   

Logos is the logical structure of the argument.  The propositions of the argument 

become the focus of the audience, and they consider the merits of the argument and 

whether to accept the position being advocated by the speaker (Poulakos & Polakos, 

1999). 

Ethos is the character of the speaker.  While ethos does contain the concept of 

character it goes far beyond our modern usage of the term. It includes things such as 

custom, disposition, delineation of character, bearing, and habit  (Dixon, 1971; Sattler, 
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1947). In modern studies, researchers examine credibility as a source factor in 

persuasion. It has been applied to media, organizations and politicians. Media sources are 

evaluated for their ethos and credibility in persuading the public and or informing them 

(Kazoleas & Teven, 2009; Oehler, 1944; Wanta & Hu, 1994). Organizations and 

companies are evaluated on their ethos in terms of their public relations and public 

credibility.  Certainly the public evaluates politicians on their ethos in the evaluation of 

their positions. Therefore the concept of ethos, while it is centuries old, is very relevant to 

media and mass communications today. 

The third element in the triad of proofs from Aristotle is pathos, or the emotional 

content of the argument.  Sloane (2001) states that “the concern for pathos is one of the 

most distinctive aspects of a rhetorical approach to language, and of all aspects it has 

occasioned the greatest amount of controversy” (p. 554).  Aristotle states “…persuasion 

may come through the hearers, when the speech stirs their emotions. Our judgments 

when we are pleased and friendly are not the same as when we are pained and hostile.” 

(1356a) (Roberts, 1954). The audience can be pointed in a direction with the logic of the 

argument, and be convinced by the character of the speaker, yet the emotional state of the 

audience will determine the reaction to the argument.   

Garrett (1993) notes that there is a relative neglect in the study of pathos, as 

compared to ethos or logos.  She posits that there is a stigmatization of the emotions in 

“folk psychology” in which the emotions are associated with the irrational, the 

involuntary or the physical.  With this negative view, it is not a surprise that most 

rhetoricians relegate it to a lower tier than logos and ethos.   
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Benoit  (2004) argues that the nature of the source influences the characteristics of 

the discourse produced by the rhetor. In a study he analyzed primary and general debates 

as well as commercials and acceptance addresses from 1948 to 2000. He found there are 

differences between the Republican and Democratic presidential candidates. Democrats 

discussed policy more, and character less, than the Republicans. Republicans attack on 

character more, and Democrats less. Also, Republicans emphasize the character traits of 

sincerity and morality more, and empathy and drive less, than Democrats. 

The exigence of the message is another factor of consideration in the rhetorical 

appeal of candidates in the debate.  Exigence concerns how viewers and commentators 

(e.g., journalists who report on the debate) perceive the relevance of the topic at hand and 

how effectively the candidates’ employ communication around particular topics at 

different points in a debate.   Miller (1972) notes that the exigence is marked by 

urgency—it is the “identifiable something that acts to specify a speech is to be given” 

(Miller, 1972, p. 111). 

The occasion of Presidential debates is – in itself – significant.  Jimmy Carter and 

Gerald Ford had a very uncomfortable 26 minutes when they sat waiting for the audio 

problem to be resolved, yet nether of them left the stage.  Perhaps this was because of the 

occasion of the situation – this was no ordinary campaign event.  This is the Greek 

concept of kairos, or occasion.  In the work of the sophists, kairos manifests a sense of 

time – a specific “point in time” as opposed to chronos, which is sequential time (Sloane, 

2001).  The kairos can be seen as a kind of intersection between the historical situation 

and the rhetorical possibilities.   
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It is this kairos, which elevates the debates into more than simply a campaign 

speech.  While it is true that these are similar in appearance on the surface level to “joint 

press conference” in reality because of the kairos of the occasion, they are much more 

significant.   

The concept of to prepon is that which is “fitting” (Cicero, p. 71De Oratore).  The 

orator must fit his or her speech to the audience, the time, and the place (occasion).  

Reagan proved to have a mastery of this level of speaking what was to prepon, or fitting.   

The to prepon is what is appropriate.  This is fundamental for debates, because we 

want our presidential candidates to exhibit this to prepon at all times.  To be appropriate 

at all times, and to take advantage of the karotic situations when they arise.  This is 

fundamental also for rhetoric.  In an interview with James Kinneavy, Roger Thompson  

states that kairos is a cornerstone for rhetoric (Thompson, 2000).  It is a fundamental 

element in rhetoric – the idea of being appropriate at all times.   

Certainly the issue of kairos is a fundamental part of the Dissoi logoi, written by 

Anonymous (Robinson, 1979).  His approach to arguments is that ones framework 

changes the interpretation of the action.  For example a broken pottery is bad for the 

owner, but good for the potter.  Protagoras said that two opposing logoi exist for every 

subject the dissoi logoi argues that the same things can be good and bad, seemly and 

disgraceful, just and unjust, true and false, and wise and foolish (Sloane, 2001). 

The idea from both Protagoras and the Dissoi logoi is that propositions can be 

discovered and asserted. Thus, logos is a very powerful element of Aristotle’s proofs. 

Indeed, this is fundamental in the topoi of Aristotle.   
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The Sophists posited that rhetoric was a combination of art, style, kairos (the 

opportune moment), to prepon (the appropriate) and to dynaton (the possible) according 

to Poulakos (1983).  “The definition I wish to advance is: Rhetoric is the art which seeks 

to capture in opportune moments that which is appropriate and attempts to suggest that 

which is possible” (Poulakos, 1983, p. 36).  This combination of appropriateness, 

opportune moments, and suggesting what is possible is a key element in presidential 

debates.  The candidate must have all three of these in order to be more preferable to the 

voters.   

A televised debate typically covers a limited number of topics, but some of these 

are much more important or controversial depending on external factors, such as threats 

to the nation, a weakening economy, personal issues involving the candidates, and so on.  

The exigence of the message is what makes it pertinent to the audience. When Gerald 

Ford made his famous remark about the lack of Soviet domination in Eastern Europe 

during the 1976 presidential debates with Jimmy Carter, it had a great deal of exigence, 

or contextual meaning, for a Cold War audience (see Krauss, 1979).  Today, the same 

topic or remark would have a low level of exigence.  The exigence, and kairos of the 

candidate’s remarks will be discussed in the focus groups, which will (among other 

things) gather views on how well the candidates gauged the exigence in crafting their 

messages, and how well these rhetorical formulations were received by the audience.  

This will provide richness to the data and analysis that numerical indicators alone would 

be unable to deliver. 
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Functional Theory 

In analyzing the actual messages from the candidate, it is useful to have a coding 

scheme.  Benoit’s functional theory works well for this categorization of messages.  All 

campaign messages can be analyzed based on their function (Benoit, 2007). They will be 

either an acclaim, attack, or a defense. This can be done on either of two basic topic 

areas: policy or character (Benoit & Sheafer, 2006). 

These functions are simply ways of dividing the general statements by the 

candidate into similar groupings for the purpose of clarification and understanding.  They 

are similar in nature to Aristotle’s Topoi, (Aristotle, 1932).  Weaver (1970) described 

these topoi as a set of “places” or “regions” where one can go to find the substance for 

persuasive argument.   

 A message may seek to praise, or acclaim, the candidate in an attempt to make 

that candidate preferable to their opponent.  An acclaim message in an ad will stress the 

positive attributes or policies of a candidate in an attempt to make that candidate more 

attractive than their opponent. After all, it is not necessary to win every voter; a candidate 

need only win a majority of the voting population (Patterson & McClure, 1976). 

In the functional theory of political campaign discourse, Benoit (2007) notes that 

voting is a comparative act. Sometimes a candidate does not stand head-and-shoulders 

above their opponent, therefore the voter instead must make a decision of which 

candidate is better for the office, not necessarily which one is the absolute best. The 

candidate must appear preferable to the voter in order to secure their vote (Jamieson & 

Campbell, 2006). So, not only will candidates make acclaims for themselves, but they 

will also attack their opponents to reduce their preferability. This criticism typically 
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focuses on the drawbacks or weaknesses of the opposing candidate.  Again, the 

candidates are seeking a comparative advantage to win a majority of the voters.  While a 

negative ad, or attack message, may in fact turn off some voters, some may actually be 

“won over” by these messages. (Benoit 2007). 

 The third type of message in campaigns is a defense message.  This is designed to 

do two basic things. First, it blunts or refutes the attack on the candidate, and second, it 

may restore a candidate’s preferability (Benoit, 2003).  Defenses have several drawbacks.  

It can make the candidate look defensive and weak.  Also, it might actually inform voters 

of the attack.  Additionally, it takes the candidate “off message” (Benoit, 2007). 

 These attacks, acclaims and defenses can occur in two different areas.  According 

to Benoit, the functions of these advertisements occur in two basic topics of messages: 

policy and character (Benoit, 2007).  It is necessary for a candidate to distinguish 

themselves from their opponents.  While they may not need to be different on every 

issue, they need to show enough of a difference to make it worth voting for them.  Some 

argue that knowledge of issues is more important than character (Patterson & McClure, 

1976).  

Establishing a candidate’s policy is one way of communicating preference of that 

candidate to his or her opponent (Benoit, Blaney, & Pier, 1998). These policy items deal 

with specific issues, which the candidates would like to emphasize during the campaign. 

Character is the second category (Benoit et al., 1998). These character items focus on the 

image and values of the candidate. Again, they are attempting to distinguish themselves 

apart from their opponents.  
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Policy considerations can be divided further into three types; past deeds, future 

plans, and general goals (Benoit et al., 1998). The candidate will detail accomplishments 

in his or her past to show their advantage in the area of policy making (Benoit et al., 

1998). Ultimately, they are asking to be placed in a position of creating and maintaining 

laws within the governing structure. An example of this is former mayor of Houston, Bill 

White discussing how he cut taxes in his city.  

A vital component of a campaign is the area of future plans (Benoit et al., 1998). 

These campaign promises are the area of policy where the candidate draws a distinction 

between themselves and their opponents. An example is Texas Gov. Rick Perry as he 

calls for a legislation to require a two-thirds majority of the Texas Legislature to increase 

taxes.  

Finally, general goals are the third type of policy consideration (Benoit et al., 

1998). This is an area for the candidate to philosophically discuss major future goals. 

Here, the candidate can establish a vision for the future in general policy areas. Ronald 

Reagan was known for casting a general vision of a stronger America, and a smaller 

government.  

In the area of character, Benoit has identified three types of image messages; 

personal qualities, leadership ability, and ideals (Benoit et al., 1998). Personal qualities 

are those comparative advantages in character that give the candidate an edge over their 

competition (Benoit et al., 1998). Bill Clinton often emphasized his personal qualities 

when he would say, "I feel your pain.” The second character type of message is on 

leadership ability (Benoit et al., 1998). Here the stress is on the leadership qualities of the 

candidate as opposed to their opponent. George W. Bush often focused on his leadership 
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ability in a post 9/11 world.  Finally, ideals are the third area of character messages 

(Benoit et al., 1998). These principles and values of the candidates are of importance and 

making them preferable over their opponent to the voters. President Obama's ideals in the 

area of healthcare are an example of this. 

An attack message can be a risky strategy for a candidate it is necessary, however 

if to harsh, it turns off the voter (Schroeder, 2008). “The nakedness of the clash is a 

distinguishing feature of TV debates presenting one’s own case will not suffice; one must 

also bash the opposition, and do so in a way that passes the smell test of tens of millions 

of viewers” (Schroeder, 2008 p. 60). The term “appropriate aggressor” is used to describe 

going on the offense without being offensive. This was the advice of democratic advisor 

Tom Donilon to Michael Dukakis in 1988 (Germond & Witcover, 1989). 

This attack is a verbal attack. However, one can also attack nonverbally in 

debates. Al Gore took a risk when he invaded Bush’s territory in the 2000 town hall 

debate. This backfired on Gore who “had reasoned that a physically assertive gesture 

would unnerve the Texas governor; however, the action looked petty and phony” 

(Schroeder, 2008 p. 63). Al Gore became the inappropriate aggressor in the debate.  

The function of defense is equally important in debates. Ronald Reagan was very 

adept at using humor as a defensive strategy. Bill Clinton in 1992 was able to use a 

defense function message against President Bush when he said, “your father was right to 

stand up to Joe McCarthy. You were wrong to attack my patriotism” (Schroeder, 2008 p. 

62).   

Finally, the acclaim message is one which candidates are well versed on and very 

practiced. The acclaim message in a televised presidential debate should be balanced to 
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not come across as self-aggrandizing.  Viewers react differently to acclaim than they do 

to attacks (Reinemann & Maurer, 2005). 

Ultimately the impact of television is to heighten viewer’s awareness of nonverbal 

behaviors. Norman Cousins, editor of Saturday Review wrote in 1976 about the 

Ford/Carter debates and said,  

“No amount of makeup can change the way a man’s eyes move, or the way his 

lips are drawn under surges of animus or temper. When the camera burrows into a 

man’s face, the fact that some wrinkles may be covered up by pancake makeup is 

not so important as the visibility of the emotions that come to the surface. The 

strength of the TV debates derives less from what is hidden than from what is 

impossible to conceal” (Schroeder, 2008, p. 285). 

Hypotheses and Research Questions 

 The purpose of this dissertation is to further our understanding of (a) the 

rhetorical and nonverbal variability of candidate communication during presidential 

debates, and (b) the communication dynamics that influence audience reactions at key 

moments during the debates.   

The overall focus of this study is to examine candidate’s rhetorical strategies of 

attack, acclaim, or defense based on the situation and how they employ effective 

nonverbal communication in presidential debates.   To this end, the first research question 

deals with the primary issue: 

RQ1:  How do subjects respond to the three types of rhetorical functions within 

presidential debates? 
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The answer to this is in combination of the CRM scores from the live viewers, 

combined with the focus group reactions to the critical incident segments.   

The second area of focus is in the nonverbal communication of the candidates.  

Thus the second research question is: 

RQ2:  How do subjects respond to the nonverbal behaviors of candidates in the 

categories of facial expressions and gestures? 

This is determined by examining the nonverbals of the candidates with a content 

analysis, then probing for insight from the focus groups on these behaviors. Specifically, 

the facial expressions will be coded as well as the gestures, then focus group thematic 

groupings will be utilized to determine the effectiveness of the candidates use of 

nonverbal communication (Attride-Stirling, 2001).   

In the functional analysis, the rhetorical strategies of the candidates will be coded 

in one of three categories: attack, acclaim or defense.  Since it is a debate, it can be 

hypothesized that subjects will respond with higher levels of liking (in the CRM) to a 

message of attack.   The second highest level of liking should similarly be for a message 

of defense.  Therefore the following hypotheses are offered: 

H1:  Subjects will have a higher liking for attack messages than for acclaim or 

defense messages. 

H2: Subjects will have a higher liking for defense messages than for acclaim 

messages.   

In the area of nonverbal behavior, one of the key tenets is that nonverbal 

messages have primacy (J.K. Burgoon et al., 1990).  When verbal and nonverbal 

contradict, it is the nonverbal channel, which is more believable. Therefore, it sends a 
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mixed signal to the viewer.  To this end, the hypothesis of this study examines the 

consistency of the verbal / nonverbal channel. 

 Thus, the third hypothesis for this study is: 

H3:  A message that is consistent in verbal function and nonverbal category will 

have higher levels of liking among subjects. 
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Chapter III 

Methodology 

 

The purpose of this dissertation is to develop our understanding of audience 

reactions in televised presidential debates by analyzing the rhetorical strategies and 

nonverbal communication employed by the candidates. Each presidential debate since 

1960 has produced numerous academic studies analyzing the candidates’ performance.  

These studies traditionally focus on the candidates’ rhetorical strategies and, to a lesser 

extent, how president debates provide a forum for voter learning (Jamieson & Birdsell, 

1988; Kraus, 1979; Miller, 1972, p. 111).  While these analyses certainly have value, 

what this dissertation provides is a novel framework for assessing audience response to 

the “whole message” -- rhetorical strategy, and nonverbal display behavior.  

In order to accomplish this, a four stage process was utilized.  Each of the stages 

will be discussed in detail.  Stage one was a study to gather the CRM responses of 

subjects during the actual 2012 debates.  This data was then examined to establish points 

of critical incidence, which served as the units of analysis for the remaining stages.  Stage 

two was a content analysis of the message function for each candidate in these clips.  

Stage Three was a content analysis of the nonverbal behaviors of the candidates – both 

speaking and non-speaking – during the clips.  And stage four was a focus group analysis 

of the clips.   
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Stage 1 – Continuous Measure Response 

Study Design  

The first stage was to gather CRM responses from subjects during the actual 2012 

debates.  This study was conducted in the CRM lab at Texas Tech University.  The 

subjects were given wireless remote dials which were computer synchronized to the data 

recording computer.  A large screen at the front of the theater style room showed the 

debate.  C-Span was selected as the network which was shown to the test subjects, due to 

a lack of pre-debate commentary, and the split-screen format which was used by the 

network throughout the debate.   

The data was overlaid on a monitor which was only visible to the researcher at the 

front of the room.  The subjects watched the large screen which only showed the full 

debate, without any extra overlay of CRM data.  This was done to prevent undue 

influence of the data on the subjects. 

Subjects arrived 30 minutes prior to the start of the debate, and were given verbal 

instructions, as well as consent forms.  The study was open to anyone who wished to 

participate, regardless of political affiliation, and no incentive was offered.  The subjects 

were assured of the confidentiality of their responses during the initial briefing, as well as 

told that they were free to leave at any time.   

The measures of hedonic or subjective responses from subjects is best done on a 

moment by moment basis (Biocca & West, 1994).  This methodology relies on the 

personal introspective judgments which are a function of unknown mental arithmetic, and 

thus are best measured with a CRM type measurement.  With this in mind a uni-
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dimensional variable of “like” is a valid measurement of what this study is seeking – a 

measure of how much the subject like or dislike what is happening during the live debate. 

Measures and Apparatus 

The subjects were given instructions asking them to turn the dials on their CRM 

remotes to indicate their “like” of what the candidates were saying at that moment.  Since 

CRM is only a single item measure it was determined that liking was the best value for 

the subjects to gauge.  A 10 was the top value (like) and a 1 was the low value (dislike).  

The software recorded the data on a 100 point scale, with 10 point increments.  Each 

subjects value was recorded every second, allowing for one second measurement 

increments.  The data was recorded digitally, as well as a video recording of the debate 

with the data overlaid on the screen including a time code.  This was later utilized to 

synchronize the values of the candidates with the statements in the transcripts in the 

remaining phases of the debate.   

The dial devices utilized were manufactured by ORTEK.  The computer software 

which recorded the data was the Express 700 software, written specifically for the 

ORTEK hardware.  A DVD recorded was used to record the video.   

Participants 

Subjects were recruited for the first debate utilizing email invitation that went to 

all undergraduate students in mass media courses who wanted to participate in the study.  

The third debate was purposive in the selection, utilizing the local Democrat and 

Republican party to recruit subjects.   

There were a total of 36 subjects for the two debates (n=17 for debate 1, n=19 for 

debate 3).  Table 1 shows the demographic makeup of the subjects. 
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Table 1: Demographic information for subjects in the CRM study 

  _________________________________________________________________________  
     
  Question Choice N Percentage  
  _________________________________________________________________________  
  What is your gender?  
   Male 8 22.22% 
   Female 28 77.78% 
   Total 36 
    ______________________________________________   
  What is your age range? 
   18-21 18 50.00% 
   21-30 13 36.11% 
   31-40 1 2.78% 
   41-50 0 0.00% 
   Over 50 4 11.11% 
   Total 36  
    ______________________________________________   
  What is your Political Affiliation? 
   Democrat 9 25.00% 
   Republican 19 52.78% 
   Other/Independent  8 22.22% 
   Total 36  
    ______________________________________________   
  How long has it been since you voted in an election? 
   Less than 6 months 10 27.78% 
   6 months - 1 year 2 5.56% 
   1 - 2 years 2 5.56% 
   2 - 4 years 7 19.44% 
   Never Voted 15 41.67% 
   Total 36  
    ______________________________________________   
  Do you consider yourself to be...  
   Strongly Liberal 0 0.00% 
   Somewhat Liberal 5 13.89% 
   Moderate 14 38.89% 
   Somewhat Conservative 7 19.44% 
   Strongly Conservative 10 27.78% 
   Total 36  
    ______________________________________________   
  Do you plan to vote in the presidential election? 
   Yes 32 88.89% 
   No 4 11.11% 
   Total 36  
  _________________________________________________________________________  
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Table 2: Demographics of subjects – by debate. 

  _________________________________________________________________________  
   Debate 1 Debate 3 
    _________________   ________________  
  Question Choice N Percentage  N Percentage  
  _________________________________________________________________________  
  What is your gender?  
   Male  5 29.41 3 15.79 
   Female 12 70.59 16 84.21 
   Total 17  19 
    ______________________________________________________________   
  What is your age range? 
   18-21 8 47.06 10 52.63 
   21-30 8 47.06 5 26.32 
   31-40 1 5.88 0 0.00 
   41-50 0 0.00 0 0.00 
   Over 50 0 0.00 4 21.05 
   Total 17  19  
    ______________________________________________________________   
  What is your Political Affiliation? 
   Democrat 4 23.53 5 26.32 
   Republican 8 47.06 11 57.89 
   Other/Independent  5 29.41  3 15.79 
   Total 17  19  
    ______________________________________________________________   
  How long has it been since you voted in an election? 
   Less than 6 months 3 17.65 7 36.84 
   6 months - 1 year 0 0.00 2 10.53 
   1 - 2 years 1 5.88 1 5.26 
   2 - 4 years 3 17.65 4 21.05 
   Never Voted 10 58.82 5 26.32 
   Total 17  19  
    ______________________________________________________________   
  Do you consider yourself to be...  
   Strongly Liberal 0 0.00 0 0.00 
   Somewhat Liberal 3 17.65 2 10.53 
   Moderate 8 47.06 6 31.58 
   Somewhat Conservative 2 11.76 5 26.32 
   Strongly Conservative 4 23.53 6 31.58 
   Total 17  19  
    ______________________________________________________________   
  Do you plan to vote in the presidential election? 
   Yes 14 82.35 18 94.74 
   No  3 17.65 1 5.26 
   Total  17  19 
  _________________________________________________________________________  
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The demographic makeup of the subjects by debate is shown in table 2. 

Data Reduction 

Overall, the study yielded 409,716 points of data. (See Figures 1 & 2) In order to 

examine this amount of data, a method of data reduction was utilized to specify key 

points in the debate for the study.  Utilizing the peaks analysis discussed by Maurer & 

Reinemann (2009), the CRM data was separated by party affiliation of the subjects.  The 

key points for this analysis were the moments when the Democrat and Republican 

subjects had the greatest differential between their scores.  This is the point in the debate 

when there was the greatest liking by one party with the greatest disliking by the other 

party for that particular moment.   
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Figure 1: Continuous Response Measure Score by Party for Debate 1 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Continuous Response Measure Score by Party for Debate 3 

 

 

 Scores are graphed on a continuous second-by-second basis for entire debate. The 

three lines represent the party affiliations of the subjects.  
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Figure 3: Z-Score differential by party – Debate 1 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Z-Score differential by party – Debate 3 
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In order to establish a point of comparison between the Democrat and Republican 

scores, a z-score was established.  The difference between the scores was then 

determined.  A z-score was determined based on the difference compared to the standard 

deviation of the scores.  This z-score was then analyzed to determine whether it was 

greater than 2 Standard Deviations from the mean.   

The formula Z = (X - µ) / σ was used to calculate the z-score, revealing the 

standard deviation from the mean of the difference between the Democrat and 

Republican CRM average scores on a moment by moment basis during the debate. 

The Z-score was used for the moments of critical incidence.  Each moment with a SD of 

2.00 or greater was selected as a critical incident.  This is shown in Figures 3 & 4.   

A total of 27 critical incidents were established.  Next, the unit of analysis was 

established using Benoit’s definition of a “message” (See Benoit, 1998).  Each critical 

incident point was examined in the debate, and the message in which that peak occurred 

was then identified.  This message unit was one complete thought or statement by that 

candidate, not the entire question response from the candidate. The average length of 

these clips was 35 seconds.   

Stage 2 – Functional Analysis 

Study Design 

The critical incidents from stage 1 were matched to the transcripts of the debates 

for the content analysis in this stage.  Trained coders examined each clip, and determined 
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the message function of the clip.  The entire set was examined by the principle coder, and 

25% of the set by a second coder to establish intercoder reliability (discussed below).   

This method of content analysis is an established methodology in the study  of 

debates (Benoit, 2003; McKinney & Warner, 2013; Morello, 1992; Reinemann & 

Maurer, 2005).  This is a multidimensional method, which can be utilized to give 

meaning and understanding to the clips within the debates, specifically in the area of the 

rhetorical appeals of the candidates.   

Variables 

The critical incidents were previously unitized by the “message” – meaning that 

each clip contained only one message, and the peak value of the critical incident occurred 

during that single message.  

The variables for this study were taken from Benoit’s functional theory (see 

Benoit 1998, 2003, 2007, 2014).  The variables are attack, acclaim, and defense.  Each 

message was categorized as one of these variables. 

Conceptually, these were defined as: 

Acclaims are themes, messages, or words that portray the candidate or his party favorably 

or positively.  Attacks are themes, messages, or words that portray a candidate or his 

party unfavorably or negatively.  Defenses are themes, messages, or words that repair a 

candidate’s reputation from attacks made by the opposing candidate.  

 The operational definition of the variables was provided by utilizing the following 

examples of the message functions: 

Attacks are themes, messages, or words that portray a candidate or his party unfavorably 

or negatively.  These will be coded as a 1. 
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 Some examples would be if a candidate said: 

• John Ross broke his promise to citizens of Atlanta by raising taxes and closing 

schools. 

• Mark Smith is a name associated with scandal… is this the kind of leadership 

America needs? 

Defenses are themes, messages, or words that repair a candidate’s reputation from attacks 

made by the opposing candidate.  These will be coded as a 2.  

 Some examples would be if a candidate said: 

• My opponent said that I am in the pocket of big business.  My opponent  is 

wrong. 

• I am a friend to the environment, despite what his opponents might say. 

Acclaims are themes, messages, or words that portray the candidate or his party favorably 

or positively.  These will be coded as a 3. 

 Some examples would be if a candidate said: 

• I have demonstrated tremendous leadership in times of trial. 

• As President I will get America back on track by increasing jobs and cutting 

taxes. 

Each coder read the transcript and marked the guidesheet with a 1, 2, or 3.  

 

Intercoder reliability 

Twenty five percent of the units were recoded by a second trained coder.  This 

was rounded up to 7 clips.  The clip numbers to be coded were randomly generated by a 
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website, and those clips were then coded.  The clip numbers were 1, 5, 9, 17, 18, 20, & 

23. 

There was 100% agreement between the two coders on these clips.  This 

established a high level of intercoder reliability for the study.   

Stage 3 – Nonverbal Analysis 

Design 

The nonverbal behaviors of the candidates were analyzed using content analysis.  

The video of the c-span broadcast of each debate was downloaded and synchronized with 

the video and time code from the CRM study.  Each critical incident was identified in the 

video and edited into a stand-alone file.  These video clips only showed exactly what the 

CRM subjects viewed during the debates; it did not have any overlay of data from the 

study.  A coding sheet was provided to the coders for each candidate and each clip (see 

Appendix E).  The coders marked the speaking candidate first, then re-watched the clip to 

mark the non speaking candidate.  Coders were permitted to watch clips more than once 

until they were satisfied that they had completely coded the segment.   

Variables 

The unit of analysis was the entire clip.  Initial results determined a lack of 

intercoder reliability in using the nonverbal behavior as the unit of analysis, therefore 

each nonverbal was coded as being present or absent in the clip.   

The variables for the study were the nonverbal behaviors of the candidates.  These 

were coded at the behavioral level so that each time a candidate exhibited one of the 

following behaviors it was recorded as being present.   
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The two broad categories of nonverbal behaviors were facial expressions and 

gestures.  Both of these were validated in previous research (happiness/reassurance, 

anger/threat, and fear/evasion) and demonstrative gestures, namely, affinity and defiance 

displays (see Bucy & Grabe, 2008; Grabe & Bucy, 2009; Shah et al, 2015).  

Masters and colleagues (1986) categorized the nonverbal behaviors for 

happiness/reassurance, anger/threat, and fear/evasion (see Table 3), which served as the 

variables for the candidates’ facial expression behavior in each critical incident.  The 

table shows the categories at the top.  Each row represents a specific area of the head or 

face to be observed for exhibiting the display.  The operational definition of each variable 

are listed in the table at each intersection, so for example eyelids which are open wide are 

operationalized as an anger/threat display.   
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Table 3: Criteria for coding facial displays 

  _________________________________________________________________________   
    Category 
  _______________________________________________________  
 
  Display Anger/threat  Fear/evasion  Happiness/reassurance  
  _________________________________________________________________________  
  Eyelids  Open wide  Upper  Wide or normal or 
    raised/lower,  slightly closed 
    tightened    
 
  Eyebrows  Lowered Lowered and Raised 
     furrowed 
    
  Eye orientation Staring  Averted Focused then cut off  
 
  Mouth corners  Forward or  Retracted,  Retracted and/or raised  
   lowered normal 
 
  Teeth showing  Lower or none  Variable  Upper or both 
 
  Head motion: 
  Lateral None Side-to-side Side-to-side 
 
  Vertical  None  Up-down  Up-down 
 
  Head orientation: 
  To body  Forward from   Turned from Normal to trunk 
   trunk vertical  
 
  Angle to vertical  Down  Down  Up 
  _________________________________________________________________________  

From Masters et al (1986, p. 330) 
 

The affinity or defiance of the candidate served as the variables for the gestures.  

Affinity gestures are conceptually defined as: “Hand, body, or facial movements which 

indicate a friendly relationship or attempt at bonding between candidate and audience, 

opponent, or moderator” (Shah, et al., 2015, p 8).   Defiance gestures are conceptually 

defined as: “Hand body or facial movements that suggest a threatening or antagonistic 
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relationship between the candidate and his opponent” (Shaw, et al., 2015, p 8).  Table 4 

lists these categories.  

Again, the operational definitions of the behaviors are listed on the table.  

Therefore, a hand/arm movement of waving is operationalized as an affinity display.   

 

Table 4: Affinity and defiance gesture coding criteria. 

  __________________________________________________________________  
    Category 
  ___________________________________________________  
  Display Affinity  Defiance   
  __________________________________________________________________  
  Hand/arm Waving Finger pointing 
   Thumb’s up Wagging or shaking finger 
 
   Open palm gesture Raising fist 
 
  Head/face/eyes Nodding  Shaking head in disagreement  
    Winking Negative expression/ 
     prolonged stare 
  __________________________________________________________________  

See Bucy and Grabe (2008); Shah et al. (2015).  
 

Intercoder Reliability  

Each of the 11 variables, and 5 categories were examined for intercoder 

reliability.   A second trained coder examined 14 of the 27 clips (51.85%).  A random 

number generator selected the clips.  Since the data was nominal level data, it was 

determined that Krippendorff’s Alpha was the best measure to gauge reliability.  

Percentage of agreement between the coders was also established.  Table 5 shows the 

results. 
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Table 5: Intercoder reliability by variable – nonverbal coding 

  __________________________________________________________________  
    Reliability 
  ___________________________________________________  
  Variable  Percentage Agreement  Krippendorff's Alpha 
  __________________________________________________________________  
  Eyelids 97.6% 0.91 
  Eyebrows  100% 1 
  Eye orientation 88.1% 0.77 
  Mouth corners  92.9% 0.76 
  Teeth showing  97.6% 0.66  * 
  Head motion: 
  Lateral 95.2% 0.89 
  Vertical  92.9% 0.83 
  Head orientation: 
  To body  92.9% 0.69  * 
  Angle to vertical  92.9% 0.83 
  Hand/arm 92.9% 0.86 
  Head/face/eyes 89.3% 0.79 
  ___________________________________________________  
  Variable Categories  
 
  Anger/threat  95.2% 0.82 
  Fear/evasion  95.2% 0.86 
  Happiness/reassurance  92.9% 0.85 
  Affinity 100% 1 
  Defiance 82.1% 0.64  * 
  __________________________________________________________________  

* Nominal level of acceptability.   
 

Most of the variables had acceptable levels of intercoder reliability, with three 

having nominally acceptable levels.  These were teeth showing, head orientation to body 

and the category of defiance.  It was determined that although these were less than .7, as 

they had been previously utilized in research by Masters et al, the scored items could be 

resolved by conference.   

The unit of analysis for each critical incident will be the rhetorical exchanges 

surrounding the points of differential between the republican and democrat subjects z-
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score as indicated by the CRM data (again, 2 units of standard deviation as the threshold 

for inclusion).  The average length of these incidents is 35 seconds.  For each critical 

incident, the nonverbal behaviors will be coded to document the number of times a 

candidate exhibited a particular display or behavior. Duration of each nonverbal will not 

be coded, rather each new display will be coded as a instance.   

Trained coders examined the messages from a digital recording and coded for the 

presence or absence of the behaviors of each candidate.  Twenty percent of the clips were 

then coded by a second coder to establish intercoder reliability.  

Nonverbal / Verbal Congruency  

In order to determine whether the verbal and nonverbal messages of a candidate 

were congruent, the nonverbal categories in stage 3 were compared to the functional 

message categories of stage 2. The nonverbal categories of anger/threat correspond to the 

attack function of a message.  Similarly, the nonverbal displays of fear/evasion correlate 

to the defense message function.  The acclaim function can be correlated with the 

happiness/reassurance displays.  Affinity can be correlated with the acclaim function, and 

defiance with the defense or attack functions.  (see Table 6). 
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Table 6: Verbal and nonverbal category parings. 

	  
  __________________________________________________________________   
    Message Function 
  ______________________________________________  
  Nonverbal  
  Categories Attack  Defense Acclaim 
  __________________________________________________________________  
  Facial Expressions Anger/Threat Fear/Evasion Happiness/ 
   Reassurance 
 
  Gestures Defiance  Defiance Affinity 
  __________________________________________________________________   
 

Each clip was coded for the speaking candidate as to whether the nonverbal and verbal 

were congruent.   

Stage 4 – Focus Groups 

Design 

As a final step, focus groups were conducted to provide qualitative insight into the 

candidates behaviors and to further investigate the nature of the viewers responses to the 

messages of the candidates during the critical incidents.  Specifically, focus groups were 

organized in a purposive manner, selecting participants who watched the debates live in 

2012 and voted in the election.  The critical incidents from the first and third debates 

were shown to the focus groups.   

Using directed questions (see Appendix C) the groups discussed their impressions 

of the candidates during these incidents.  The candidates’ nonverbal behaviors, and use of 

rhetorical strategies were discussed with the focus groups.   
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Following this, transcription of the focus group’s discourse was analyzed to 

develop emerging themes for each of the critical incidents. This procedure follows the 

procedure outlined by Attride-Stirling (2001).  This provides an analytic framework for 

examining the themes of the focus groups.  These were paired with the data from the 

CRM and the analysis of the nonverbal messages to build a comprehensive picture of the 

debates, along with audience reactions to the candidates. 

Each focus group was told that the session would last 90 minutes.  They were not 

given any incentive for participation.  Light snacks were provided for the participants.  

The groups were seated around a large HD monitor, which was utilized to show the 

debate clips.  Each clip was shown to at least one group, in a alternating order by 

speaking candidate.  Clips were repeated to subsequent groups until it was determined 

that the answers were becoming repetitious, thus indicating a saturation level of 

discussion for that clip.   

Instructions were given to each group at the beginning of the session (see 

Appendix D).  A consent form was provided and signed by all participants.  Subjects 

were asked to be open and honest about their views on the candidates behavior.  It was 

assured that their comments would not be personally identifiable, and that their names 

would not be used.  Participants were also asked not to discuss anything said inside the 

group after the session was over, thus assuring the confidentiality of the group. They 

were told that they could leave at any time, and they were free to not participate if any 

topic made them uncomfortable.  Finally, a demographic questionnaire was filled out by 

the participants prior to showing the first clip.   
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The moderator for the group was the principle researcher, who has had training as 

a discussion guide, and twenty years experience in conducting focus groups.  Each group 

was recorded with two recorders – one audio and one video camera.  Participants were 

told that only the researcher would have access to the recordings, and that they were only 

for the purpose of transcribing the discussion.  The video recording was done in case it 

was unclear from the audio recording who was speaking.   

Following the sessions, a verbatim transcript was made of each discussion.  

Substitute names were given to the participants in the transcripts to assure confidentiality 

of the identities.  Further, if any personally identifiable remarks were made during the 

session, they were anonymized.  These transcripts were then grouped by question (see 

Appendix G).   

This method has validity because of the bracketing of the thematic responses 

(Attride-Sterling, 2001).  The responses which were selected as “themes” appear across 

groups, therefore they are seen by more than one respondent in more than one group.  

These repetitive themes therefore increase the reliability of the study.  In addition, the 

fact that these themes are independently verified by the groups in multiple cases add to 

both the validity and reliability of the study.  

Next, a series of groupings were done through the network analysis process.  

These revealed the organizing themes, and finally the global themes from the analysis.  

(Attride-Sterling, 2001).   

Participants 

Subjects were recruited via e-mail for the study.  A purposive selection was made 

to recruit a diverse panel for each group.  Subjects were told that anyone could 
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participate, but we asked for subjects who had watched at least some or all of the actual 

debates in 2012, and voted in the presidential election that year.  These parameters were 

given to try to recruit subjects that were somewhat politically active.  Each email gave 

one or more focus group times for the subjects to participate in.  

Focus group participants each completed a demographic survey.  (see Appendix 

B).  There were a total of 18 participants in four separate groups ranging in size from 4-6 

participants in each group.  The mean age of the participants was 52 ranging from 26-76.  

38.9% of the participants were male, 61.1% were female.  16.7 % affiliated with the 

Democrat party, 55.6% affiliated themselves with the Republican party, and 27.8% were 

listed as “other”.  A total of 94.4% were White/Caucasian and 5.6% were 

Hispanic/Latino.  The last election voted in was primarily within the past year, with 

27.8% voting in the past 6 months, 44.4% about a year ago, 5.6% reported voting about 2 

years ago, and 22.2% voted in the last presidential election.  The personal views of the 

participants were mostly conservative with 5.6% reporting their views as “strongly 

liberal”, 11.1% as “somewhat liberal”, 22.2% as “moderate”, 44.4% as “somewhat 

conservative” and 16.7% as “strongly conservative”.  Only one person reported not 

watching the actual debates, and one person reported not voting.   

Semantic differential scales were used to gauge how strong they identified with a 

political party.  The scale was “not very strong” at the low end (1) and “very strong” at 

the high end (7).  The mean for this was 4.47.  The next scale gauged how interested they 

were in politics generally, ranging from “not very interested” to “very interested”.  The 

mean for this was higher at 5.06.  The next question asked how closely they followed the 
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2012 presidential election, ranging from “not very closely” to “very closely”.  The mean 

was highest for this question at 5.56.   

The final question asked them to gauge their feelings toward the candidates and 

the political parties.  They used a 0-100 scale to rate their feelings.  The means were: 

Feelings toward Barak Obama (M = 30.28, SD = 25.23), Mitt Romney (M = 55.11, SD = 

26.15) Democratic party (M = 33.61, SD = 24.30) and the Republican party (M = 51.67,  

SD = 24.50). 

Discussion Guide 

The discussion guide for the groups was selected to elicit responses on the areas 

of focus for the study. The moderator was free to probe on each of the questions for 

additional information.  The questions asked were: 

• What are some key words or phrases to describe the candidates in this clip you 

just watched?  

• What did you like or dislike about this clip? 

• What in particular stood out to you when you watched this clip? 

• Considering the nonverbal body language of the speaker, what do you think he 

was feeling? 

• What feelings, emotions, or messages did you receive nonverbally from the non-

speaking candidate? 

• Is this clip memorable to you? 

• What are some of your specific concerns raised by this clip? 
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• Did anything appear unusual to you in the clip just shown? If so, does it raise 

legitimate concerns about the candidate in question or is it largely a distraction? 

(In other words, should we keep our focus on “the issues” instead?) 

• What impact does an episode like this have in terms of your outlook about the 

candidate or your willingness to support him or her?  

• Do you think that this candidate improved his standings in the polls based on what 

you saw during this clip? 

• Was this an example of effective communication in your opinion? 

• Did the non-speaking candidate in this clip do anything out of the ordinary?   

• Which candidate did you notice more in this segment – the candidate who was 

speaking or the non-speaking candidate? 

• Is there anything that stood out in this clip that we haven’t discussed yet? 

 

The questions were selected by the moderator, and the discussion was guided by the level 

of saturation on each clip. Once the moderator was satisfied that all significant discussion 

to be had for that clip was completed, the next clip was shown.   

Data Analysis 

Following the transcriptions of the focus groups, themes were identified for each 

of the clips.  A theme was one which was noticed by two or more of the subjects, and one 

which often generated discussion within the group.  Attride-Stirling’s (2001) thematic 

analysis was used as the guide in identifying and grouping these themes.   
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Once individual themes were identified, the next phase was to group these into 

larger sets, to allow for further identification of important issues.  Triangulation was 

established by themes being present in more than one group.   

 

Chapter IV 

Results 

 

The study was conducted in four phases to examine the hypotheses and research 

questions.  Stage one was a CRM study of the debates in 2012.  Critical incidents were 

identified in this phase, to be the foundation of the remaining study.  Stage two was a 

content analysis of the message function, or rhetorical appeals of the candidates during 

the critical incidents.  Stage three was a content analysis of the nonverbal behaviors of the 

candidates during the critical incidents.  The final phase, stage four, was a series of focus 

groups which examined the nonverbal and rhetorical strategies utilized by the candidates 

during the debates.   

Stage 1 

 The CRM scores were the basis for selecting the moments of critical incidence in 

the debates.  The mean of the Republican scores, and the mean of the Democrat scores 

were determined for each second during the debate. (See Figures 1 & 2) Scores are 

graphed on a continuous second-by-second basis for entire debate. The three lines 
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represent the party affiliations of the subjects.  Overall, the study yielded 409,716 points 

of data.   

 The Z-scores were utilized to determine the critical incident points within the 

debates. The goal was to determine the point at which the two parties (Democrats, 

Republicans) differed the most in their liking at that time in the debate. Two standard 

deviation units were determined to be the threshold for inclusion as a critical incident. 

(see earlier discussion of Z-score methodology) When graphed, the resulting scores cross 

the 2 standard deviation threshold on both the top and bottom, depending on the party of 

the respondents.  Therefore, the Democrats swung upward on the chart, and the 

Republicans were the downward lines (see Figures 3 & 4). If the line swung upward, it 

meant that the Democrats liked and the Republicans disliked what was occurring at that 

moment in the debate, and vice versa.  Critical incidents were selected at the highest 

point of differential for the Z-scores.  A total of 28 critical incidents were identified.  One 

clip was excluded from the final analysis due to the fact that C-SPAN did not use a split-

screen style shot during this first clip from debate 1.  During this particular clip (Debate 

1, Clip 1) Romney was shown full screen, without Obama appearing in a split screen 

format.  As this was unique for all the clips, it was omitted from the analysis, leaving 27 

critical incidents for the study (see Table 7). 
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Table 7: Critical incidents identified from CRM analysis, debates 1 and 3. 

  __________________________________________________________________   
  Segment Speaker Topic Function Z-Score 
  __________________________________________________________________   
  Deb1-Clip 1-R Romney Trickle Down Govt. n/a   n/a 
  Deb1-Clip 2-R Romney Reduce tax burden for all Defense -2.50 
  Deb1-Clip 3-O Obama Created 23M new jobs Attack 2.25 
  Deb1-Clip 4-R Romney Not moral to increase debt Attack -2.75 
  Deb1-Clip 5-R Romney Should not raise taxes Defense -2.25 
  Deb1-Clip 6-O Obama I had 5 seconds - Heath care Attack 2.15 
  Deb1-Clip 7-O Obama Romney keeping plan secret Attack 2.10 
  Deb1-Clip 8-R Romney States rights Defense -2.15 
  Deb1-Clip 9-O Obama War in Iraq & Afghanistan Acclaim 2.20 
  Deb1-Clip 10-O Obama Closing statement Defense 2.25 
  Deb1-Clip 11-R Romney Closing statement Attack -2.80 
  Deb3-Clip 01-O Obama Afghanistan Acclaim 2.04 
  Deb3-Clip 02-R Romney We don’t want another Iraq Acclaim -2.12 
  Deb3-Clip 03-R Romney Tumult in Middle East Acclaim -2.09 
  Deb3-Clip 04-R Romney Mistake in Mid east Attack -2.05 
  Deb3-Clip 05-O Obama America is stronger now Defense 2.36 
  Deb3-Clip 06-O Obama Romney supports old policy Attack 2.39 
  Deb3-Clip 07-R Romney Give States control of programs Acclaim -2.07 
  Deb3-Clip 08-O Obama We need to think about military Acclaim 2.13 
  Deb3-Clip 09-O Obama My track record  Acclaim 2.05 
  Deb3-Clip 10-R Romney Our influence is receding Attack -2.04 
  Deb3-Clip 11-O Obama Romney criticized me Defense 2.09 
  Deb3-Clip 12-R Romney Trade Imbalance with China Attack -2.36 
  Deb3-Clip 13-O Obama What we have done with China Defense 2.12 
  Deb3-Clip 14-O Obama Trying to airbrush history Attack 2.14 
  Deb3-Clip 15-O Obama Closing Statement Acclaim 2.52 
  Deb3-Clip 16-R Romney Closing Statement a Attack -2.00 
  Deb3-Clip 17-R Romney Closing Statement b Acclaim -2.45 
  __________________________________________________________________   

Table 8 examines the overall means for the viewers in the CRM study. The 

Democrats had the highest overall level of liking (M = 58.62, SD = 5.77), Independents 

had second highest (M = 57.16, SD = 7.45) and the Republicans had the lowest (M = 

56.03, SD = 7.37). Looking at the first debate, Independents had the highest level of 

liking (M = 58.06, SD = 6.58). For the third debate however, Democrats had the highest 

overall liking (M = 60.27, SD = 6.97).  
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Table 8: Overall CRM responses to rhetorical strategies during critical incidents. 

  ________________________________________________________   
   Message Function 
   _____________________________________________  
  Attack Acclaim Defense 
    ______________   _____________   ______________  
  Segment M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 
  ________________________________________________________   
  Overall 57.34 (2.20) 53.36 (0.77) 59.63 (3.44) 
  Debate 1 58.21 (4.01) 51.68 (2.71) 55.99 (6.36)  
  Debate 3 56.61 (6.40) 55.82 (0.62) 64.49 (1.89)  
  ________________________________________________________   
 

Table 9 shows the breakdown of Romney’s scores for clips in which he was the 

speaking candidate. Overall, Republicans liked Romney less than the Democrats and 

Independents. Republicans scored him lowest (M = 56.54, SD = 6.02) and Independents 

scored him the highest (M = 58.88, SD = 7.07). This pattern was true overall and in 

debate 1, however in debate 3 the Republicans liked Romney highest of the party groups 

(M = 58.12, SD = 7.29) the Independents liked Romney the least in debate 3 (M= 57.73, 

SD = 7.68) 

Table 9: Means for clips in which Romney was speaker. 

  ________________________________________________________  
   Subject Party 
   _____________________________________________  
  Democrat Republican Independent  
    ______________   _____________   ______________  
  Debate M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 
  ________________________________________________________   
  Overall 57.55 (5.52) 56.54 (6.02) 58.88 (7.07) 
  Deb 1 57.20 (3.34) 54.00 (3.99) 60.72 (6.11) 
  Deb 3 57.77 (6.88) 58.12 (7.29) 57.73 (7.68) 
  ________________________________________________________   
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Table 10 shows the results for Obama as the speaker. Overall, Democrats were 

favorable towards Obama (M = 59.61, SD = 6.00), and Independents liked him the least 

(M = 55.56, SD = 7.81); however, the Republicans were very close in their rating of 

Obama to Independents (M = 55.57, SD = 8.62). Looking at debate 1, Obama’s lowest 

score was among the Democrat subjects (M = 54.45, SD = 4.09) and his highest was 

among Republicans (M = 58.24, SD = 9.59). Debate 3 showed a dramatic shift for 

Obama. The Democrats liked Obama the most in this debate (M = 62.38, SD = 7.06) and 

the Republicans liked him the least (M = 54.09, SD = 8.08). Independents liked Obama 

more in debate 3 than in debate 1 by a narrow margin (M= 55.66, SD = 8.23)  

 

Table 10: Means for clips in which Obama was speaker. 

  ________________________________________________________  
   Subject Party 
   _____________________________________________  
  Democrat Republican Independent  
    ______________   _____________   ______________  
  Debate M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 
  ________________________________________________________   
  Overall 59.61 (6.00) 55.57 (8.62) 55.56 (7.81) 
  Deb 1 54.45 (4.09) 58.24 (9.59) 55.40 (7.04) 
  Deb 3 62.48 (7.06) 54.09 (8.08) 55.66 (8.23) 
  ________________________________________________________   

 

Further analysis of the CRM data was conducted following stage 2 of the study.   

Stage 2 

Stage two was a content analysis to determine the type of function that was made 

by the speaker in each clip.  This resulted in each clip being coded as attack, acclaim, or 

defense (Benoit, 2014).   
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The scores were then examined breaking out the message function of the critical 

incident clips. Table 11 shows the means by party for attack, acclaim, and defense 

messages from both candidates. Overall, the Democrats like the defense messages most 

(M = 62.03, SD = 6.58) followed by attack (M= 59.75, SD = 5.72) and they liked 

acclaim messages the least 54.60, 5.20. Republicans had a different order preferring 

attack (M= 56.82, SD = 7.45) followed by defense (M = 55.69, SD = 5.37) and acclaim 

(M = 55.35, SD = 8.83). Independents preferred the defense messages (M = 61.18, SD = 

7.72) followed by acclaim (M = 56.13, SD = 9.86) and they liked attack the least (M = 

55.44, SD = 5.31). 

Table 11: CRM responses to rhetorical strategies in critical incidents by party.	  

  __________________________________________________________________   
   Subject Political Affiliation 
   ____________________________________________________   
  Democrat Republican Independent 
    ________________   ______________   _______________  
 Function Segment M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 
  __________________________________________________________________   
   ______________________________________________________________  
 Attack Overall 59.75 (5.72) 56.82 (7.45) 55.44 (5.31) 
  Deb 1 54.74 (3.12) 62.60 (8.72) 57.29 (6.09) 
  Deb 3 63.92 (7.88) 52.01 (6.39) 53.90 (4.67) 
   ______________________________________________________________  
 Acclaim Overall 54.60 (5.20) 55.35 (8.83) 56.13 (9.86) 
  Deb 1 48.56 (3.03) 53.46 (8.57) 53.02 (7.76) 
  Deb 3 55.35 (5.47) 55.58 (8.86) 56.52 (10.12) 
   ______________________________________________________________  
 Defense Overall 62.03 (6.58) 55.69 (5.37) 61.18 (7.72) 
  Deb 1 59.00 (4.64) 48.68 (3.94) 60.28 (6.89) 
  Deb 3 66.06 (9.17) 65.03 (7.28) 62.39 (8.84) 
  __________________________________________________________________   

   
 

In order to provide statistical analysis of the data a mixed measure ANOVA was 

conducted.  A 2x3x2 repeated measures ANOVA was conducted to examine the 
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relationship between candidates (Obama and Romney), political affiliation (Democrat, 

Republican, Independent), and the message function. Because Romney had no acclaim 

messages in the 1st debate, and no defense messages in the 3rd debate this final measure 

was only two levels (attack, defense – debate 1; attack, acclaim – debate 3).   

Hypothesis 1 stated that subjects would prefer attack messages over acclaim or 

defense messages.  This was partially supported.  The ANOVA results revealed a 

significant interaction between candidate/message function/ and political affiliation of the 

viewer, F(2, 14) = 7.74, p = .005.  The effect size for this finding was substantial (Eta sq 

= .53) revealing a strong effect size on this interaction.  In examining the message 

function of the candidates this relationship clarifies.   
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Figure 5: Message type by party for Obama in Debate 1. 

 

 

 
 

The Democrat subjects in debate 1 preferred defense messages over attack for 

Obama (see figure 5).  However, both Republican and Independent subjects preferred the 

attack messages from Obama, partially supporting H1.  For Romney, both Democrats and 

Republican subjects preferred attack over defense messages in debate 1, again partially 

supporting H1 (see figure 6).   
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Figure 6: Message type by party for Romney in Debate 1. 

 

 

 Therefore to address the question of H1, there was not a significant interaction on 

message function.  However, analysis revealed a significant three way interaction 

between candidate, message function, and political affiliation, as seen in figures 5 & 6.   

 For debate 3, a significant interaction was found for the candidate / political 

affiliation, F(2,16) = 5.83, p = .01], (Eta sq = .42). The Democrat subjects preferred 

Obama, and they disliked Romney.  The Republican’s liked Romney, and disliked 
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Obama.  Independent subjects also liked Romney more than Obama, but to a lesser 

degree (see Figure 7). 

Figure 7: Candidate by Political Affiliation 

 

 

Significance were also present for the message function / political affiliation, 

F(2,16) = 5.24, p < .05], (Eta sq = .40).  Figure 8 shows that attack messages were 

preferred by democrat subjects for the 3rd debate for Obama, again partially supporting 

H1.  This is a reversal from the first debate. Figure 9 shows that attack messages were 
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preferred by Democrat and Independent subjects for debate 3 for Romney, partially 

supporting H1.   

These result show that in the third debate there was not a three-way interaction 

between the candidates, the political affiliation of the subjects, and the message function.  

Note that this was present in the first debate.  In terms of rhetorical strategies, Democrats 

preferred attack over acclaims.  For Republican and Independent subjects, that pattern did 

not hold.   

 

 



                                                Texas Tech University, Shawn R. Hughes, December 2015 

 

 

 

75 

Figure 8: message function by party for Obama – Debate 3. 
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Figure 9: Message function by party for Romney – Debate 3. 

 

 

Message function by political affiliation is significant.  This takes the candidates 

out of the equation for this analysis.  In terms of rhetorical strategies, Democrats 

preferred attacks over acclaims.  That was not the case for Republicans and Independents.  

Since Romney did not have all three message functions in both debates it was not 

possible to test for significance on H2.   

Table 12 examines the means for all subjects in the CRM study regardless of 

party affiliation. These are the overall means for the critical incident clips examined in 
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this study, grouped by message function. Overall, the viewers liked defense messages the 

most (M = 59.63, SD = 3.44) followed by attack (M = 57.34, SD = 2.20) with acclaim 

receiving the lowest level of liking (M = 55.36, SD = 0.77). 

 

Table 12: Overall means for all total messages in clips. 

  ________________________________________________________   
   Message Function 
   _____________________________________________  
  Attack Acclaim Defense 
    ______________   _____________   ______________  
  Segment M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 
  ________________________________________________________   
  Overall 57.34 (2.20) 53.36 (0.77) 59.63 (3.44) 
  Debate 1 58.21 (4.01) 51.68 (2.71) 55.99 (6.36)  
  Debate 3 56.61 (6.40) 55.82 (0.62) 64.49 (1.89)  
  ________________________________________________________   
 

 Functional analysis revealed that there were more messages of defense than 

expected based on previous research (n=7). Typically, candidates do not employ 

messages of defense on the campaign trail. However, it may be possible that the 

frequency of defense messages is higher because of the confrontational atmosphere of the 

debates. Candidates clearly felt a need to rebut comments from their opposition. Romney 

had a total of 3 defense messages and Obama had 4.  

 

Stage 3 

 The next analysis examined the verbals and nonverbals to determine whether they 

matched. Table 6 (earlier in document) shows the groupings by which this determination 

was made. The nonverbal categories of anger/threat and defiance correspond to attack 
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message functions. Therefore, if a candidate displays those nonverbal cues and has an 

attack function message it was deemed that the verbal and nonverbal messages matched 

in tone.   

 Table 13 examines Romney’s verbal/nonverbal match in-party his clips which had 

a verbal/nonverbal match scored higher for Republicans (M = 59.45, SD = 8.30) than his 

Republican score on the clips in which there was a mismatch between verbal and 

nonverbal (M = 55.24, SD = 5.01). For Democrats however, Romney’s mismatched 

score (M = 59.65, SD = 5.24) was higher than his matched score (M = 52.83, SD = 6.14) 

the same was true for Independents. Therefore, for in party Republicans liked Romney’s 

matched clips more than his mismatched clips, thus supporting H3 however H3 was 

rejected for both Democrats and Independents for Romney.  

Table 13: Romney’s verbal and nonverbal agreement. 

  ________________________________________________________   
   Subject Party 
   _____________________________________________  
  Democrat Republican Independent 
    ______________   _____________   ______________  
  Segment M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 
  ________________________________________________________   
  Match verbal/nonverbal   
  ______________________________________   
  Overall 52.83 (6.14) 59.45 (8.30) 57.76 (10.13) 
  Deb 1 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
  Deb 3 52.83 (6.14) 59.45 (8.30) 57.76 (10.13) 
 
  Mis-match verbal/nonverbal   
  ______________________________________   
  Overall 59.65 (5.24) 55.24 (5.01) 59.38 (5.72) 
  Deb 1 57.20 (3.34) 54.00 (3.99) 60.72 (6.11) 
  Deb 3 62.71 (7.61) 56.79 (6.28) 57.70 (5.23) 
  ________________________________________________________   
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 Table 14 examines Obama’s verbal/nonverbal matching. In party Democrats liked 

the clips in which Obamas verbals and nonverbals did not match (M = 60.66, SD = 7.20) 

over the clips in which he did have a match (M = 58.22, SD = 4.40). The Republicans 

were even more pronounced in their liking of Obama's mismatch (M = 61.90, SD = 

8.71). The Independents favored the clips in which Obamas verbals and nonverbals did 

match (M = 56.25, SD = 8.40) over his mismatched clips (M = 55.05, SD = 7.36). Only 

on debate 1 did Independents prefer Obamas mismatched messages (M = 55.99, SD = 

6.86) over matched (M = 53.02, SD = 7.76).  

Table 14: Obama’s verbal and nonverbal agreement. 

  ________________________________________________________   
   Subject Party 
   _____________________________________________  
  Democrat Republican Independent 
    ______________   _____________   ______________  
  Segment M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 
  ________________________________________________________   
  Match verbal/nonverbal   
  ______________________________________   
  Overall 58.22 (4.40) 47.14 (8.49) 56.25 (8.40) 
  Deb 1 48.56 (3.03) 53.46 (8.57) 53.02 (7.76) 
  Deb 3 60.16 (4.68) 45.87 (8.48) 56.89 (8.53) 
  Mis-match verbal/nonverbal   
  ______________________________________   
  Overall 60.66 (7.20) 61.90 (8.71) 55.05 (7.36) 
  Deb 1 55.92 (4.36) 59.43 (9.85) 55.99 (6.86) 
  Deb 3 65.39 (10.04) 64.36 (7.58) 54.11 (7.86) 
  ________________________________________________________   
 

To test this, a 2x3x2 repeated measures ANOVA was conducted to examine the 

relationship between candidates (Obama and Romney), political affiliation (Democrat, 

Republican, Independent), and nonverbal (match or mismatch).  This was only conducted 
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for the third debate, since in debate 1 Romney did not have any mismatched nonverbals 

(see table 13).   

Results showed a significant three way interaction for candidate, political 

affiliation, and nonverbal, F(2,16) = 4.04, p =.038, Eta Sq = .34.   

 

Figure 10: Obama nonverbal congruency by party. 
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Figure 10 shows the interaction for Obama, in which Democrats liked the 

messages in which his verbals and nonverbals did not match.  Republican’s similarly 

preferred the mismatching nonverbals, and showed very little liking for the matching 

messages.  Independents however, preferred the matching over the mismatching, 

although it was much closer than the other two political affiliation subjects.   

 

Figure 11: Romney nonverbal congruency by party. 
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Figure 11 shows the results for Romney in debate 3.  Democrats had a much 

higher like of his mismatched messages than the messages in which the verbal and 

nonverbal channels matched in tone.  Independents were similar, to a lesser degree.  

However, Republicans preferred Romney’s messages in which his verbals and 

nonverbals matched.   

H3 predicted that subjects would prefer messages that matched for verbal and 

nonverbals.  While this was true in two instances, overall this was not the case.  Even in-

party subjects did not prefer the message match for the democrats, although this was the 

case for the Republicans.  Therefore, H3 was rejected.   

Stage 4 

Focus group participants each completed a demographic survey (see Appendix 

B).  There were a total of 18 participants in four separate groups ranging in size from 4 to 

6 participants in each group.  The mean age of the participants was 52 ranging from 26 to 

76.  38.9% of the participants were male, 61.1% were female.  16.7 % affiliated with the 

Democrat party, 55.6% affiliated themselves with the Republican party, and 27.8% were 

listed as “other”.  A total of 94.4% were White/Caucasian and 5.6% were 

Hispanic/Latino.  The last election voted in was primarily within the past year, with 

27.8% voting in the past 6 months, 44.4% about a year ago, 5.6% reported voting about 2 

years ago, and 22.2% voted in the last presidential election.  The personal views of the 

participants were mostly conservative with 5.6% reporting their views as “strongly 

liberal”, 11.1% as “somewhat liberal”, 22.2% as “moderate”, 44.4% as “somewhat 
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conservative” and 16.7% as “strongly conservative”.  Only one person reported not 

watching the actual debates, and one person reported not voting.   

Semantic differential scales were used to gauge how strong they identified with a 

political party.  The scale was “not very strong” at the low end (1) and “very strong” at 

the high end (7).  The mean for this was 4.47.  The next scale gauged how interested they 

were in politics generally, ranging from “not very interested” to “very interested”.  The 

mean for this was higher at 5.06.  The next question asked how closely they followed the 

2012 presidential election, ranging from “not very closely” to “very closely”.  The mean 

was highest for this question at 5.56.   

The final question asked them to gauge their feelings toward the candidates and 

the political parties.  They used a 0-100 scale to rate their feelings.  The means were: 

Feelings toward Barak Obama (M = 30.28, SD = 25.23), Mitt Romney (M = 55.11, SD = 

26.15) Democratic party (M = 33.61, SD = 24.30) and the Republican party (M = 51.67,  

SD = 24.50). 

 Each critical incident was shown to at least one group. Following are thematic 

groupings of note for each clip. At the beginning of each clip, the transcript of the critical 

incident (debate excerpt) is included, followed by analysis and focus group responses.   

 

Critical incident #1 

Debate 1 Clip 2 

 Romney: And finally, with regards to that tax cut, look, I'm not looking to 

cut massive taxes and to reduce the revenues going to the Government. 

My number-one principle is there will be no tax cut that adds to the 
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deficit. I want to underline that: no tax cut that adds to the deficit. But I do 

want to reduce the burden paid—being paid by middle-income Americans. 

And to do that, that also means I cannot reduce the burden paid by high-

income Americans. So any language to the contrary is simply not accurate. 

 The z-score differential on this clip was -2.15, indicating that the Republicans 

liked this clip while the Democrats in the sample disliked it.  The functional analysis 

coded Romney’s statements as Defense.   

 Nonverbally, Romney displayed more happiness/reassurance displays (n=7), 

some anger/threat (n=3) and one fear/evasion (n=1).  He was balanced on the affinity and 

defiance displays, with an even number of each (n=2).   

 The focus group noted Romney’s authoritative nonverbals and tone in the clip.   

Carly:  Between the two of them, Romney looks to be more serious 

about the situation than Obama is; like he is there, he is in 

the moment, he is giving his thing. He is authoritative. 

The focus group also noted the gaze of Romney was fixed on Obama during much 

of the exchange  

Tom:  If you watch that, that clip you know, it does. It seems like 

Romney is trying to convince Obama perhaps more than 

trying to convince the independents.  

Fred:  He's not contacting the audience, he's trying to contact 

Obama. 

The group also noted that Romney appeared frustrated by Obama’s lack of eye contact: 
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Lucy: Yes. I think that Romney looks a little frustrated, or 

flustered when he realizes Obama is not looking at him. 

Joe: Because Obama is not paying any attention to him. 

 

 In contrast, Obama had multiple fear/evasion displays (n = 7), with a few 

happiness/reassurance (n = 3) and anger/threat (n = 2) displays.  He had three affinity 

displays (n = 3) and no defiance displays.   

 The focus group noticed Obama’s facial displays, specifically a “smirk” which 

was noted by multiple respondents.  They also mentioned facial displays of looking 

“aloof” and “smirky”.   

  Joe:   Well, on the other side Obama does look flippant in his  

    glances. 

Jenny: I know that Mitt Romney was talking about taxes, and the 

very first thing I saw, I felt, I saw Barack Obama do, was 

smirk. Then, he seemed to recover, and look more open. 

Carly: He was grinning. 

Jenny: And those, those were the things I saw when he first smiled 

I thought woo, that looks kind of sassy. 

Carly: Like he is just kind of, smirky. 

 

The issue of note taking was discussed by several of the groups.  They noticed it, and 

pointed it out during the discussion: 

Mary: Yes, I did not like the way that Obama just looked down 
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the majority of the time.  He looked at Romney very 

neutral, but looked down I guess taking notes, making 

notes? 

Carly: He did that a lot didn't he? 

Mary: Yes. 

Carly: He was always writing, looking down. 

One respondent had an observation on note taking in general: 

Tom: I understand that but I always look at it in the opposite 

manner. I always view note taking by either candidate 

Republican or Democrat negatively. And the reason for that 

is when I go watch a symphony I want to hear an extremely 

hard piece by a musician who doesn't look like they're 

working hard. And when I watch the candidate, I want to 

hear very reasoned arguments that don't require note taking. 

It is someone who just has an intense grasp of everything.  

Critical incident #2 

Debate 1 Clip 3 

 Obama: we've tried both approaches. The approach that Governor 

Romney is talking about is the same sales pitch that was made in 2001 and 

2003. And we ended up with the slowest job growth in 50 years. We 

ended up moving from surplus to deficits, and it all culminated in the 

worst financial crisis since the Great Depression. 
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Bill Clinton tried the approach that I'm talking about. We created 23 

million new jobs. We went from deficit to surplus. And businesses did 

very well. So in some ways we've got some data on which approach is 

more likely to create jobs and opportunity for Americans. And I believe 

that the economy works best when middle class families are getting tax 

breaks so that they've got some money in their pockets and those of us 

who have done extraordinarily well because of this magnificent country 

that we live in, that we can afford to do a little bit more to make sure we're 

not blowing up the deficit. 

 This clip tied as the highest z-score differential for the Democrat subjects in the 

dial testing groups (Z = 2.25).  This was one of two clips where the Republican and 

Democrat differed the greatest in their liking, with the Democrats liking and Republicans 

disliking.    

 This was coded functionally as an attack message.  Obama directly attacks 

Romney’s tax plan in this message, then compares his own plan to Bill Clinton’s plan in 

the 90's.   

 Nonverbally, Obama displays more of the happiness/reassurance displays than 

any other category (n = 11).  He displays a few fear/evasion displays (n = 4) and no 

anger/threat displays.  Notice that this is in direct contrast to his verbal message, which is 

one of attack.  He also displays a greater number of affinity displays 10 than defiance (n = 

3).  So, Obama is showing affinity, reassurance and happiness in his nonverbal displays, 

even while his verbal message is one of attack. 
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On the other hand, Romney had a fear/evasion nonverbal in 12 instances, with 6 

happiness/reassurance and only one anger/ threat display.  He also had 3 defiance 

displays, and 0 affinity.  This indicates an evasive reaction to Obama’s attack on his tax 

plan.   

Romney’s evasiveness was noticed by the focus groups.  In one response Carly 

noted this as being distracted: 

Carly: Romney was distracted. Whoooh. (Laughter) Yes. He was 

everywhere…He looked like he was distracted or that he 

was trying to formulate his response. He was about to not 

even let him finish, he was already gesturing, so that he 

was about to talk. 

 

In another exchange the group notes that Romney had poor listening nonverbals 

compared to Obama.  The gaze of Obama was noticed by several of the focus group 

participants, particularly the fact that he did not look at Romney, but rather looked at the 

moderator (Jim Lerher).  Also, the focus group participants as illustrated by the following 

exchange noted Romney’s use of notes: 

 

Tom: I am distracted by Romney while Obama is talking. 

Because he is bouncing around too much, he actually 

shuffles a little bit, and he is taking copious notes, and he 

acts eager. He has found something that he can, he is eager, 

he is eager to interrupt. 
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Dean: He kept looking around kept looking down and his facial 

expression when he didn't agree with what Obama was 

saying. 

Moderator: Do you remember what he was doing in his facial 

expressions? 

Dean: Indicating disagreement. Displeasure. 

 

Critical incident #3 

Debate 1 – Clip 4 

 Romney: Well, first of all, I will eliminate all programs by this test if they 

don't pass it: Is the program so critical it's worth borrowing money from 

China to pay for it? And if not, I'll get rid of it. Obamacare is on my list. I 

apologize, Mr. President. I use that term with all respect. 

 The President. I like it. 

 Gov. Romney. Good. Okay, good. So I'll get rid of that. I'm sorry, Jim, I'm 

going to stop the subsidy to PBS. I'm going to stop other things. I like 

PBS. I love Big Bird. I actually like you too. But I'm not going to keep on 

spending money on things to borrow money from China to pay for it. 

That's number one. 

This was the first clip in the study where one candidate interjected while the other 

was speaking.  This occurred when Romney made the remark to Obama that he was using 

the term “Obamacare” with all respect, and Obama said “I like it”.   
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While Obama said he liked it, the Democrats in our sample did not.  The Z-score 

differential in this clip as -2.75 marking this as the second highest point of separation 

between the Republicans who liked the exchange, and the Democrats who did not like the 

exchange.   

Romney used an attack function for this clip, attacking the programs which 

Obama had supported in his first term, including the Affordable Health Care act, and PBS 

– which the moderator Jim Lerher works for.  However, Romney’s nonverbal behavior 

does not indicate an attack.  He had 12 happiness/reassurance gestures, with only 2 

anger/threat gestures during the clip.  He did have more defiance nonverbals at 5, with 

only 2 affinity displays.  Therefore, his nonverbals were inconsistent with his verbal 

message.   

Obama, who was the nonspeaking candidate in this clip, had a majority of 

happiness/reassurance gestures at 11, with 4 anger/threat and 2 fear/evasion gestures.  

He displayed 1 defiance nonverbal, and 0 affinity displays.   

The Democrats did not like this clip in the dial study, which may be the reason 

Romney’s use of the list of things he would eliminate did not resonate well with our 

focus groups: 

Tom: I think he is trying to verbalize the outrage that a lot of 

people felt, right? And yet at the same time man how 

frenetic. (Laughter). Big bird. 

This was also noticed by a different focus group: 

Jenny: I'm just sitting here thinking about that list. The list that 

seems like it is pulled out of wherever. And I'm thinking I 
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don't know that he has the power to totally cut Obamacare. 

So that one seems like it's sort of how? And then I don't 

remember what the second one was, but I know I don't like 

cutting PBS funding. 

Jenny: But he looked good saying it 

 

The nonverbals of both candidates were primarily one of happiness/reassurance.  

This was noticed and appreciated by the focus groups: 

Jenny: I thought that they both looked collegial and presidential. 

More so than the very first clip for instance…There was an 

animation to Mitt Romney's body as he talked, and 

gestured. Barack Obama's smile did not come off as a 

smirk. It seemed more open body language. It seemed to be 

more back-and-forth between the two. At least when you 

know you could, saw those things. I saw it as a positive. 

From both of them. 

 

Romney’s moment when he mentioned “Obamacare” was not very effective 

according to our groups: 

Lucy: If he had stopped there, and not gone on to big bird and 

PBS it might've been much more effective. 

Tom: If he had just talked about China, he might've scored some 

points with the American public. But he got too crazy. For 
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him to get anything out of it. 

Critical incident #4 

Debate 1 – Clip 5 

 Romney: Let me come back and say, why is that I don't want to raise 

taxes? Why don't I want to raise taxes on people? And actually you said it. 

Back in 2010, you said, look, I'm going to extend the tax policies that we 

have. Now, I'm not going to raise taxes on anyone because when the 

economy is growing slow like this, when we're in recession, you shouldn't 

raise taxes on anyone. Well, the economy is still growing slow. As a 

matter of fact, it's growing much more slowly now than when you made 

that statement. And so if you believe the same thing, you just don't want to 

raise taxes on people. 

And the reality is, it's not just wealthy people—you mentioned Donald 

Trump—it's not just Donald Trump you're taxing. It's all those businesses 

that employ one-quarter of the workers in America, these small businesses 

that are taxed as individuals. You raise taxes, and you kill jobs. That's why 

the National Federation of Independent Businesses said your plan will kill 

700,000 jobs. I don't want to kill jobs in this environment. 

 

This message was categorized as an overall Defense function, even though it has 

attack elements within it.  However, it is a response to a specific statement by the 

opponent (Obama) therefore as a whole it falls under the defense category.  The Z-score 
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differential on this clip was at -2.25, indicating the Republicans liked it while the 

Democrats disliked it.   

Nonverbally, the coding revealed inconsistencies in Romney’s nonverbal 

behaviors.  His happiness/reassurance was this highest for this clip of any other in the 

sample at 13 gestures.  His affinity displays were twice as high as his defiance displays, 

and he had 4 anger/threat gestures, and 2 fear/evasion gestures.  Overall, Romney was 

more active nonverbally in this clip than any other clip. 

Obama was similarly active in this clip, with a majority of his gestures being 

fear/evasion at 9.  This was closely followed with anger/threat at 7, and only 1 

happiness/reassurance gesture.  His affinity displays were at 4, with 0 defiance displays.   

Romney was well received for his direct posture towards Obama, including his 

direct eye contact: 

Tara:  I felt like Romney was more direct. He was talking 

specifically to Obama instead of to the viewers. And in the 

other clip, and maybe I just didn't hear something, but in 

the other clip I felt like he was saying well Obama is doing 

this, and Obama is doing that. But in this clip he was saying 

you are doing this and you are going to do this. So it was 

more direct. 

 

Obama’s lack of eye contact was noted as well: 

Marvin:  Not only that, he was actually giving statistical facts to 

prove his point. Where in the previous clip Obama was just 
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saying well you don't have a plan. Because you won't tell 

anybody. There is nothing there to prove. And so, I can see 

why the Republicans would like that. I can also see what 

the Democrats wouldn't. Because you could tell how 

uncomfortable Obama was when he started looking at his 

notes. It's like I've got to figure out a way to respond to this. 

 

Mandy:  There was an interesting moment there. Because he was 

nodding his head as if in agreement, then there was one 

little split second when he stopped nodding, and you could 

tell that this was hitting too close to home. And it made a 

difference. Because it looked for a while like he was 

agreeing. As in yes, yes I said that. That's a good thing. 

Then, oh. There was just that little split-second when he 

quit nodding. And you could see that okay, this is getting 

serious. 

 

In another group, the participants also noted the gaze of the candidates: 

 

Tony: You could tell he knew what he was talking about. At least 

he felt that he knew what he was talking about. The other 

thing I noticed was that President Obama is talking to the 

people, and Romney is talking to President Obama…He's 
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looking at him the whole time he is talking. 

 

Moderator: What does that convey to you? 

Sally: In a way that he would dare question Obama about raising 

taxes. You know, on the rich or the whatever… And 

Romney… I felt like he knew what he was talking about. 

Because he is a very successful businessman. He knew 

what it would do to raise taxes on all the rich. More than 

just across the board. And I think Obama was kind of taken 

aback that he was being challenged. 

Dean: Yes. I think what he conveyed when he was looking at 

Obama instead of the audience or the moderator was that he 

looked at Obama in a superior way. That he is 

acknowledging that he is inferior in that sense that he is 

lower on the totem pole. So he is trying to convince him 

which is nothing new of course,… 

 

At least one focus group member saw Obama’s response to be positive: 

 

Kali:  He stopped nodding for a second. But the nodding, I just 

saw it as active listening. That to me actually seemed better 

than when Romney was… So when the Republicans said 

this was higher I was a little surprised. 
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Lilly:  I noticed Obama's nodding. I think that there is something 

that is a bit disarming about that. You know, when you are 

engaged and he appeared to be engaged in what was being 

said. In a way it takes some of the out of what the other 

person is saying. When you acknowledge, at least 

acknowledge… I felt like he was acknowledging that there 

was some truth in what Romney was saying. 

 

  As for the expressiveness of both candidates in this clip it was seen as a positive 

thing by the focus groups: 

Marvin:  To me, in a debate like that there has to be some… I don't 

know whether negativity is the right word or not, but there 

has to be some aggressiveness out of the person. 

Tara:  It shows a passion I think. In my opinion. To have either 

some aggression, or some sympathy towards the subject. It 

shows that, I mean it shows a passion for what they believe 

in their stance. So if they are just standing there and not 

showing any type of emotion, I would kind of wonder what 

it really is you are backing on this topic. 

This directly points to the intersection of the to prepon and the kairos in this 

exchange.  The respondents here are discussing how important it is to have the 

appropriate response, at the right moment.  The to prepon is the appropriate response.  

This is seen both verbally and nonverbally.  The kairos is the moment.  The appropriate 
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response must come at the opportune moment in the debate.   

One focus group exchange noted Obama’s reaction: 

Tony: Yes. I think he was doing the same thing that we alluded to 

earlier. He was smiling, looking down, I don't know if he 

was processing information and maybe that's the way both 

Romney and he process information. But it seemed a little, 

you know back to the… A little disrespectful. You know, 

towards the other candidate. 

Julie: Well, I think both candidates are completely human. When 

someone says something that kind of grates… You know 

maybe it's one of those hot topics for the other candidate. I 

think that you can't help but make a facial expression. 

Under your breath. To me it looked like Obama, even 

though his lips were pursed they were together, it was 

almost like he was talking behind… You know like this is 

what I would be saying at this moment, but I am not. 

 

Critical incident #5 

Debate 1  Clip 6 

Obama: Now, the last point I'd make before—— 

Mr. Lehrer. Two minutes is up, sir. 

The President. No, I think—I had 5 seconds before you interrupted me, 
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was—[laughter]. The irony is that we've seen this model 

work really well in Massachusetts, because Governor 

Romney did a good thing, working with Democrats in the 

State to set up what is essentially the identical model. And 

as consequence, people are covered there. It hasn't 

destroyed jobs. And as a consequence, we now have a 

system in which we have the opportunity to start bringing 

down costs, as opposed to just leaving millions of people 

out in the cold. 

 

 

 In this clip Obama has a direct confrontation with the moderator on the issue of 

time.  This scored higher with the Democrats than the Republicans, with a 2.15 Z-score 

differential.  This was coded functionally as an attack message, with Obama directly 

attacking Romney’s position on health care.   

 Obama’s nonverbals show his demeanor to be reassuring despite the attack tone 

of his message.  His happiness/reassurance score was 7, with no anger/threat or 

fear/evasion displays.  He did have 1 defiance mark, and 2 affinity displays.  So, once 

again, the speaking candidate’s nonverbals did not match the functional message type.   

 Romney also had more happiness/reassurance in his nonverbal reactions to 

Obama’s message.  He had 9 happiness/reassurance displays, and 1 anger/threat display.  

He had 0 in the categories of fear/evasion, affinity, and defiance. 

The issue of Romney’s writing was noted in this clip.   
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Kali:  Romney seemed a little frantic. I don't know what he was 

doing but… was he writing? What is he doing? Was he 

doing Sudoku? Was he confused? I don't know what he 

was doing, but whatever it was either Obama had flustered 

him, or he… I don't know. I would have lost confidence in 

him at that moment. 

 

The issue of Obama’s exchange over the time limits was noted by other groups as 

well: 

Marvin:  The thing with Obama not following the rules and 

demanding more time… He said I had five seconds before 

you interrupted me. And then he took another 30 seconds 

and the guy is trying to get him to stop. Again, that is just 

says arrogance. 

 

Kate: It was distracting to me. Honestly when he is arguing, 

starting off a point arguing with someone about time. And I 

think I had five seconds before you interrupted me, but then 

he speaks for 30 seconds…So I'm kind of like my mind is 

kind of going so you just like blatantly disregarding the 

rules of the debate to make this point? 

 

Another participant noted it as being a positive: 
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Dean: I thought it was very aggressive. I agree with Tony it was a 

good thing to do. In a debate because he was… I'm going to 

make this point regardless of whether I've got any time left 

or not. He was very aggressive about it. And I think that 

was a good move politically. In a debate… he was 

confident that the healthcare act was going to work. And he 

said it already worked in Massachusetts. 

 

 Overall, the focus group participants were divided on whether they liked Obama 

taking the extra time in this clip.  This appears to be an issue of ethos.  Obama has the 

credibility and the ethos with some viewers to override the time limits, but for some he 

lacks this ethos. 

This tactic by him was a risk, which received the majority of attention from the 

participants in the focus group.  This type of risk is often exactly what the post-debate 

news coverage will focus on, as seen in moments in similar debates.  It allows the 

viewers to see the candidates in moments of stress, which removes the “filters” according 

to Schroder (2008). 

Critical incident #6 

Debate 1 Clip 7 

 Obama: And at some point, I think the American people have to ask 

themselves, is the reason that Governor Romney is keeping all these plans 

to replace secret because they're too good? Is it because that somehow 
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middle class families are going to benefit too much from them? No. The 

reason is because when we reform Wall Street, when we tackle the 

problem of preexisting conditions then—these are tough problems, and 

we've got to make choices—— 

 Mr. Lehrer: All right. Let's—— 

 The President: ——and the choices we've made have been ones that 

ultimately are benefiting middle class families all across the country. 

This clip was coded as an attack function message.  It was one of the lower scored 

clips in the difference between the parties, meaning that there was not as great an amount 

of like/dislike on this one as on other clips.  Its Z-score differential was 2.1, with the 

Democrat subjects liking it and the Republican subjects disliking.   

As an attack, it would be expected that the anger/threat nonverbal displays would 

be the greatest for this clip, but in fact they were zero.  There were 3 fear/evasion 

displays, and 3 happiness/reassurance displays by Obama during the clip.  He also had 1 

affinity display, and 1 defiance.  So for this clip, Obama’s verbals and nonverbals did not 

match in tone. 

Romney, the nonspeaking candidate, was slightly more expressive, but in all three 

categories.  He had 2 anger/threat displays, 3 fear/evasion displays, and 2 

happiness/reassurance displays.  He had zero affinity and defiance nonverbals. 

Overall, this particular clip was inconsistent in the candidates verbal and 

nonverbal messages, which is precisely why the focus group insight is needed to draw 

deeper understanding of the exchange. 
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Most focus group participants felt that Romney was in disagreement with Obama 

during the clip by Romney’s facial expressions.   

 

Kali:  It looked like “that is so cute that you think that.” And I 

think kind of like, “I'm going to listen to you but it is like I 

am listening to a child. Who is uninformed…”  It was that 

little, kind of smirk. And his eyes kind of looked like… It is 

just a look I have seen on parents faces. You know, like I'm 

trying not to laugh at you, but you are ridiculous. 

Tara:  I kind of felt the same way. Just a little smirk that he had 

and he wasn't… To me it kind of felt like he tuned him out. 

Like he was looking down, and just kind of wasn't even… 

Just kind of not into this conversation. What he is saying is 

not even worth me listening to because it is just complete 

nonsense. So he wasn't looking up, or looking at the camera 

really. He was just looking down, and smirking. That's just 

what I saw. 

 

This instance of Romney’s facial expression, and Obama’s verbals and 

nonverbals not matching were reasons why the subjects felt uncomfortable about both of 

the candidates.  Of course, this does not mean that they don’t like what they are seeing, 

but as Burgoon, Buller, and Woodall (1989) point out, when there is a discrepancy in the 

verbal/nonverbal channels, the nonverbal has primacy.  
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Critical incident #7 

Debate 1 Clip 8 

 Romney: And with regards to health care, you had remarkable details with 

regards to my preexisting condition plan. You obviously have studied up 

on my plan. In fact, I do have a plan that deals with people with 

preexisting conditions; that's part of my health care plan. And what we did 

in Massachusetts is a model for the Nation, State by State. And I said that 

at that time. The Federal Government taking over health care for the entire 

Nation and whisking aside the 10th Amendment, which gives States the 

rights for these kinds of things, is not the course for America to have a 

stronger, more vibrant economy. 

This clip is coded as a defense message for Romney. With a Z-score differential 

of -2.15, the Republicans liked this clip while the Democrats disliked it. 

Although it is a defense message, Romney displays 0 fear/evasion displays. His 

largest nonverbal was happiness/reassurance with 8 displays, and 3 anger/threat 

displays. Romney also had 2 affinity and 3 defiance gestures during this exchange. 

Therefore his nonverbals in this clip did not match his verbal defense message. 

Obama had 6 fear/evasion displays nonverbally. He had 1 happiness/reassurance 

display and 0 anger/threat displays. He also had 1 affinity and 0 defiance displays. 

The focus groups noted Obama’s lack of eye contact: 

Billy: Okay, when Romney looks at the moderator Obama looks 

at Romney. When Romney looks at Obama, Obama looks 
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down. 

Moderator: What does that tell you? What do you draw from that? 

 

Billy: Little bit that “it's not worth my gaze. He's not worth my  

Carly: The whole time he was avoiding eye contact. And Romney 

is looking right at him, and being forceful and factual. 

Whether he is factual or not I don't know that's a different 

situation. But he (Romney) was like this is how it is, this is 

how it was, this is what I do, and Obama is just looking 

down. Like a scolded puppy maybe. 

 

This was not the only group who noticed Obama’s expression.  Another group 

watched the clip twice, once with audio, once without audio to heighten the nonverbal 

channel.  In that instance one participant noted: 

Tom: But when you watch it without words though, boy it looks 

like a teacher shaming a child….Because he is delivering 

his point, I can't believe… If you took these and you didn't 

know it was a presidential debate and said what's going on 

here? This person is in trouble. Like he is looking down 

because he is in trouble. 

 

It bears noting that not all subjects will respond to a nonverbal the same way. 

Nonverbal is ambiguous and better suited to emotional content rather than information 
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(Burgoon, Birk & Pfau, 1990) so it is often interpreted according to the subjects 

perspective: 

Tony: Well I think the healthcare when the healthcare act came 

out it was in preparation for many years before that. And I 

feel like President Obama knew that. Because if you 

remember shortly thereafter Romney took a butt kicking 

because the affordable healthcare act was very similar to 

what happened in his home state. … You know I think 

President Obama was kind of just letting him dig his own 

grave. With respect to healthcare… It didn't look like he 

was listening. 

 

Another group noticed Obama’s expression and gaze: 

Lucy: Well, Obama is looking down and it is almost as if he is 

counting. 1234. He is not going to look up by golly. And 

Romney gets faster and faster, and a little more intent. I 

really do think it is a technique. Like a ploy. 

 

One group felt that Obama was removed from the exchange: 

Billy: It's like” I don't have to go where you want me to go.” It's 

kind of the sense I get when I watch him (Obama). It's like 

I have been the president and I'm not having to match you. 
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Others felt that Romney was aggressive: 

Mary: Well, I think Romney was being a little aggressive. In his 

words. And Obama, it could be that he was just trying to 

avoid conflict. Avoid any type of connection. 

 

Another group had the following observations on the exchange: 

Tom: Well, I don't know if it is calculated or not, but he loses it 

for me when he smiles…. Obama. When he smiles. I 

viewed that negatively. I like it better at the end when he 

looks and nods and listens. Because, I think they should 

treat each other… It's obviously come from different ideas. 

Surely there is a measure of decorum. I mean, you treat 

ambassadors from countries you hate with a certain 

measure of respect. And so, that is a negative for me. The 

smile that says oh, you're silly. 

 

Critical incident #8 

Debate 1 clip 9 

 Obama: But look, my philosophy has been I will take ideas from 

everybody—Democrat or Republican—as long as they're advancing the 

cause of making middle class families stronger and giving ladders of 

opportunity to the middle class. That's how we cut taxes for middle class 

families and small businesses. That's how we cut a trillion dollars of 
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spending that wasn't advancing that cause. That's how we signed three 

trade deals into law that are helping us to double our exports and sell more 

American products around the world. 

That's how we repealed "don't ask, don't tell." That's how we ended the 

war in Iraq, as I promised. And that's how we're going to wind down the 

war in Afghanistan. That's how we went after Al Qaida and bin Laden. 

So we've seen progress even under Republican control of the House of 

Representatives. 

 

In this clip Obama is the speaker and is coded as an acclaim message 

functionally. Obama is speaking of his achievements in this clip. The z-score differential 

on this clip is 2.2. The Democrats liked Obama's message while the Republicans disliked 

Obama's message. 

Nonverbally Obama was very consistent and clear in his displays. He had 10 

happiness/reassurance displays. He also had 4 affinity displays. He had no other display 

types in this clip, which would be consistent between his verbal acclaim function 

message and his happiness/reassurance, and affinity nonverbals. Therefore, he was 

consistent between his verbal and nonverbal messages in this clip. This is the first time 

that one candidate was consistent in the verbal/nonverbal category. 

Romney had an even split between 5 fear/evasion displays and 5 

happiness/reassurance displays. He also had 1 anger/threat display in this clip. 

Obama appeared confident to the focus group in this exchange: 
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Dean: Obama was animated. 

Tony: Well I think he was confident. Because he obviously had 

the previous four years to have something to talk 

about…Whether or not people agreed with it, you could tell 

he was something it was something he was very confident 

about. 

 

This highlights what Schroeder (2008) states about the effects of debates, that it 

allow viewers to see the candidates under pressure and observe their reactions: 

Tony: Well, you know when they ask the questions in these 

debates they are free thinking. So, if you don't stutter. 

When you don't have to look around to think about what 

you're going to say you come off very smooth. Because he 

knows the answer. Because whatever he is talking about is 

Artie been done and it's easier to recite something back 

when you know what happened. 

Kate: I tend sometimes, with either candidate, to look at the way 

the other one is looking, how Romney… Because I think in 

terms of if you're in the White House and it is the Chinese 

delegate talking and it's our president representing us and it 

looks like they're constipated and making this weird face, 

and they are going to do that to someone I don't like them 

to do that. 
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The group also noted Romney’s downward gaze: 

Julie: [Romney] lowered his eyes. He kind of smirked a little 

smirk underneath. Kind of like under your breath whatever. 

Critical incident #11 

Debate 3 clip 1 

 Obama: Well, my first job as Commander in Chief, Bob, is to keep the 

American people safe. And that's what we've done over the last 4 years. 

We ended the war in Iraq, refocused our attention on those who actually 

killed us on 9/11. And as a consequence, Al Qaida's core leadership has 

been decimated. 

In addition, we're now able to transition out of Afghanistan in a 

responsible way, making sure that Afghans take responsibility for their 

own security. 

 

In the first clip from the third presidential debate Obama spoke of his record as 

Commander in Chief. This was an acclaim function message type. The z-score 

differential for this clip was 2.04, with the Democrats liking the message and the 

Republicans not liking the message. 

Nonverbally, Obama had 8 happiness/reassurance gestures or displays. He also 

had 4 affinity displays. All other categories were 0. Since it is an acclaim message it is 

consistent with the verbal and nonverbal channels to score high in 



                                                Texas Tech University, Shawn R. Hughes, December 2015 

 

 

 

110 

happiness/reassurance, and affinity as well as low in the other categories. Therefore 

Obama's nonverbals and verbals were in sync for this clip. This represents a markedly 

change from the first debate where only 1 of the 11 clips was in sync between the verbal 

and nonverbal for any candidate. Obama was in verbal/nonverbal agreement on clip 9 in 

the first debate. However he began the third debate in agreement. 

Romney scored highest nonverbally on the fear/evasion category with 5 displays. 

He had 1 anger/threat display and 0 happiness/reassurance displays. 

The first thing noticed by the focus groups was the fact that the candidate's were 

seated for this debate.  The shoulders are different, and the forward lean is more 

pronounced when seated at a table.  This second debate was markedly different than the 

first debate in terms of perceptions of the candidates by the focus group participants.  

This exchange noticed Romney’s nonverbals: 

Billy: Since we are watching them close together, since they don't 

have to stand on their own, when I look at Romney I see 

someone who [looks like] they have coached him. He is 

trying. He is doing a little bit better. But he still looks 

strangely awkward. 

 

Obama on the other hand was seen as confident in this third debate, as opposed to 

his performance in the first debate. 

 

Billy: [Obama was] confident. And kind of smooth. 
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This particular clip elaborates just how closely viewers watch the candidates 

nonverbal behavior, although it must be noted here, that once again the candidates are 

probably not swaying many voters in the debates.  Most have already made up their 

mind: 

Carly:  Well… I want to listen. I want to see… And hear what they 

have to say but at the end of the night I kind of know who 

I'm already going to vote for and it may be a vote for 

somebody, or against somebody. And you are only given 

two options. So… To be honest. 

Critical incident #12 

Debate 3 clip 2 

 Romney: Well, my strategy is pretty straightforward, which is to go after 

the bad guys, to make sure we do our very best to interrupt them, to kill 

them, to take them out of the picture. But my strategy is broader than that. 

That's important, of course. But the key that we're going to have to pursue 

is a pathway to get the Muslim world to be able to reject extremism on its 

own. We don't want another Iraq. We don't want another Afghanistan. 

That's not the right course for us. 

The right course for us is to make sure that we go after the people who are 

leaders of these various anti-American groups and these jihadists, but also 

help the Muslim world. 
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Romney began this third debate by focusing on his plan for national security. This 

was coded as an acclaim function message. The z-score differential was -2.12. In this 

instance, the Republicans liked the message, while the Democrats disliked the message. 

Nonverbally Romney displayed mostly happiness/reassurance with 8 displays. 

He had 0 anger/threat displays as well as 0 fear/evasion displays. His affinity score was 8 

displays and his defiance was 2 nonverbal displays. 

Again, the candidates verbals and nonverbals were consistent for this clip. 

Romney had a strong happiness/reassurance and affinity nonverbal in this clip which 

matched is acclaim function message. Therefore the verbals and nonverbals were in sync 

with one another. 

Obama had more reaction in this clip than in most other clips. He had 6 

anger/threat displays and 1 fear/evasion display. He also had 0 happiness reassurance 

displays. And 1 affinity, and 0 defiance displays. 

The focus groups felt that this was a substantive response by Romney, but also 

noted Obama’s appearance of active listening: 

Lilly:  It was a substantive comment. It was very substantive. To 

me, as one who visits the Muslim world over lots of years, 

it showed a depth of understanding that it has to generate, it 

has to come up from the Muslim world. To be solvable as a 

matter of fact. I am sure I am reading something into this 

but I was looking at Obama and he was thinking "that is a 

really good idea, I think I'll try that" (Laughter) 
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Critical incident #13 

Debate 3 clip 3 

 Romney: But what's been happening over the last couple of years is, as 

we've watched this tumult in the Middle East, this rising tide of chaos 

occur, you see Al Qaida rushing in. You see other jihadist groups rushing 

in. And they're throughout many nations in the Middle East. 

It's wonderful that Libya seems to be making some progress, despite this 

terrible tragedy. But next door, of course, we have Egypt; Libya is 6 

million population, Egypt 80 million population. We want to make sure 

that we're seeing progress throughout the Middle East, with Mali now 

having North Mali taken over by Al Qaida, with Syria having Asad 

continuing to assassinate, to kill, to murder his own people. This is a 

region in tumult. 

 Mr. Schieffer. Well, let's see what the—— 

 Gov. Romney. And of course, Iran on the path to a nuclear weapon. We've 

got real problems in the region. 

 In this clip Romney is discussing the situation in the middle east. In his statement 

he never attacks Obama and therefore this message is categorized as an acclaim message. 

The Republicans like this clip while the Democrats like this clip the combined z-score 

differential was 2.09. 

 The nonverbal evaluation of Romney's message is rather diverse. He had the 
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majority of cues in the fear/evasion Asian category with 4. He had 3 anger/threat 

displays. He also had 2 happiness/reassurance displays. In the demonstrative gestures 

category, Romney had seven affinity displays, and 2 defiance displays. Combined with 

happiness/reassurance, the 7 affinity displays overall made Romney's message consistent 

between his verbal and nonverbal. However, clearly in this response he was multi-

faceted. 

 Obama in this clip had 4 anger/threat displays. He had 3 fear/evasion displays 

and two happiness/reassurance displays. He also had 1 defiance nonverbal display. 

Some of the focus group members felt Romney was not focused in his response: 

Fred: Romney didn't nail him on the Benghazi. He took a spread 

answer. I saw him… I wanted him to… I think he knew he 

didn't answer, and so he is wanting to know how is he 

going to respond? And then towards the last, he relaxed. 

Because of the shotgun that Romney took. Instead of 

focusing right in. 

Lucy: It is a Saturday Night Live skit. Where after one of the 

debates in a previous election, Saturday Night Live did a 

debate skit. Where they pronounced all the hard names. 

Because somebody had goofed remember, and one of the 

debates? 

 

The candidates were seated at a table for this debate.  The sitting posture was 

noticed by many of the focus groups, and was not positively viewed: 
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Tom: [Obama] is trying to look interested and engaged. He is 

trying to lean into this and show hey I'm interested. But, 

he's probably not aware of that rectangle that is around him 

and it doesn't make him look that way. So you could say 

he's a dog that is cowing, or you could say that he is 

slumped. … It looks slouched, yes. It also looks a little bit 

like – unfortunately for him – I think it makes him look a 

little cowed by the words that are coming at him. And I 

don't think that is the case. But, I think that is the image -  

and packaging is important. 

 

In another exchange: 

Lucy: Well, I would be very shocked if in the next round of 

debates anyone agreed to do a seated debate. Because 

neither one of them looks great. And it's hard to project the 

presidential stance in that seated environment. 

Critical incident #14 

Debate 3 clip 4 

 Romney: when the students took the streets in Tehran and the people there 

protested, the Green Revolution occurred. For the President to be silent, I 

thought was an enormous mistake. We have to stand for our principles, 

stand for our allies, stand for a strong military and stand for a stronger 

economy. 
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 Romney was the speaker for this clip. His message of the president's lack of 

response in the Tehran revolution was coded as an attack message functionally. The z-

score differential for this attack was -2.62, with the Republicans liking and the 

Democrats disliking the clip. This was the highest point of separation between the 

Republicans and the Democrats for the third debate. 

 Romney had 3 happiness/reassurance nonverbal displays in this clip. Although it 

was an attack, Romney had more happiness/reassurance that he did anger/threat displays 

2. Romney also had 3 affinity and 2 defiance displays. Therefore, his nonverbal did not 

match his verbal in this clip. 

 Obama had 2 anger/threat and to fear/evasion displays. He had no other displays 

coded in any category. Obama was not nonverbally expressive during this clip. 

Obama’s gaze shifted at one point during this exchange: 

 

Mandy:  He looked very deliberately away. 

Tara:  Yes. I don't care who he is looking at. But at that point he 

is, at that exact moment when he said that, he turned. I 

don't care who he is looking at. He's still decided not to pay 

attention, or maybe he did, but to change his direction. 

Marvin:  I just got the feeling that he was saying "help me". 

 

 The issue of mismatched verbals and nonverbals can be very confusing to an 

audience, as pointed out in this focus group: 
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Kali:  Because [Romney] was saying these really pointed things. 

But he is very smiley and happy about it. I felt like that was 

a place where, I understand he is trying to connect with 

people, but that wasn't what he should've used at that point. 

… it just came off… His body language did not agree with 

his words. 

 

  This focus group exchange illustrates the primacy of nonverbal communication 

(Burgoon, Buller, & Woodall, 1989). Specifically, the participants noted that Romney's 

verbals and his nonverbals did not match and what they took away from it was a belief 

that Romney did not mean what he was saying. He did not want to hurt Obama's feelings. 

This came across as weakness on the part of the candidate.  

 

Critical incident #15 

Debate 3 clip 5 

 Obama: America remains the one indispensible nation. And the world 

needs a strong America, and it is stronger now than when I came into 

office. Because we ended the war in Iraq, we were able to refocus our 

attention on not only the terrorist threat, but also beginning a transition 

process in Afghanistan. 

It also allowed us to refocus on alliances and relationships that had been 
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neglected for a decade. And, Governor Romney, our alliances have never 

been stronger: in Asia, in Europe, in Africa, with Israel, where we have 

unprecedented military and intelligence cooperation, including dealing 

with the Iranian threat. 

 In this clip Obama defends his military actions and his dealing with the Iranian 

threat. Therefore, this is a defense message. The z-score differential for this clip was -

2.05 with the Democrats liking it more than the Republicans. 

 Obama had 6 happiness/reassurance displays even though this was a defense 

message. He also had 1 anger/threat display and no fear/evasion displays. Obama had 5 

affinity and 2 defiance displays. Therefore, this was not consistent between his verbal and 

non-verbal. 

 Romney had very low reaction to Obama's message. He displayed 

happiness/reassurance twice and anger/threat one time. 

  In this discussion, Obama came across as presidential, even if his arguments were 

not clearly received: 

Mandy:  But you can see why the Democrats would like it. Because 

he is coming across as very presidential. Very calm, 

pointing out the positives. You know, yeah. Life is 

wonderful and it is because I am here…. He is speaking 

calmly. He has got his list. He's not stuttering. So, he 

appears to be very much in control. 

Tara:  And he is confident. Like he really believes that it's him 
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that maybe has done this. 

 

Romney’s blinking was an issue on this exchange with the focus groups: 

 

Kali:  I think Romney seemed a little less cocky, like it seemed 

like he was listening a little harder. He was blinking a ton... 

Which, to me it seemed like he was hyper focused. 

 

Critical incident #16 

Debate 3 clip 6 

 Obama: Now, Governor Romney has taken a different approach 

throughout this campaign. Both at home and abroad, he has proposed 

wrong and reckless policies. He's praised George Bush as a good 

economic steward and Dick Cheney as somebody who has—shows great 

wisdom and judgment. And taking us back to those kinds of strategies that 

got us into this mess are not the way that we are going to maintain 

leadership in the 21st century. 

 

 Obama attacks Romney in this clip. The Z-score differential for the Republicans 

and Democrats was 2.36 with the Democrats liking this clip and the Republicans 

disliking the clip. 

 Obama's message in this instance was an attack message, criticizing Romney's 

approach to economics and comparing him to George Bush. 
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 Obama's nonverbals show that he had 2 anger/threat displays, 1 fear/evasion 

display and 2 happiness/reassurance displays. Additionally, he had 1 affinity display and 

3 defiance displays. The combination of anger/threat displays and defiance displays was 

consistent with the attack function of Obama's message. 

 Romney showed more fear/evasion in this clip. He had for fear/evasion displays, 

and one anger/threat displays he had no other nonverbal cues coded in this clip. 

The focus group felt clearly that this was an attack message: 

Marvin:  I was watching Obama really closely. Until Romney started 

shifting. Then I started watching him… I got a different 

feel in watching Romney as he looked away this time as 

compared to when Obama looked away. I got the 

impression that Romney was saying here we go again. 

Going back to blaming everything on the Bush 

administration. And I am not the Bush administration. 

Critical incident #17  

Debate 3 clip 7 

 Romney: Number two, we take some programs that we are going to keep, 

like Medicaid, which is a program for the poor, we take that health care 

program for the poor, and we give it to the States to run because States run 

these programs more efficiently. As a Governor, I thought, please, give me 

this program. I can run this more efficiently than the Federal Government. 

 Mr. Schieffer: Can he do that, Mr. President? 
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 Gov. Romney: And States, by the way, are proving it. States like Arizona, 

Rhode Island have taken these Medicaid dollars, have shown they can run 

these programs more cost-effectively. 

 The President: Bob—— 

 Gov. Romney: And so I want to do those two things. It gets us to a 

balanced budget within 8 to 10 years. 

 The President: Bob—— 

 Mr. Schieffer: Let—— 

 Gov. Romney: Let's get back to the military though. 

 Mr. Schieffer: Well, that's what I'm trying to find out about. 

 The President: But he should have answered the first question. 

 In clip seven Romney discusses his approach to Medicare and similar programs. 

He asserts that states should be able to run these programs more efficiently than the 

federal government. This is coded as an a claim message. The Z score differential on this 

clip was -2.39. The Republicans liked the clip, and the Democrats disliked the clip. 

 This clip was notable for the interaction between the candidates.  Obama was 

asked a question by Bob Scheiffer, and Romney continued talking while Obama tried to 

interject.   

 Romney's nonverbals indicate that he displayed mostly happiness/reassurance 

with six cues. His anger/threat displays were coded at 3 with 0 fear/invasion displays. 
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Additionally, Romney had 3 affinity displays and 1 defiance. Therefore, his nonverbals 

and verbals matched in tone. 

 Obama's nonverbals indicate that he had 5 happiness/reassurance gestures, 3 

anger/threat displays, and 0 fear/evasion. He had 1 affinity, and 3 defiance displays. 

 Although Romney used an attack strategy in this clip, the focus groups did not 

respond well to his message in this exchange.  Also, Obama was perceived as being 

disinterested: 

Jenny: Barack Obama..is formulating his next discussion point. 

That he is hardly even listening to him. Early on he kind of 

decided this is what he was going to say. 

Critical incident #18 

Debate 3 clip 8 

 Obama: But when it comes to our military, what we have to think about is 

not just budgets. We've got think about capabilities. We need to be 

thinking about cybersecurity. We need to be thinking about space. That's 

exactly what our budget does, but it's driven by strategy. It's not driven by 

politics. It's not driven by Members of Congress and what they would like 

to see. It's driven by what are we going to need to keep the American 

people safe. That's exactly what our budget does. 

And it also then allows us to reduce our deficit, which is a significant 

national security concern, because we've got to make sure that our 

economy is strong at home so that we can project military power overseas. 
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 In this clip Obama is discussing his budget as it relates to military and national 

security. This is coded as an acclaim message. The z-score on this clip was 2.07. The z-

score differential for this clip was 2.13 with the Democrats liking Obama's message and 

the Republicans disliking the message. 

 Obama had 10 happiness/reassurance displays in this clip. This was the highest 

number of displays which were coded for the third debate. Additionally, he had 8 affinity 

displays and 1 defiance. Therefore, is acclaim message matched verbally and 

nonverbally. 

 Romney had 7 fear/evasion cues, for anger/threat displays and 3 

happiness/reassurance displays nonverbally. He also had 3 affinity and 0 defiance 

displays. 

 Verbal fluency is a nonverbal indicator of confidence (Burgoon, Buller, & 

Woodall, 1989).  This is illustrated by the focus group discussion on the lack of verbal 

fluency by Obama:  

 

Billy: I think when Obama, he's out of his comfort zone his 

sentences get kind of broken. Like that. When he does this 

stop, and then the start... It is like he doesn't believe what 

he is saying. Because he doesn't know how to say it. 

 

Romney's facial expressions were again a point of discussion: 
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Jenny: I noticed when he got up to give his full attention and put 

on that we are listening face. There was a weird play of 

things that happened right in here in the middle of his face 

as he tried to smile.. And it was almost like he went 

through four or five different subtle expressions right here 

around the mouth and nose area. While he tried to decide 

which comfortable place to settle. It was really kind of odd. 

And there was a point in there that I felt to that he was 

smirking. And kind of nodding in a condescending sort of 

way. 

Critical incident #19  

Debate 3 clip 9 

 Obama: And the central question at this point is going to be who's going to 

be credible to all parties involved. And they can look at my track record—

whether it's Iran's sanctions, whether it's dealing with counterterrorism, 

whether it's supporting democracy, whether it's supporting women's rights, 

whether it's supporting religious minorities—and they can say that the 

President of the United States and the United States of America has stood 

on the right side of history. And that kind of credibility is precisely why 

we've been able to show leadership on a wide range of issues facing the 

world right now. 
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 In this clip Obama is discussing his record on security and support. He is using 

and acclaim message function. The z-score differential for this clip is 2.04 with the 

Democrats liking and the Republicans disliking the message. 

 Obama had 6 happiness/reassurance displays. He had 0 in the categories of 

anger/threat and fear/evasion. Obama had 8 affinity displays and 1 defiance. Therefore, 

Obama's verbals and nonverbals matched in this instance. 

 Romney had 2 anger/threat displays and one happiness/reassurance display for 

this clip. He had no other coded nonverbals in any category. 

 Obama appeared to have more fluency in this clip: 

Kate: I think kind of part of what Sally said earlier, [Obama’s] 

ability not to stutter. I think that is a big one on the 

candidates. When they are able to talk eloquently, 

smoothly. Transitions, thoughts, topics. It is easier and it 

comes across as them being knowledgeable, being… 

 

Paralinguistics are an indicator of credibility (Knapp, Hall, & Horgan, 2014) as illustrated 

by this statement: 

Dean:  I think he was speaking with more confidence. Yes. I 

thought his tone of voice was kind of deep and loud but not 

abrasive. In that help convey the idea of confidence. “I 

know what I am doing, and I know what I am talking 

about.” 
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Critical incident #20  

Debate 3 clip 10 

 Romney: I look around the world, I don't see our influence growing 

around the world. I see our influence receding, in part because of the 

failure of the President to deal with our economic challenges at home, in 

part because of our withdrawal from our commitment to our military in the 

way, I think, it ought to be; in part because of the turmoil with Israel. I 

mean, the President received a letter from 38 Democrat Senators saying 

that tensions—— 

 The President: Bob—— 

 Gov. Romney: ——with Israel were a real problem. They asked him, 

please repair the tension—Democrat Senators—please repair the damage 

in his own party. 

 In this exchange, Romney is critical of the President's dealings with economic 

challenges and the military. He asserts that even the Democrats senators are opposed to 

the President in Israel's situation. This is clearly an attack message. The z- score 

differential for this clip was -2.04.  Therefore, it has a very low level of differential 

between the Republicans and Democrats with the Republicans liking and the Democrats 

disliking the message. But since the z-score differential is low, there is not much 

separation between the political parties on this clip, or at least not as much as in other 

clips in the study.  

 Romney had 6 happiness/reassurance displays, 6 affinity displays, and 2 defiance 
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displays. Therefore, is verbal and nonverbals do not match in this exchange. 

 Obama had 1 display in the anger/threat and happiness/reassurance categories. 

However, his highest level for this clip was in fear/evasion with 5 displays. He also had 

to defiance displays. 

The groups were mostly in agreement on why the Republican viewers would like this 

clip: 

  

Dean: I think the Republicans liked it because Romney was 

speaking with confidence there. He was saying this has all 

failed. Even the Democrats are against the president and his 

policy with respect to Israel. So he was the one who is 

speaking with confidence. He was the one who was looking 

at the moderator at that point. He wasn't talking to Obama 

at that point. He was talking to the moderator. He was 

talking to people. 

 

Critical incident #21 

Debate 3 clip 11 

 Obama: In fact, just recently, steelworkers in Ohio and throughout the 

Midwest, Pennsylvania, are in a position now to sell steel to China 

because we won that case. We had a tire case in which they were flooding 

us with cheap domestic tires—or cheap Chinese tires, and we put a stop to 

it and, as a consequence, saved jobs throughout America. 
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I have to say that Governor Romney criticized me for being too tough in 

that tire case, said this wouldn't be good for American workers and that it 

would be protectionist. But I tell you, those workers don't feel that way. 

They feel as if they had finally an administration who was going to take 

this issue seriously. 

Over the long term, in order for us to compete with China, we've also got 

to make sure, though, that we're taking care of business here at home. 

 

 In this clip Obama is defending his position with Steelworkers and China. 

Specifically, he references a statement by Romney criticizing him for being too tough in 

a prior case with China. Therefore, this is coded as a defense message function. The z-

score differential for this clip was 2.09. The Democrats liked the clip and the Republicans 

disliked the clip. 

 Nonverbally, Obama had 7 happiness/reassurance displays and 1 anger/threat 

display. He also had 6 affinity and 3 defiance displays. Altogether, his verbal and 

nonverbals did not match in this instance. 

 Romney had 2 displays in the categories of anger/threat and fear/evasion. He had 

0 displays in any other category. 

Obama received favorable comments for his nonverbals from the focus groups: 

 

Marvin:  That was one of the times where he really got into what he 

was saying. You could see his hands. Hand motions. You 
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could see, you felt like he had a really strong point. Doing 

this right here. And he was emphasizing both with his 

words and his body language. 

 

 

Lilly:  Right. And he has done that repeatedly. 

 

Critical incident #22  

Debate 3 clip 12 

 Romney: We have enormous trade imbalance with China. And it's worse 

this year than last year. And it's worst last year than the year before. 

And so we have to understand that we can't just surrender and lose jobs 

year in and year out. We have to say to our friends in China, look, you 

guys are playing aggressively, we understand it, but this can't keep on 

going. You can't keep on holding down the value of your currency, 

stealing our intellectual property, counterfeiting our products, selling them 

around the world, even into the United States. 

 

 In this clip Romney discusses the trade imbalance with China. This is coded as an 

attack message function. The combined the score differential for this clip was -2.36 with 

the Republicans liking and the Democrats disliking the message. 

 In this clip Romney had 7 happiness/reassurance displays. He had 2 anger/threat 
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displays and no fear/invasion displays. He had 5 affinity and 1 defiance display. 

Therefore, his verbals and nonverbals did not match in this instance. 

 Obama displayed 3 anger/threat cues and 2 fear/innovation cues. He had 0 

displays in all other categories. 

The focus group had the following discussion of the nonverbals of this clip, specially 

about Obama being “dismissive”: 

 

Mandy:  I think [Obama] can be smooth.  [He] can tell the story and 

do all this. But I am not convinced by any of these clips 

that he can think on his feet as well as I would like him to. 

That he can really listen and prepare quickly things to 

respond to. To the other side. It is as if, like you said, listen 

to me. I've got all the right words. But then once he is 

finished he doesn't know how to engage in conversation 

with the other side.  [this is because of] his facial 

expressions. Yes his facial expressions and the way he 

looks way at certain times. Again, it is just kind of 

dismissive. To me. And he seems dismissive of any other 

ideas. Or of the moderator, or anything. He just does not 

seem to be engaged the way I would like him to be 

engaged. 
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Critical incident #23 

Debate 3 clip 13 

 Obama: And actually, currencies are at their most advantageous point for 

U.S. exporters since 1993. We absolutely have to make more progress, 

and that's why we're going to keep on pressing. 

And when it comes to our military and Chinese security, part of the reason 

that we were able to pivot to the Asia-Pacific region after having ended 

the war in Iraq and transitioning out of Afghanistan is precisely because 

this is going to be a massive growth area in the future. 

 In this clip Obama is discussing the currency exchange between U.S. and China 

as well as military security in the Asia Pacific region. This is a direct response to 

Romney's earlier assertion that we are weak in the China area. Therefore, this is a defense 

function message by Obama. The z-score differential for this exchange was 2.12 with the 

Democrats liking and the Republicans disliking. 

 Obama had 5 happiness/reassurance displays as well as 4 affinity displays. 

Considering that this was a defense message function his verbals and for nonverbals did 

not match.  

 Romney had a high level of fear/evasion displays with 8 in the category. This is 

the highest number of displays in any category for the third debate for Romney. 

Additionally, he had 1 anger/threat and 1 happiness/reassurance display.  
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Critical incident #24 

Debate 3 clip 14 

 Obama: Governor Romney, you keep on trying to airbrush history here. 

You were very clear that you would not provide Government assistance to 

the U.S. auto companies even if they went through bankruptcy. You said 

that they could get it in the private marketplace. That wasn't true. They 

would have gone through—— 

 Gov. Romney: You're wrong. You're wrong, Mr. President. 

 The President: No, I am not wrong. 

 Gov. Romney: You're wrong. 

 The President: I am not wrong. 

 Gov. Romney: People can look it up, you're right. 

 The President: People will look it up. 

 Gov. Romney: Good. 

 The President: But more importantly, it is true that in order for us to be 

competitive, we're going to have to make some smart choices right now. 

Cutting our education budget, that's not a smart choice. That will not help 

us compete with China. 
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 In this exchange Obama is the speaking candidate. However there is a direct 

exchange with Romney in the middle of the clip. Obama is saying that Romney is wrong 

and trying to airbrush history. Romney interjects, and they have an exchange. It 

concludes with the President saying he is not wrong and Romney saying that people can 

look it up. Overall, this is coded as an attack message function for Obama. The z-score 

differential on this exchange was 2.14 with the Democrats liking and the Republicans 

disliking the clip. 

 Obama had 5 happiness/reassurance gestures as well as 1 fear/evasion gesture 

and 1 anger/threat evasion nonverbal message. Obama also had 3 each of affinity and 

defiance displays. Overall, Obama's verbals and nonverbals were not consistent in this 

clip. 

 Romney had 4 fear/evasion cues as well as 4 happiness/reassurance cues. He had 

1 anger/threat display and 2 affinity displays. 

In this clip, the candidates had a notable exchange with each other: 

 

Jenny: This is obviously one of those powerful talking points that 

they are zeroing in on where they are really engaging 

directly with each other…The eye contact. The forward 

leaning, aggressive stance. All of those things…. Especially 

at that point where Romney says, in a sneaky way… 

“people will look it up.” And you know nobody is going to 

look it up. I didn't go look it up. And, Barack Obama was 

sort of like “let them.” (Laughter). That sort of 
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underhanded needling thing was childish to me. 

 

 The focus group was unclear on Obama’s statements on China, and felt it was a 

topic which was overused in the debate as a whole, but they did feel that Romney did 

well in defending himself in this instance: 

 

Billy: Obama is calling Romney a liar. I mean, if you're saying 

you're airbrushing history. And so he is questioning his 

integrity. And, [Romney] held himself pretty well. 

Critical incident #25 

Debate 3 clip 15 

 Obama: We've been through tough times, but we always bounce back 

because of our character, because we pull together. And if I have the 

privilege of being your President for another 4 years, I promise you I will 

always listen to your voices, I will fight for your families, and I will work 

every single day to make sure that America continues to be the greatest 

nation on Earth. Thank you. 

 In this clip Obama is making his closing arguments for the third and final 2012 

presidential debate. This is an acclaim message function for Obama. The z-score 

differential was 2.52 with the Democrats liking and the Republicans disliking the clip. 

 Obama had 3 happiness/reassurance displays and 1 anger/threat display. He also 

had 4 affinity, and 2 defiance displays. Overall, Obama's verbals and nonverbals were 
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matched in this closing argument. 

 Romney had an even level throughout his nonverbal display with 1 in the 

categories of anger/threat fear/evasion, happiness/reassurance, and affinity. He had 0 

displays in the category of defiance. 

 Obama in this clip looked directly at the camera, connecting with the television 

audience: 

Joe: I thought he came across with power. Authority. Which is 

different than the first [debate].  He looks more in control. 

He looks more on the offensive rather than the defensive. 

Particularly the Benghazi one. He looked very defensive. 

And his posture reinforced that. His posture here was good. 

His delivery was good. Clear and concise communication is 

what I heard. 

 

Critical incident #26 

Debate 3 clip 16 

 Romney: I also to want to make sure that we get this economy going. And 

there are two very different paths the country can take. One is a path 

represented by the President, which, at the end of 4 years, would mean 

we'd have $20 trillion in debt, heading towards Greece. I'll get us on track 

to a balanced budget. 

The President's path will mean continuing declining in take-home pay. I 
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want to make sure our take-home pay turns around and starts to grow. The 

President's path means 20 million people out of work, struggling for a 

good job. I'll get people back to work with 12 million new jobs. 

 

 This is the first of Romney's closing argument clips. In this particular clip 

Romney is attacking the President's economic plan. Therefore this is coded as an attack 

message function. The z-score differential for this clip was -2.0 tying as the lowest 

differential in the study. The Republicans liked this clip more than the Democrats. 

 Romney had 5 happiness/reassurance gestures and 6 affinity gestures. He also 

had 2 defiance displays. Therefore, Romney's verbal and nonverbal messages did not 

match in this instance.  

 Obama had 3 anger/threat displays and 1 happiness/reassurance display. He had 

0 in all other nonverbal categories. 

 This was a case where Romney was citing many statistics, which was not 

effective for some of the focus groups: 

 

Kate: Honestly, for me this is the time that I start tuning out the 

debates. Because I'm like you're just citing rubbish. There 

is no way that when you start using numbers… 20 million 

and this, there's no way you can tell me after four years 

how many millions… I just feel like he is making crap up. 

And I just lose interest. I'm just like anyone is going to say 
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“I'm going to create jobs. I'm going to do this.” But when it 

is just this “I'm going to create jobs”, he will not. And “I'm 

going to do this”, but there is no information in that. 

There's no information. That's when I just get… Like 

watching a soccer match. 

 

In this clip, Obama is seen to swallow, which was noticed by the focus groups: 

Julie: Yes. I don't think Obama looks at him maybe as a threat. 

There was a couple of moments where he was like “oh yep, 

you kind of got me on that.” I mean just from facial. 

Because he didn't say anything. But like Obama, he is a 

swallower. I don't know if you noticed that. 

 

Critical incident #27  

Debate 3 clip 17 

 Romney: This Nation is the hope of the Earth. We've been blessed by 

having a nation that's free and prosperous thanks to the contributions of 

the greatest generation. They've held a torch for the world to see, a torch 

of freedom and hope and opportunity. Now it's our turn to take that torch. 

I'm convinced we'll do it. 

We need strong leadership. I'd like to be that leader, with your support. I'll 

work with you. I'll lead you in an open and honest way. And I ask for your 
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vote. I'd like to be the next President of the United States to support and 

help this great Nation, and to make sure that we all together maintain 

America as the hope of the Earth. Thank you so much. 

 

 This is Romney's final closing argument for debate 3. He talks about the need for 

strong leadership and that he would like to be that leader. Therefore, this is and a claim 

message function. Romney 

 Romney has 6 happiness/reassurance displays and 1 anger/threat display in this 

clip. He also has 7 affinity displays. Therefore, his verbal and nonverbal match in this 

instance. 

 Obama had 2 fear/evasion and 2 anger/threat displays. He had 1 

happiness/reassurance display and 1 affinity display for this clip. 

 The focus group felt that this was a very practiced speech by Romney, and lacked 

passion in the delivery: 

Mary: No passion. 

Carly: It was positive though. It was positive in general. Where 

Obama is like we have seen tough times. And… We will 

make it through… The tough times 

Mary: Yes. It just seemed like a very rehearsed speech. That he 

just said in closing… Almost relieved that it was over. 

 Also, Obama’s gaze seemed very direct in this clip: 
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Jenny: … I noticed Barack Obama looked like he was really trying 

to stare at him in a way to maybe make him 

uncomfortable…. He was really looking at him more 

intensely then he had at any other point in any of the other 

clips. 

 

 One of the groups was put off by Romney’s speech, and some liked the overall 

tone of the message: 

Lucy: That "this nation is the hope of the earth"? How pompous. 

How utterly egocentric. And I, of course I am a liberal, but 

all of my companions we met the next day and went "this 

nation is the hope of the earth"? And he said it twice. 

Somebody told him that was a good phrase. And that ran all 

over me. I was not going to vote for him anyway but I 

wanted to get my placard and go down the street. And say 

he is an idiot. A pompous idiot. 

 

This was contrasted by Tom in the same focus group: 

Tom: No. Because I do want where I am to be best. And I do 

want me to be best. And I do want my nation to be best. 

And I do want it to lead. I don't want to be blended back 

into the masses. I want to be out front. And so I think that 

for those who were worried that the country is becoming an 
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exceptional, the call for it to become exceptional again is a 

positive one. 

 One of the groups felt that the speech lacked a definite conclusion, and most 

subjects agreed that Obama performed better in this third debate. 

Findings and thematic groupings 

Overall, the focus groups provide a richness of data which would be unavailable 

by other methodologies.  The keyword chart of themes raised by focus group discussions 

shows the major themes included in multiple comments  (see Table 15). 

Table 15: Major thematic groupings from focus groups 

  __________________________________________________________________  
  Themes 
  _____________________________________  
  Smirk  
  Look down or away 
  Note Taking 
  Blinking 
  Confidence 
  Uncertainty 
  Scolded or Shamed 
  Verbal Fillers 
  Fluency 
  Strong 
  Good Gestures 
  Smile 
  Eye Contact 
  Forward lean 
  Looking at camera 
  Romney performed better in 1st debate 
  Obama performed better in 3rd debate 
  __________________________________________________________________  
 

A complete list of all themes is shown in Appendix F.   
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Next, the basic themes were organized in a non hierarchical illustrated pattern 

(Attride-Sterrling, 2001) shown in figure 12. 

 

Figure 12:  Thematic illustrated network. 
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The thematic groupings show the sensitivity of the participants to the nonverbal 

behavior of the candidates.  The facial expressions of smirking was seen as a negative by 

both candidates.  The gaze of the candidates was frequently mentioned, especially when 

candidates looked down.  This gaze aversion was often seen as an avoidance behavior on 

the part of the candidates.  Obama was criticized a few times for looking shamed.  

Romney was criticized several times for blinking too frequently.  All of these illustrate 

the heightened sensitivity of subjects to the nonverbal behaviors of candidates especially 

in the area of facial expressions and gestures. This answers RQ2 in reaffirming the power 

of television to focus and amplify even the most innocuous or minute facial expression or 

gesture into one of major significance to the viewer. Often the subjects would remember 

a particular look which may have lasted only a second or two in the debate. However, 

that look resonated with the subjects and continued to color interpretations of the rest of 

the clip.  

The rhetorical functions of attack, acclaim, and defense were not as clearly 

noticed by focus group participants. The subjects more often discussed the feelings 

elicited by the nonverbal behavior of the candidates in conjunction with the message 

types. This addresses RQ1. It is not a diminishment of the rhetorical messages in debates. 

Rather, it is an acknowledgement that the rhetorical strategies are only one part -- albeit 

an integral part -- to the overall message which contains both verbal and nonverbal 

communication. Perhaps the greater issue in the mind of the subjects was the 

appropriateness of the rhetorical strategy the to prepon, this calls back to the nature of the 

"appropriate" aggressor. It is far more important for the viewer to see the candidate as 

having appropriate messages whether they receive those messages from the verbal or 
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nonverbal channel. When a candidate is perceived as being too much of anything, it is 

often taken poorly. The candidate must walk a fine line to appear to be a well reasoned 

and strong leader who is both in touch and sensitive to the needs of the American public 

while prescient in visions of the future and able to articulate all of these rhetorical 

mastery.  
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Chapter V  

Discussion 

 The debates of 2012 were marked by the remarkable change from President 

Obama between the first and third debates. The remarks from the focus group participants 

reflect the change in Obama, but also highlight the change in Romney. Overall, it was 

agreed that Romney performed better in the first debate and Obama performed better in 

the third debate.  

 The first research question asked how subjects respond to message function. The 

results show that overall defense messages were preferred. Perhaps this is a reflection of 

the critical incidents in this study. Critical incidents are moments when candidates are at 

their strongest and weakest. The differential between Republican and Democratic viewers 

is most pronounced during these clips. Therefore messages in which a candidate is 

defending are well received by one party and strongly rejected by the other party. This is 

unique to televised presidential debates. It must be remembered that debates are a unique 

environment. Up to this point candidates have appeared in rallies, conventions, and other 

forums populated primarily with by friendly partisans and supporters. They may be 

regularly challenged in the press, but on the campaign trail candidates are rarely directly 

confronted by in person by the opposition. This is one of the unique features of 

presidential debates. We see candidates side by side on a stage for 90 minutes contending 

with each other’s attacks and refuting those attacks. In typical campaign communication 

defense messages are often the least used of the three messages types (see Beniot et al., 
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2014). However, in debates it is much more frequently used and in this debate it was the 

message function which received the highest level of liking for CRM participants and 

received favorable comments from focus group participants.  

 The least preferred message function was the acclaim message. This may be due 

to the fact that the candidates are very well known by this point. Acclaim messages focus 

on accomplishments and achievements and for the most part we are aware of what the 

candidates have done in the past.  

 The attack messages were in-between the defense and acclaim messages in terms 

of favorability ratings. Attacks are perhaps expected in a debate, however, our focus 

groups provided insights into the nature of attacks that are acceptable. Attacks must be 

appropriate, and not so harsh as to make the speaking candidate look mean. Americans 

want a strong commander in chief, but not a bully.  

The issue of the intersection between the kairos and to prepon is perhaps one of 

the reasons why message functions were preferred in this order.  The importance of the 

appropriateness of the message (to prepon) is not lost on the candidates.  They go out of 

their way to appear appropriate in the rhetorical appeals.  However, the kairos of the 

occasion was more important for Obama in the third debate.  He needed to come back 

and win after a poor showing in the first debate, and he did so.   

 The sophistic idea of the appropriate (Poulakos, 1983) is key here.  This is in 

keeping with Cicero’s idea of decorum in De Orator (1970).  The candidates strive to be 

appropriate, to appeal to the audience as someone who is fit to lead the nation.  They 

must not appear flustered, bored, inattentive, or overly aggressive in their debate 

appearance.  TV heightens the stakes here, as revealed by the focus groups.  The 
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candidates must have decorum at all times, not simply when they are speaking.  The 

constant stream of visual cues from the television cameras can not be ignored for any 

moment.  The candidates do not have the opportunity to sit back and relax during a 

debate, they must assume that the camera and the eyes of the viewers are upon them at all 

times.   

 The second research question investigated the nonverbal behaviors of the 

candidates. Clearly, nonverbal communication is of vital importance in debates. The 

effect of television is to emphasize certain nonverbal behaviors. It draws our attention to 

the nonverbals of the candidates and allows for discreet, intimate observation of the 

candidates both while they are speaking, and while they are not speaking. As was 

illustrated in the focus groups, issues that would normally go relatively unnoticed become 

major factors in televised presidential debates. Note taking, blinking, facial expressions, 

even swallowing are all things which were noted by our focus groups as being distracting 

elements.  

Nonverbally, one of the major surprises was the inconsistency between the verbal 

and nonverbal channels of the candidates. Nonverbally the candidates often provided a 

different message than their verbal message. In fact, only 10 of 26 clips matched for the 

verbal and nonverbal of the speaking candidate. This was a surprisingly low number of 

matches considering the importance of consistency between verbal and nonverbal. 

However, it is possible that one could take the “appropriate” aggressor standpoint, in that 

an attack message can verbally lambast one’s opponent while the nonverbal display 

softens the blow, thereby not alienating viewers.  



                                                Texas Tech University, Shawn R. Hughes, December 2015 

 

 

 

147 

Perhaps this is related to the issue discussed earlier of being forceful but not 

mean. While attacking or even defending candidates often maintain a pleasant demeanor. 

Candidates want to appear pleasant at all times even though they may be dealing with 

difficult subjects. As was noted by one focus group participant we want our presidential 

candidate to be above the fray. We want them to have almost super human powers able to 

negotiate with foreign countries, to fight enemies, and to do it all with a pleasant facial 

expression.  

In terms of the candidate, the appropriate aggressor is certainly a key factor.  

Certainly the fact that our focus groups were of West Texas makes a difference in their 

responses.  As discussed earlier, nonverbal communication is highly subject to culture 

and context.  The southwestern culture in which this study took place has an effect on the 

subjects, and that must be taken into account when analyzing their responses.  The 

candidates who took advantage of the kairos and the to prepon were seen are more 

appropriate during this study.   

Debates have become institutionalized over that past fifty years.  Since the Carter 

Ford debates of 1976, every presidential election has had debates.  The broader 

implications of this study can help provide understanding of the complex interplay 

between the rhetorical strategies of the candidates, their nonverbal behaviors, and the 

reactions of the voters.  While more analysis of this scope are needed to develop broader 

understanding, this study provides a four stage methodology for pursuing this study.  

How voters respond to messages in a debate have implications for not only the 

presidential race, but for other races as well.  Today we see more televised debates than 

in previous elections and this trend will likely continue.  Primary debates with over 10 
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candidates, gubernatorial races, and even local mayoral and legislative races have 

debates.  It is vital to understand these beyond a single dimensional study; either 

rhetorical, CRM, or focus group.  A holistic understanding is what is provided in this 

study, and is needed for future debates.   

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 

 A study of this magnitude certainly has limitations.  This is a mixed method 

study, with both qualitative and quantitative data.  The fact that it is an examination of the 

naturalistic settings of live presidential debates prohibits a true experimental design 

which would provide balanced cells for analysis.  This was the case in H1 & H2 when 

Romney did not have a message function of acclaim in debate 1 or a defense message in 

debate 3.  This prevented a 2x3x3 ANOVA design.  Instead a 2x3x2 mixed measures 

ANOVA was run for each of the debates.  This factor was also present in the nonverbal 

analysis.  To examine these issues in detail a methodology which selects the critical 

incidents based on function or nonverbal behavior would be preferable.  This same 

pattern held true for the nonverbal study, in which Romney did not have a mismatch in 

his nonverbals for the first debate.  This is an inherent limitation in a naturalistic study 

such as this.  The external validity of studying a live debate risks the balance which can 

be achieved in an experiment.  However, an experimental study of presidential candidates 

is simply not possible.  It must be a study of the actual debates, and the actual candidates.   

 The CRM study was indicative of a major limitation throughout the research – a 

lack of democrat subjects in all stages of the study.  This is primarily a factor of the 

region in which the study was conducted – a highly conservative region with a large 
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republican population.  Efforts were made to recruit as many democrat subjects as 

possible, yet it was not as successful as hoped.  This became a limitation for the study. 

 Future studies could mitigate this by applying more stringent measures to balance 

out the subjects.  Perhaps pre-test screenings for both the CRM and Focus Group phases 

would accomplish this in providing a more balanced pool of subjects.  Conducting the 

CRM phase in different regions with balanced subjects would be ideal.  Similarly, 

conducting focus groups around the country or region would yield greater results.   

Conclusion 

  This study provides a framework for future analysis of debates. It is not sufficient 

to study the transcript of a debate. In an increasingly visual news and information 

environment television must be taken seriously (Bucy & Grabe, 2007).  Television 

delivers a real time stream of images complete with emotion, conflict, and context.  

 In order to evaluate television and the debates, a holistic approach must be taken 

which combines real time perceptions from subjects with analyses of the rhetorical 

strategies of the debaters. This must be combined with a detailed analysis of the 

nonverbal behaviors of the candidates. Finally, a qualitative focus group approach is 

needed to find deeper understanding of the significance of these findings.    

Ultimately, this study paves the way toward developing a deeper understanding of 

the complex interplay of rhetorical strategy, nonverbal behavior, television, and audience 

reaction. Only by taking a complete approach can we refine our understanding of this all-

important American event; the televised presidential debates. 
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Appendix B 

Focus Groups Demographic Questionnaire 

 

Demographic Questionnaire 

 

Thank you for participating in our study.  This form gathers demographic information about you, for the 

use of the researcher.  Please do NOT put your name on this form. 

 

1. Age _________ 
2. Sex:   Male    Female 
3. Political affiliation:  Democrat Republican Other 
4. Would you mind telling us your race/ethnicity? (circle OR write-in) 

 

a. White/Caucasian  b. Black/African-American   

c. Native American   d. Hispanic/Latino  

e. Asian/Pacific Islander  f. East Indian 

g. Other (please specify): ________________________________________ 

•  

5. Last election you voted in: 
a. within past 6 months  
b. about a year ago  
c. about two years ago  
d. the last Presidential election  
e. I have never voted 

 

6. Personal views – “I consider myself to be:” 
a. Strongly Liberal  
b. Somewhat Liberal  
c. Moderate  
d. Somewhat Conservative  
e. Strongly Conservative 

 

7. Did you watch any of the presidential debates in 2012?   Y    /   N 
8. Did you vote in the 2012 presidential election?  Y    /   N 

•  
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9. If you identify with a party, how strong is your support for that party? (circle one number please) 

 

Not Very Strong 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very Strong 

 

9. How interested are you in politics generally? 

 

Not Very Interested 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very Interested 

 

10. How closely did you follow the 2012 presidential election? 

 

   Not Very Closely 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very Closely 

 

11. On a scale of 0-100, where 0 is very cold and unfavorable and 100 is very warm and favorable, how 

did you feel in 2012 toward the following:  

Barack Obama ________ 

Mitt Romney ________ 

Democratic Party ________ 

Republican Party ________ 
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Appendix C 

Focus Group Questions 

 

Sample Focus Group Questions 

Moving	  the	  needle:	  A	  comparative	  analysis	  of	  message	  reception	  	  
during	  televised	  presidential	  debates	  
 

 

• What are some key words or phrases to describe the candidates in this clip you 

just watched?  

• What did you like or dislike about this clip? 

• What in particular stood out to you when you watched this clip? 

• Considering the nonverbal body language of the speaker, what do you think he 

was feeling? 

• What feelings, emotions, or messages did you receive nonverbally from the non-

speaking candidate? 

• Is this clip memorable to you? 

• What are some of your specific concerns raised by this clip? 

• Did anything appear unusual to you in the clip just shown? If so, does it raise 

legitimate concerns about the candidate in question or is it largely a distraction? 

(In other words, should we keep our focus on “the issues” instead?) 

• What impact does an episode like this have in terms of your outlook about the 

candidate or your willingness to support him or her?  
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• Do you think that this candidate improved his standings in the polls based on what 

you saw during this clip? 

• Was this an example of effective communication in your opinion? 

• Did the non-speaking candidate in this clip do anything out of the ordinary?   

• Which candidate did you notice more in this segment – the candidate who was 

speaking or the non-speaking candidate? 

• Is there anything that stood out in this clip that we haven’t discussed yet? 

 



                                                Texas Tech University, Shawn R. Hughes, December 2015 

 

 

 

164 

Appendix D  

Focus Group Verbal Instructions 

 

 

Focus Group verbal instructions 

To be read to participants once the consent forms are signed. 

 

Thank you for participating in this focus group.  We are asking you to share your 

thoughts and feelings on the video clips we will be showing to you from the 2012 

presidential debates.  You are encouraged to be completely open and honest in your 

discussion of the debates and the candidates.  Your personal views will be transcribed 

and used for the purposes of developing a deeper understanding of the debates.  You will 

not be identified in the transcripts or the final study.  We will be recording this with both 

audio and video to aid in the transcription, but we will not use your name or any 

personally identifiable remarks.  You are free to not participate if any topic makes you 

uncomfortable.  You are also free to leave at any time.  We do ask that when we conclude 

you maintain the confidences of everyone who participated here today.  Please don’t 

discuss anything you hear or say here outside of this focus group.  This confidentiality 

will help your fellow participants to feel free to share their feelings on the topics we 

discuss.   

 

Do you have any questions before we begin? 
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Appendix E 

Nonverbal Coding Sheet 
Clip: 
Speaker / Non-speaker --  
 
 
 

Anger/threat  

 

Fear/evasion  

 

Happiness/reassurance  

 
Eyelids  

 

Open wide  

 

Upper 
raised/lower, 
tightened  

Wide or normal or 
slightly closed  

 
Eyebrows  

 

Lowered  

 

Lowered and 
furrowed  

Raised  

 
Eye orientation 
 

Staring  Averted Focused then cut off  

Mouth corners  

 

Forward or 
lowered  

Retracted, 
normal  

Retracted and/or raised  

Teeth showing  Lower or none  Variable  Upper or both  

Head motion:    
Lateral None Side-to-side Side-to-side 

 
Vertical  None  Up-down  Up-down  

Head 
orientation 

   

To body  

 

Forward from 
trunk  

Turned from 
vertical 

Normal to trunk 

Angle to 
vertical  

Down  Down  Up  

 
 Affinity Defiance 

 
Hand/arm Waving Finger pointing 
 Thumb’s up Wagging or shaking finger 

 
 Open palm gesture Raising fist 

 
Head/face/eyes Nodding  Shaking head in disagreement  
 Winking Negative expression / 

prolonged stare 
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Appendix F 

Coding of themes from focus groups 

Clip	  

	  Deb1-‐Clip2-‐R	   Smirk	  –	  Obama	  

	  	   Romney	  –	  authoritative	  

	  	   Romney	  –	  careful	  with	  wording	  

	  	   Obama	  looking	  down	  

	  	   Obama	  grinning	  –	  looked	  sassy	  

	  	   Obama’s	  gaze	  –	  looking	  at	  moderator	  instead	  of	  Romney	  	  

	  	   Note	  taking	  

	  	   Smirk	  

	  	  

	  Deb1-‐Clip3-‐O	   Blinking	  

	  

Smirk	  

	  

Nixon	  /	  Kennedy	  

	  

Composure	  

	  

Look	  at	  camera	  

	  

Gestures	  

	  

Romney	  too	  eager	  

	  

Romney	  looking	  around	  

	  

Displeasure	  
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Looking	  at	  notes	  –	  positive	  thing	  

	  

Obama	  less	  confident	  

	  

Platitudes	  

	  

Middle	  class	  vs.	  Obama	  

	  

Elevating	  self	  

	   	  Deb1-‐Clip4-‐R	   Romney	  Animated	  –	  Body	  

	  	   Soundbite	  

	  	   PBS	  vs.	  China	  –	  not	  correlated	  

	  	   Collegiate	  exchange	  

	  	   Obama	  Cheesy	  Smile	  

	  	   Romney	  looked	  good	  

	  	   PBS	  

	  	   China	  

	  	   Improvising	  

	  	   All	  over	  the	  map	  

	  	   Big	  bird	  –	  remembered	  –	  not	  effective	  

	  	   Less	  topics	  

	  	  

	  Deb1-‐Clip5-‐R	   Romney	  talking	  to	  Obama	  

	  

Stats	  	  
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Notes	  

	  

Obama	  smile	  	  

	  

Stop	  nodding	  

	  

Active	  listening	  

	  

Talking	  in	  circles	  

	  

Aggression	  /	  sympathy	  –	  passion	  

	  

Dignity	  of	  office	  

	  

Verbal	  fillers	  

	  

Obama	  smile	  and	  looks	  down	  

	  

Disrespectful	  

	  

Lips	  pursed	  –	  Obama	  

	  

Smirk	  

	  

Head	  bob	  

	  

Romney	  talking	  to	  Obama	  

	  

Inferior	  –	  vs	  aggression	  

	  

Obama	  confident	  

	  

Challenge	  

	   	  Deb1-‐Clip6-‐O	   Humor	  

	  	   Frantic	  

	  	   Writing	  Romney	  frantic	  
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	  	   Obama	  arrogance	  

	  	   Smile	  

	  	   Political	  mastery	  of	  Comm	  

	  	   Like	  /	  not	  like	  smile	  

	  	   Tie	  in	  Romney	  –	  make	  the	  point	  

	  	   Distracting	  to	  argue	  time	  

	  	   Negative	  

	  	   Good	  –	  get	  point	  out	  

	  	   Strategic	  

	  	   Aggressive	  

	  	   Negative	  –	  disregard	  for	  rules	  

	  	   Romney	  defensive	  

	  	  

	  Deb1-‐Clip7-‐O	   Romney	  facial	  disagreement	  

	  

Skeptical	  

	  

Smirk	  

	  

Attack	  –	  negative	  

	   	  Deb1-‐Clip8-‐R	   Obama	  Removed	  –	  Resigned	  

	  	   Not	  letting	  Romney	  get	  to	  him	  

	  	   Scolded	  puppy	  
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	  	   Removed	  

	  	   Obama	  no	  eye	  contact	  

	  	   Obama	  looking	  down	  

	  	   Teacher	  shaming	  a	  child…	  

	  	   Smile	  vs.	  smirk	  vs.	  grimace	  

	  	   Likes	  Obama	  smile	  

	  	   Romney	  wants	  Obama	  to	  look	  at	  him	  

	  	   Romney	  confident	  

	  	   Obama	  smirk	  

	  	   Mouth	  Obama	  –	  disagreement	  

	  	   Down	  gaze	  

	  	   Obama	  not	  listening	  

	  	   Like	  not	  writing	  vs.	  writing	  notes	  

	  	   Need	  notes	  to	  stay	  on	  track	  

	  	   Brief	  notes	  

	  	   Be	  prepared	  

	  	   Smirk	  

	  	  

	  Deb1-‐Clip9-‐O	   Animated	  –	  Obama	  

	  

Confident	  

	  

Verbal	  fluency	  
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Childish	  Smirks	  

	  

Obama	  under	  his	  breath	  

	  

Study	  notes	  

	  

Lost	  interest	  

	   	  Deb3-‐Clip01-‐O	   Smug	  Romney	  

	  

Sitting	  down	  

	  

Obama	  Swallowing	  Gulp	  

	  

Obama	  uncomfortable	  

	  

Trying	  to	  move	  on	  

	  

Debate	  not	  make	  a	  difference	  in	  vote	  

	  

Benghazi	  –	  off	  point	  

	  

Obama	  defensive	  posture	  

	  

Romney	  –	  confident	  

	  

I	  have	  him	  -‐-‐	  Romney	  

	  

Smirk	  –	  Romney	  

	  

Side	  of	  mouth	  

	   	  Deb3-‐Clip02-‐R	   Substantive	  	  

	  	   Romney	  had	  plan	  

	  	   Obama	  agrees	  with	  Romney	  -‐	  nonverbal	  

	  	   Active	  listening	  –	  Obama	  
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	  	   Nodding	  

	  	   Sparkly	  

	  	  

	  Deb3-‐Clip03-‐R	   Gaze	  –	  Romney	  eye	  contact	  

	  

Note	  taking	  

	  

Looking	  at	  moderator	  –	  Romney	  	  

	  

Nixon	  /	  Kennedy	  

	  

Writing	  notes	  is	  human	  

	  

Notes	  show	  point	  of	  contention	  	  

	  

Posture	  

	  

Obama	  cowed	  

	  

Obama	  looking	  down	  

	  

Slouched	  -‐	  both	  

	  

Sat	  night	  live	  skit	  

	  

Seated	  debate	  

	  

Big	  difference	  between	  debates	  

	   	  
	   	  Deb3-‐Clip04-‐R	   Obama	  looking	  away	  –	  on	  specific	  point	  

	  	   Gaze	  shift	  

	  	   Romney	  odd	  smile	  

	  	   Want	  finger	  point	  
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	  	   Doesn’t	  want	  to	  hurt	  feelings	  

	  	   Unsure	  

	  	   Mismatch	  verbal	  and	  nonverbal	  

	  	  

	  Deb3-‐Clip05-‐O	   Opinion	  

	  

Vague	  statements	  

	  

Speaking	  calmly	  –	  presidential	  

	  

Confident	  control	  

	  

Verb	  fillers	  –	  lack	  

	  

Act	  like	  a	  president	  –	  confidence	  

	  

Romney	  blinking	  

	   	  Deb3-‐Clip06-‐O	   Nonspeaking	  –	  Romney	  

	  	   Romney	  shifting	  

	  	   Obama	  confident	  

	  	   Lack	  of	  evidence	  

	  	   Genuine	  

	  	  

	  	  	  

	  Deb3-‐Clip07-‐R	   Obama	  distracted	  -‐	  distant	  

	  

Rich	  white	  republican	  
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Not	  listening	  

	  

Rich	  vs.	  poor	  –	  way	  he	  said	  poor	  

	  

Rude	  –	  like	  a	  child	  

	  

Did	  not	  like	  talking	  over	  moderator	  

	  

Moderator	  –	  respect	  him	  

	  

Romney	  ignores	  rules	  

	  

Non	  stopping	  –	  Romney	  

	  

Power	  play	  

	  

Obama	  looking	  to	  Bob	  to	  stop	  Romney	  

	  

Decorum	  

	  

Bob	  should	  have	  stopped	  him	  

	  
	  

Deb3-‐Clip08-‐O	   Fragmented	  sentences	  

	  	   Romney’s	  face	  

	  	   Weird	  face	  

	  	   Broken	  sentences	  

	  	   Romney	  smirking	  	  

	  	   Romney	  nodding	  condescending	  	  

	  	   Notes	  –	  Romney	  

	  	   Romney	  looks	  away	  longer	  than	  before	  

	  	   Smiles	  –	  Romney	  
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	  	   Contemplative	  look	  –	  eyebrows	  

	  	   Glance	  of	  agreement	  

	  	   Defensive	  –	  Obama	  

	  	   Said	  it	  quickly	  

	  	   Not	  the	  whole	  truth	  

	  	  

	  Deb3-‐Clip09-‐O	   Believable	  –	  no	  stutter	  

	  

Smooth	  –	  	  

	  

Confidence	  

	  

No	  Romney	  smirk	  –	  just	  smile	  

	  

Voice	  deep	  and	  loud	  –	  not	  abrasive	  –	  Obama	  

	   	  Deb3-‐Clip10-‐R	   Obama	  preparing	  to	  rebut	  

	  	   Romney	  confident	  	  

	  	   Eye	  contact	  

	  	   Fluency	  

	  	   Home	  Run	  –	  confidence	  

	  	   Not	  attack	  –	  put	  down	  to	  Obama	  

	  	  

	  Deb3-‐Clip11-‐O	   Obama	  got	  into	  it	  

	  

Strong	  point	  
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Comfortable	  in	  own	  skin	  

	  

Romney	  in	  trouble	  

	  

No	  emotion	  

	  

Pandering	  to	  Ohio	  

	  

Drama	  

	   	  Deb3-‐Clip12-‐R	   Strong	  speaking	  

	  	   Hand	  gestures	  

	  	   Body	  language	  

	  	   Obama	  sneering	  

	  	   Gaze	  shift	  

	  	   100%	  vote	  for	  Romney	  –	  not	  Obama	  

	  	   Dismissive	  

	  	   Lets	  move	  on	  look	  

	  	   Respect	  	  

	  	   Notes	  

	  	   Think	  on	  his	  feet	  –	  not	  well	  for	  Obama	  

	  	  

	  Deb3-‐Clip13-‐O	   Romney	  knows	  more	  –	  look	  on	  face	  

	  

Like	  writing	  stuff	  down	  

	  

Note	  taking	  can	  show	  frantic	  
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Ready	  to	  be	  done	  

	  

Disconnect	  

	   	  Deb3-‐Clip14-‐O	   Match	  is	  a	  draw	  

	  	   China	  –	  too	  much	  

	  	   Fact	  check	  

	  	   Romney	  sneaky	  way	  said	  “they	  will”	  

	  	   Too	  many	  points	  

	  	   Obama	  calling	  Romney	  liar	  

	  	   Romney	  had	  measured	  response	  

	  	  

	  Deb3-‐Clip15-‐O	   Frozen	  Affect	  –	  Romney	  

	  

Classic	  Obama	  /	  Romney	  

	  

Obama	  looks	  better	  

	  

SNL	  skit	  

	  

Strong	  and	  confident	  

	  

Arrogant	  vs.	  dorky	  

	  

Good	  speech	  

	  

Posture	  good	  

	  

More	  with	  it	  

	  

Looked	  at	  camera	  
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Power	  and	  Authority	  

	  

Obama	  looks	  more	  on	  the	  offensive	  than	  defensive	  

	   	  Deb3-‐Clip16-‐R	   Citing	  rubbish	  

	  	   No	  substance	  

	  	   Attempt	  to	  discredit	  

	  	   Length	  of	  statements	  

	  	   Obama	  eyeballing	  Romney	  

	  	   Obama	  swallower	  

	  	   Romney	  blinker	  

	  	   Obama	  wants	  to	  interrupt	  

	  	  

	  Deb3-‐Clip17-‐R	  

	  

	  

No	  passion	  

	  

Rehearsed	  

	  

Intense	  looks	  by	  Obama	  

	  

Tired	  

	  

About	  the	  spin	  and	  money	  

	  

Lackluster	  candidate	  –	  Romney	  

	  

Obama	  comes	  across	  as	  more	  concerned	  about	  poor	  

	  

Romney	  Pompous	  
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Good	  

	  

Goes	  on	  too	  long	  

	  

Some	  do	  want	  this	  to	  be	  the	  best	  country	  

	  

Tag	  sentence	  on	  end	  

	   	  Comparison	  -‐	  Obama	  Closing	  	  

	  Deb	  1	  –	  Clip	  10	  &	  Deb	  3	  –	  Clip	  

15	   Obama	  forward	  lean	  –	  2nd	  debate	  

	  	   Forceful	  

	  	   First	  –	  joke	  self	  deprecating	  

	  	   Got	  butt	  kicked	  in	  1st	  

	  	   Obama	  more	  prepared	  2nd	  debate	  

	  	  

	  Comparison	  -‐	  Romney	  Closing	  	  

	  Clip	  11	  &	  Deb	  3	  –	  Clip	  17	   First	  debate	  stronger	  

	  

Rhetoric	  –	  2nd	  

	  

2nd	  debate	  stronger	  	  

	  

First	  debate	  better	  
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Appendix G 

Focus Group Transcripts  

 

Focus Group Discussion ordered by clip 
 
Note – this is each question of the two debates which were shown to focus groups.  The 

questions are arranged in the order of the actual debates.  The group is 
noted before each exchange.  

 
(note: debate 1 clip 1 was not shown, as it is not a split-screen shot like all the remaining 

clips, therefore it was excluded from the focus groups so as to not 
introduce modality bias) 

 
Group 1 
6/8/15 – 3 female and 1 male participants  
Group 2 
6/10/15 – 1 female and 3 male participants 
Group 3 
6/24/15 – 4 female and 1 male participants 
Group 4 
7/4/15 – 3 female and 2 male participants 
 
 
 
Group 1 
Deb1-‐Clip2-‐R	  – Romney: And finally, with regards to that tax cut, look, I'm not looking to 

cut massive taxes and to reduce the revenues going to the Government. 
My number-one principle is there will be no tax cut that adds to the 
deficit. I want to underline that: no tax cut that adds to the deficit. But I 
do want to reduce the burden paid—being paid by middle-income 
Americans. And to do that, that also means I cannot reduce the burden 
paid by high-income Americans. So any language to the contrary is simply 
not accurate. 

Moderator: Okay, give me some key words, or some key phrases based on what you 
saw there. Just anything that comes to mind based on what you saw. 

 
Jenny: I looked more at body language. 
 
Moderator: Okay, you say you look more at body language? 
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Jenny: Yeah. In fact I was watching that more probably than I was listening. 
 
Moderator: Okay. What did you see? 
Jenny: I know that Mitt Romney was talking about taxes, and the very first thing I 

saw -  I felt I saw Barack Obama do, was smirk. Then, he seemed to 
recover, and look more open. 

 
Carly: He was grinning. 
 
Jenny: And those, those were the things I saw when he first smiled I thought 

“woo, that looks kind of sassy.” 
 
Moderator: Okay, the smirk then was sort of against Romney? When you say sassy? 
 
Jenny: A response to whatever Romney's first sentence was. 
 
Moderator: Okay 
 
Carly: He was kind of grinning, like yeah I'm about to get into it with you in a 

minute. But you know, he had that… 
 
Moderator: Somewhat antagonistic perhaps? 
 
Carly: Maybe, yes. Like I will get back to you all that… But he is smiling about 

it. Like he is going to be nice about it. (Laughter). 
 
Moderator: Okay, other thoughts? 
 
Billy: I was watching, I was watching them both, but I felt Romney was… he 

was pleasant. He was optimistic. And I didn't see the reaction in Obama 
that I thought I would. It wasn't as… It was a little more subdued. 

 
Moderator: You didn't feel like it was as big of a reaction as you were looking for? 
 
Billy: No. Because I had seen some of the other debates where the reaction was 

very visible.  And comparably to my memory that wasn't that big. 
 
Moderator: Okay, one, did you notice anything? 
 
Mary: I just thought it was, I felt mine was completely different. I thought it was 

just silly for him to say that he is not going to raise taxes. I thought that 
was a pretty… a definite claim. You know, just a very… You know what I 
mean? 

 
Moderator: For Romney to say there will be no new taxes? 
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Mary: Right, right. 
 
Moderator: Read my lips type of thing? 
 
Mary: Right. I just thought that was a bit harsh, or… 
 
Moderator: I hear you saying that it is almost unbelievable? 
 
Mary: Yes. 
 
Carly: Unrealistic. 
 
Mary: Yes. Unrealistic. And very, definite answer for something that without 

being president I don't think he would, or should say. 
 
Moderator:  Okay. Let's go back and watch it one more time, and see if there are things 

that we did not see the first time. This time, think about what you like, or 
dislike… 

 
(play clip: Deb 1 – Clip 2) 
 
Billy: No tax cut to add to the deficit. That's what I was trying to think of when 

you were talking about lines and I couldn't remember. 
 
Jenny: And that's exactly what does that mean.? 
 
Moderator: Okay so it is somewhat confusing? 
 
Jenny: Well it sounds like he is using such specific language that he can go back 

and say I meant that, I didn't mean this over here. 
 
Moderator: So maybe leaving himself some political wiggle room? 
 
Mary: Yes. I did not like the way that Obama just looked down the majority of 

the time.  He looked at Romney very neutral. But looked down. I guess 
taking notes, making notes? 

 
Carly: He did that a lot didn't he? 
 
Mary: Yes. 
 
Carly: He was always writing. Looking down. 
 
Mary: Yes. It was almost a very prepared… Very rehearsed… I guess. 
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Moderator: So, you feel that Obama's reaction was very prepared? Very rehearsed? 

I'm not clear so you are saying… In conjunction with his looking down? 
 
Mary: Well, I feel like he only looked up because he needed to. 
 
Moderator: Oh, okay. 
 
Mary: It was not a natural reaction, I guess. 
 
Moderator: Let me ask you this, was this an example of effective communication? In 

your opinion? On the part of either one of them, probably more on the part 
of Romney? 

 
Billy: Romney is trying hard not to miss-step. In those statements. And that is 

kind of coming across because he is saying I am not looking for massive 
anything, and then he's making sure that he is not… 

 
Moderator: Okay that is what I hear you saying. That he is trying to walk a tight line, 

leave himself some "I never really said that" 
 
Jenny: His wording is careful. 
 
Moderator: Okay, very careful with his wording? 
 
Carly: Between the two of them, Romney looks to be more serious about the 

situation than Obama is. Like he is there. He is in the moment. He is 
giving his thing. He is authoritative. 

 
Moderator: So Romney looks more authoritative than Obama in this clip? 
 
Carly: To me. Yes. He looks like he is serious, and means what he says. 
 
Moderator: And how does Obama look? 
 
Carly: Like he is just kind of… Smirky. 
 
Mary: Yes. He doesn't look like… He looks probably like I look sometimes when 

my kids are telling me a really long story and I trying to look like I am 
listening. But I am really busy, trying to do something. And I am kind 
of… But that's what he looked like. 

 
Carly: Yes. 
 
Mary: But that's what he looked like. Like he was trying to look like he was 
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trying to listen and be part of the… 
 
Moderator: So a "yes dear" type of moment? 
 
Mary: Well… 
 
Billy: Or, maybe he was trying to formulate his response. When you are thinking 

about what you were going to say before the first person speaking finishes. 
 
Carly: Which is exactly what you're not supposed to do. When someone is 

talking to you, you're not supposed to be thinking about what you're going 
to say. You're supposed be listening. And then… 

 
Mary: That's what I meant when I said it doesn't look like he was listening. He 

was not part of the conversation, because he was really just planning his 
next… 

 
(Laughter) 
 
 
 
Group 2 
 
Moderator: Okay, so on that clip give me some keywords. Things that you saw that 

you heard, just to describe the clip itself. 
 
Joe: Deficit reduction. 
 
Moderator: Deficit reduction? 
 
Joe: No reduction of taxes. 
 
Moderator: No reduction of taxes? 
 
Fred: Protection of certain groups. 
 
Moderator: Okay. Protection of certain groups? 
 
Lucy: Middle income, and high and income. 
 
Moderator: Middle and high. 
 
Joe: Those are the words he used yes. 
 
Fred: Can I ask, where is the moderator? 
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Moderator: The moderator is in front and the two candidates are on podiums on either 

side. 
 
Fred: So he's looking at Obama? During his conversation? 
 
Joe: He is kind of glancing over like this. 
 
Moderator: Yes. 
 
Tom: Yes, he was looking at Obama. Rather than at… I watched the debate. 

This was in response to something Obama had said. 
 
Fred: That's what I thought. Yes. Because Obama would not look at him. 
 
Moderator: Okay, so you're saying Obama would not look at him? 
 
Fred:  Yes. 
 
Moderator: Do you feel like that was really clear on Obama's part? That he didn't want 

to look at him? 
 
Fred: I thought he looked aloof. 
 
Moderator: Obama looked aloof? 
 
Fred: Yes. 
 
Lucy: I would say he did not look at him, not he would not look at him. 
 
Moderator: Okay. So you are making a distinction saying that he did not, as opposed 

to would not? Taking out intentionality perhaps? 
 
Lucy: No, I am thinking it was intentional. On his part. I'm thinking of it as a 

debating technique. 
 
Moderator: So, it was a debating technique on Obama's part? Not to look at Romney? 

A strategic move then? 
 
Lucy: Yes. I think that Romney looks a little frustrated, or flustered when he 

realizes Obama is not looking at him. 
 
Joe: Because Obama is not paying any attention to him. 
 
Moderator: So, Romney gets flustered, or frustrated because Obama was not paying 
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attention? 
 
Fred: Well, he thinks he's not responsive to what he is saying. 
 
Moderator: Romney thinks Obama is not responsive? Joe, what are you saying? Okay. 

Good. Other thoughts? I'll tell you what, let me play it again. Some of 
these clips we will play a couple of times. We will play it again and see if 
there is anything else… 

 
Joe: Well, on the other side Obama does look flippant in his glances. 
 
Moderator: He looks flippant? 
 
Joe: I think so. 
 
Moderator: Like he is nodding his head? 
 
Joe: It's like – “I hear what you're saying” but… 
 
Fred: It's not an answer. 
 
Lucy: You're right. 
 
Moderator: Okay, so he is nodding or, he is saying you're not right? With the way he 

is moving his head?  
 
Joe: Yes.  
 
Fred: Or, he is predictable. 
 
Moderator: So, Obama is perhaps looks like he thinks Romney is predictable? 
 
Fred: Yes. 
 
Lucy: That's interesting. 
 
Moderator: Let's play it again:  
 
(Play clip: Deb 1 – Clip 2) 
 
Moderator: Tom, what do you think? 
 
Tom: Oh, well, I tend to think in broader strokes. And so, I remember watching 

the first 10 minutes and my just overall impression were that Romney had 
a real good command of what he wanted to do. But, he did not have an 
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economy of language. And, but when Obama spoke it was more stylistic, 
then substantive. But, it was well packaged. That was my view. Of the 
two. 

 
Moderator: Okay. 
 
Tom: If you watch that, that clip you know… It does. It seems like Romney is 

trying to convince Obama perhaps more than trying to convince the 
independents. Those out there in the audience. And to me, that is not the 
strategy. 

 
Fred: That was my point about his eye contact. He's not contacting the audience, 

he's trying to contact Obama. And his point is, I want to pull the audience. 
And the only way you can pull the audience is to look at the camera. 

 
Tom: And these debates generally or not about convincing Democrats and 

Republicans to get on your side. It is about convincing the independents. 
So, I think that for your average American, economy of language is key. 
Especially in debates like this. 

 
Moderator: And do you feel like Romney was successful with his economy of 

language? Or unsuccessful in this case? 
 
Tom: No. I can't help separating this from history. So, I just can't. So, I think of 

times when like in Kennedy - Nixon debates when people listen to it on 
the radio and thought Nixon won that. And those who were watching it 
said no, Kennedy killed him. I think that Obama's facial expressions 
probably reflect the facial expressions of a lot of the public. Okay, okay 
alright I'm done. Yada yada. Yep. 

 
Moderator: As in bored, perhaps? Or as in “I have heard this before?” Is that what I 

hear you saying? 
 
Tom: As in, “give me the points”? And don't give me a 60 minute sermon. I've 

got a show to watch. So… I don't know. A lot of words. 
 
Moderator: So Obama is looking like he has someplace better to be? Or he's not 

interested? 
 
Tom: To me he looks like he is trying to hold a smile, or a partial smile. To be 

polite. But, he keeps looking down as in “this is not good”. 
 
Lucy: I think in their debate training, they have a lot of practice on how to look 

neutral. 
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Joe: And not to react? 
 
Lucy: Not commenting negatively or positively. Because they do have the 

history of televised debates. And, I think Obama's neutral expression is 
really neutral. And, I think that's one of the things that is frustrating 
Romney. If Obama had a grimace, or an open smile, I think that's 
something Romney could pounce on. 

 
Moderator: So Romney is not getting a bead off of Obama's expression. 
 
Tom: In my opinion it goes back to work for said. Romney is focused in the 

wrong direction. He may have good things to say, but why are you saying 
that to the president? 

 
Joe: Yes. 
 
Moderator: So Romney is making a mistake and addressing his comments to the 

president to Obama? 
 
Tom: I think so. Especially if you don't get a reaction. 
 
Joe: And it flusters you. 
 
Moderator: It flusters which one? 
 
Joe: It flusters the presenter. Doesn't get a reaction. It flusters Romney. 
 
Tom: And I'm not sure if he is really flustered. It may be just the person that 

uses more words than others. But that's something that should be trained 
out of you I think, as you're getting ready for the debate. I am more 
verbose than others. You know and so… 

 
Lucy: What about the expression, no tax hike that will… Or no tax cut that will 

add to the national deficit? Something along those lines. 
 
Moderator: What did you feel about that? What puzzled you about it? 
 
Lucy: Well, I'm puzzled by that phrase. And, I think the audience would be too. 

When you think of tax cuts, you think inflation is going to go down. 
Because you are spending more money. On other things, so that phrase is 
a little confusing to me. 

 
Moderator: Okay, so it is a confusing phrase? 
 
Lucy: Yes. No tax cut that will raise the deficit. Seems like tax cuts would lower 
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the deficit? 
 
Moderator: So it was confusing? 
 
Lucy: Yes. I think that's what most people would think. And, you also, I'm pretty 

sure that Obama looks down and writes something there. 
 
Joe: It looks like it to me too. He was making a note. 
 
Lucy: Yes. So I'm thinking he called it. I think he would recognize that… 
 
Joe: See, I heard something different than what you just said. Because, I heard 

a tax cut would raise the national deficit. Not a personal deficit. And it 
would. 

 
Lucy: I thought he said raise the national deficit? 
 
Joe: Okay. And I can see that being… 
 
Moderator: Let me ask you about the notetaking. Is the notetaking indicative of… Is it 

a positive? Or negative? When you say it looks like he is taking a note 
there. 

 
Lucy: I always think that it is a good thing. 
 
Fred: Well live you with that he either made a mistake and I'm going to get him 

the next time, or he's not clear on that and I will clarify my stance. 
Because he is not clear. 

 
Lucy: That something I can ask in the next question. 
 
Moderator: So the person who is writing, in this case Obama, that is his thought? That 

I'm going to make a note of this? 
 
Joe: This will be useful in someway. 
 
Fred: This is an issue that is going to help me. Yes. Because Romney was 

basically trying to do a win-win. He's not going to do anything to the 
middle class and is not gonna do anything to the upper-class. I don't know 
how he's going to do anything if he doesn't do it to one. 

 
Tom: I understand that. But I always look at it in the opposite manner. I always 

view notetaking by either candidate Republican or Democrat negatively. 
And the reason for that is when I go watch a symphony I want to hear an 
extremely hard piece by a musician who doesn't look like they're working 
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hard. And when I watch the candidate, I want to hear very reasoned 
arguments that don't require notetaking. It is someone who just has an 
intense grasp of everything. And regardless of who it is it always kind of 
gets me a little bit. It may not affect everyone that way. And I understand, 
I know I would need to take notes. But, I look at them as they are 
supposed to be Superman. And so I always frown. 

 
Moderator: Okay. 
 
Tom: I am always impressed by that waiter…  It makes me nervous when the 

waiter does it, when he doesn't write down your order. But, I am always 
impressed by that one who doesn't write down the order and has 
everything perfect when it comes out. 

 
Lucy: But that is so rare. 
 
Tom: It is so rare. But I want my president to be a person who is exceptional. 
 
Lucy: I am the opposite. In fact that is the way we were trained at school. When 

people are asking you questions, because people as complicated questions, 
jot down a few notes so you can remember exactly what you are supposed 
to be answering. 

 
Moderator: So (three) your training would indicate that the notetaking is a positive 

thing, and (one) you are saying that you are looking for someone 
exceptional, who doesn't require notetaking? 

 
Tom: Precisely. What I want is for him to hear those things, and seize upon them 

in his mind, and then explode onto the person later on. Without any 
warning whatsoever. When they go back and they review the footage from 
these, from these things, they are going to make note of when people are 
taking notes. He saw when you made that mistake. I would much rather 
that the other side can't see when you make that note. 
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Group 1 
Deb1-‐Clip3-‐O	  –	  Obama:	  we've tried both approaches. The approach that Governor 

Romney is talking about is the same sales pitch that was made in 2001 
and 2003. And we ended up with the slowest job growth in 50 years. We 
ended up moving from surplus to deficits, and it all culminated in the 
worst financial crisis since the Great Depression. 

Bill Clinton tried the approach that I'm talking about. We created 23 million new jobs. 
We went from deficit to surplus. And businesses did very well. So in some 
ways we've got some data on which approach is more likely to create jobs 
and opportunity for Americans. And I believe that the economy works 
best when middle class families are getting tax breaks so that they've got 
some money in their pockets and those of us who have done 
extraordinarily well because of this magnificent country that we live in, 
that we can afford to do a little bit more to make sure we're not blowing 
up the deficit. 

 
Carly: Romney was distracted. Whoooh. (Laughter) 
 
Billy: (Laughter) 
 
Moderator: Romney was distracted? 
 
Carly: Yes. He was everywhere. I don't know it was like he was here and there… 

(Snap.) 
 
Moderator: Did you say he was distracted? Or distracting? Was he distracting for you? 

Or did it just look like he was distracted? I'm not following… I am not 
clear. 

 
Carly: He looked like he was distracted or that he was trying to formulate his 

response. He was about to not even let him finish. He was already 
gesturing, so that he was about to talk. 

 
Moderator: Okay. What were you going to say? 
 
Billy: I forgot how terrible his listening face was. 
 
Moderator: Which one? 
 
Billy: Romney. 
 
Moderator: Okay. 
 
Carly: He was kind of smirky too. 
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Billy: He's doing that, and I thought Obama, he is always done this … he has a 

confident swagger about him. When he is answering. Obama. When he is 
answering he is very confident and it's kind of got this air of… 

 
Moderator: And Romney has? 
 
Billy: On his listening? He has this… It's just terrible. It looks like he is 

constipated the whole time. (Laughter). 
 
Jenny: They both come off so much better when they are talking, and not when 

they are listening. I do agree that Obama had more of a confidence. 
Because he has been in office for four years. So, he portrayed more of a 
confidence, rather than seeming to be choosing his words carefully as 
Romney did in the previous clip when he was speaking. But, I also agree 
that he, Romney, was trying to make it look like he was listening. And he 
was open, but it just was… I don't know… It was just, you could tell he 
wanted to be with… And I sympathize… But with… what that pressure 
must be like to be in a debate and knowing that you're going to be up next. 
And all that stuff, and having to listen and take notes at the same time.  

 
Moderator: You sympathize? Does it appear evident to you? That they are under a lot 

of pressure?  
 
Jenny: Yes. 
 
Moderator: So you can see that? In their body language? 
 
Jenny: I think so. And I think it is more evident when they are listening then 

when they are speaking. 
 
Carly: Yes. 
 
Mary: Yes.  
 
Moderator: Would it be different if you just saw one of them on the screen? Instead of 

seeing both of them simultaneously the whole time? 
 
Jenny: Looking at Romney right now, I think I would notice that. He was… If he 

was the only one on the screen. 
 
Billy: I don't know that it matters, but in a conversation you are usually trying to 

find the points where you agree or connect. And that is so different 
because that is not the goal of the debate. 
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Moderator: What do you think the goal is? 
 
Billy: To counter. 
 
Moderator: Okay. 
 
Carly: Well, you are trying to win voters to aren't you? Isn't that the bottom line? 
 
Moderator: Okay. 
 
Carly: So you have to please certain segments of who you are trying to get to. 
 
Billy: But it is not to find common ground. 
 
Moderator: So neither one of them are trying to find common ground? And it becomes 

apparent? Is this clip memorable? Is anything they are doing memorable to 
you? 

 
Billy: His blinking is memorable. Romney's blinking is memorable.  
 
Moderator: His blinking? 
 
Billy: Yes. He blinks about a zillion times. In a minute. 
 
Jenny: As I am watching this I am remembering that I did watch this debate. And 

I certainly didn't notice these things. (Laughter). 
 
Moderator: So that's a good point there. So now you remember watching it, but it 

didn't, before when you just saw it a few minutes ago it wasn't memorable 
to you? 

 
Jenny: Probably, I'm thinking, in a general way one of them is coming off more 

presidential. And one of them isn't. But by then… 
 
Moderator: Which one is coming off as more presidential? 
 
Jenny: I knew you were going to ask that! 
 
Moderator: Well you brought it up. (Laughter) 
 
Jenny: Well I think… I'm just going to say right here, I voted for Barack Obama 

in 2008. And in 2012, I knew I was not going to vote for him and I was 
not happy about voting for Mitt Romney. I imagine I was probably 
watching Mitt Romney and thinking this is probably the person I'm going 
to vote for. 
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Carly: It was more a vote against. The vote against Obama. Instead of for 

Romney. 
 
Jenny: It was. So I was probably doing that. 
 
Mary: Yes. Looking for something to vote for. 
 
Carly: I was doing that. 
 
Moderator: Looking for something? 
 
Mary: Yes. 
 
Moderator: What do you mean by that? 
 
Mary: Like she was saying. Looking for a reason to not go with Obama. Looking 

for a reason that would make him seem presidential, Romney. Yes. 
 
Billy: There were three debates, right? 
 
Moderator: Yes. 
 
Billy: And are we watching them in order? 
 
Moderator: Well this is all from the first debate. So far. 
 
Billy: Okay. Because there was a debate that I do remember vividly and it is not 

this one. 
 
Moderator: Okay, what do you remember? 
 
Billy: I remember the third one. 
 
Moderator: Okay, what about it stands out? 
 
Billy: I remember watching that and thinking, Obama is probably going to win 

the election but he did not do well on that debate. 
 
Moderator: Oh really? Do remember thinking why he didn't do well? 
 
Billy: I think it was just so… He didn't have good answers. And… I’ll have to 

see it. I'm looking forward to getting there because I remember his 
responses not being… If it was going to turn it was going to turn on that 
debate. 
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Moderator: Okay let's watch this clip again and see if there's anything else you notice. 
 
Carly: I like the red tie better. Is the red and the blue ties party lines? Kind of 

colors? 
 
Moderator: I have no idea. What do you think, are they? 
 
Carly: They are. Technically. 
 
Moderator: Okay. Let's take another look at it. 
 
(Play clip: Deb 1 – Clip 3) 
 
Moderator: Okay, other thoughts? You said something? 
 
Carly: Is he pandering? “This magnificent country that we live in?” 
 
Moderator: So it comes across as pandering? 
 
Carly: Yeah, a little bit. 
 
Moderator: Other thoughts? 
 
Jenny: As I am watching I realize that I am watching their body language in the 

first clip and listening to their words the second time I see it. And as I am 
listening to what they're saying I am looking for places but I disagree 
about the reasons behind for the recession. 

 
Jenny: And I am thinking that's not an accurate picture of why we had a 

recession. That he is harking back to Clinton. And Clinton is the one who 
put those things into place, Fannie May and Freddy Mac. 

 
Mary: That's what I was thinking. I felt like he was relying on what Clinton had 

done instead of being able to sing his own praises. 
 
Carly: And still blaming Bush. 2004 2003. 
 
Moderator: Okay. So blaming Bush? Praising Clinton? 
 
Mary: For doing what he thinks… Because Clinton used the same strategy that 

he saying will work. And I am thinking it's like he had to throw in the 
Clinton word. 

 
Carly: 2001 was 2001. Good grief, the bottom fell out of everything when the 
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World Trade Centers went down. 
 
Mary: But, Romney did appear almost like a little kid at the end. Like wanting to 

interrupt. 
 
Carly: That's what I mean by distracting. 
 
Mary: Like he was just about to explode. 
 
Moderator: In a good way, or a bad way? 
 
Mary: Well he definitely seemed energetic. But, almost like he is going to 

interrupt. 
 
Jenny: And he was turning his attention to talk to someone who was not Barack 

Obama. I'm assuming it was the moderator. So you're sort of like… What 
do you have to say to the moderator? 

 
Moderator: Yes that is a good point. It was the moderator. That is Jim Lehrer who is 

sitting over there, so when he turns that other direction he is looking at 
Jim. 

 
Jenny: It's more like he is looking like… Pretty much like a kid. Like a tattletale. 
 
Moderator: Okay, almost like a tattletale? 
 
Mary: Yes. Like is it my turn yet? 
 
Jenny: I don't know. It just comes off as… I don't know what it is he is doing but 

it's almost… Like it seems like it's not where his attention should be. At 
the moment. 

 
Billy: It’s really a battle of composure. 
 
Moderator: Who's winning? 
 
Billy: Well, I would say Obama is winning on composure. 
 
Moderator: Okay, let's move on to the next clip. 
 
Carly: Maybe we shouldn't watch debates. Make should maybe we should just 

listen to them. I mean isn't that what the whole Nixon thing was? Those 
who watched it on TV thought Kennedy won, those who listened thought 
that Nixon won. 
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Group 2 
 
 
Moderator: Okay, thoughts? 
 
Lucy: (clapping) 
 
Moderator: Yes? Good? Good for who? What was good? 
 
Lucy: I love Obama there. You know, I realize that it is a bad thing to say to 

invoke Bill Clinton's name. Because of his personal baggage. But, the 
economy was good when Bill Clinton was around. And, if we look at the 
statistics about how people felt about Clinton, even though they were 
morally outraged by the Monica Lewinsky affair, and other scandals, they 
still thought he was doing a good job. So I think Obama is taking a risk 
there. And it is a risk well played. 

 
Moderator: So, you like the fact that he did bring Bill Clinton into the discussion? It 

was a positive thing to you? 
 
Lucy: Yes. 
 
Fred: I still think he needs to be more direct. He's got a good point. He is 

showing that it didn't work. Under a previous administration. But it did 
work under the one prior to that. But he is not direct, even with his eyes. 

 
Moderator: Okay, with his eyes? With Obama's eyes he is not being direct? 
 
Joe: To the audience. 
 
Fred: To the audience. Which is the camera. 
 
Moderator: So you want him to look at the camera.? 
 
Fred: I want him to… If I were coaching him I would tell him, you guys have 

got to sell that to this group - not to anybody on the stage. 
 
Lucy: Who cares about those people on the stage? 
 
Moderator: Who is he looking at in this clip? 
 
Fred: I'm wondering if he's not looking at the moderator. But, he is certainly not 

looking at Romney. 
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Lucy: I think he is looking at the crowd, or at the moderator. 
 
Fred: But he is misplacing where his audience is. 
 
Lucy: He should be looking at the camera. 
 
Moderator: Okay? Other thoughts? 
 
Lucy: Well, I will jump in again. Obviously Romney is really perturbed there. 

And I am wondering has he gone over the time limit? Has Obama gone 
over the time limit? Or, what is the problem there? Because he doesn't 
even look at the moderator. He looks at somebody way over here like, are 
we following the rules or something? I'm not sure who he is looking at. 
But it can't be the moderator, right? 

 
Moderator: It probably is. The way that the cameras are positioned is that they are 

standing here, and the moderator is here, and… Anyway, the way the 
cameras work when they look towards each other they are looking at each 
other. And, when they are looking off to the side they are looking at the 
moderator. It is just an odd position from the cameras point of view, 
because they wanted, I assume C-SPAN wanted them to look towards 
each other when they are making eye contact. And to do that they 
sacrificed the look at the moderator. So it is an odd position. Because they 
are both on different cameras. 

 
Fred: I go back to one's point, it seems to me that Obama had the ability right 

there to do what you are saying. You know, when the Cuban missile crisis 
happened they called on a CIA agent to explain how, or why we knew all 
of those missiles were gone out of Cuba. And the guy was magnificent. He 
used no notes, look right at the camera, and when he finished everybody in 
the US was convinced that the missiles were gone. Because of his mastery. 

 
Moderator: So, I hear you saying that in this clip Obama is not mastering the medium? 
 
Fred: No. Not at all. 
 
Tom: My opinion on this one… Well first of all I am distracted by Romney 

while Obama is talking. Because he is bouncing around too much. He 
actually shuffles a little bit. And he is taking copious notes. And he acts 
eager. He has found something that he can… He is eager. He is eager to 
interrupt. To get to the moderator. Courtesy is very important to me. So I 
don't like any interruptions. I don't like that.. But, with Obama I think the 
smart thing that was done… I agree with four that he is not looking at the 
audience like he is supposed to, but if you notice when he talks about 
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Clinton's administration he doesn't just talk about it. He uses the same 
hand motions as Clinton. So, he is trying to go back to. Of familiarity and 
strength. For the Democratic Party. And those hand motions were also 
used by Kennedy. That is where the Clinton administration gets them 
from. And all this stuff… 

 
Moderator: So described to me verbally what hand motions you are talking about. 
 
Tom: This. (Gesture.) 
 
Moderator: So with his hands, open? 
 
Tom: Open, book purposeful. And it is brief. And it is not a fist. It is open and 

they come down to the center. Gesture. And you are centering. You are 
centering the people in your argument. But, eye contact will certainly 
strengthen that. 

 
Moderator: So, that is a gesture then that reminds you of Clinton? Which reminds you 

of Kennedy? 
 
Tom: Well, the Clinton people had him do it because of Kennedy. But I think 

that the Obama gesture… He is trying to invoke everybody. The fact is the 
economy is not good. And that's why Romney is taking notes, so Obama is 
not only trying to remind you of an era where things are better, he's trying 
to remind you of the person. And trying to be that person. In a way, while 
he is delivering this. 

 
Moderator: Was that calculated on his part do you think? 
 
Tom: I think so. Yes I think he is coached to do it. 
 
Moderator: So, his coaching tells him that is effective to do it? 
 
Tom: Absolutely. This is a strong gesture. It's just like as academics we are 

coached if you want to win your argument then what you say is "clearly 
the evidence says"… And there you go. What does the other side say? 
Well they say, "well no, the evidence does not clearly…" But then you 
sounds silly. So, there are certain words that are strong. And there are 
certain motions that are strong. 

 
Fred: And he is very succinct. 
 
Joe: Yes. He doesn't use too many words. That's true. 
 
Tom: To me, if I'm listening to it then I'm going well you are trying to remind 
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me of someone else's accomplishments. What if you done? But, I think it 
is smart the approach to use. If you can't talk about your accomplishments, 
let's talk about the good old days. And let's remind people that I am tied to 
that. And that I can personify that. And so… 

 
Lucy: Unless… It is a strategic move on his part. Because, if you can get 

somebody railing against Clinton, you've got them totally distracted. 
 
Tom: Yes. Right. 
 
Moderator: So you think it might be a red herring? 
 
Lucy: Yes. It could have been. Something that would draw him away from what 

he wanted to say, to a response where he might seem a little 
temperamental. I don't know. 

 
Tom: Yes, if you can get the other side to… No one wants their candidate to be 

too emotional. To intent. 
 
Joe: I was just fixing to say, you don't want somebody who is eager. You want 

somebody who is cool as a cucumber. Under pressure. They have got a 
mastery of themselves and the situation. And Romney is just a little too 
eager. 

 
Moderator: So Romney appears to be eager? Nonverbally here? 
 
Joe: When he is jumping. He is jumping over the moderator. 
 
Fred: He is jumping over it. 
 
Lucy: He was jumping.  
 
Tom: And he may have a good point to make, but decorum... Right? His 

Excellency the president. 
 
 
Group 4 
 
Moderator: Okay which candidate did you notice more in this clip? The speaking or 

the nonspeaking candidate? 
 
Dean: Nonspeaking. 
 
Moderator: Romney in this case? Why. 
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Dean: Because he kept looking around kept looking down and his facial 
expression when he didn't agree with what Obama was saying. 

 
Moderator: Do you remember what he was doing in his facial expressions? 
 
Dean: Indicating disagreement. Displeasure. 
 
Moderator: So he looked like he was indicating disagreement, this pleasure? 
 
Dean: Yes. 
 
Moderator: Sally, what did you think? 
 
Sally: Well I think… Well I watched Obama, but Mitt Romney, I kept looking at 

him. Because when Obama would give a statistic type thing and it would 
look at him and he looked down. I knew that he had his notes and he had 
the statistics. And I had a feeling that Obama wasn't exactly quoting the 
ones that he had. You know the ones that he had. 

 
Moderator: So he was looking down at notes then? 
 
Sally: I think so. Like he was looking at his own statistics and Obama was not 

quoting them right and he thought no that's not what I have. Then he 
looked back 

 
Julie: I agree with you. Just because you can hear paper rattling whenever he 

would look down. Or some shuffle of something. 
 
Moderator: Okay so tell me about that. Looking down at paper or notes or statistics or 

whatever, is that a positive or is that a negative? 
 
Tony: Oh, it is an absolute positive. Because he was preparing. And I don't know 

if you noticed at the end of that clip but he just went right into a rebuttal at 
that point. It just started speaking. He was looking down. Again, Mitt 
Romney is a businessman he really feels he has a grip on that particular 
aspect of the country. And so when that was going on he was getting ready 
for the rebuttal. That's what he was looking down 

 
Moderator: So looking down at his notes was positive thing? 
 
Tony: He was trying to figure out what the points he had on his… That he 

prepared to rebut at the exact right time. It looks like he was prepared for 
those. For that. For Obama to come out with the Clinton, with the budget 
and so he was ready for it. 
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Julie: It didn't seem as if he was disrespectful. 
 
(General agreement) 
 
Julie: Because there was… that's what it looked like. 
 
Sally: It's almost like he was saying now that's not what I have got here. That's 

not the facts that I have as I have collected them. 
 
Moderator: Kate, which one did you notice more? The speaker or the nonspeaking 

candidate? 
 
Kate: I actually kind of noticed both of them. Probably because I was afraid 

you're going to ask me about that (Laughter). 
 
Moderator: There are no wrong answers. (Laughter). 
 
Tony: And I could tell that President Obama was reciting some old stuff. 

Because he was not as confident in delivering that message. 
 
Moderator: Okay he wasn't as confident? What made him less confident on this one? 
 
Tony: When you throw in stuff like "this great country of ours", middle-class 

that is meant to… I don't know what the word is, dupe? Maybe? 
 
Kate: Kind of placate. The public. 
 
Tony: He is trying to increase the substance of what he has to say. With this… 
 
Dean: With platitudes. 
 
Tony: Yes. That's a great word. That's exactly right. 
 
Moderator: Okay, so he is using platitudes as a filler then? 
 
Dean: Yes. 
 
Tony: Yes. I know, for those of you who follow that stuff in the ’08 and ‘12, that 

was those are old. That's old news. You could tell it was old news and he 
has to attempt to portray with confidence, but it's almost like he was 
disinterested in what he was saying. 

 
Moderator: Obama was it was disinterested in what he was saying? Did anyone else 

feel that? 
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Tony: It's almost like he was supposed just to say that. Because he knows who 
his supporters are, he knows how to get the Democrats. 

 
Sally: Yes. I agree. 
 
Tony: And it's a good point. 
 
Sally: He knows who he is trying to please. Which class. Which is the bigger 

class. 
 
Moderator: Which bigger class? By that you mean? 
 
Sally: Middle-class. 
 
Moderator: So he's going for the middle class, the mainstream American voters? 
 
Sally: Voters. Yes. 
 
Julie: Well, it's something that just kind of popped into my head that I don't 

know really why but I think it's just for me when you have a leader when 
that leader, or a good leader in my mind, usually tries to… Although they 
are above others in some aspect, to make you feel that you are on their 
level. But, when he said something about the middle class, and then he 
said for those of us who have benefited… You know I was like… It gives 
you that, it maybe gives that middle-class the sense. You know, you just 
now became that step up.… 

 
Moderator: So you feel like he is elevating? 
 
Julie: Himself maybe. 
 
Moderator: Elevating everybody with him? Or just elevating himself over everyone? 
 
Julie: No, because he said “those of us who have benefited from this great 

country” and we have… Whatever. I mean, for me I think we have all 
benefited from this great country. Why wouldn't you keep it… If I were 
the president I don't think I would be speaking… You know because I 
make so much more money than you, I should be willing to pay more 
taxes or whatever. I just, to me that's not cohesive. It doesn't keep the 
flow… 

 
Moderator: It kind of goes against what you were saying too. That the larger group is 

the middle class, and you feel like he is distancing himself. Is that what I 
hear you saying? 
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Tony: Well maybe. But, he is also agreeing with the middle class here. Saying 
that we should be taxed. Because, I do much better than you I should be 
willing… I will pay more taxes. 

 
Julie: Yes. 
 
Kate: I think that was a tricky line for him. Because he… 
 
Tony: And patronizing was the word I was thinking of earlier. Sorry to 

interrupt… 
 
Julie: Yes it was patronizing. It was like "you guys we won't take as much from 

you" but for us who are more blessed if you will, then we should be 
paying a little bit more. 

 
Sally: Some of it might be his own history. That he came up from you know his 

grandmother raising him or whatever from those lowly beginnings. From 
nothing. So this great country has allowed him to climb the ladder. 
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Group 1 
 
Deb1-‐Clip4-‐R	  –	  Romney:	  Well, first of all, I will eliminate all programs by this test if they 

don't pass it: Is the program so critical it's worth borrowing money from 
China to pay for it? And if not, I'll get rid of it. Obamacare is on my list. I 
apologize, Mr. President. I use that term with all respect. 

The President. I like it. 

Gov. Romney. Good. Okay, good. So I'll get rid of that. I'm sorry, Jim, I'm going to stop 
the subsidy to PBS. I'm going to stop other things. I like PBS. I love Big 
Bird. I actually like you too. But I'm not going to keep on spending money 
on things to borrow money from China to pay for it. That's number one. 

Billy: Soundbite. 
 
Moderator: What do you mean? 
 
Billy: “Big bird.” Soundbite. 
 
Moderator: So the big bird part was… 
 
Billy: It will come out over and over and look like it's lacking some intelligence. 
 
Carly: That all struck me as completely random thought. I'm like… Huh? He was 

talking to somebody. He wasn't talking to the audience. He wasn't talking 
to me. He wasn't even talking to Obama. He's talking to… 

 
Moderator: He's talking to Jim Lehrer? The moderator? 
 
Carly: Yes. Okay, I guess you're supposed to but I don't know… I was just 

listening to that whole thing thinking… Huh? What does that have to do 
with anything that affected me and the price of milk? That I have to buy in 
about an hour. (Laughter). You know that's where I am with stuff like this. 

 
Moderator: Okay, what else? 
 
Mary: I didn't like Obama's smile. (Laughter). You know when he did that 

cheesy smile. 
 
Moderator: Okay what about it? You didn't like it because you felt like it was 

disingenuous perhaps? 
 
Mary: Yes. 
 
Moderator: And that was on his, the Obamacare part, right? 
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Billy: On the naming of it. 
 
Mary: Was it? 
 
Moderator: When Romney said I'm sorry Mr. President, I called it Obamacare? 
 
Mary: I mean that with all due respect, was what he said. 
 
Moderator: Okay. Alright. 
 
Jenny: I'm just sitting here thinking about that list. The list that seems like it is 

pulled out of wherever. And I'm thinking I don't know that he has the 
power to totally cut Obamacare. So that one seems like it's sort of how? 
And then I don't remember what the second one was, but I know I don't 
like cutting PBS funding. 

 
Carly: And China is paying for it. That China is paying for all of it. Several 

different things. I'm like, how? 
 
Moderator: So, PBS and China don't correlate in your mind? 
 
Jenny: No they don't. And Obamacare and China and whatever the second one 

was? 
 
Carly: Anything in China. What does it have to do with it? 
 
Moderator: So we're just throwing stuff around? 
 
Jenny: Exactly. 
 
Carly: It seems a little bit to me.… That's why I said I don't know where he's 

going. 
 
Jenny: But he looked good saying it 
 
Moderator: Romney looked good saying it? 
 
Jenny: Yes. He looked better than I remember. 
 
(General agreement) 
 
Billy: I thought that was a collegial exchange. Right there. 
 
Moderator: As in, that's the way it is supposed to be for debates? 
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Jenny: No, not necessarily.  But I mean the part… Actually, there is a little bit 

there of thinking that's how it should work across party lines. But it 
doesn't. Being able to communicate. 

 
Moderator: Okay, being able to communicate? There’s more communication 

happening there? Between the candidates? 
 
Jenny: I don't know if it is communication happening. I think they are just 

exchanging niceties. 
 
Moderator: Okay let's watch it again. You guys said something about with the sound 

off, so let's try that. Will watch it without sound. 
 
(Play clip: Deb 1 Clip 4) (no audio). 
 
Billy: They sound more intelligent. (Laughter) 
 
Jenny: When the volume is down? (Laughter) 
 
Moderator: Okay, what did you think about it with the volume down? 
 
Jenny: It was better.  
 
Jenny: That is the way to watch the debate. (Laughter) 
 
Jenny: I thought that they both looked collegial and presidential. More so than the 

very first clip for instance. 
 
Moderator: Okay, what do you mean? 
 
Jenny: There was an animation to Mitt Romney's body as he talked, and gestured. 

Barack Obama's smile did not come off as a smirk. It seemed more open 
body language. It seemed to be more back-and-forth between the two. At 
least when you know you could… Saw those things. I saw it as a positive. 
From both of them. 

 
Billy: they are more comfortable in talking about whatever it is they are talking 

about. 
 
Jenny: Whether they should be or not. 
 
Billy: Romney is more confident in what he is saying. And Obama is 

comfortable that he is not approving of the whole Obama care. 
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Group 2 
 
 
(General laughter) 
 
Moderator: Thoughts? 
 
Tom: I think he is trying to verbalize the outrage that a lot of people felt, right? 

And yet at the same time man how frenetic. (Laughter). Big bird. 
 
Lucy: You too? “I like you too Jim”…  
 
Tom: (Laughter). He is all over the map. To me. 
 
Moderator: Now, when you say he is trying to verbalize what everybody feels? About 

needing to cut things? 
 
Tom:  Well, right. The concerns about spending. And I think that the populace 

did have great concerns about the growing deficit. And so, he is trying to 
trigger the outrage. But, yeah… He goes a little a field with it. 

 
Joe: Too far perhaps. And I think he seem to me he got off script. Maybe not. 

But, if it was scripted then it was a poor script. 
 
Tom: If you script big bird… 
 
Joe: But sometimes you write a script and it works beautifully. But, it didn't 

work well. 
 
Moderator: So, this was not effective? Not effective communication from Romney in 

this case? 
 
Joe: No. It kind of made you chuckle, but it didn't make you want to vote for 

him. I mean it was like well… Huh? What was that about? 
 
Moderator: And you did not feel like it was scripted? 
 
Tom: No. 
 
Joe: No. 
 
Tom: Oh my gosh, no. He is improvising. And he shouldn't. 
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Lucy: And he is picking PBS? I mean, there are lots of other things that we 

should not be spending money on, I don't think the majority of Americans 
would say let's cut PBS. Instead of this or this or this. And I had heard him 
talk about PBS in other forums. So, I knew it was a pet peeve of his. But, 
that's really bad I think, to bring it up in a televised presidential debate. 
Because a lot of young mothers or voting. And PBS is important. 

 
Moderator: So you think he made a tactical error there in naming PBS as one of his 

targets? 
 
Lucy: And, it's Jim Lehrer who is the moderator right? So, he was probably 

thinking, and you know I could see how this might have been scripted… 
You know here is a funny joke you can make about PBS. But it went 
horribly awry. 

 
Tom: I think to his right, if it was scripted it's a horrible script. 
 
Fred: Yes. Because I almost rated as you are winging it. And you see the guy 

and you think well, he is PBS so I cut him. 
 
Joe: And I like you too. 
 
Fred: And I like you. But the thing that bothers me is it's like he won't stand up 

and say I have to make cuts. And cuts cost in some way or other. He's 
trying to excuse it by saying I still like you. I still like big bird. But… 

 
Moderator: let's watch it again and see if there's anything else that comes out. 
 
(Play clip: Deb 1 – Clip 4) 
 
Lucy: Is at four times that he mentioned China? 
 
Fred: Yes. 
 
Tom: I think China is a good thing to hit. I think that's where the American 

people are. But you don't have to… He gets off task when he wants to 
insert something that he thinks is cute. Then he tries to come back to steer 
back to center. 

 
Lucy: I think China is fear mongering. 
 
Tom: I think it's true though. 
 
Lucy: Well, it is. But still four times in one response? I think he is really driving 
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a point home. If they are going for a sound clip, I think he is hoping that 
millions of Americans are saying "what is he talking about"? Giving 
money to China. 

 
Tom: I agree. I think that's part of the strategy. Just like Nixon with his 

redbaiting. Or the foreign-policy debate. Where Obama keeps hitting page 
basically. Which is a good strategy as well. And you have things that you 
want to put into a soundbite. 

 
Lucy: And you know, that his aides are in the other room and thinking "oh no 

don't say Obamacare". 
 
Moderator: Tell me about that. He mentioned Obamacare and then he makes a 

comment… What did you think about that? 
 
Lucy: What is the legitimate name for Obamacare? 
 
Joe: The health care act? Or something? 
 
Lucy: The health care act. Yes. But that is the politically correct thing. And I… 

Obamacare is a name that's denigrated. And evil. 
 
Fred: It is a loaded term. 
 
Lucy: Yes. So, to bring that in… 
 
Tom: You see I think that is calculated. 
 
Joe: I think it is calculated as well. 
 
Lucy: And then apologize for it… 
 
Tom: I think his people said that say Obamacare. That is what everyone is 

calling. And then say "oh I'm sorry". 
 
Joe: I didn't mean to offend you like. 
 
Moderator: Was it successful? 
 
(Pause) 
 
Lucy: It could've been. (Laughter) 
 
Joe: Obama embraced it. And so it didn't win him any points. 
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(General agreement) 
 
Moderator:  So, Obama embraced it and he didn't win any points? So, Romney was not 

successful with his ploy?  
 
Tom: It was deflected. It's like oh okay, whatever.  
 
Lucy: If he had stopped there, and not gone on to big bird and PBS it might've 

been much more effective. 
 
Tom: If he had just talked about China, he might've scored some points with the 

American public. But he got too crazy. For him to get anything out of it. 
 
Fred: Well he lost what the issue was with China because then he goes on to all 

this other. So… Because I think you're right. I think he had an issue but he 
never developed it. You should've stayed over here. Dropping the name 
was not going to amplify what the problem was. 

 
Tom: Giving us some numbers on what is owed instead of talking about PBS 

and big bird. 
 
Fred: Yes. He could've easily done it. 
 
Joe: And you talked about the economy of words a while ago. If he had left… 

And he brought into many topics. In that short amount of time so that it 
was less effective. If muddied the waters. It would've been more effective 
if he had narrowed the topics covered so that… 

 
Fred: Left people remembering big bird. 
 
Joe: Yes. Left them remembering big bird 
 
Tom: I have so much to tell you and… 
 
Joe: I'm just going to tell you all of it. 
 
Tom: And so little time. 
 
Joe: And that wasn't effective. 
 
Moderator: Throwing it all out there at once was not effective for Romney? Okay. 

Let's go on to another clip please. 
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Group 3 
 
Deb1-‐Clip5-‐R	  –	  Romney:	  Let me come back and say, why is that I don't want to raise 

taxes? Why don't I want to raise taxes on people? And actually you said it. 
Back in 2010, you said, look, I'm going to extend the tax policies that we 
have. Now, I'm not going to raise taxes on anyone because when the 
economy is growing slow like this, when we're in recession, you shouldn't 
raise taxes on anyone. Well, the economy is still growing slow. As a matter 
of fact, it's growing much more slowly now than when you made that 
statement. And so if you believe the same thing, you just don't want to 
raise taxes on people. 

And the reality is, it's not just wealthy people—you mentioned Donald Trump—it's not 
just Donald Trump you're taxing. It's all those businesses that employ 
one-quarter of the workers in America, these small businesses that are 
taxed as individuals. You raise taxes, and you kill jobs. That's why the 
National Federation of Independent Businesses said your plan will kill 
700,000 jobs. I don't want to kill jobs in this environment. 

I'll make one more point. 

 
Moderator:  Okay let me ask this specifically. Our viewers, with a look at this the 

Republicans liked, and the Democrats disliked. So the Republicans liked 
this clip and rated it as high. The Democrats disliked it and rated it as low. 
Why do you think that is? What did you see that might explain that type of 
behavior, that type of liking and disliking? 

 
Tara:  I don't know if I'm answering the question, I feel like I'm back in school. 

(Laughter) 
 
Moderator:  There's no right or wrong answers. But there will be a final. (Laughter). 
 
Tara:  I felt like Romney was more direct. He was talking specifically to Obama 

instead of to the viewers. And in the other clip, and maybe I just didn't 
hear something, but in the other clip I felt like he was saying well Obama 
is doing this, and Obama is doing that. But in this clip he was saying you 
are doing this and you are going to do this. So it was more direct. And that 
made me feel like… Yeah. 

 
Moderator:  So you like that? 
 
Tara:  Yes. 
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Moderator:  Romney was speaking directly to Obama, as opposed to in the first clip 
where Palma was not speaking directly to Romney, he was speaking in 
general terms? 

 
Tara:  Yes. Because we are watching this so we know who they are talking to. So 

I would prefer you guys just talk it out and let me kind of see how you are 
responding to it in your nonverbals. Because to me that tells me more 
about how you really feel then the words that you are saying. 

 
Moderator:  So you were saying you like the fact that Romney was speaking directly to 

Obama? In referring to "you"? 
 
Tara:  Yes. 
 
Moderator:  Other thoughts? 
 
Marvin:  Not only that, he was actually giving statistical facts to prove his point. 

Where in the previous clip Obama was just saying well you don't have a 
plan. Because you won't tell anybody. There is nothing there to prove. 
And so, I can see why the Republicans would like that. I can also see what 
the Democrats wouldn't. Because you could tell how uncomfortable 
Obama was when he started looking at his notes. It's like I've got to figure 
out a way to respond to this. 

 
Moderator:  So, looking down. Can we explore this a little bit? What do you mean by 

looking at his notes? How did that make you feel? 
 
Marvin:  I think he just felt like,. I've either got to change the subject, or come up 

with some bright answer. 
 
Moderator:  So, when he was looking down he was engaged in thought, as in I am in 

trouble? Or as in this is not a positive thing? 
 
Mandy:  There was an interesting moment there. Because he was nodding his head 

as if in agreement, then there was one little split second when he stopped 
nodding, and you could tell that this was hitting too close to home. And it 
made a difference. Because it looked for a while like he was agreeing. As 
in yes, yes I said that. That's a good thing. Then, oh. There was just that 
little split-second when he quit nodding. And you could see that okay, this 
is getting serious. 

 
Moderator:  Okay, so the stopping of the nod was noticeable to you? 
 
Kali:  When he did that little smile, that we are talking about… 
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Moderator:  Which he? 
 
Kali:  Obama. There was a second where he kind of did a little, like yeah. He 

didn't shrugged his shoulders, but his face, you could tell. I know what 
you are talking about. 

 
Moderator:  And that was the point where you stop smiling? Where he stopped 

nodding his head? 
 
Kali:  He stopped nodding for a second. But the nodding, I just saw it as active 

listening. That to me actually seemed better than when Romney was… So 
when the Republicans said this was higher I was a little surprised. 

 
Moderator:  Tell me why. 
 
Kali:  Well, because in the first one, even though Obama seemed really harsh 

and everything, Romney really didn't… His facial was expression was the 
same the whole time. And he didn't seem like he took anything in. Like he 
was really thinking, okay you are saying this and this is why I would be to 
go against that. But, Obama – because he is nodding and his facial 
expression is changing – it looked like he was actively listening. And 
thinking okay, that is a good point. This is where I need to go. Okay, let 
me think about this. It seemed, he seems like a better listener than 
Romney. 

 
Moderator:  So Obama seems like a better listener because of his nodding. And 

because he had active listening? 
 
Kali:  Yes. His body language seemed better. 
 
Moderator:  Better than Romney was in the first clip? 
 
Kali:  Yes. But, I think if I were to try to guess whether Republicans voted this 

one so high I would say that Romney's tone vocally was better than 
Obama's. Obama came across really harsh. And aggressive, even in his 
body language a little bit. But, Romney had kind of like a boardroom tone. 
Like we are to business guys, let's just talk this out. And it was not as 
stilted as Obama. It wasn't so stiff. It was just like, here is how I see it. 
Let's talk this out. 

 
Moderator:  Lilly, is that the way you felt? 
 
Lilly:  I noticed Obama's nodding. I think that there is something that is a bit 

disarming about that. You know, when you are engaged and he appeared 
to be engaged in what was being said. In a way it takes some of the out of 
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what the other person is saying. When you acknowledge, at least 
acknowledge… I felt like he was acknowledging that there was some truth 
in what Romney was saying. 

 
Moderator:  So Obama was acknowledging that there was some truth, as opposed to 

agreeing? Is there a distinction there? 
 
Lilly:  There is probably a distinction. I think, I mean I'm no expert, but to me 

someone can be savvy and studying people and observing people and 
winning them over. But still completely disagree with them. So, he 
obviously understands at least elements of communication. He has 
mastered some of that I think. 

 
Marvin:  You have to remember to that what Romney was talking about. That he 

was nodding in agreement about the things that Obama had said. And that 
Romney knew he had said and Obama still probably in his mind said, 
“yeah I kind of agree with that”. But, whenever it got to the point that he 
was trying to make with that you could see the change in the nodding, and 
the little flicker of the smile and then looking down. 

 
Moderator:  Okay let me ask the broader question. We have seen two clips now so, on 

any of the clips we have seen so far… What behaviors do you expect from 
a candidate in a debate setting like this? What behaviors? You mentioned 
that it was a negative. Did that come across… Do you expect negative in 
this case? Or is that crossing a line? What behaviors do you expect from 
presidential candidates? 

 
Kali:  Can you define expect? What do we think we are going to see? Or… 
 
Moderator:  What do you want to see? 
 
Kali:  Okay. 
 
Moderator:  If you are thinking to yourself, which one of these candidates am I going 

to vote for? What makes you go I like that, or I don't like that? 
 
Marvin:  One thing I don't like is someone who talks in circles. Which is what 

Obama did in that first clip. He… The question was something about 
Obama care, and he was talking about all things different and not dealing 
with the issue. In this question, I don't remember exactly what it was but 
Romney was speaking directly to the question. With, again as I've said, 
some facts and information that pertains to that particular question. 

 
Moderator:  Okay, so keeping on topic question? And addressing the question? 
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Marvin:  To me, in a debate like that there has to be some… I don't know whether 
negativity is the right word or not, but there has to be some aggressiveness 
out of the person. 

 
Moderator:  So is that a good thing? 
 
Marvin:  Yes. I think you want that. 
 
Moderator:  So you want to see some aggression? 
 
Marvin:  That's right. I do. I don't want to see someone who is passively standing 

there taking a beating.  
 
Tara:  It shows a passion I think. In my opinion. To have either some aggression, 

or some sympathy towards the subject. It shows that, I mean it shows a 
passion for what they believe in their stance. So if they are just standing 
there and not showing any type of emotion, I would kind of wonder what 
it really is you are backing on this topic. 

 
Moderator:  When you say sympathy… That is kind of a contrast to aggression? 
 
Tara:  And I am saying either one. Showing some sort of emotion. Not all 

aggression. Because not every topic is going to need to be pumped up and 
angry about something. But if it is something that you truly believe in and 
find it were standing up for, then I think you need to have a passion for it. 
So, if you are just standing there and not showing anything and that is kind 
of a red flag for me. 

 
Marvin:  I don't put anger and aggression necessarily in the same category. 
 
Tara:  Yes. 
 
Moderator:  Okay, that is a good point. 
 
Marvin:  I did not see any anger in Romney's comments. I did see an aggressive 

dealing with the point. In pointing out the other side's stance. In that 
particular point. 

 
Moderator:  So anger and aggression are not correlated? 
 
Tara:  I should not have said anger. I kind of meant, just having that… 
 
Moderator:  Other thoughts? Other things you want to see? 
 
Mandy:  Well, I think sticking to the issue. Actually answering the questions. And 
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not getting off into personal things. It more like… Well I don't have a 
good answer to this question so I'm just going to attack you personally. 
That gets all over me. And I know we have gotten… Or political 
advertising in all kinds of things. There have been candidates that I was 
pretty positive about in the past until some of their ads turned so negative 
towards the other person. And I think that has nothing to do with the real 
issues. That we are wanting you to solve in this society. You are just going 
for the low blow. And I don't ever appreciate that. And I want to see them 
be bigger man than that. I want somebody up there who is respectful. And 
yes, passionate and has answers. Is not just going to go for the low blow. 

 
Moderator:  So what I hear you saying is that you want them to stay on issues? Not on 

personality, or on the person? 
 
Mandy:  Right. 
 
Lilly:  I thought it was the same way. It is really important to me that the office 

has some dignity associated with it. 
 
Moderator:  The office of the president? 
 
Lilly:  Yes. That has some dignity associated with it. So, you want… You know 

these debates are an opportunity to see how someone can express 
themselves. And deal with something difficult. Can they do that in a way 
that is still shows respect for another person? So that is personally just a 
value that I have. I think that is important. 

 
Moderator:  Even when they disagree on the issues, you want to see respect for the 

person? 
 
Lilly:  Yes. 
 
Kali:  When I watch a debate like this, I think… I am watching it trying to figure 

out how they are going to be in the office. How they would present 
themselves to the world. How they would interact with other leaders. So, I 
am looking at the way that they talk. I'm looking for someone who doesn't 
use a lot of verbal fillers. The arms and the ours. I want somebody who is 
obviously well-prepared. Who can think on their feet. Because I feel like 
there are so many instances where they have got to sit down with someone 
in an emergency or something like that, and they have just got to know 
their stuff. And they have got to be able to present us well. And to know 
where we stand. 

 
Moderator:  So the verbal fillers, you point out specifically. That indicates to you that 

they don't know their stuff, or?… 
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Kali:  I think everybody does that to some extent. So I'm fine with that. I mean, I 

even did it just a second ago after I said I don't like it. (Laughter). So, but, 
I feel like in particular, tends to say off every 45 seconds. He throws in a 
filler and it makes him seem incompetent. And I want somebody who can 
seem confident to the American public, but also to the world. 

 
 
 
Group 4 
 
 
Moderator: Okay. Did you notice anything about the nonspeaking candidate in this 

case Obama? Did you notice anything about Obama? 
 
Tony: Yes. I think he was doing the same thing that five alluded to earlier. He 

was smiling, looking down, I don't know if he was processing information 
and maybe that's the way both Romney and he process information. But it 
seemed a little, you know back to the… A little disrespectful. You know, 
towards the other candidate. 

 
Moderator: So Obama is a little disrespectful towards…? 
 
Tony: It is almost an attempt to discredit the other candidate. When they make 

these nonverbal gestures. I think they are on purpose. I don't think their 
handlers tell them not to. 

 
Julie: Oh yes. 
 
Tony: They tell them, this is what you do to discredit what are you saying while 

he is saying. So those guys are smart guys and they understand respect and 
presidential is him. But they don't do it all the time. You know that's kind 
of a question… 

 
Moderator: So you think it is deliberate? On Obama's part? 
 
Julie: Well, I think both candidates are completely human. When someone says 

something that kind of grates… You know maybe it's one of those hot 
topics for the other candidate. I think that you can't help but make a facial 
expression. Under your breath. To me it looked like Obama, even though 
his lips were pursed they were together, it was almost like he was talking 
behind… You know like this is what I would be saying at this moment, 
but I am not. 

 
Moderator: His lips were pursed? You said maybe tight? 



                                                Texas Tech University, Shawn R. Hughes, December 2015 

 

 

 

219 

 
Julie: Maybe not tight in anger. But it was a definite smirk. You know on the 

same kind of back-and-forth. Like to me it looked disrespectful. Just like 
the first one did. He looked like there was something he was ready if given 
the opportunity that the words were arty coming. He was just going to let 
it go. 

 
Moderator: So he was just ready to say it? 
 
Julie: Yes. 
 
Kate: And as he did the… He bobbed his head. 
 
Moderator: He bobbed his head? 
 
Kate: Yes. He… Once when Romney was making a certain point, I don't know 

if it was concession or if it was in his head. You know, something like 
“this is my counter on that.” But he had more head movement then like 
Romney did. In the first clip where he was more kind of just a smirk. 
Obama seemed at least more active listening. Like he was listening to 
everything. He was ready for a response, because he wasn't agreeing with 
it. But he definitely seem like he was listening and engaged. 

 
Moderator: So Obama seem to have more active listening then Romney did? 
 
Kate: In that particular clip. Yes. 
 
Tony: And just some quick observations. That Romney was very confident. That 

was not a foreign-policy question. That was a local. 
 
Moderator: So he seemed confident in the way that he was speaking? 
 
Tony: You could tell he knew what he was talking about. At least he felt that he 

knew what he was talking about. The other thing I noticed was that 
President Obama is talking to the people, and Romney is talking to 
President Obama. 

 
Sally: That is a good point. 
 
Moderator: Tell me about that. When you say he is talking to, you mean Romney is 

talking to Obama? 
 
Tony: That's right. He's looking at him the whole time he is talking. 
 
Moderator: What does that convey to you? 
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Sally: In a way that he would dare question Obama about raising taxes. You 

know, on the rich or the whatever… And Romney… I felt like he knew 
what he was talking about. Because he is a very successful businessman. 
He knew what it would do to raise taxes on all the rich. More than just 
across the board. And I think Obama was kind of taken aback that he was 
being challenged. 

 
Dean: Yes. I think what he conveyed when he was looking at Obama instead of 

the audience or the moderator was that he looked at Obama in a superior 
way. That he is acknowledging that he is inferior in that sense that he is 
lower on the totem pole. So he is trying to convince him which is nothing 
new of course,… 

 
Moderator: Okay, so almost a animal kingdom type of thing? 
 
Dean: Yes. 
 
Moderator: He is making eye contact with Obama because he feels inferior to Obama? 
 
Dean: Yes. 
 
Sally: Mid Romney? Felt inferior you think? 
 
Dean: Yes. That is what he conveyed when he is talking to Obama rather than 

people or the narrator or something. 
 
Julie: I think part of it too maybe is the fact that when Obama speaks in this 

particular set of, you know of clips, he is already been the president for 
four years. I mean, he is the president. So, when people are speaking to 
him, you know maybe he is trying to change his mind. Obama is used to 
speaking to the people. He is used to, “this is what we've done. This is 
what I have done.” You know, “you're my people”, that kind of thing. And 
Romney is wanting that position. I don't know that it is, not disagreeing so 
much as not really sure that he is looking up at Obama like he is so 
superior, but more the fact that that is the job that he really wants. And 
that's really what he is vying for. Where Obama is comfortable in that 
position because he has already been there for a while. 

 
Moderator: Okay. 
 
Julie: So when you are speaking to the people you have been speaking to, and 

Romney speaks to the people, but those are not his people yet. If you will. 
I don't know if that makes sense, but you know when you've been the big 
boss of a company for a long time you're very confident stepping out and 
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talking to your, the people who work for you. And yes they do look up to 
you in that way. But when someone, you know there's another big dog 
coming in. I think he's just trying to convince him that he has got as much 
clout, and as much intelligence and can do as much maybe for the people 
as he can. So he is trying to convince him. 

 
Moderator: So he is trying to convince Obama? 
 
Julie: Yes. That's all, that is how I see it. 
 
Tony: And it might be a challenge. 
 
Moderator: It might be a challenge? 
 
Tony: Maybe it is not inferior. Maybe it is a, “hey I am talking to you.” Maybe it 

is a direct challenge to his credibility. 
 
Moderator: Okay. Calling him out? Did he feel threatened? Did it feel threatening or 

threatened? Either of those? 
 
Tony: I don't think so. 
 
Julie: I don't think so. 
 
Sally: I think it's like he is showing him up for what is really going to happen. 

What really happened. 
 
Tony: You know if you watch the ‘08 ones, Obama has changed a lot too. That 

confidence didn't just come with this election. That confidence came 
because of the previous four years. But if you watch the ‘08 elections it 
was much different. 
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Group 3 
 
Deb1-‐Clip6-‐O	  –	  Obama:	  Now, the last point I'd make before—— 

Mr. Lehrer. Two minutes is up, sir. 

The President. No, I think—I had 5 seconds before you interrupted me, was—[laughter]. 
The irony is that we've seen this model work really well in Massachusetts, 
because Governor Romney did a good thing, working with Democrats in 
the State to set up what is essentially the identical model. And as 
consequence, people are covered there. It hasn't destroyed jobs. And as a 
consequence, we now have a system in which we have the opportunity to 
start bringing down costs, as opposed to just leaving millions of people 
out in the cold 

 
Moderator: Okay, thoughts? Questions? What did you see in the clip that struck you? 
 
Lilly: Well again, these disarming techniques. Used a little bit of humor. To 

bypass that his time was up. And pointed out that he and Romney had 
something in common. That is very purposeful I think. Again, it doesn't 
tell you exactly what is on his mind in his heart, but those are strategies 
you can use communication. The kind of sway and get your own way. 
And that is, you affiliated with the opposite, and create some common 
ground. 

 
Moderator:  Let me ask for more direct question. What feelings did you receive from 

their nonverbals? What feelings, emotions, or messages did you receive 
nonverbally from either one of the candidates? 

 
Kali:  Romney seemed a little frantic. I don't know what he was doing but… was 

he writing? 
 
Tara: Yes 
 
Mandy: Yes. He was… 
 
Kali:  What is he doing? Was he doing Sudoku? Was he confused? I don't know 

what he was doing, but whatever it was either Obama had flustered him, 
or he… I don't know. I would have lost confidence in him at that moment. 

 
Moderator:  Other feelings you received? 
 
Marvin:  I liked… For me it was obvious what he was doing. He was writing down 

something that he wanted to be sure to remember at some other point. 
Which says to me that there were some points of disagreement that he had 
with that. And he needed to be sure that he could bring it back. At 
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whatever point that he had. The thing with Obama not following the rules 
and demanding more time… He said I had five seconds before you 
interrupted me. And then he took another 30 seconds and the guy is trying 
to get him to stop. Again, that is just says arrogance. 

 
Moderator:  Arrogance on the part of Obama? Is that a strike against Obama then? 

When you say arrogance, I assume that that is a negative? 
 
Marvin:  Well, maybe arrogance is too strong of a word. But of thinking that I will 

get my point in no matter what the rule is. 
 
Mandy:  And the way he addressed it… Well, part of it is nonverbal because of his 

tone of voice. It just comes across as rude to me. Before you interrupted 
me… You know that is the guys job. It is to interrupt, and so when the 
time is up. 

 
Moderator:  So, Obama is being rude to Jim Lehrer? Who is the moderator. 
 
Mandy:  Yes. And I just don't care for that. They hired the guy to do the job, and he 

was doing what he was supposed to. He could have just kept going… 
There were other ways to handle it. But I just did not care for it. 

 
Moderator:  Now, when he did that he smiled. Was that a positive, and negative? Was 

it disarming? Tell me about that smile. 
 
Tara:  I felt that I agreed with you, that I would have almost rather him, with the 

exception of not talking, would have been to just finish. Instead of 
publicly saying to this guy well I could've finished if you hadn't 
interrupted me. You just wasted a few minutes saying that. And that was 
unnecessary.… What was the question? (Laughter). 

 
Moderator:  About his smile. Because when he said that, I had five seconds before you 

interrupted me, then he kind of smiled… 
 
Tara:  Yes, because then he kind of smiled and then went on to finish what I was 

saying. Ha ha. 
 
Moderator:  What did the smile indicate to you? 
 
Tara:  It was just, I am going to get my way. 
 
Moderator:  So you didn't like it? Or you did like it? 
 
Tara:  I did not like it. I didn't like it. 
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Moderator:  So you didn't like it. Lilly, what did you think? 
 
Lilly:  He is just to me… Just the quintessential politician. You know, he used 

humor that allowed him to get away with something. 
 
Moderator:  Is that a positive or negative? 
 
Tara:  Well, it depends on how you look at it. I mean he got what he wanted by 

using humor. Even Romney laughed at him. 
 
Moderator:  When you say using humor, is that the smile? 
 
Tara:  Yes 
 
Lilly:  Yes, the delivery of it. All of it just worked. And it got a smile out of 

Romney. And it allowed him to push his way on through. He got what he 
wanted. 

 
Moderator:  You noticed that Romney smiled? After that? So Romney seemed okay 

with it? 
 
Lilly:  Well, I don't know if he was okay with it but he did smile. His response 

was he kind of chuckled. I don't know if it was like a… Sometimes you 
smile when you are disgusted. 

 
Moderator:  So was that a positive or negative then? You are shaking your head. 
 
Kali:  I don't like people who use humor to belittle other people. It makes me 

really angry. 
 
Moderator:  And so you felt like he was belittling the moderator? Jim Lehrer? 
 
Kali:  Yes. I think that he was just doing his job. And maybe he did have five 

seconds left, but if you can tell somebody is about to ramp up for another 
point, really? Five seconds? Are you going to stop them? Because you 
don't have time to finish that point. 

 
Marvin:  Well, I agree with all of that too. But, it did show a more relaxed 

demeanor. In Obama. Yes, while it was demeaning, and while it was get 
your way, he came across as… In a real pressure situation, as relaxed. 
With that little bit of humor. 

 
Moderator:  Okay, so he seemed relaxed? 
 
Marvin:  It was a positive thing. In a sense. But there were more negatives to it than 
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positives. 
 
Moderator:  Okay. This is complex. 
 
Lilly:  It is. Communication, I think is one of the most complicated things… 
 
Moderator:  I am going to put that in bold. (Laughter). 
 
Lilly:  But he is obviously, he has some mastery. Some political mastery of 

communication. 
 
Moderator:  Obama is showing political mastery of communication? 
 
Lilly:  To get his way. To get a little smile out of Romney. All of that. Even 

though he was breaking the rules, he is like in a negative sense a 
politician. Who got away with it. You know, he got away with it. 

 
Moderator:  You are saying it was a positive thing, but you're saying it in a negative 

way? So give me and over all. Did we like it? Or did we not like it? When 
he did the thing about the five seconds? And that little smile? Did you like 
it? Or did you not? 

 
Tara:  I did not care for it. 
 
(Mandy indicates not like  - Kali indicates not like) 
 
Moderator:  Marvin, you indicate not like, but you seem hesitant about it? 
 
Lilly:  I didn't like it, but I think that yes, he got in there and he got what he 

wanted. 
 
(General agreement) 
 
Moderator:  So you can see how other people would like it? Even though you did not 

like it, you can see how other people would? 
 
(General agreement) 
 
Tara:  Personally, I didn't like it. But I can understand how some people would 

be like, yes go finish what you were saying. 
 
 
 
Group 4 
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Moderator: Okay, what did you think about Obama in that clip? 
 
Tony: I think his handlers told him make that comparison. Make the comparison 

between Romney's Massachusetts and their healthcare system and the 
affordable care act. Then you tired Romney in with him. That is a tactical, 
strategic move by his handlers. And that's really what that was about. 

 
Moderator: Okay so tie Romney in with him? Sally, what did you think? 
 
Sally: I felt like he knew what he was talking about. And,… I don't know. I don't 

know that I feel like he gave the rest of the story type thing. 
 
Moderator: That's okay. Kate, what did you think?  
 
Kate: It was distracting to me. Honestly when he is arguing, starting off a point 

arguing with someone about time. And I think I had five seconds before 
you interrupted me, but then he speaks for 30 seconds. So I'm kind of 
like… 

 
Julie: At least. 
 
Kate: So I'm kind of like my mind is kind of going so you just like blatantly 

disregarding the rules of the debate to make this point? 
 
(General agreement.) 
 
Kate: So part of me was kind of like… So I don't know. It's stuck in my mind. 

That was a time thing. 
 
Moderator: Was it a good thing or a bad thing? 
 
Kate: I don't know. 
 
Julie: It was negative. For me. 
 
Kate: It seemed kind of negative. 
 
Moderator: Did the five second thing and then he went on? 
 
Kate: And then he went on. Because it was just kind of like I'm going to make 

this point no matter what. No matter what. 
 
Julie: No matter what. 
 
(General agreement.) 
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Tony: No matter what. That's right and I agree with that. Because that was just 

your strategic move… 
 
Julie: Oh no, I am thinking it is strategic. But… 
 
Tony: No matter what happens, make sure you make that point that comparison. 
 
Moderator: So, three you are saying that is a good thing? 
 
Tony: Yes. 
 
Moderator: And four, you are saying it is a bad thing? You both agree that it was 

strategy but you're saying it was a bad thing to do and you're saying it was 
a good thing to do? 

 
Julie: Well you get your point out. But if you look at it and politics - and I won't 

say everyone doesn't because some people do just the opposite to be the 
rule follower or to be… But you know honestly he is the president. 

 
Moderator: So we should give him more…? 
 
Julie: No. That's why it is a bad thing. 
 
Moderator: Oh. Okay. 
 
Julie: I didn't think he should have. The extra time. If you are going to make 

everybody stick to the time period, make him stick to the time. But I do 
see why he did it. I mean absolutely he made his point. 

 
Moderator: Okay. Dean, what did you think? 
 
Dean: I thought it was very aggressive. I agree with three it was a good thing to 

do. In a debate because he was… I'm going to make this point regardless 
of whether I've got any time left or not. He was very aggressive about it. 
And I think that was a good move politically. In a debate. 

 
Moderator: What did it show? Did it send you a message? 
 
Dean: That he was confident that the healthcare act was going to work. And he 

said it already worked in Massachusetts. 
 
Moderator: It works in Romney state? 
 
Dean: Yes. 
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Moderator: Any other thoughts on this? How did you feel about Romney? 
 
Dean: He was on the defensive. 
 
Moderator: He looked like he was on the defensive? 
 
Dean: Yes. 
 
Moderator: What was it that made him look like that? 
 
Dean: He kept looking back and forth and down. He didn't really know what he 

was going to say in response. 
 
Moderator: So it didn't look like he knew what he was about to say? 
 
Dean: Right. 
 
Sally: Well what I remember he was thinking this guy is going overboard and 

just reprimanded me for going five seconds over or whatever. Kind of like 
“what is going on here?” 
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Group 3 
 
Deb1-‐Clip7-‐O	  –	  Obama:	  And at some point, I think the American people have to ask 

themselves, is the reason that Governor Romney is keeping all these plans 
to replace secret because they're too good? Is it because that somehow 
middle class families are going to benefit too much from them? No. The 
reason is because when we reform Wall Street, when we tackle the 
problem of preexisting conditions then—these are tough problems, and 
we've got to make choices—— 

Mr. Lehrer. All right. Let's—— 

The President. ——and the choices we've made have been ones that ultimately are 
benefiting middle class families all across the country. 

 
Moderator:  Okay. Thoughts? I would like keywords first. Give me some keywords to 

help describe what you saw. 
 
Lilly:  Content, or observation? Are you looking for content? Or do you want just 

what we saw? The body language? 
 
Moderator:  What did you see? What are your reactions? Including body language or 

verbal content. Either one is fine what did you get from that? 
 
Lilly:  Well, Romney disagreed. 
 
Moderator:  Okay. Why do you say Romney disagreed? 
 
Lilly:  I would say his facial expression. 
 
Moderator:  What kind of facial expression did he have? 
 
Marvin:  Skeptical. 
 
Moderator:  Skeptical? Okay. 
 
Kali:  It is interesting that you think skeptical. Because to me?, It looked like 

“that is so cute that you think that.” And I think kind of like, “I'm going to 
listen to you but it is like I am listening to a child. Who is uninformed…” 

 
Moderator:  What made you say that? What made you feel that way? Can you give a 

word to the look you are describing? 
 
Kali:  It was that little, kind of smirk. And his eyes kind of looked like… It is 

just a look I have seen on parents faces. You know, like I'm trying not to 
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laugh at you, but you are ridiculous. 
 
Moderator:  Okay so Romney had that book? He looked like he was trying not to 

laugh, he was smirking? 
 
Kali:  Yes. I think that he meant to look cordial, like he was genuine but it did 

not come across that way. 
 
Moderator:  Okay. Tara, what did you think? 
 
Tara:  I kind of felt the same way. Just a little smirks that he had and he wasn't… 

To me it kind of felt like he tuned him out. Like he was looking down, and 
just kind of wasn't even… Just kind of not into this conversation. What he 
is saying is not even worth me listening to because it is just complete 
nonsense. So he wasn't looking up, or looking at the camera really. He was 
just looking down, and smirking. That's just what I saw. 

 
Moderator:  Marvin, you said it was skeptical? 
 
Marvin:  Yes. It's just what Obama was saying, he looked like "that's not making 

any sense". You don't know what I'm planning so, nobody knows. I am 
skeptical. 

 
Moderator:  Okay. Mandy, what did you think? 
 
Mandy:  Well, my first thought, when you said keywords, was that Obama is trying 

to be negative. And pointing out that you don't have a plan, and I do have 
a plan so I am better than you are. 

 
Moderator:  By negative, can you explore that a little bit more? What made you think it 

was negative? The content, or the way he was saying it? 
 
Mandy:  A lot the way he was saying it. Because, it was obvious it was intended to 

be an insult. It wasn't… You know his tone of voice and everything said 
“you don't know what you're talking about.” And, you could tell that 
Romney was just… As they mentioned just waiting to get his chance to 
come back and say, you know,… But, I've never been a fan of that 
personal negativity. Where it is you, not your policies. 

 
Moderator:  So, do you feel like he crossed a line there? By attacking Romney you felt 

like Obama was personally attacking Romney? 
 
Mandy:  Sure. 
 
Moderator:  And that strikes you the wrong way? In a way that you don't like that? 
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Mandy:  No, I don't like that. 
 
Moderator:  You felt like that was more of a… I said the word attack, but used a 

different word, I'm sorry I don't remember exactly… 
 
Mandy:  Well, attack is right. It did cross my mind. So… 
 
Moderator:  Negative. It came across as negative? 
 
Mandy:  Yes. But attack is a good word. 
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Group 1 
 
Deb1-‐Clip8-‐R	  –	  Romney:	  And with regards to health care, you had remarkable details 

with regards to my preexisting condition plan. You obviously have studied 
up on my plan. In fact, I do have a plan that deals with people with 
preexisting conditions; that's part of my health care plan. And what we 
did in Massachusetts is a model for the Nation, State by State. And I said 
that at that time. The Federal Government taking over health care for the 
entire Nation and whisking aside the 10th Amendment, which gives States 
the rights for these kinds of things, is not the course for America to have a 
stronger, more vibrant economy. 

Moderator: Okay tell me about Obama here. 
 
Billy: Okay, when Romney looks at the moderator Obama looks at Romney. 

When Romney looks at Obama, Obama looks down. 
 
Moderator: What does that tell you? What do you draw from that? 
 
Billy: Little bit that “it's not worth my gaze. He's not worth my time”. 
 
Moderator: So, you are saying that he is not willing to… 
 
Billy: Obama will not give him credibility with his eyes. 
 
Moderator: Okay, so he's not worth looking at? Is that too strong? He's not giving him 

credibility? 
 
Billy: Yes. 
 
Mary: He is avoiding eye contact. 
 
Moderator: So he is avoiding eye contact. What does that suggest to you? 
 
Carly: The whole time he was avoiding eye contact. And Romney is looking 

right at him, and being forceful and factual. Whether he is factual or not I 
don't know that's a different situation. But he (Romney) was like this is 
how it is, this is how it was, this is what I do, and Obama is just looking 
down. Like a scolded puppy maybe. 

 
Moderator: Like a scolded puppy? 
 
Carly: Well… I don't know. He is just… I mean… 
 
Moderator: No, that is fine, these are good descriptors here I am just trying to 

understand what it is that you are saying. 
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Carly: He just wasn't going to look at him while he was kind of being verbally, 

not assaulted – that's too harsh of a word. But, Romney was just 
forceful…… 

 
Moderator: Hang onto it – we will come back -- you were going to say something 

about the looking down? 
 
Mary: Well, I think Romney was being a little aggressive. In his words. And 

Obama, it could be that he was just trying to avoid conflict. Avoid any 
type of,, connection. 

 
Billy: Conflict, or connection? That is almost what I heard you saying. 
 
Mary: Yes. He was trying to, not letting him get to him. 
 
Moderator: Not letting Romney get to him? 
 
Mary: Right. 
 
Billy: I think a little bit annoyed, and a little bit passive. I don't view him as 

cowering. I view him as… If he maintains eye contact he doesn't come 
across looking… 

 
Moderator: I'm sorry, which he? 
 
Billy: Obama. Obama does not benefit from maintaining the eye contact directly 

because then it becomes a standoff. 
 
Carly: Yes. 
 
Moderator: Okay what did you think? 
 
Jenny: Well, as he was talking – and I saw that same confidence that you 

mentioned – he was the governor of Massachusetts and he did interact a 
health care plan. And I do remember all the rhetoric of, from the 
Democratic Party of “why is Mitt Romney so up in arms about this it is 
very similar to what he did.” So I thought he was wise to make the point 
that state-by-state is one thing, but across the nation is another. That is a 
point that I agreed with. It is not in the Constitution. As a power of the 
federal government -- to enact health care. And anything not listed there in 
the Constitution's is supposed to fall under the purview of the states. So, 
that is something that I agreed with. I did note that Barack Obama made 
very little eye contact. And I sort of saw that the same way that too said at 
the very beginning. That this is something that Mitt Romney knows. And, 
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there is not a whole lot that Obama… I mean there's not a lot of debate 
there really. I mean, there is not a lot of argument. So there's no point in 
making… In looking at him and appearing to… I don't know. 

 
Moderator: How do you think Obama came off in this exchange? If you had to use 

keywords? 
 
Jenny: Removed. 
 
Moderator: Removed. That's good, any other keywords? 
 
Mary: Staying on the down low. 
 
Carly: Resigned. 
 
Moderator: Okay down low, resigned… 
 
Carly: Maybe Romney is right?. 
 
Billy: It's like” I don't have to go where you want me to go.” It's kind of the 

sense I get when I watch him (Obama). It's like I have been the president 
and I'm not having to match you. 

 
Moderator: Okay. Not going to play your game? 
 
Billy: Yes. 
 
 
 
 
 
Group 2 
	  
Moderator: Thoughts? 
 
Tom: Well, I don't know if it is calculated or not, but he loses it for me when he 

smiles. 
 
Moderator: Which one smiles? Obama? 
 
Tom: Obama. When he smiles. I viewed that negatively. I like it better at the end 

when he looks and nods and listens. Because, I think they should treat 
each other… It's obviously come from different ideas. Surely there is a 
measure of decorum. I mean, you treat ambassadors from countries you 
hate with a certain measure of respect. And so, that is a negative for me. 
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The smile that says oh, you're silly. 
 
Joe: It was more of a smirk. 
 
Tom: Yeah, a smirk. 
 
Moderator: A smirk? So Obama had a smirk? 
 
Tom:  Yes. 
 
Joe: It was a little bit of a turn off. But, you know Romney's economy of words 

this time was better. But the way he presents them is still hurry. And 
frenetic. A little bit. 

 
Moderator: Does it make you nervous? Anxious? 
 
Joe: No. But back to my earlier comment, you want a leader who is in control. 

In mastery of the situation. 
 
Moderator: And you don't feel like Romney was in control? 
 
Joe: He is kind of passionate. And passionate people have places. But I'm not 

sure you want them on the trigger for the big bomb. 
 
Moderator: (Laughter) Okay, not on the trigger for the big bomb? 
 
Joe: Yes. Whatever. So… 
 
Moderator:  Other thoughts? 
 
Lucy: Well, Obama is looking down and it is almost as if he is counting. 1234. 

He is not going to look up by golly. And Romney gets faster and faster, 
and a little more intent. I really do think it is a technique. Like a ploy. 

 
Moderator: Ploy by Obama to frustrate Romney? 
 
Fred: Yes. 
 
Lucy: Yes. 
 
Moderator: So, his looking down looks like a calculated strategy? 
 
Lucy: Now, it is probably a bad strategy to use it too often. Because I remember 

the next day seeing hearing that people said he appeared cold and aloof. 
And that he was not being respectful. But boy when you are looking at it 
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like this, you really see it. 
 
Joe: You see the effects. 
 
Lucy: Yes. 
 
Joe: The effect it had on Romney. Which is what you are wanting to do in a 

debate. To get your opponent frazzled. 
 
Lucy: So, it is a pretty calculated move on his part if that is what you are doing. 

But if you look at him, I mean he is not going to look up. He is not really 
writing, he's just got his pen and he is just kind of… 

 
Moderator: So it doesn't look like he is writing? It doesn't look like he is taking notes. 

He is just looking down? 
 
Lucy: No. I think in that clip I think he is just looking down. And I thought, I 

wanted to look at his lips to see if I could tell if he was counting before he 
looked up. 

 
Tom: That is interesting. Because I could see that too. 
 
Lucy: The next clip, I'm gonna count how long he's looking down. 
 
Fred: He could've had a cheat sheet. 
 
Moderator: So maybe is looking at notes? 
 
Fred: Maybe he's looking at notes. Just to say okay, he is doing what we 

thought. And so, instead of writing he is checking off that he brought this 
issue in… 

 
Lucy: I don't know. Can we watch it again? 
 
Moderator: Yes. In fact I would like to watch it without audio if you don't mind. 
 
Joe: Oh, he is going to mix it up. (Laughter). 
 
Moderator: So let's look at it again, this time no audio. 
 
(Play clip: Deb 1 – Clip 8) (no audio) 
 
Lucy: 23 seconds. 
 
Moderator: He looked down for 23 seconds? 
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Lucy: And, I would almost bet when he smiles the second time he is thinking to 

himself that's the line I wanted. 
 
Moderator: I got you? Okay, that's the line I wanted? That's the one I'm looking for? 
 
Lucy: Yes. 
 
Tom: But when you watch it without words though, boy it looks like a teacher 

shaming a child. 
 
(General agreement) 
 
Fred: Yes it does. 
 
Tom: Because he looks ashamed. 
 
Fred: He looks down, he grimaces. 
 
Moderator: So you're saying it looks like Romney is shaming Obama? 
 
Tom: Oh yes. Because he is delivering his point, I can't believe… If you took 

these and you didn't know it was a presidential debate and said what's 
going on here? This person is in trouble. Like he is looking down because 
he is in trouble. 

 
Lucy: Yes, that's right. 
 
Tom: This person is giving him what for. Now, what reaction that elicits is 

something else. Who knows? 
 
Moderator: The reaction on the part of the voter? Or on the part of the other 

candidates? 
 
Tom: On the part of the voter. 
 
Moderator: Fred, what were you going to say? 
 
Fred: I was just in agreement. Because of the way he grimaced a time or two 

that I thought and I've got to hear this. 
 
Moderator: It didn't look like is it if it were… How do I describe this… The grimace, 

it had a negative connotation? 
 
Fred: Yes. Because it's not a smile, but it's not anger. It's just kind of a attempt 



                                                Texas Tech University, Shawn R. Hughes, December 2015 

 

 

 

238 

to I guess be as neutral as he could be without… But he just looked to me 
like he is… With no sound looks like the other guy is just beating on him. 
And he's there like “I've got to take it.” 

 
Moderator: So he is looking neutral until the grimace? 
 
Fred: Yes. He is trying to look neutral, and then it's like, “whew he hit me on 

that.” And he does it twice. 
 
Tom: And I'm not sure without some wound… 
 
Joe: See, I see you smile. It's a smirky smile. Not a grimace. 
 
Moderator: Okay, so in the middle of that there was a smirky smile? On Obama's 

face? Not a grimace? Is that what you see as well? 
 
Joe: Yes. 
 
Tom: I see both. He turns his head once, and that to me is like when he is all 

man. And then there is the smile. 
 
Fred: And he has a good smile at the last. When he finally looks up. He is come 

back with a confident book. 
 
Tom: Right. I'm not sure who it helps. Without the words. Because you know… 

Because I'm going to feel sorry for the kid is getting the whipping… Even 
if he deserved it. So without the words it's hard to tell. What impact that 
has. 

 
Joe: This is probably thinking into minor details. But with and without the 

audio Romney is on this great spiel, then he looks down for some odd 
reason. It's like… He doesn't skip a word. He just kind of looks down. Or 
maybe he is kind of hunting for a word. I couldn't tell why he looked 
down. It was kind of odd. 

 
Moderator: So it was distracting? When Romney looked down? 
 
Joe: Well, I don't know if it was distracting. It's a nitpicky thing. In this short 

clip it is distracting. 
 
Lucy: I think it is that frustration. Because Obama is not looking at him. 
 
Joe: Maybe so. But it was distracting. Whether it was a I'm thinking what I'm 

going to say, or text. 
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Moderator: So Romney is saying are you going to look at me? 
 
Fred: What are you saying is are you hearing me? Are you listening? 
 
Lucy: Because I'm making a good point. (Laughter). 
 
Joe: You're right. He is really looking right at Romney. Which is back to your 

original point because … Romney, I'm sorry Obama is not the audience. 
 
 
 
 
 
Group 4 
 
Moderator: Give me your thoughts on that one. 
 
Sally: (Woo who – Cheering) 
 
Julie: He felt pretty confident on that. 
 
Moderator: Romney felt confident? 
 
Julie: Yes. Just because he had already had a plan. He felt that it was very 

effective. And I think we were back to the other candidate with a little 
smirk. 

 
Moderator: So Obama had a little smirk? 
 
Julie: Yes. 
 
Sally: Oh he didn't agree with anything there. He was upset. 
 
Moderator: Obama didn't agree? 
 
Sally: He was very upset about that. I thought. 
 
Moderator: Why? What made it seem that way? 
 
Sally: Well Mitt Romney you know was talking about pre-existing conditions 

and everything. Obama got that… 
 
Moderator: What was that? You gestured there with your mouth. 
 
Sally: Disagreement. 
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Moderator: Okay disagreement? Do you remember what it was that he did? Is it 

something with his mouth? 
 
Sally: I don't remember how… 
 
Julie: His mouth and even his chin. It kind of tucked in. 
 
Sally: Yes. And he was kind of (look down) 
 
Moderator: So he was looking down? 
 
Sally: Body language. Eyes down. No this is not… You know, disagreement. 
 
Moderator: He looked like he was disagreeing? 
 
Sally: Yes. 
 
Moderator: Dean, did you think he was disagreeing there? 
 
Dean: Yes. 
 
Moderator: Tell me about Romney? You mentioned Romney felt confident? Did he 

seem aggressive? 
 
Dean: Yes. 
 
Sally: Yes. He felt sure about this plan that he had been implementing. He didn't 

want the government… Will he wanted each state to have the right to 
decide about their medical laws. 

 
Moderator: Kate, what did you think about Obama? What did you feel like Obama 

was doing there? He was looking down, was that a good thing or a bad 
thing? 

 
Kate: I think that at that point… I don't know how to say it. That was such a 

topic that… For both sides carried a lot of weight. That I felt like he was 
just kind of biding time to go to say his remarks. 

 
Moderator: Okay. So by looking down he was biding time? 
 
Kate: I think so. Because I think at that point it was kind of obvious that they 

had fairly different stances. And so… Yes he was just kind of passively 
listening. I think that wasn't an area where… He wasn't having to listen 
because he was going to make point by point. I think they both had their 
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stance. 
 
Moderator: So he wasn't listening very much because he already had his points? Is that 

what you were saying? 
 
Kate: That's kind of what I felt. 
 
Moderator: Tony, what did you think? 
 
Tony: Well I think the healthcare when the healthcare act came out it was in 

preparation for many years before that. And I feel like President Obama 
knew that. Because if you remember shortly thereafter Romney took a butt 
kicking because the affordable healthcare act was very similar to what 
happened in his home state. In Massachusetts. In Romney's home state. So 
I think President Obama knew that. So it seem like he was shaking his 
head because he knew maybe what might be coming down the road. 
Because their strategy to all this stuff. These guys know what is coming in 
the future. So I think that when he was saying that my healthcare system 
in Massachusetts everybody should have it. It's a model for the rest of the 
states and my healthcare system… You know I think President Obama 
was kind of just letting him dig his own grave. With respect to healthcare. 

 
Moderator: Okay. So he was letting him dig his own grave? He was… In other words 

he was just waiting for him to finish so he could pounce? Is that what 
you're saying? Or he was just going to let him go on? 

 
Tony: I think he was just going to let him go on. Because he knew that the 

affordable care act was very similar in many ways to what he had enacted 
in Massachusetts. 

 
Moderator: That's kind of what I hear you and Julie both saying. Was that he was kind 

of just saying “you do your own thing I'm not going to listen.” Is that 
right? So it didn't look like he was listening? 

 
Tony: Yes. It didn't look like he was listening. 
 
Moderator: It is at the same impression you got for? That he wasn't listening? 
 
Julie: Well, I don't think he gave it very much intent. He was not intently 

listening. Passively for sure. 
 
Moderator: I want to switch gears and talk a little bit about the writing. Because in this 

clip Obama was writing and looking down. Or at least it look like he 
might've been writing. But previously to this clip Romney was looking 
down and writing. Is that giving the same message both of them? What do 
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you expect… Let me back up and make it a little bit broader. What do you 
expect to see when the other candidate is listening? Do you want them 
writing stuff down for not writing stuff down? 

 
Dean: Not writing stuff down. 
 
Moderator: You want them not writing stuff down? 
 
Dean: Yes. 
 
Moderator: Let's just go around. You want them writing or not writing to? 
 
Sally: Well statistically… You know if you're writing something down you can't 

be giving what they are saying you're 100% concentration. 
 
Moderator: So if you want them not writing? 
 
Sally: Not writing at that point maybe. After they finished you can make some 

quick notes but, when you were listening you should give them your full 
attention. 

 
Moderator: Okay let's get everybody's opinion, then we'll come back and discuss it. 
 
Tony: Writing. 
 
Julie: Not writing. 
 
Moderator: Not writing. 
 
Kate: I'm not real sure. The reason I am not sure is because if when they rebut 

like they are right on task and they make a quick note or something… 
Because that's like what I am going to lead into. It ties in well. As you are 
watching everything they are (snap) right on through it. Then… I think 
that it passes off kind of okay. But if they are kind of writing and not 
seeming engaged in everything or when they were but they are 
stammering and stuttering then that act of writing has a completely 
different context. 

 
Moderator: So you don't know whether you liked it or not until they start their reply? 
 
Kate: How they incorporate it into the… 
 
Moderator: So whether it was effective or not? 
 
Kate: Yes. 
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Sally: The one reason I see for writing is that they are like me. If I write it down 

right then I can go back and kind of see it verbatim. Otherwise I don't 
remember the whole thing. The whole sentence that they are saying. It 
helps my memory. 

 
Moderator: Okay. Dean, you said not writing. Why? 
 
Dean: Because it shows that they are concentrating on what the candidate is 

saying. Not what they are going to say in response to it. 
 
Kate: I think that's a good point too. 
 
Moderator: So they are focused on what the speaker is saying? They're focused on 

their listening? 
 
Dean: Right. 
 
Moderator: And not on what they are about to say? 
 
Dean: Right. 
 
Sally: Isn't that a good thing? 
 
Moderator: Yes that is what he's saying is that it is a good thing. That's what he likes. 

Just to see the focus on the speaker. Tony, you said that you like them 
writing. How come? 

 
Tony: I do. Because there is no way that you can prepare for those long debates. 

And no… And keep all of your thoughts. Fluid. And the truth is they 
Maine have these notes already. They do have them already on there. With 
these points on topics. But they may not want to present all of those. They 
may not… It may not be necessary to present all of the points on all the 
topics. In any kind of rebuttal. So, make maybe they are just circling 
notes. Seeing what facts they want to say. 

 
Moderator: Okay, so making notes on the notes that they already have got? 
 
Tony: Because if they are not doing that kind of work, and they're just gonna 

stand there and listen and respond it's almost like they are lying. Because 
there's no way someone could prepare for an hour and a half debate and 
know everything they are going to say without looking down taking notes. 
Preparing for the rebuttal and things of that nature. I feel like that is the 
nature of the debate. And I feel like if you were going to debate somebody 
you need to actually prepare. They've got so many notes in front of them I 
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think they have to keep their thoughts in order. Otherwise they will end up 
like that snap. And then I will just not pay attention to them if they are 
stuttering or something. So I think it is important. 

 
Moderator: What were you going to say for? 
 
Julie: I was just going to say with the yes and the notes… I guess it is the 

extended - where you know they are not paying attention to the speaker. 
That is what I don't like. I absolutely agree with three that you do need to 
take some notes. I would need to take some notes. But it needs to be brief. 
I mean these guys prepare for this kind of stuff. I feel like they could 
prepare even just for the debate on how they present themselves. Because 
when I start watching and I see someone who has lost the contact… who 
has lost the… Now you're focused more on just the notes. You're not 
going to… We have too many of them where they don't answer the 
question. 

 
Moderator: Okay. 
 
Julie: Does that make sense? Because it really doesn't bother me. For them to 

take notes. I don't like the long pause and the lack of attention to the 
speaker. One, it seems disrespectful. To, you can't possibly keep up with 
what they are saying and what you are going to respond or reply if you 
don't. But the note thing really doesn't matter to me. It's more the extent of 
it. I think it is more something we could work on. Prepare for. 
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Group 4 
 
Deb1-‐Clip9-‐O	  –	  Obama:	  But look, my philosophy has been I will take ideas from 

everybody—Democrat or Republican—as long as they're advancing the 
cause of making middle class families stronger and giving ladders of 
opportunity to the middle class. That's how we cut taxes for middle class 
families and small businesses. That's how we cut a trillion dollars of 
spending that wasn't advancing that cause. That's how we signed three 
trade deals into law that are helping us to double our exports and sell 
more American products around the world. 

That's how we repealed "don't ask, don't tell." That's how we ended the 
war in Iraq, as I promised. And that's how we're going to wind down the 
war in Afghanistan. That's how we went after Al Qaida and bin Laden. 

So we've seen progress even under Republican control of the House of 
Representatives. 

  
 
Moderator: Okay give me some key phrases or words to describe the candidates that 

were in the clip that you just watched. What are key phrases or words. 
What emotions did you get from this? 

 
Dean: Obama was animated. 
 
Moderator: Animated? 
 
Dean: Of course he was talking. 
 
Moderator: Okay. So he was animated? What else? 
 
Tony: Well I think he was confident. Because he obviously had the previous four 

years to have something to talk about. 
 
Moderator: Sure. 
 
Tony: Whether or not people agreed with it, you could tell he was something it 

was something he was very confident about. 
 
Moderator: So he was confident? Do you know what made him seem confident? 
 
Tony: Well, I think the fact that those things had already been done. 
 
Moderator: Okay, but if you had to look at it was there something that stood out? Was 

there something that stood out that said hey, he's got confidence in this? 
 
Tony: Well, you know when they ask the questions in these debates they are free 
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thinking. So, if you don't stutter. When you don't have to look around to 
think about what you're going to say you come off very smooth. Because 
he knows the answer. Because whatever he is talking about is Artie been 
done and it's easier to recite something back when you know what 
happened. 

 
Moderator: So that's good. So a lack of stuttering? Lack of pausing? He seemed very 

confident in the way he said it? 
 
Tony: Yes. 
 
Kate: I tend sometimes, with either candidate, to look at the way the other one is 

looking, how Romney… Because I think in terms of if you're in the White 
House and it is the Chinese delegate talking and it's our president 
representing us and it looks like they're constipated and making this weird 
face, and they are going to do that to someone I don't like them to do that. 

 
Moderator: Was that Romney? 
 
Kate: What I noticed about Romney a lot was when he didn't like something he 

would do these childish smirks. Kind of… 
 
Julie: Sort of condescending. 
 
Kate: Yes. I did not like that. I just didn't like that. 
 
Moderator: So, the smirk, he seemed condescending? 
 
Julie: Well, maybe like he didn't agree. Even though these things have 

happened, and Obama was speaking with confidence, he may not have 
totally agreed with the way he perceived it. Right. 

 
Tony: Right. 
 
Kate: I think that it is important as a presidential candidate that they remain… 

That their face and everything kind of remains still dignified. A little bit 
impassive. And then, when they reply, that is their time. But doing a 
childish smirk and look, when they disagree… Hurts them 

 
Moderator: And is that what you felt like what he was doing here? Or is that just 

something you look for? 
 
Kate: Barely there, but I noticed it during the elections. And so, since I 

noticed… 
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Moderator: But in this particular clip? 
 
Kate: A little. 
 
Moderator: So you felt like he did do it? 
 
Julie: He did. Because he lowered his eyes. He kind of smirked a little smirk 

underneath. Kind of like under your breath whatever. 
 
Sally: Well, I felt like Mitt Romney, when he heard Obama go into this thinking 

I've been there done that, I know this. He knew the rest of the story. He 
had done some research. And I felt like at that point, he thought well, you 
know I'm going to look over my things. And to decide what my rebuttal 
will be. 

 
Moderator: So, he's looking down at his things? 
 
Sally: Yes. I thought he lost interest in what Obama was saying and started 

focusing on what he was going to need to say. 
 
Moderator: Okay. It look like he lost interest then is what you're saying? 
 
Sally: Yes. Lost interest. And started focusing on what he was going to need to 

say. 
 
Moderator: It looked like you lost interest then? That's what you're saying? 
 
Sally: Yes. Lost interest. 
 
Moderator: And he was looking down thinking I will study my notes or something? 
 
Sally: Or something. Yes. 
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Group 1 
 
Deb3-‐Clip01-‐O	  –	  Obama:	  Well, my first job as Commander in Chief, Bob, is to keep the 

American people safe. And that's what we've done over the last 4 years. 
We ended the war in Iraq, refocused our attention on those who actually 
killed us on 9/11. And as a consequence, Al Qaida's core leadership has 
been decimated. 

In addition, we're now able to transition out of Afghanistan in a 
responsible way, making sure that Afghans take responsibility for their 
own security. 

 
 
Moderator: Okay now what keywords do you have? 
 
Carly: Are they sitting down? 
 
Moderator: Yes. 
 
Carly: Okay. I could tell. 
 
Moderator: They are seated at this point 
 
Carly: Their shoulders were… I don't know, I could just tell. That is the first 

thing I noticed was that they were sitting. Which for some reason made an 
impression on me. (Laughter). 

 
Mary: Romney in that one looked very smug. 
 
Moderator: Smug? 
 
Mary: Yes. 
 
Moderator: What do you mean by smug? Can you elaborate? 
 
Mary: I mean just from when he first started when Obama first started talking, he 

just was… Just his facial expressions… 
 
Moderator: Was it a smirk? Was it a… Funny look? 
 
Mary: It was just smugly… (Laughter) it was a negative smirk. 
 
Moderator: Okay, so it was a negative thing? 
 
Mary: Yes. 
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Moderator: And that made you like him less? 
 
Mary: Yes. It just made him look condescending. Towards Obama. 
 
Moderator: Okay. Other thoughts? 
 
Billy: Since we are watching them close together, since I don't have to stand on 

their own, when I look at Romney I see someone who they have coached 
him. He is trying. He is doing a little bit better. But he still looks strangely 
awkward. 

 
Moderator: What do you mean by they coached him? 
 
Billy: They coached him on how awkward his listening face was that we saw 

early on in the clip. I don't know what it is that he does with his with his 
mouth and his eyebrow. 

 
Moderator: Okay. So this is a few weeks later. This is the third debate not the first 

debate. The other ones were from the first debate. So this is a few weeks 
later. 

 
Billy: He is a little better on his listening face but it's still just looks strange. . 
 
Moderator: Other thoughts? 
 
Jenny: I have to totally agree with smug, and condescending. It just looks like… 

His face looks like… There was a little bit of a smile but it just looked 
condescending. And patronizing. 

 
Carly: I can't believe what Obama was saying? 
 
Jenny: It's kind of like “I'm listening but not to you”. That is sort of what that 

smile said to me. 
 
Mary: Yes. 
 
Moderator: How did Obama come off looking in this one? 
 
Billy: Confident. And kind of smooth. 
 
Moderator: Smooth? Confident? 
 
Mary: I didn't think he looked very confident. To me, he seemed almost nervous. 

Actually. 
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Moderator: Obama did? 
 
Mary: Yes. Just about the topic. And if I had watched it without knowing the 

topic I just thought he looked a little stressed. 
 
Moderator: Okay, stressed? That is good. I want to watch it one more time. And let's 

see if we gather anything different from it. 
 
(Play clip: Deb 3 – Clip 1) 
 
Carly: Yeah, Romney looks like he is in pain. And what to was talking about. 

The mouth and the eyebrow thing. It's kind of like… Do I have to listen to 
this? Because maybe he doesn't. He's never been in a war. So he 
probably… 

 
Mary: Obama just looks like he is trying really hard not to swallow hard. 
 
Moderator: Not to swallow hard? 
 
Mary: Yes. It does. It looks like he is about to go, gulp. But he is trying hard not 

to. I don't know what you call it technically. (Laughter) 
 
Moderator: I don't know either. I don't know the technical term. But it is very 

descriptive. 
 
Mary: It looks like he's trying very hard to… 
 
Moderator: Not to swallow? 
 
Mary: Yes. 
 
Moderator: What impact does an episode like this have in terms of your outlook about 

the candidate? Or your willingness to support him? 
 
Billy: About that one? 
 
Moderator: Yes. About this clip. 
 
Mary: Could you read that again? 
 
Moderator: What impact does an episode like this have in terms of your outlook about 

the candidate, or your willingness to support him? 
 
Carly: I knew who I wasn't going to support anyway. So the debate really wasn't 

going to make much difference to me. I know that's sounds probably like a 
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lazy American but that's the truth. 
 
Moderator: So when you watch a debate it doesn't make a difference to you? In terms 

of… 
 
Carly:  Well… I want to listen. I want to see… And hear what they have to say 

but at the end of the night I kind of know who I'm already going to vote 
for and it may be a vote for somebody, or against somebody. And you are 
only given two options. So… To be honest. 

 
Moderator: Okay. 
 
Billy: If it's not a second term president I think it is different. 
 
Moderator: Why is that? 
 
Billy: Because I think you're wanting to hear philosophy. When you were 

watching a second term president debate you know the philosophy. It 
doesn't really matter what is coming out of his mouth. You know where he 
is trying to take things. 

 
Jenny: I find myself trying to listen to what he is saying. Like focus his attention 

on those who actually killed us, and moving out of Afghanistan in a 
responsible way. I find myself thinking timeline wise okay where was the 
Arab Spring in relation to this? Had he already killed Osama bin Laden? 
And I can't remember. You know, was it Arab Spring in the spring of 
2012? Or was it 2013? I don't remember. 

 
Moderator: Okay. 
 
Jenny: So those are things that I am… It is hard to listen to this through the lens 

of having been back there. And not through all the things that transpired 
since then. 

 
Moderator: Okay. That makes sense. Other thoughts on this clip? 
 
Billy: I think this second time I watched Obama more closely. And I think he 

still comes across as more confident. But, you could tell that that was not a 
topic he was comfortable with 

 
Moderator: Obama didn't appear confident? Comfortable with that? 
 
Billy: Yeah, I think he knew that that was probably a weaker side of what he was 

doing. The war and trying to get people out. He was less comfortable with 
that then he was talking healthcare. 
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Moderator: So you feel like Obama came across less comfortable? On this one? 
 
Billy: Yeah. I think he was okay with it, I think it was just really trying to get 

through it, to get past it. 
 
 
 
 
Group 2 
 
 
Moderator:  What are your concerns that are raised, are there some specific concerns 

that are raised by this clip? Is there anything that is memorable? Anything 
that stood out to you? 

 
Fred: He doesn't answer the question on Benghazi. 
 
Moderator: Okay. He doesn't talk about Benghazi? 
 
Lucy: And I think when he is alluding to… When he says we went after the 

people who actually killed us on 9/11… He is alluding to Bush. And no 
weapons of mass distraction. 

 
Moderator: Let me clarify. You're saying that he is saying that Bush did not go after 

the people who actually killed us? 
 
Lucy: Yes. And Romney starts writing furiously. Because he recognizes it. And I 

think people in the audience recognize it also. So that's a negative for 
Obama there I think. 

 
Joe: Based on what he said? 
 
Lucy: Based on what he said. 
 
Joe: Or how he came across? 
 
Lucy: Because, you know it goes back to the decorum. As much as he praised 

Clinton in the… Or alluded to praise of Clinton… In one of the first clips 
here he is denigrating a different president. 

 
Joe: It didn't become him? 
 
Lucy: Yes. And a policy too. 
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Moderator: Is out of place is that out of place in a debate? 
 
Lucy: No, but it doesn't go to current… I mean the question was Benghazi. And 

the things that have happened in his administration. 
 
Joe: So, I see what you're saying. He sort of got off point? 
 
Lucy: Yes. 
 
Fred: So he just didn't address it. He took another issue and ran with it. 
 
Lucy: He is going to make it about Afghanistan and not about Benghazi. 
 
Fred: Not about Libya. 
 
Moderator: And that's a negative for Obama in this case? 
 
Joe: He could not address the question which was given to him. Could not 

address it head-on. 
 
Moderator: So he couldn't? Or you wouldn't? Address the question? 
 
Joe: That's what it appears to be. 
 
Moderator: Other thoughts? 
 
Joe: Wait, what was your question as you started this thing? 
 
Moderator: Was there anything memorable about the clip? 
 
Joe: You started this different than any other one. What did you say? 
 
Moderator: What are your specific concerns about this clip? 
 
Joe: Concerns? Okay? I wondered why you asked that question. 
 
Lucy: Yes, I noticed that too. It makes me think you're asking about not about 

debating style but about the actual content. 
 
Joe: Which was kind of addressed. He didn't answer the question. 
 
Lucy: I didn't realize Benghazi was before the election. I would have sworn it 

was the last two years, or the first two years of the second term. But it was 
that long ago? Wow. 
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Fred: So what all happened in the summer before the election. That's what I was 
thinking. I just thought he sidestepped it completely. 

 
Moderator: He thought he sidestepped it? Let's watch it again, and this time look at the 

demeanor of the candidates. What the candidates are feeling. 
 
(Play clip: Deb 3 – Clip 1) 
 
Moderator: What are they feeling? 
 
Joe: I don't know if I know this without what one said a while ago, the 

historical facts surrounding this whole thing. But, Obama seemed 
defensive. His posture was defensive as opposed to offense. I mean, that's 
what I saw. 

 
Moderator: He seemed defensive? 
 
Joe: And that maybe my context. As much as what I saw. He just seemed more 

defensive than offensive. 
 
Moderator: So when you were saying that you were suggesting his posture?  
 
Joe: Body language. 
 
Moderator: His body language seemed more defensive? 
 
Joe: Yes. He was kind of… Rather then… Just kind of… 
 
Moderator: He was kind of slouch? Forward, I'm not understanding… 
 
Joe: He's kind of… 
 
Moderator: I have to verbalize these things. 
 
Joe: I get it. It's kind of like he is looking… I don't know I don't know how to 

describe it. 
 
Lucy: I think it's because it is hard to look like you have good posture when you 

are sitting. It's harder for you to look commanding I guess. 
 
Joe: When you're sitting, yes. But, Romney looks that way. 
 
Fred: Romney actually looks like I have him on this. 
 
Joe: I'm in control. I mean, that's what I saw. Romney looked in control. 
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Obama did not look in control. No matter what they said. 
 
Moderator: So Obama looked out of control, and Romney looked in control? 
 
Joe: Less in control. 
 
Moderator: So Obama looks less in control. And you're saying the same thing? That 

Romney looks like he's got him?  
 
Fred: Yes. Because he didn't answer the question. 
 
Lucy: And I wonder how much of it is camera angle. Because Romney kind of 

looks as if he's got a smirk on his face. 
 
Moderator: So in this clip Romney looks like he has a smirk? 
 
Lucy: Because the side is curve up. But, that may be camera angle more than he 

is really smirking. Because I thought about him acting as if he had Obama 
on this point. 

 
Tom: I view this the same as Fred. And Joe. Which is that he did not speak 

directly to the question. And it looks like he is slumped forward a little bit. 
I noticed that. And I don't think that's ever good. Whether you are sitting 
or standing. First debate or this one. Like the first debate between George 
Bush and John Kerry where he's kind of leaned up on the podium. And he 
said his wife jumped all over him. He went on Letterman Orlando or 
something and was talking about that. And so it either comes across as too 
casual or like you are searching. And neither one of those are positive for 
me. 
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Group 3 
 
Deb3-‐Clip02-‐R	  –	  Romney:	  Well, my strategy is pretty straightforward, which is to go after 

the bad guys, to make sure we do our very best to interrupt them, to kill 
them, to take them out of the picture. But my strategy is broader than 
that. That's important, of course. But the key that we're going to have to 
pursue is a pathway to get the Muslim world to be able to reject 
extremism on its own. We don't want another Iraq. We don't want 
another Afghanistan. That's not the right course for us. 

The right course for us is to make sure that we go after the people who are 
leaders of these various anti-American groups and these jihadists, but also 
help the Muslim world.	  

 
 
Moderator:  In this particular clip what do you think allows, or caused our Republicans 

to like and are Democrats to dislike? What did you see or feel? 
 
Kali:  I feel like he, Romney gave an idea that he had a plan. Whether it is true 

or not I felt like his words were kind of distancing him from like earlier 
when Obama said that basically he's just like Bush. Just like Cheney. I feel 
like he kind of said okay those work then, but they don't work now. This is 
a new Republican. 

 
Moderator:  So he is separating himself? Making a distinction between the previous 

administration? 
 
Kali:  It's out. Without saying they are bad. Because… 
 
Moderator:  What was it that made you think that? What made you think he was 

separating himself? Do you remember anything? 
 
Kali:  He said… what did he say? He said something like “that's not right for us 

now”. That's not right for us today. 
 
Moderator:  Other thoughts? 
 
Marvin:  He did say we need to go after those other leaders. But that is not enough. 

We don't need another Iraq or Afghanistan. We need to be able to enable 
the Muslim community to be able to resist these kinds of things. So he did 
lay out a strategic plan. Go after the terrorists, but at the same time do 
more. 

 
Lilly:  It was a substantive comment. It was very substantive. To me, as one who 

visits the Muslim world over lots of years, it showed a depth of 
understanding that it has to generate, it has to come up from the Muslim 
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world. To be solvable as a matter of fact. I am sure I am reading 
something into this but I was looking at Obama and he was thinking "that 
is a really good idea, I think I'll try that" (Laughter) 

 
Moderator: So you felt like Obama was in agreement with him? 
 
Lilly:  I am probably reading something into it. 
 
Moderator:  What makes you feel that way? 
 
Lilly:  Well, his facial expression. It was different. 
 
Moderator:  Obama's? 
 
Lilly:  Yes. It was different. He wasn't detached. It appeared like he was 

listening. In a positive stance. I would bet you he agreed with what he 
said. Like "I wish I would've said that" 

 
Marvin:  He started off nodding. Like this, and then whenever Romney said 

something about killing the terrorists he immediately said all I have got a 
point. You can just see it in his expression. He said I have got the point I 
am looking for. I am going to get this back. 

 
Moderator:  Okay, did he jot something down at that point? 
 
Marvin:  No he did not. He did not job anything down. 
 
Tara:  He had a sparkle. 
 
Kali:  It looks like to me that he marked something down at some point, but I 

don't remember when it was. 
 
Marvin:  But when he said kill the terrorists… 
 
Moderator:  So at that point you felt that Obama felt "a-ha"? 
 
Marvin:  Yes. 
 
Moderator:  Okay good. Mandy, what did you think? 
 
Mandy:  Well, I agree with what Lilly was saying. Romney seem to show a deeper 

understanding of the problem, that it is not America running in to save the 
world. It has got to come, that change has got to come from within the 
people who are there where the problem is. And we can't just keep, yes we 
have got to fix these immediate, but it is not a short term solution. That is 
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not going to help us. As much as getting real change. 
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Group 1 
 
Deb3-‐Clip03-‐R	  –	  Romney:	  But what's been happening over the last couple of years is, as 

we've watched this tumult in the Middle East, this rising tide of chaos 
occur, you see Al Qaida rushing in. You see other jihadist groups rushing 
in. And they're throughout many nations in the Middle East. 

It's wonderful that Libya seems to be making some progress, despite this 
terrible tragedy. But next door, of course, we have Egypt; Libya is 6 
million population, Egypt 80 million population. We want to make sure 
that we're seeing progress throughout the Middle East, with Mali now 
having North Mali taken over by Al Qaida, with Syria having Asad 
continuing to assassinate, to kill, to murder his own people. This is a 
region in tumult. 

Mr. Schieffer. Well, let's see what the—— 

Gov. Romney. And of course, Iran on the path to a nuclear weapon. We've got real 
problems in the region. 

 
Jenny: Well now I know. (Laughter). Where we are at. 
 
Moderator: (Laughter). I thought you might. 
 
Jenny: He, Romney came off like he was just grasping at stuff and throwing it out 

there. Like he is trying to remember his facts and figures. So that he could 
throw them out. And, probably in this clip more than any other you have 
shown us, Barack Obama is very engaged at what Mitt Romney is saying. 
He is actively listening. He is making eye contact. 

 
(General agreement) 
 
Moderator: Okay. 
 
Jenny: And he feels more confident about where he is at. 
 
Moderator: So you were saying he is more active, and he feels more confident? 
 
Jenny: I think so. Yes. 
 
Moderator: He looks more confident? His nonverbals here suggest he is more 

confident? 
 
Jenny: Yes. 
 
Mary: Right. I think so too. And, it looks like he could interact with him on that 
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without having to make any notes. Just by listening and knowing what is 
going to say next. Just by communicating. 

 
Moderator: So it looks like he knows what he is going to say next? 
 
Mary: It doesn't look like he is planning it in his head what he is going to say 

next, but he knows how would respond to that. I mean, it doesn't look like 
he is about to attack. You know there at the end, he did start looking… He 
is looking for his turn. But, he did seem to be actively listening and 
prepared to comment, but not having to write notes and plan. 

 
Moderator: So, tell me about the not writing notes. When they are writing notes, is 

that a negative? Or a positive? 
 
Jenny: I see it as very human. It's what I would be doing. To remember what they 

are saying. 
 
Billy: It is usually a point of contention. When they hear a fact… Whether they 

are writing anything or not, the person watching it goes, oh maybe that is a 
conflicted statement. 

 
Moderator: Okay, so the writing, the taking of notes then, to you indicates that the 

person who is taking notes is saying that this is something I am going to 
contest? 

 
Billy: But not always. Because at the end of that clip… And I can't remember, 

did Romney say something and incorrect fact? At the end? 
 
Jenny: Of this one right here? 
 
Billy: Yes. 
 
Mary: This may have been it was something about… Animated discussion. 
 
Jenny: He is just pulling out so many things from areas. Numbers. It's the 

numbers. And anybody could fall down on numbers.  
 
Mary: It's the country or something… 
 
Billy: Because it looks like he's about to clarify what ever he just said. 
 
Jenny: I got that too. 
 
Moderator: It looks like Obama is about to add…? That he is about to jump back with 

clarification? 
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Carly: It looks like he is ready. Like you said. He is ready to get back into that 

and take care of whatever he said. 
 
Moderator: More so than in our other clips? Is that what I hear you saying? 
 
Mary: Yes. 
 
Moderator: This clip more than any other clip? 
 
Carly: And he didn't have to write anything down. He just knew, okay I know 

where I am going with this. And he is done. And I just can't wait until he 
is done. 

 
Billy: And I think he is more comfortable looking at Romney when Romney is 

looking at the moderator. 
 
(General agreement) 
 
Mary: That is a good point. 
 
Moderator: You all have said that before. That he is willing to look at Romney as long 

as Romney is not looking back at him. As long as Romney is looking at 
the moderator, Bob Schieffer in this case, as long as Romney is looking 
elsewhere then Obama will look at him. 

 
Billy: And Romney looks less on the attack when he is saying his facts to the 

moderator. As opposed to at him. 
 
Mary: That's true. 
 
Moderator: Is that a positive? Is it a negative? 
 
Billy: It comes across better. I think. Then when he speaks directly to him. Price 

to stare him down. 
 
Jenny: To me, it just depends on the topic. 
 
Mary: Right. I mean if they are really trying to get us to vote it seems like they 

would be talking more, I guess to the camera? Or to the people? And not 
the moderator. Or to the other person. 

 
Jenny: I think you would have to be very selective. About when you want to look 

at your opponent. And really drill something in to them. If you were doing 
it with everything, then it does look adversarial. 
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Moderator: So when with they do that then? When would be a positive time to look at 

your opponent? 
 
Jenny: I'm sure their party lets them know. (Laughter). 
 
Moderator: The party lets them know? Is there someone in the back saying look/ don't 

look?  
 
Billy: I would say, on your key point. Not on the key point of each question. But 

there is probably maybe two identified points in the whole debate. Where 
you are really trying to drive something home. 

 
Moderator: So that's when you would really look at your opponent? 
 
(General agreement) 
 
Moderator: Okay, good. Any other thoughts on this one? 
 
Jenny: It makes me want to go back and look to see how we've done on all of 

these. 
 
Carly: (Laughter) Not me. But now I do want to go back and look. It has been a 

few years. 
 
Billy: I am thinking I have no desire to be president and be on the debate on TV. 
 
Mary: can you imagine having people like us? (Laughter) he looked a little 

smug… 
 
Billy: look at his hair… Look at that one ear… 
 
Carly: Yeah, but that was the whole Nixon Kennedy thing. Nixon one on radio. 

And Kennedy one on TV. And so it is… 
 
Moderator: Okay, here we go. 
 
 
 
 
Group 2 
	  
 
Moderator: Okay, thoughts? 
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Tom: Well, the same thoughts. Which is just looking at posture. Which is, I 
think what he is doing is trying to look engaged.  

 
Moderator: Do you mean Romney? 
 
Tom: No, Obama. He is trying to look interested and engaged. He is trying to 

lean into this and show hey I'm interested. But, he's probably not aware of 
that rectangle that is around him and it doesn't make him look that way. So 
you could say he's a dog that is cowing, or you could say that he is 
slumped. I think that he is trying to give one image. An image of 
engagement. But I think that because of the box he is in it does not look 
that way. I think if we zoom back, and look at the table then it is a 
completely different way that would be perceived. 

 
Moderator: So, it looks like he is slouched? Is that what I hear you saying? 
 
Tom: It looks slouched, yes. It also looks a little bit like – unfortunately for him 

– I think it makes him look a little cowed by the words that are coming at 
him. And I don't think that is the case. But, I think that is the image -  and 
packaging is important. 

 
Moderator: Okay. Fred, you were going to say something earlier?  
 
Fred: No telling now. (Laughter) 
 
Tom: I'm like Romney. 
 
(General Laughter) 
 
Moderator: Let me ask you this. Is there a difference between Obama's general 

demeanor in this clip versus the first debate? 
 
Fred: Quite a bit. Quite a bit. 
 
Joe: The first debate? 
 
Lucy: He never quits looking at him. Until the very end when he realizes that he, 

Romney is getting out of time. He is focused. 
 
Moderator:  How does that compare and contrast to the other clips we watched from 

the first debate? 
 
Lucy: Where there it looked like he was trying not to look at him at all I thought. 

Here, he is… It's as if somebody said you really need to look at him. And 
try to engage. And Romney is the one who was looking away. In this clip. 
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He is not going to look at Obama. 
 
Moderator:  What does that suggest to you? The fact that Romney is not looking at 

Obama here? 
 
Lucy: I think he is trying to play the same game that Obama did in the other 

debate. 
 
Moderator: So, he is trying to play a power game? 
 
Lucy: Yes. 
 
Moderator: Other thoughts? 
 
Fred: I saw that he was intent to see how, or if Romney was going to nail him on 

the Benghazi issue. And Romney didn't nail him on the Benghazi. He took 
a spread answer. 

 
Moderator: Okay. Obama is looking to see if Romney is going to attack him? 
 
Fred: I saw him… I wanted him to… I think he knew he didn't answer, and so 

he is wanting to know how is he going to respond? And then towards the 
last, he relaxed. Because of the shotgun that Romney took. Instead of 
focusing right in. 

 
Lucy: It is a Saturday Night Live skit. Where after one of the debates in a 

previous election, Saturday Night Live did a debate skit. Where they 
pronounced all the hard names. Because somebody had goofed remember, 
and one of the debates? 

 
Fred: Yes, I remember. 
 
Lucy: And, he has been coached on all of those names and how to pronounce 

them correctly, and he wants to get all of those countries and names. And, 
by golly he is going to do it. 

 
Moderator:  So Romney is the one who is making sure he gets in all of the names? 
 
Lucy: Yes. 
 
Tom: See, what four said, I remember people saying afterwards that he had the 

opportunity to waste him on his part hard. With the whole Benghazi thing. 
And he missed it. 

 
Lucy: And he didn't take it. 
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Fred: Yes. 
 
Moderator: So Romney missed the opportunity to take it? 
 
(General agreement) 
 
Moderator: Okay good. Other thoughts? Other notices? 
 
Tom: Well something that is bothering me about this is that looking at little 

pieces of it changes the way that I look at it. Rather than looking at the 
whole thing. Because I remember when I watch the two debates, that I 
thought Romney killed him. On the economy one. But, looking at it like 
this I am seeing all of these negatives. And on the foreign-policy one, I 
thought that Obama got some points back. On the foreign-policy one. But, 
looking at the snippets I have got the exact opposite reaction. When we are 
just looking at pieces of it. Than I did when I watched it as a whole. 

 
Moderator: And we are losing that context? That is one of the downsides of doing it in 

the style. Is that we do lose the context. That is kind of the balancing act.  
See the first group got to watch the whole 90 minutes in live context. And 
you guys, unfortunately, are the other side. You get to watch the snippets. 

 
Joe: No, that is good. That let you look at different things. So it's good. I 

understand. 
 
Lucy: Well, I would be very shocked if in the next round of debates anyone 

agreed to do a seated debate. Because neither one of them looks great. 
And it's hard to project the presidential stance in that seated environment. 

 
Moderator: So, you feel like the seated environment was a mistake? On the part of the 

debaters? That they should not have agreed to it? 
 
Lucy: Yes. I would like to know why they wanted to do it? 
 
Joe: How that came about? 
 
Lucy: Was that the presidential debate group that decided there will be one 

seated debate? 
 
Moderator: I don't know the specifics on this negotiation. But negotiations do occur. 

With the committee for televised presidential debates. So, there is a 
bipartisan committee that makes all these recommendations. 

 
Joe: And of course with (moderator) being the consummate professional, you 
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never let anyone take an interview seated. 
 
(Laughter) 
 
Moderator: That is true. 
 
Tom: I wonder if it is also about height? Do you remember how to get the height 

rule? For Kerry and Bush? Where they would have the same amount of 
space between the top of the screen in their heads? It might be easier to 
make it look so awkward. Because it looked weird. Because when Kerry 
was way back here, and it was a close up… 

 
Moderator: So, did you feel like there was a height discrepancy between the 

candidates in this one? 
 
Tom: Not really. No. 
 
Lucy: Will there is, but it is because Obama seems so slumped over. 
 
Moderator: But if you were not slumped over? Is it noticeable? 
 
Tom: It is not so noticeable. It was with those earlier debates. 
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Group 3 
 
Deb3-‐Clip04-‐R	  –	  Romney:	  when the students took the streets in Tehran and the people 

there protested, the Green Revolution occurred. For the President to be 
silent, I thought was an enormous mistake. We have to stand for our 
principles, stand for our allies, stand for a strong military and stand for a 
stronger economy. 

 
 
Moderator:  Did anything appear unusual to you in the clip? Did anything appear 

unusual? Is there anything that raises concerns about any of the 
candidates? 

 
Marvin:  Are you talking about the clip that you just showed part of? The one that 

we just saw? 
 
Moderator:  Yes. Right. 
 
Marvin:  Yes. The way Obama kept looking away from Romney towards the other 

direction. 
 
Mandy:  It was like, what was he looking at? 
 
Marvin:  I was thinking is somebody yelling his name or something? 
 
Mandy:  Or was he waiting for the moderator to cut Romney off? Because he 

was… What was the deal? 
 
Tara:  I felt like he had a… As soon as he said something personal about Obama 

I felt like that was when Obama turned from Romney and looked straight 
at the camera. Like okay, I'm not listening to this anymore. 

 
Moderator: Now, clarify that for me again? Obama turned from Romney and looked at 

the camera? 
 
Tara:  Like he was staring at Romney, while he was talking until Romney said 

something specifically targeted to him… 
 
Marvin:  “The president should not have been silent" 
 
Tara:  Yes. And that's when he that's exactly when Obama turned away. 
 
Lilly:  Yes. He gets this look like I'm in a faraway place. Do you know what I 

mean? It's like ouch. You know, Romney was saying something very 
specific. You know, he had a very specific criticism of him. And he 



                                                Texas Tech University, Shawn R. Hughes, December 2015 

 

 

 

268 

appeared, Obama to me up here almost to detach. Like “la la la…” 
 
(General laughter) 
 
Moderator:  Well now let me clarify, for the purposes, because we are watching clips. 

As opposed to being able to watch the whole debate. When they are 
standing there. Way the camera angles work when they are looking 
towards the middle towards each other they are actually facing each other. 
But because the cameras are shooting opposite when they look, in this 
case when Obama looks and turns his head now he is looking at Bob 
Schieffer. The moderator. It's a triangle table like a Meet the Press type of 
thing. So when he returned he was looking at the moderator. At least that 
is consistent with the direction of the moderator. So, without context it 
does look like he's looking away, but just to give you context he's looking 
at, or toward the moderator. 

 
Marvin:  So, why is he looking at the moderator? 
 
Moderator:  Ahh, that I am not answering. I don't know that. But you're right he does at 

that point shift his gaze. 
 
(General agreement) 
 
Mandy:  He looked very deliberately away. 
 
Tara:  Yes. I don't care who he is looking at. But at that point he is, at that exact 

moment when he said that, he turned. I don't care who he is looking at. 
He's still decided not to pay attention, or maybe he did, but to change his 
direction. 

 
Moderator:  Okay, so he is changing his direction. He's changing his focus from 

Romney to anywhere else? In this case probably the moderator. 
 
Tara:  Yes. 
 
Moderator:  And the only reason I say that is because I didn't want you to think he was 

turning away as in looking into space. 
 
Tara:  No, it's not a matter in my opinion. It doesn't matter. 
 
Moderator:  So it doesn't make a difference? 
 
Tara:  Not to me. Because he still turned at that exact moment that something 

personal was said to him. 
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Mandy:  It wasn't like he was looking down. Like Romney did to make a note or 
something. It was… Yes, he was looking out. Which was odd. 

 
Marvin:  I just got the feeling that he was saying "help me". 
 
(General laughter). 
 
Moderator:  Okay, so you feel like he was turning to the moderator as in get me out of 

this? 
 
Marvin:  Yes. 
 
Mandy:  Is in his time up? 
 
Moderator:  Isn't his time up? Five seconds. (Laughter). 
 
Moderator:  Okay, it is there anything else that struck you as unusual or odd? 
 
Kali:  I didn't notice Obama, because Romney was confusing me. 
 
Moderator:  Why is Romney confusing? 
 
Kali:  Because he was saying these really pointed things. But he is very smiley 

and happy about it. I felt like that was a place where, I understand he is 
trying to connect with people, but that wasn't what he should've used at 
that point. 

 
Moderator:  What was wrong? 
 
Kali:  I wanted him… Like you were talking about earlier, there is a point where 

you kind of want him to be like with a dog and bone. Like this is a point I 
want you to hear. This is a point where I stand firm. You should have done 
this. 

 
Marvin:  Maybe even point his finger. 
 
Kali:  Yes. 
 
Moderator:  You want him to point his finger? 
 
Marvin:  I don't know. I'm using that as an illustration. But maybe he should have 

done this. 
 
Kali:  Because he was like, the president should not have, and it just came off… 

His body language did not agree with his words. 
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Moderator:  Okay, now that is a strong statement. So you are saying his body language 

didn't agree with his verbals? 
 
Kali:  That's right. 
 
Moderator:  His nonverbals, and his verbals were mismatched? 
 
Kali:  Yes. 
 
Lilly:  And I think it's more personality. Just watching Romney over time, he 

appears to me to be just a really genuine nice person. I see it more as a 
function of his personality. 

 
Kali:  But, even if that is someone's personality I need to know that they can not 

be that at times. When they need to be firm they can be firm. 
 
Moderator:  Will let me ask you this. What are the two messages that you heard? If you 

have a disagreement between the verbal and the nonverbal, his verbal is 
saying what? Generally? What is he saying in this clip, Romney? 

 
Marvin:  He is saying you shouldn't have done these things. 
 
Moderator:  So nonverbally? What is he saying? 
 
Marvin:  I don't want to hurt your feelings. 
 
Moderator: Okay. I don't want to hurt your feelings? 
 
Kali:  I don't want to come across as somebody who is doing a negative 

campaign. 
 
Moderator:  Okay, I don't want to be negative? 
 
Kali:  Yes. 
 
Moderator:  Other nonverbals? 
 
Tara:  He seems unsure. 
 
Moderator:  Unsure? 
 
Tara:  Like, not the point where I am wondering if this is how he really feels, or 

if this is what he was told to say, but he just kind of seems unsure about 
how to handle this. 
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Moderator:  Do you know why? What makes you feel that he is unsure about this? 
 
Tara:  Just what she is saying. Like his words and his actions don't match. I feel 

like they should match. You know, I don't mean… 
 
Moderator:  What actions to you indicate that he is not matching with his verbals and 

nonverbals? 
 
Tara:  I don't know. I don't remember exactly. 
 
Mandy:  I don't know what happened next, but it's would almost appear to me, a 

tactic is to say something negative to try to get the other person to 
overreact. Or become angry or upset. And so, perhaps he had been 
cautioned, okay you can get into this negative stuff but don't get into it like 
you are angry. Or you are too negative. Let him be the one who gets upset. 

 
Moderator:  Okay, so you saw as a tactic? As in he is going to attack but not too 

harshly? 
 
Mandy:  Yes. 
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Group 3 
 
Deb3-‐Clip05-‐O	  –	  Obama:	  America remains the one indispensible nation. And the world 

needs a strong America, and it is stronger now than when I came into 
office. Because we ended the war in Iraq, we were able to refocus our 
attention on not only the terrorist threat, but also beginning a transition 
process in Afghanistan. 

It also allowed us to refocus on alliances and relationships that had been 
neglected for a decade. And, Governor Romney, our alliances have never 
been stronger: in Asia, in Europe, in Africa, with Israel, where we have 
unprecedented military and intelligence cooperation, including dealing 
with the Iranian threat. 

 

Moderator:  Okay let's go back to the idea of the Democrats and Republicans looking 
at this and rating it. Why do you think that with this particular clip the 
Democrats rated it high and the Republicans rated it low? 

 
Tara:  I thought, and obviously I'm not the president so I don't know, but I felt 

like Obama was full of opinions. In my personal opinion. (Laugh). I don't 
know, I just… 

 
Moderator:  Help me to understand opinion. Is that a good thing? Or is that a bad thing 

to you? 
 
Tara:  I don't know. He is saying America has never been stronger, and 

America… I don't know. 
 
Moderator:  But are those good things or bad things? 
 
Tara:  I think they are good things. But I also think they are opinions. His 

opinions. 
 
Moderator:  As opposed to what? 
 
Tara:  As I personally would have seen the economy. Because he said America 

has never been stronger since I was in office, or something like that. 
 
Moderator:  So what are you looking for then? 
 
Tara:  I don't know. 
 
Moderator:  It's okay if you don't know, I'm just trying to understand. 
 
Tara:  I just felt like he was putting – and yes he is the president and he know a 
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lot– but I felt like he was putting the salvation of America in his hands. 
And that he is the reason that it's where it is at and not everyone working 
together… 

 
Kali:  Is it frustrating you that he is using… Like how do you, how do you argue 

against it being stronger when you don't know what he is… Like which 
part is he saying? 

 
Moderator:  So which part is an opinion? 
 
Tara:  Yes. He is just saying the whole thing is stronger. Like I felt him saying 

the whole country is stronger because of me. And I disagree with that. 
 
Moderator:  Marvin, what were you going to say? 
 
Marvin:  Well he is just sitting up there saying things. America is stronger, we have 

a greater alignment with government. Well, how? What is… How was 
America stronger? Stronger than it was then? How is our relationship with 
Israel better than it was? 

 
Moderator:  What would you like him to say there? 
 
Marvin:  Instead of listing all of those things, pick one or two and say here is how 

our relationship with Israel is stronger than it was four years ago. When I 
was elected president. 

 
Moderator:  So I hear you saying you want more concrete examples? 
 
Marvin:  He is just making vague statements. That there are no basis for proof of. I 

mean I could make those statements anytime. 
 
Moderator: So there is no basis for the statements? There is no proof there? You're 

saying there is no basis for proof? 
 
Marvin:  There's no basis for making the statement. And you have got to believe 

him, or you don't. 
 
Mandy:  But you can see why the Democrats would like it. Because he is coming 

across as very presidential. Very calm, pointing out the positives. You 
know, yeah. Life is wonderful and it is because I am here. 

 
Moderator:  Okay. Tell me how he is coming across as very presidential? What is it 

that makes it presidential? 
 
Mandy:  He is speaking calmly. He has got his list. He's not stuttering. So, he 
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appears to be very much in control. 
 
Moderator:  Okay, so he is in control? Good. 
 
Tara:  And he is confident. Like he really believes that it's him that maybe has 

done this. 
 
Kali:  He is much better when he speaks general then when he tries to make a 

specific point. 
 
Mandy:  Exactly. 
 
Kali:  Like when he tries to say you did poorly because this shows that when this 

happens and that that happened, that's when he is like……… Verbal 
fumble 

 
Moderator:  I see you doing this circle movement with your hand. You are saying he is 

circular? That's kind of an argument he is made before? Or said something 
about… 

 
Kali:  Yes. He uses a lot of circumlocution. 
 
Moderator:  Wow. I am going to have to spell that out. (Laughter). That is good. 
 
Kali:  But he also, like earlier when he was talking to Romney… He uses poor 

words. But he was saying you did this, and so this happened, and then this, 
and so we have this effect. He doesn't do as well as when he is saying just 
in general… "We live in Oz  And life is wonderful." 

 
Moderator:  And that is something you had said earlier. About verbal fillers. And the 

lack of verbal fillers. And I hear you doing this… He is more confident in 
this one? Lilly, what did you think about this the whole thing? 

 
Lilly:  Well, I… You know he is obviously an unaccomplished orator. And so, 

what we saw and that was lots of general claims without any evidence to 
back it up. He also tapped into key ideas that I can see why the Democrats 
would have liked it. We ended the war in Iraq. I mean he was in on that, so 
that was very important. And then he generally goes out and makes a lot 
of loose claims about the whole region. Again, not backing up with 
evidence's claims. But, you see, I see once again why this guy got elected 
twice. (Laughter). He is an orator. He is the quintessential politician. 

 
Moderator:  So is that a positive, or is it a negative? 
 
Lilly:  Well, it is positive for him. But, in my opinion it is negative for us. Show 



                                                Texas Tech University, Shawn R. Hughes, December 2015 

 

 

 

275 

me the money. That's what I would say. (Laughter). 
 
Moderator:  Let me ask you this? This is the third debate. What we saw earlier was the 

first debate. Did you notice any difference in either of the candidates, 
between the two debates? They were about 2 1/2, three weeks apart. What 
did you notice that was different between the first and third debate? 

 
Marvin:  Of course we've only seen Obama. 
 
Moderator:  Right, we've only seen the one clip. 
 
Marvin:  But, the difference between Obama in this clip and the previous clips is 

the smoothness, the polish called up, the confidence, the presidential 
aspect that he demonstrates this was much better than in the previous 
debate. 

 
Moderator:  So you didn't see that in the previous clips, but in this one it's dramatically 

better? Markedly different? 
 
Marvin:  Yes. Somebody told him he needed to act like a president. 
 
Mandy:  Yes. 
 
Moderator:  Somebody told him? 
 
(General laughter) 
 
Moderator:  That's what I am asking. Is that the way it came across? 
 
(General agreement) 
 
Tara:  At least in this clip. Yes. 
 
Kali:  I think Romney seemed a little less cocky, like it seemed like he was 

listening a little harder. He was blinking a ton. 
 
Moderator:  Blinking? 
 
Kali:  Yes. A lot. Which, to me it seemed like he was hyper focused. 
 
Moderator:  Did anybody else noticed the blinking? 
 
Mandy:  I noticed he looked a little different. I'm not sure what. 
 
Moderator:  Okay. Tell me about the blinking. What did the blinking indicate? 
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Kali:  In the last one, his eyes kind of looked, well in the first debate his eyes 

looked kind of … 
 
Moderator:  Romney? 
 
Kali:  Yes Romney. They had that kind of jovial crinkle. Around them. But in 

this the top half of his face, well and even his mouth, he just looked more 
concerned. More… I don't want to use grave because that's a little too 
down. But he definitely is a little more worried about where he is in the 
polls, or he felt like maybe in the deal in between this that Obama got 
some good jabs in. I don't know. But it is obvious that something has 
made him a little more aware. That maybe this is not the slam-dunk he 
thought it was. 
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Group 3 
 
Deb3-‐Clip06-‐O	  –	  Obama:	  Now, Governor Romney has taken a different approach 

throughout this campaign. Both at home and abroad, he has proposed 
wrong and reckless policies. He's praised George Bush as a good economic 
steward and Dick Cheney as somebody who has—shows great wisdom and 
judgment. And taking us back to those kinds of strategies that got us into 
this mess are not the way that we are going to maintain leadership in the 
21st century. 

 
 
Moderator:  Okay which clip, which candidate did you notice more in the segment? 

The candidate who was speaking, or the nonspeaking candidate? Which 
candidate did you notice more? 

 
Tara:  I watched Romney more. Just because Obama's comments were targeted 

directly towards what he had done. And so I personally wanted to see how 
Romney handled those comments. 

 
Moderator:  Other thoughts? 
 
Marvin:  I was watching Obama really closely. Until Romney started shifting. Then 

I started watching him. 
 
Moderator:  So, you were watching Obama, and then once Romney started shifting you 

switched? 
 
Marvin:  I got a different field, and again knows what your bias is going into this, I 

got a different feel in watching Romney as he looked away this time as 
compared to when Obama looked away. I got the impression that Romney 
was saying here we go again. Going back to blaming everything on the 
Bush administration. And I am not the Bush administration. 

 
Moderator:  So, you felt like Romney wasn't looking for help, you felt like Romney 

was… 
 
Marvin:  He was just saying that's ridiculous. Here we go again. 
 
Lilly:  I saw that too. I think, truthful or not, it is very effective to blame other 

people. It can be very effective. It's very effective in politics. It can be a 
big boldfaced lie, but often it works. Mudslinging works. And so he was 
slinging a little mud on the fact that he was a conservative Republican. 
Following in the footsteps of predecessors that would I think have really 
boosted the Democrats. They say yeah let's go get them let's bash Bush. 
And so, he seems to know what, Obama seems to know what to say and 
how to say it. But I have no idea about the truthfulness of it. 
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Moderator:  But it comes across as confident? Is that what I hear you saying? 
 
Lilly:  Yes. 
 
Moderator:  What makes it where it seems he knows how to say it? 
 
Lilly:  He is smooth. He is smooth. And in this case he was specific with his 

mudslinging. Which is probably pretty effective, because at that point in 
time there was a lot of negative get DVD towards the war. And towards 
George Bush, so that is effective. You know, guilty by association. You 
are associated with these people that did that. So he seems to know. 
Obama seems to know all the right trigger words. And what to say. 

 
Marvin:  But again, he is making those generic statements about his careless politics 

of foreign-policy with no evidence to back it up. It's like, I am saying it 
therefore it is true. 

 
Moderator: And lack of evidence? Just because he is saying it he expects it to be 

excepted, is that what you're saying? Which one did you feel like came 
across as more genuine in this clip? 

 
Kali:  Romney. Because when he gave that kind of "here we go again" thing it 

kind of seemed like something you would do out of habit. Not necessarily, 
nobody would've told him to do that. It just seemed like it just happened it 
is just a natural response. 

 
Moderator:  It is not calculated? 
 
Kali:  Yes. 
 
Moderator:  Mandy, what did you think? Which one was more genuine? 
 
Mandy:  Well, in this particular clip I guess I felt like Obama was being more 

genuine. I didn't like what he was saying. But, he kept on track a little 
better. And Romney seemed to being having to react. Or be surprised or 
something. It wasn't that he wasn't coming across as genuine. Just in this 
little short clip Obama came across as more genuine. 
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Group 1 
 
Deb3-‐Clip07-‐R	  –	  Romney:	  Number two, we take some programs that we are going to 

keep, like Medicaid, which is a program for the poor, we take that health 
care program for the poor, and we give it to the States to run because 
States run these programs more efficiently. As a Governor, I thought, 
please, give me this program. I can run this more efficiently than the 
Federal Government. 

Mr. Schieffer. Can he do that, Mr. President? 

Gov. Romney. And States, by the way, are proving it. States like Arizona, Rhode Island 
have taken these Medicaid dollars, have shown they can run these 
programs more cost-effectively. 

The President. Bob—— 

Gov. Romney. And so I want to do those two things. It gets us to a balanced budget 
within 8 to 10 years. 

The President. Bob—— 

Mr. Schieffer. Let—— 

Gov. Romney. Let's get back to the military though. 

Mr. Schieffer. Well, that's what I'm trying to find out about. 

Military Budget/Deficit and National Debt 

The President. But he should have answered the first question. 

 
Moderator: Give me keywords here. 
 
Carly: Obama was like distracted there. 
 
Moderator: Obama was distracted? Okay give me something else. Keywords? 
 
Billy: Was that third debate? 
 
Moderator: Yes. 
 
Billy: He is uncomfortable because Romney has got the confidence and probably 

has the upper hand in this one. 
 
Moderator: You are saying Obama is uncomfortable in this one? 
 
Billy: He looks uncomfortable. 
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Moderator: Okay. What else do you think? Keywords? 
 
Jenny: I just feel like he is… 
 
Moderator: Which he? 
 
Jenny: Barack Obama. He is so formulating his next discussion point. That he is 

hardly even listening to him. Early on he kind of decided this is what he 
was going to say. 

 
Moderator: So he is trying to jump in? He is not listening anymore? 
 
Jenny: I don't think he is. 
 
Mary: Romney just seemed… Just from his choice of words, seemed kind of like 

an old, rich, white politician. (Laughter) 
 
Billy: So he seemed Republican? 
 
(General laughter) 
 
Mary: Staunchly. (Laughter) 
 
Moderator: Staunchly Republican? What made him seem like an old rich white 

Republican? 
 
Mary: When he talked about Medicare being for the poor. How he could do so 

much better of a job at this as a governor if they would just give him the 
money. Let him do it. It just was very… 

 
Moderator: Distasteful? 
 
Mary: Yes. 
 
Moderator: Other thoughts? What did you think about it? 
 
Carly: Obama was everywhere. Like he just wanted to climb on Romney's back 

and squash everything he was saying. 
 
Mary: And I don't know a better word he could've used instead of "poor" it just 

came across as… 
 
Jenny: Socio economically disenfranchised? 
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Mary: Yes. (Laughter) 
 
(General laughter) 
 
Mary: Something other than poor. It just sounded elitist. 
 
Moderator: Okay, let's just watch this one again. Let's see if there is anything else you 

gather out of it. 
 
Carly: Isn't that what he was battling to the whole time? The elitist thing? 
 
Moderator: Okay. Let's play it again. 
 
(Play clip: Deb 3 – Clip 7) 
 
Jenny: Romney's face seems to be getting redder and redder. (Laughter) almost 

like… 
 
Moderator: His face is getting red? That is interesting. 
 
Jenny: Yes. 
 
Carly: Does that mean he is getting excited? All fired up? 
 
Jenny: I am thinking it means he knows he is backing himself into a weird corner 

he needs to get out of. 
 
Moderator: Did it come across like that? Like he is backing himself into a corner? 
 
Jenny: Well, he is kind of fumbling for words. And I think it is after what one 

pointed out, his use of the word poor. I notice his use of the word poor, 
and I am thinking even his pronunciation of the word for… I didn't like it. 

 
Carly: It's almost like he is condescending to the poor people. Who are watching 

the debate. 
 
Mary: Yes. Yes. 
 
Carly: I was even looking at it thinking… 
 
Jenny: And I think the more he is talking, his realizing I just… 
 
(General agreement) 
 
Mary: This is not going so well. Yes. (Laughter) 
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Billy: And it is not getting better. 
 
Moderator: So you feel like he realized… That he made a mistake, and he is trying to 

make his way out of it? 
 
Jenny: Yes. 
 
Mary: And Obama is ready to jump on it. I mean, so that probably makes him 

even more self-conscious, I guess. That he is not sure what Obama is 
ready to attack, but he can tell… 

 
Carly: You can see the "O Brother" on his face. He is just like, oh brother… I 

can't get a hold of this… 
 
Jenny: I would like to see the very beginning of the clip, in the very end of the 

clip, and see how read his face is getting. 
 
(General agreement) (Laughter) 
 
Moderator: Billy, what do you think? 
 
Billy: This is funny, because we are all watching the same thing… 
 
Moderator: And that is not what you are seeing? 
 
Billy: No. I see him, outside of the use of the word poor,… 
 
Moderator: You're saying Romney? 
 
Billy: Yes. He is answering that question confidently. And it is coming across 

like he knows what he is talking about. But what I see happening at the 
end is where is getting uncomfortable. He is probably not answering the 
question that was asked of him. 

 
Moderator: Oh, okay. Alright. 
 
Billy: Because it seems like he is getting called on, okay were you going to 

answer the first question? So, he is getting, giving a good answer, to the 
wrong question. 

 
Carly: To the wrong question. 
 
(Laughter) 
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Billy: But, I don't know if that was the case or not. 
 
Carly: Isn't that what debates always end up getting into? 
 
Moderator: Tell me about… Was it effective that Romney kept speaking even though 

the moderator, and Obama both kind of tried to stop him? He just kept on 
going? Or, did that come across… What did you think about that?  

 
Jenny: I did not notice the moderator. 
 
(General agreement) 
 
Mary: No, I didn't either. 
 
Jenny: I don't like that kind of thing. 
 
Carly: When the moderator cut them off? 
 
Jenny: I don't like it when they keep talking once the moderator, once the time is 

up. Once the moderator has told them to stop. So, had I known that I 
would not… But I didn't notice that. 

 
Moderator: Okay. 
 
Billy: I think they both… Neither one of them looked very good. When one 

keeps talking, and the other one keeps trying to cut him off. 
 
Moderator: So, it makes them both look bad? Did you feel like that in this clip? Or 

not? 
 
Mary: Yes. Especially with Obama saying Bob, Bob. Trying to get his attention. 

Weather, you know, his time was up or not. It's really not Obama's 
place… 

 
Moderator: Which one did you think looked bad? Did Obama look bad? Or did 

Romney look bad? You're saying it is really not Obama's place? 
 
Mary: To get the moderator to stop him. Because then it just seems like he is 

being rude. 
 
Carly: Like a two-year-old. 
 
Moderator: A two-year-old? Rude? 
 
Carly: It's like the moderator is there. He knows the time. But maybe he was 
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trying to let him finish his sentence. I don't know. 
 
 
 
Group 2 
 
Moderator: Okay. Thoughts on that exchange? 
 
Lucy: Is it that… Was the time limit different here? Were they supposed 

engaging in more conversation? And not each having a certain amount of 
time? 

 
Moderator: I don't know. How did it come across? Is that what you're saying? That it 

comes across that they are supposed to be engaging in conversation? 
 
Lucy: Well, because I can't understand why Obama is interrupting. The debate 

moderator has not said anything. So, that we could hear… So why? 
 
Fred: Is Bob the moderator? 
 
Moderator: Yes, Bob is the moderator. 
 
Fred: Because that is who he is calling on. 
 
Lucy: Bob Schieffer. 
 
Moderator: Now you are saying that he (Bob Schieffer) didn't say anything? 
 
Lucy: I didn't hear him say… 
 
Joe: I heard his voice. 
 
Moderator: So you heard Bob's voice? A little bit there? 
 
Joe: I don't remember what he said. But I heard him. 
 
Fred: He was holding him… To the non-stopping. 
 
Moderator: Tell me about the non-stopping? Are you talking about Romney? 
 
Fred: Yes. I just think you are a professional. And when your time is up, if you 

haven't used it effectively you've got to stop no matter what. It looks 
awkward. And for you to keep going it is like, well I just got so much to 
say here. 
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Joe: Yes. The rules are okay for him, but not for me. 
 
Fred: Yes. The rules are fine for him but not for me. But then he, as president, 

starts making nonverbal… Reaching out. Obama is showing signs that… 
Bob are you going to stop him? I get that. It's like what is the deal here? 

 
Moderator: Do you think that that comes across positive, negative? What does it come 

across like when Obama is trying to interrupt, for Bob to stop Romney? 
 
Fred: Well, I thought it was out of place. 
 
Moderator: You felt like he was out of place for Obama to do that? 
 
Fred: Yes. The moderator has to exercise the control. 
 
Moderator: So that is the moderator’s job? 
 
Fred: You could look at him like are you going to do this or not? Which he did. 

But then, when he didn't get the response he wanted, that's when he really 
became obnoxious. 

 
Joe: He didn't get the response you wanted. 
 
Moderator: What did you think to? 
 
Joe: I agree with Fred. That you have got the rules for the debate. And you 

know your time limits. And you have practice this thing forever. And you 
know that they have. And so for him to run over that far, you wonder… 
The event part of me pussies this is like, what else did he say that he 
wasn't supposed to say there? Because he's got a script. He knows the 
questions that are going to be asked. But he kept on talking. And so it 
made him look like he didn't prepare well. 

 
Moderator: Okay, so it made Romney look like he didn't prepare well? 
 
Joe: Yes. In one case. But, he came across as authoritative. The stuff that he 

wasn't… It didn't seem as though he were rambling. He was trying to 
complete his point. So that was a positive. I appreciated it. But it goes 
back to this - to me did not make good use of his time. 

 
Moderator: He was trying to complete his point, but he didn't make good use of his 

time? 
 
Joe: Yes. 
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Moderator: Other thoughts? 
 
Joe: In some ways that is kind of a power play. I see it as a power play. 
 
Moderator: Okay, you felt like it was a power-play on Romney's part? 
 
Joe: Because he… You know. I could speak to anyone of these things. Because 

I'm talking on three sides of an issue. Because, it looks like he's in control. 
 
Lucy: I think that is the point I want to make. That I think they have to… They 

have made some decisions about when they are going to run over. When 
they are not going to stop talking. Because they want to look like they 
have a lot of answers. And, the other candidate runs the risk of looking 
rude if he or she interrupts. And, they are making a play there. And I don't 
know if they realize… Will I know they realize that it is a play. And they 
have to decide is it worth the risk. 

 
Moderator: Which part is making the decision? To go over or the person who is 

interrupting? 
 
Lucy: To go over, and to interrupt. Both of them. You know, I can see them 

talking about when should I interrupt? How should I interrupt? When 
should I go over? How should I go over? 

 
Moderator: Tom, you mentioned decorum earlier. Did you feel like Obama was within 

his rights to try to interrupt? Or that it was out of place? 
 
Tom: Well for me, the whole clip makes me angry at the moderator. Instead of 

at either candidate. Like four was saying. You hear them him say 
something. But then Obama says Bob. And Romney keeps going. But he 
didn't say “time Mr. Governor.” 

 
(General agreement) 
 
Joe: Yes, he didn't call him on it. 
 
Tom: The kind of says something. So I don't know if he is interrupting? Without 

reason? If he's interrupting with reason? 
 
Fred: Yes. See that is not what I am clear on either. 
 
Tom: So, for me. And I think that your independent American also has 

suspicions towards the media. I think whenever these debates take place 
we kind of worry about the moderator is. We worry about them slanting 
there. And so I thought it was disrespectful to both of them for the 
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moderator not to take… And it did make both of them look bad. Romney 
looks silly and eager to go. And Obama, if he had just said Bob once… 
but he says it over and over. 

 
Lucy: I remember expecting more from Bob Schieffer. And being disappointed. 

And as I recall that is what his ratings were. 
 
Moderator: Because of the control factor? Because he didn't bring them in? 
 
Lucy: Well, who was the debate moderator before this one? 
 
Moderator: Jim Lehrer. 
 
Lucy: Jim Lehrer. He got a really bad evaluation. And then the woman I guess 

was after this debate. And she got a terrible evaluation. So all of the 
moderators came off badly. 

 
Joe: It must be a difficult job. It must be a difficult job 
 
(General agreement) 
 
(Laughter) 
 
Fred: Because you were trying to be respectful, you've got the president, you've 

got a governor - am I going to speak up? To them? 
 
Lucy: But you are Bob Schieffer. Who is the dean of news. 
 
Fred: But I still go back to - you assumed the responsibility of leadership. 
 
Joe: You accepted the role. 
 
Fred: You are assumed that you are going to enforce it. 
 
 
 
n Moderator – respect him 
n Romney ignores rules 
n Non stopping – Romney 
n Power play 
n Obama looking to Bob to stop Romney 
n Decorum 
n Bob should have stopped him 
 
 



                                                Texas Tech University, Shawn R. Hughes, December 2015 

 

 

 

288 

 



                                                Texas Tech University, Shawn R. Hughes, December 2015 

 

 

 

289 

Group 1 
 
Deb3-‐Clip08-‐O	  –	  Obama:	  But when it comes to our military, what we have to think about 

is not just budgets. We've got think about capabilities. We need to be 
thinking about cybersecurity. We need to be thinking about space. That's 
exactly what our budget does, but it's driven by strategy. It's not driven by 
politics. It's not driven by Members of Congress and what they would like 
to see. It's driven by what are we going to need to keep the American 
people safe. That's exactly what our budget does. 

And it also then allows us to reduce our deficit, which is a significant 
national security concern, because we've got to make sure that our 
economy is strong at home so that we can project military power overseas. 

 

Moderator: Okay thoughts on that one? 
 
Billy: I think when Obama, he's out of his comfort zone his sentences get kind of 

broken. Like that. When he does this stop, and then the start. 
 
Moderator: Okay, so his sentences were more fragmented? 
 
Billy: Yes. 
 
Moderator: And that makes him? 
 
Billy: It makes him… It is like he doesn't believe what he is saying. Because he 

doesn't know how to say it. 
 
Mary: Struggling. 
 
Billy: He's using… A lot of times he can be kind of fluid but he was not fluid in 

that clip. 
 
Moderator: So in this case he was not fluid? And you are saying you're not sure that 

he believed what he was saying? Or it came across that way? 
 
Billy: I don't know if that is the right word. But he didn't believe. He was not 

comfortable with it. 
 
Moderator: Okay, not comfortable. Good. Mary, what were you saying?  
 
Mary: I thought he seemed pretty confident. But, the whole time Romney is 

looking condescending. 
 
Moderator: What made him look condescending? Do you remember? Any one 
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particular thing? 
 
Mary: Just his… Just his usual listening face. (Laughter) 
 
Moderator: His usual listening face? 
 
Mary: As Jenny would say he just has a smirk.… There's nothing in particular 

just condescending. 
 
Jenny: I started off, I would say the first half of the cliff I felt positively about 

both of them. There was a place where Romney nodded assent. Where he 
started talking about the space program and technology and at that point 
Romney started taking some notes and he looked down and he didn't seem 
to be… And there are places that he nodded, but then I noticed when he 
got up to give his full attention and put on that we are listening face., 
There was a weird play of things that happened right in here in the middle 
of his face as he tried to smile. 

 
Moderator: And you are talking about Romney? 
 
Jenny: Romney, yes. And it was almost like he went through four or five different 

subtle expressions right here around the mouth and nose area. While he 
tried to decide which comfortable place to settle. It was really kind of odd. 
And there was a point in there that I felt to that he was smirking. And kind 
of nodding in a condescending sort of way. 

 
Moderator: Okay. 
 
Jenny: So I started off feeling that both of them came off looking very 

presidential. In sympathy with one another I think. I like when they have 
those moments when they do acknowledge places where they do agree. 
Because it happens so infrequently. But then he kind of went downhill. 

 
Billy: I think he caught himself technology. 
 
Jenny: Maybe he did. 
 
Billy: I think that's why his face was so… Because he was like, oh I can't do that. 
 
(General agreement) 
 
Mary: I'm not supposed to agree with him. 
 
Moderator: So, by the end to summarize at the beginning you felt okay about them, 

but by the end you didn't feel as good about Romney as you did Obama? 
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Jenny: Right. 
 
Moderator: On that particular clip? Just this clip? 
 
Jenny: Yes. I kind of stopped paying attention to Obama and was just watching 

Romney's face. 
 
Moderator: Was he distracting then? 
 
Jenny: Oh yes. Because of his funny faces. 
 
Moderator: You say a weird thing going on with his face? 
 
Jenny: Yes. 
 
Billy: They both seemed disinterested in the question. It didn't seem like a hot 

button. 
 
 
Group 4 
 
Moderator: Okay. Give me your thoughts on that clip. What did you see? Anything 

that stood out to you? Anything unusual or notable? 
 
Julie: Maybe the fact that he took… To me look like he might be taking a few 

notes. 
 
Moderator: Romney? 
 
Julie: Yes. Just because he looked away for a slightly longer period of time than 

he had in the past. Like three said earlier, he is kind of a smiler. I don't 
think it is a disrespect/respect kind of thing. I think that is just his… You 
know the way he holds himself. His demeanor. But, he looked away for 
notably longer than he had in the past. But it looked like he was doing 
something. So maybe he was taking notes. Something… 

 
Moderator: Is that a good thing? 
 
Julie: I don't think it's a bad thing. I don't really look at it as good or bad. 

Because he didn't… You could see the… Like his eyebrows. He was kind 
of… You know, like he was thinking. Taking in what… He was just kind 
of… 

 
Moderator: Okay. Are you frowning there? Was it a frown? 
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Julie: Not really a frown. Just more like a… You know when you contemplate. 

You're really trying to take something in and think about it. That's what he 
looked like to me. 

 
Moderator: So it looked like he was trying to contemplate? 
 
Julie: Yes. 
 
Moderator: To think about what was being said? 
 
Julie: Right. 
 
Moderator: Other thoughts? 
 
Tony: I think that it is indicative of politics. Because President Obama was going 

on about his military, and then he looked at Romney and it was something 
that they agreed on. And it was only one look. He was only on one 
particular topic. And then he went back over. And then looking at the 
crowd. 

 
Moderator: So, he looked at Romney for a second and then looked back? 
 
Tony: And he agreed. And I think he looked at him too. That was at least one 

topic that they agreed on. And I don't know, I'm not sure if that's some sort 
of succession? Or just he wants the people to know that you agree on 
something. 

 
Moderator: What is it that makes the Democrats like this clip? Democrats in our group 

like this clip. 
 
Dean: Well it seems to me that Obama was highly defensive. That's the way it 

came across to me. Talking about that there had evidently been some false 
allegations or something. So he was trying to defend what they had done. 

 
Moderator: So it seemed defensive? 
 
Dean: Yes. 
 
Moderator: And the Democrats would like that? 
 
Dean: I guess so. 
 
Moderator: Okay. Alright. 
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Sally: Well I have a feeling that there was some disagreement or lack of 
consensus on the military. The way that the military was delegated or 
whatever. And Mitt Romney was pretty well paying attention to him. 
Again where he felt Obama wasn't giving them the right… You know he 
wanted to see his notes. And Obama is pretty sure of himself. But, some of 
the things he pointed or said I didn't really think were fact. 

 
Moderator: What gave you that impression?  Was it the way he said it, or what is it 

that made you think they weren't fact? 
 
Sally: Kind of the way he skipped over it. And said it quickly. 
 
Tony: And that's a great point to, because he tied the budget to public safety. To 

safety in general. (Laughter). 
 
Moderator: Okay so what does that mean? 
 
Tony: I guess he's trying to type the budget to military. Maybe it was kind of a 

stretch. 
 
Moderator: Putting too many things in the same pot? 
 
Tony: It was a stretch. To connect those two. But again for people like us to 

follow politics… The layperson might say well that sounds pretty good. 
 
Moderator: But you felt like it wasn't believable? 
 
Sally: To me. Not the whole truth. The truth the whole truth and nothing but the 

truth. I felt like there was a little bit of a shortcut there. (Laughter). 
 
Dean: Well since when did politicians speak the truth? 
 
General laughter.  
 
Sally: Well I'm sure when I was a teenager that they had it all right. 
 
Moderator: Back in the good old days? 
 
Sally: And Reagan he cut down on some of the things… 
 
Moderator: Okay let's play the next clip. 
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Group 4 
 
Deb3-‐Clip09-‐O	  –	  Obama:	  And the central question at this point is going to be who's going 

to be credible to all parties involved. And they can look at my track 
record—whether it's Iran's sanctions, whether it's dealing with 
counterterrorism, whether it's supporting democracy, whether it's 
supporting women's rights, whether it's supporting religious minorities—
and they can say that the President of the United States and the United 
States of America has stood on the right side of history. And that kind of 
credibility is precisely why we've been able to show leadership on a wide 
range of issues facing the world right now. 

 

Moderator: What do you think in this particular clip made the difference between the 
Republicans and the Democrats? On this clip the Democrats rated higher 
than the Republicans. So, what make the Democrats rate that clip higher 
than the Republicans? What did you see? 

 
Kate: I think even if you don't know, maybe specifically, about the topics or the 

policies, the way that he conveyed the message, again it was very succinct. 
It was very I don't know if believable is the right word… But it conveyed 
that… Kind of that almost when somebody is talking about fact, versus a 
feeling that this is what we've done. So that if you are someone who 
doesn't follow the in-depth policies, that, the way that he conveys his 
message is one that sticks with you. 

 
Moderator: The way that he conveyed it? Do you remember anything particular about 

the way that he conveyed it that made it feel that way? 
 
Kate: I think kind of part of what Sally said earlier, his ability not to stutter. I 

think that is a big one on the candidates. When they are able to talk 
eloquently, smoothly. Transitions, thoughts, topics. It is easier and it 
comes across as them being knowledgeable, being… 

 
Dean: I think he was speaking with more confidence. 
 
Kate: Yes. 
 
Moderator: Speaking with more confidence? 
 
Dean: Yes. 
 
Moderator: So we keep hearing that. That phrase. He is confident. 
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Tony: Well despite that he didn't answer the question, that was a… And that's 
what politicians do. They are trained not to answer the question. They go 
on other tasks, cover other topics. You know this is what I did on this. But, 
I think the gist of that question was foreign-policy. And, the reason 
Romney seem so interested in that, that he was paying attention to it was 
because he wasn't strong in foreign-policy. He is probably stronger now, 
but at the time he wasn't. And so he seem to be paying much more 
attention to President Obama in that particular clip. Even though President 
Obama didn't answer the question. 

 
Moderator: So Romney seem to be paying more attention? 
 
Tony: Yes. There was no smirk. He smiles all the time, but that's the way he 

looks.  
 
Moderator: But he wasn't smirking though? 
 
Tony: What's that? 
 
Moderator: He wasn't smirking? Is that what you're saying? 
 
Julie: It's like a more professional… You know 
 
Tony: Yes. He tried to maintain that poise. 
 
(General agreement) 
 
Tony: And I think that's what I saw in him. That's the kind of, you know other 

candidate should have been that way the whole time. But, again the fact 
that he didn't answer the question is of no consequence. When he is able to 
convey his message to people on form policies like that. It seems like, 
maybe he wasn't answering the question. 

 
Moderator: Sally, what did you think? 
 
Sally: Well, on Mitt Romney I thought he was listening to him. You know. 

Respectfully. I like the fact that he didn't interrupt. He didn't throw his 
hand up and say hey hey wait. And on Obama's part, he was trying to 
make a point in support of himself. I thought. 

 
Moderator: Do you think he was successful in that? In making that point? Did it come 

across as a good argument to you? Or a good point? 
 
Sally: I think half and half on that. Because, I have evolved to not believe 

everything he says. With hindsight now. So, at that point I thought that 
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was pretty good speech. 
 
Moderator: Dean, what did you think about that? 
 
Dean: Yes. I thought his tone of voice was kind of deep and loud but not 

abrasive. In that help convey the idea of confidence. “I know what I am 
doing, and I know what I am talking about.” 

 
Moderator: Good. Okay good - so tone of voice? Alright. 
 
Tony: He still didn't answer the question. 
 
Dean: You're right he didn't. (Laughter). 
 
Tony: That is interesting what to say is, because I already assumed that no 

politicians are going to be telling the whole truth. In everything that I do, 
so that's kind of an assumption that I have. So I just get past it. And then I 
just go with… 

 
Moderator: Just automatically assume? 
 
Tony: Yes. Yes because, and I think that is a classic example. I think it is easier 

for me to get past that just say, obviously you know neither one of them 
are going to be telling all the truth. But he does it appeal to? 

 
Moderator: But you are okay with that? 
 
Tony: Yes. And how was it presented? 
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Group 4 
 
Deb3-‐Clip10-‐R	  –	  Romney:	  I look around the world, I don't see our influence growing 

around the world. I see our influence receding, in part because of the 
failure of the President to deal with our economic challenges at home, in 
part because of our withdrawal from our commitment to our military in 
the way, I think, it ought to be; in part because of the turmoil with Israel. I 
mean, the President received a letter from 38 Democrat Senators saying 
that tensions—— 

The President. Bob—— 

Gov. Romney. ——with Israel were a real problem. They asked him, please repair the 
tension—Democrat Senators—please repair the damage in his own party. 

 
Moderator: Okay in this particular clip that Republicans liked it and the Democrats 

disliked it. The Republicans like this clip and the Democrats dislike this 
clip. So why do you think our focus group, or our subjects felt that? 

 
Tony: Because the way that President Obama was getting prepared for his 

rebuttal. He was smiling looking around back-and-forth. 
 
Sally: He was disagreeing. 
 
Moderator: And that's why the Republicans liked it? 
 
Tony: That's why the Republicans liked it. Yes. 
 
Dean: I think the Republicans liked it because Romney was speaking with 

confidence there. He was saying this has all failed. Even the Democrats 
are against the president and his policy with respect to Israel. So he was 
the one who is speaking with confidence. He was the one who was looking 
at the moderator at that point. He wasn't talking to Obama at that point. He 
was talking to the moderator. He was talking to people. 

 
Tony: That's right. 
 
Dean: He said Obama's policies have failed. And even 38 Democrats, Senators 

have objected to it. 
 
Moderator: So that was a strong argument on Romney… He was speaking with 

confidence there? 
 
Dean: Yes. 
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Julie: Where he was very articulate. 
 
Sally: I felt like Romney was very confident. He knew that they had failed at 

these areas. 
 
Moderator: Is there anything that stood out in your mind about the way that he was 

speaking confidently? 
 
Kate: I got that the sense… 
 
Sally: He made eye contact and.. (pause). He didn't have to… Just like I had to 

do then -- he didn't have to search for his words. He knew what he was 
talking about. 

 
Moderator: Okay, we hear that fluency a lot. Relating highly to confidence is what I 

hear you mentioning? Okay what were you going to say Kate? 
 
Kate: I just took it that he was sometimes when you are arguing with someone, 

you know or debating, but it is a key point and you feel like… “This is my 
homer. This is my moment but I can, even cite your own people… They 
don't like what you… “This is this was something he was enjoying. 
Calling out what he felt like he was calling out the president out on. So he 
was articulate and his focus was kind of out to the other people because he 
was, I think in his mind, you know kind of saying you're failing. And your 
people know it. Because it was something he was enjoying because he was 
able to you know… 

 
Moderator: So he was enjoying it? Because you felt like it was a good argument? 
 
Kate: Yes. 
 
Julie: Because he felt like he could use Obama's history against him. And then 

the Democratic Party in my mind wouldn't have appreciated that. They 
probably would like that clip because he was able to say that at least 38 of 
your own party wanted you to change this. And regardless of whether you 
were one of those 38 if I'm a diehard Democrat that that that's still not 
going to make me feel good. That I was, you know… Or whoever was part 
of that, against our own party. 

 
Tony: And just like Obama in the previous clip you know, he was very confident 

about it. Romney doesn't have any question he didn't answer the question. 
The question was a hypothetical. And when you're asked a hypothetical 
you can come up with whatever you want to. And again his strength was 
on a foreign-policy question and Romney seemed much more relaxed 
answering that foreign-policy question. But he didn't answer what the 
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question was. He answered it with what was personal failures of President 
Obama. You know, the question was what would happen if Israel bombed 
or Iran bong Israel.  

 
Moderator: Let me ask you on that. Did you feel that this was an attack? By Romney? 

Or was it more of a praise of things that he was doing? 
 
Kate: I felt like it was more of a put down the president. 
 
Moderator: You felt like it was a put down to the president? 
 
Kate: I felt like that was his, I don't know I felt like in Romney's case a lot of 

where he went with the debate was too… And possibly that's what 
incoming candidates do they have to tear down what the history of the 
history of the president is. Because that's part of what the whole platform 
is. This is what he has been doing. So they have to kind of tear down the 
progress, or the preconceived you know… And build up… 

 
Moderator: So you felt like he was tearing down Obama's record there? 
 
Kate: I felt that… Yes that's what his intent was. 
 
Tony: You know when you study for test? And then you go and take the test and 

you just know what the information is. You feel like you know what it is? 
 
Moderator: No I don't know that feeling at all. 
 
(Laughter) 
 
Tony: You go in with the confidence. Whereas if you didn't study you go in there 

and you're still a little stressed out. And I think really that's the difference 
in these questions. Romney just felt he knew the answers. 

 
Moderator: Okay. So Romney felt like he knew the answers? 
 
Tony: Yes. And again he didn't answer the question so… (Laughter). 
 
Kate: It's like when you think you nailed that test and then you get it back and 

you say “why did I get a D?” (Laughter). 
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Group 3 
 
Deb3-‐Clip11-‐O	  –	  Obama:	  In fact, just recently, steelworkers in Ohio and throughout the 

Midwest, Pennsylvania, are in a position now to sell steel to China 
because we won that case. We had a tire case in which they were flooding 
us with cheap domestic tires—or cheap Chinese tires, and we put a stop to 
it and, as a consequence, saved jobs throughout America. 

I have to say that Governor Romney criticized me for being too tough in 
that tire case, said this wouldn't be good for American workers and that it 
would be protectionist. But I tell you, those workers don't feel that way. 
They feel as if they had finally an administration who was going to take 
this issue seriously. 

Over the long term, in order for us to compete with China, we've also got 
to make sure, though, that we're taking care of business here at home. 

 
 
Moderator:  Tell me about that clip. What did you see, what did you notice especially 

in the nonverbal's? Let's start with Obama. What did you notice about 
Obama? What was he doing here? Not content so much as just the overall 
gestalt. 

 
Marvin:  That was one of the times where he really got into what he was saying. 

You could see his hands. Hand motions. You could see, you felt like he 
had a really strong point. Doing this right here. And he was emphasizing 
both with his words and his body language. 

 
Moderator:  He was making a strong point? Making a strong case? 
 
Marvin:  Yes. 
 
Moderator:  Did you feel anything? 
 
Lilly:  He felt comfortable in his own skin. This was something that was close to 

him. He had lived this. He could probably see those workers in his mind. 
Once again, he is just so smooth. It's that this is me. This is me. This is 
you. Making that very clear to the hearers. I did this, you didn't. 

 
Moderator:  And “you” being Romney? 
 
Lilly:  Right. 
 
Moderator:  So he was making a clear distinction between himself and his opponent? 
 
Lilly:  Right. And he has done that repeatedly. 
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Moderator:  And you felt like that was an effective distinction? 
 
Lilly:  Oh it was very effective. In my opinion. Yes. 
 
Moderator:  Other thoughts? Let's move to the other side of the table. What about 

Romney? How did you feel about Romney? What do you think he was 
feeling? 

 
Marvin:  He did not show much change of emotion until he got right to the very 

end. Where he made that statement about I did this and you didn't have the 
thing. At which point he did something with his mouth that indicated 
discomfort. And "well, I am in a little trouble here". 

 
Moderator:  So, you see discomfort there? Perhaps it was something with his mouth? Is 

that what I hear you saying? 
 
Marvin:  Yes. 
 
Moderator:  Did anybody else feel discomfort from Romney? Pause. What else did you 

notice Romney doing? What was he in boating? In the first part before the 
change? Do you remember? 

 
Mandy:  To me he just appeared to be listening. Very intently. There didn't seem to 

be much emotion at all. He just seem to be concentrating. 
 
Moderator:  Okay, now let's talk about your preference in terms of the person who is 

going to become president. Which one of these, assuming that the parties 
are absent, you don't know them at all, this is the only clip, which one of 
these is more presidential? 

 
Marvin:  Well that is really hard. Because Obama was doing all the speaking and 

Romney is just sitting there. So it's really hard to just say based on this 
single clip, but Obama did a great job here. He was passionate, he was on 
target. He did make some general vague statements without evidence but 
you got the impression that the evidence was there. 

 
Mandy:  But the question at the bottom of the screen didn't seem to have anything 

to do with what he was talking about. 
 
Tara:  That's what I was wondering. I didn't feel like that answer has anything to 

do with the national security. I felt like it was more about jobs. And so that 
was my first thought. I was thinking what do tires have to do with national 
security? Unless you're going to build the supergiant wall, I don't 
understand why you are talking about tires. That was my first thought. 
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Moderator:  That is a good point. I will throw in the caveat that the candidates don't see 

the CG. That is added in to the studio by someone who is sitting there 
typing. So that doesn't always necessarily hit the direct question. Does that 
make sense? They take the moderators question and shrink it down. 

 
Kali:  I stopped listening to Obama when he said that I did this for Ohio. 
 
Moderator:  You stopped listening? 
 
Kali:  Yes. When he said Ohio I was done. 
 
Moderator:  You were done? 
 
Kali:  I was like -- really? You are going to go after these states here that are the 

core swing states? 
 
Moderator:  So you didn't like it because he said Ohio, as opposed to any other state? If 

you would've said Nebraska would you have kept listening? 
 
Kali:  Yes. 
 
Moderator:  Ohio? Why is it Ohio that turned you off? 
 
Kali:  Those states there. Those are the ones that people are always saying they 

are deciding the election. 
 
Moderator:  So because it was a swing state? 
 
Kali:  Yes. So I felt like he was pandering. He was saying hey Ohio people. I 

don't know are they Ohioans? I don't know. Ohio people, let me just 
remind you how good I was for you in particular. 

 
Moderator:  So you felt like he was pandering? 
 
Kali:  Yes. Then he says I did this for Ohio, and then he says so I created jobs all 

across the US. Because I am grand. (Laughter). 
 
Moderator:  What is he saying it like that? Did you feel like he was bragging there? 
 
Kali:  Yes. I think he took a very specific thing, this one case that happen for 

these people, and he somehow made himself the savior of the US again. 
He does that always. Let's take this specific thing and make it very 
general. 
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Tara:  And he talked about this administration. So this administration right here 
is what did all of this. 

 
Moderator:  So his administration did all of this? 
 
Kali:  And you were against this. Therefore, you are against jobs. You are 

against America. 
 
Lilly:  But he used it, he personalized it by using a personal story. And human 

beings relate very well to stories. So you know, those workers these 
workers I can guarantee you that day… That is also another incredibly 
effective oratory technique. Our brains are hardwired to understand the 
story. We can understand our story, we can understand other people's 
story. And so he took this thing and he communicated it in a way that was 
effective. 

 
Tara:  He made a connection. 
 
Moderator:  Good. Dramastistic, as Tara would say pointing out Kenneth Burke. 
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Group 3 
 
Deb3-‐Clip12-‐R	  –	  Romney:	  We have enormous trade imbalance with China. And it's worse 

this year than last year. And it's worst last year than the year before. 

And so we have to understand that we can't just surrender and lose jobs 
year in and year out. We have to say to our friends in China, look, you 
guys are playing aggressively, we understand it, but this can't keep on 
going. You can't keep on holding down the value of your currency, stealing 
our intellectual property, counterfeiting our products, selling them 
around the world, even into the United States. 

 
Moderator:  Give me your thoughts on this. Give me your thoughts and your feelings 

on what they were saying and how they were saying it? I guess Romney 
was the only one speaking but what were the nonverbal's? 

 
Tara:  I think something that I noticed was he was saying that, and maybe I am 

taking this completely out of context, but Obama had been saying that this 
administration we did all this. But then Romney was saying this 
administration what their administrations decisions influenced this one 
influenced this one. And so it was a building block. So it wasn't just one 
administration or the other. 

 
Moderator:  Was it effective? 
 
Tara:  I think it added another viewpoint. I don't know if you point is the right 

word. To how he was approaching it. 
 
Moderator:  Let me ask you this. How was he saying? Was it strong and forceful? Was 

it weak and not forceful? 
 
Kali:  No, it was strong. 
 
Moderator:  What made it strong? 
 
Kali:  He did seem a little more serious. 
 
Moderator:  Romney. 
 
Kali:  Yes. And his hand emphasis of his, this is what we need. And it was this 

and that was that. It was very… 
 
Moderator:  So you're saying strong hand gestures? 
 
Kali:  Yes. His whole body language seemed… His body seemed like it was 
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behind his words. 
 
Moderator:  Okay. What did you feel about Obama? How did Obama's nonverbal's 

come across to you? 
 
(Silent pause) 
 
Marvin:  To me he was just sneering at the whole thing. It just was like… 
 
Moderator:  Sneering? Was that a facial expression? Something that indicated a sneer? 
 
Marvin:  He just looked like he looked again at the monitor and then down. And 

again I didn't get the same feel from that look it's like "oh man, let's hurry 
up and get this guy over with. 

 
Moderator:  So that time when he looked at the moderator you felt like he was saying 

let's get this over with? 
 
Marvin:  Yes. Let's… Isn't he just about out of time? 
 
Moderator:  So it wasn't like his previous look? I think you indicated it was more of a 

get me out of this I need help… 
 
Tara:  He did the same thing. He turned away from Romney but it was in a 

complete different context. To me, he did the same thing. He looked away, 
but he wasn't being personally attacked. Or whatever. This time. It was 
more of a… I don't know. 

 
Moderator:  That seems to indicate that he didn't feel threatened by Romney? Is that 

too strong of a statement? 
 
Marvin:  I think Romney was responding to his statement earlier. And that earlier 

clip about here is what we have done with the trade with China. And his 
response to that completely eliminated that positive remark that Obama 
was making previously Romney's response to Obama's comments about 
the entire thing. Then Romney says yes but our trade deficit is incredibly 
bad and it's worse. And at this point I think Obama is saying okay let's 
move on. 

 
Moderator:  Now this time I hear you saying it as in “please get me out of this?” 
 
Marvin:  No. No. It is simply "this is enough time" I don't want to respond to this. I 

have already made my point. He's destroying that point, but let's move on. 
 
Moderator:  Who do you think came off better then? 



                                                Texas Tech University, Shawn R. Hughes, December 2015 

 

 

 

306 

 
Marvin:  Again, this speaker in this case. Like with Obama, I think the speaker 

came off better. 
 
Kali:  If this was the only clip, the only thing I knew about the presidential 

election at all I would 100% vote for Romney. Because he seemed… 
 
Moderator:  The last time you did not say you would 100% vote for Obama? 
 
Kali:  No. 
 
Moderator:  This one was a stronger vote for the speaking candidate? 
 
Kali:  Yes. Because everything he did was right. He, his body language showed 

that he has a strong physical presence. His tone showed that he knows 
what needs wait. What need some gravitas towards it. His answer showed 
that he has a foreign-policy idea he knows what needs to happen between 
us. It shows that he cares about American jobs. And that he wants to make 
sure that the worldwide economy is stable. I mean he is like… You 
couldn't have given a better thing than what he did right there. 

 
Moderator:  Okay yes good topics, and he is saying it well nonverbally? Other 

thoughts? Other things that you saw here? 
 
Mandy:  Well, to me Obama's nonverbal was dismissive. 
 
Moderator:  Dismissive? 
 
Mandy:  Yes. Like you don't really know what you are talking about. And that to 

me is, again, kind of rude and negative. Not what I want to see somebody 
doing. 

 
Tara:  He doesn't seem to like other people talking. 
 
Moderator:  Why would you say that? 
 
Tara:  Because he always, like everybody has said, he kind of seems to look at 

the person like are you going to do something about this? 
 
Moderator:  You mean the moderator? 
 
Tara:  Yes. “Are you going to do something about this?” Question. Whenever 

something he says doesn't agree or he feels like the topic is getting too 
close to home for him he interacts in someway that makes me feel like, if 
I'm not talking or I'm not agreeing then nobody needs to be talking. That is 
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what I am getting. 
 
Marvin:  I am the same way. Let's move on.  
 
Kali:  If Obama ain't happy, eight nobody happy. 
 
Moderator: So it is the look over at Bob Schieffer to say let's move on? 
 
Tara:  Yes. 
 
(General agreement) 
 
Tara:  It makes me wonder like how you were saying, with foreign leaders if they 

are having a disagreement, or just with internal issues… 
 
Moderator:  So that gives you pause? It makes you think is this someone I want to vote 

for? 
 
Tara:  Yes. Because if you can't get along and play with everybody else then… 
 
Moderator:  Well let us explore this for just a second. Because what if we, our 

president is in a negotiation and he doesn't like what the other side is 
saying. Do you want our president… How do you want our president to 
react? 

 
Tara:  I want our president to hear the other side out. Completely. Yes. Before he 

just shuts them down. Whether or not he agrees with them or not, he still 
has the… The other person still has the right to be heard and respected. 
Especially by the leader of our country. 

 
Moderator:  Do you feel like the candidates are respecting each other in this exchange? 

In these exchanges that you have seen? 
 
Kali:  I feel like Romney has respect. 
 
Moderator:  You feel like Romney has respect? 
 
Kali:  Yes. 
 
Tara:  Even when Obama says something that Romney it doesn't agree with he 

still is looking at him. Or he is writing something down to bring something 
back up. Obama is disconnected. 

 
Moderator:  Which one wrote more stuff down? 
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Kali:  Romney. 
 
Tara:  Romney did. And that doesn't, to me that doesn't show a lack of 

preparation or lack of knowledge, it shows oh yeah that is something I 
want to think more about. Or I want to address. Or I want to develop 
something. 

 
Moderator:  Okay. Marvin, that is what I hear you saying earlier. 
 
Marvin:  Yes. They are making notes on this is a point they want to make. 
 
Tara:  The lack of that makes me wonder are you sure you can handle this? 
 
Mandy:  I think Tara’s point about him being such a good, Obama being such a 

good orator when his remarks are prepared, he can be smooth he can tell 
the story and do all this. But I am not convinced by any of these clips that 
he can think on his feet as well as I would like him to. That he can really 
listen and prepare quickly things to respond to. To the other side. It is as if, 
like you said, listen to me. I've got all the right words. But then once he is 
finished he doesn't know how to engage in conversation with the other 
side. 

 
Moderator:  Can you think of something that makes you feel that way? Can you think 

of a behavior that he is showing you here? Something he is doing that 
makes you feel that way? 

 
Mandy:  His facial expressions. Yes his facial expressions and the way he looks 

way at certain times. Again, it is just kind of dismissive. To me. And he 
seems dismissive of any other ideas. Or of the moderator, or anything. He 
just does not seem to be engaged the way I would like him to be engaged. 

 
 
 
 



                                                Texas Tech University, Shawn R. Hughes, December 2015 

 

 

 

309 

Group 3 
 
Deb3-‐Clip13-‐O	  –	  Obama:	  And actually, currencies are at their most advantageous point 

for U.S. exporters since 1993. We absolutely have to make more progress, 
and that's why we're going to keep on pressing. 

And when it comes to our military and Chinese security, part of the reason 
that we were able to pivot to the Asia-Pacific region after having ended the 
war in Iraq and transitioning out of Afghanistan is precisely because this 
is going to be a massive growth area in the future. 

 
Moderator:  Was there anything that you noticed about this clip? Anything that you 

found distracting, or notable? 
 
Lilly:  I think we need a sub-title on that one. Under Romney. That says "I know 

more about economics in my baby pinky than you do in all of your gray 
matter" (Laughter) 

 
(General laughter) 
 
Moderator: What makes you think that? 
 
Lilly:  Well the way he looks. It was just like… The look on his face it was like 

you are so wrong about this. That is what I saw. 
 
Kali:  It looks like, somebody told you to say that but you don't actually know. 
 
Moderator:  Okay can you think of… You say it was the look? 
 
Lilly:  Yes. The way he tilted his head and kind of squinted his eyes and he was 

just like… Oh… 
 
Marvin:  He had to force himself to turn back and look at him. 
 
Moderator:  He had to force himself? 
 
Kali:  And he is smiling and writing stuff down. 
 
Moderator:  Smiling? Now was he nodding or shaking his head? 
 
Marvin:  No. 
 
Lilly:  No. But he communicated. 
 
Moderator:  And he communicated that Obama didn't know what he was talking 
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about? That's what I hear you saying? 
 
Lilly:  To me. It was like he was like you are way off. 
 
Kali:  Pretty dang clear. 
 
Moderator:  Let me ask you specifically, he took notes a lot during this. Romney took 

notes a lot. What does that say to you? I'm hearing conflicting comments 
on the note taking. Is it a positive, or a negative? 

 
Tara:  I liked it. I liked it because… He's human. He is a human being. You 

forget stuff. I like the fact that he is writing things down. I feel like he is 
more relatable because he is writing things down. And that, you know he 
doesn't want to forget something. Or this is something so important to him 
that he needs to write it down so that he can either brush up on what he 
wants talk about or something like that. 

 
Moderator:  So is making a note to himself and that is a human thing? 
 
Tara:  Yes. And I don't feel like that is a weakness at all. 
 
Moderator:  It is not a weakness? Okay. 
 
Kali:  I think that the only time the notetaking struck me as negative was that one 

time from the first debate we watched when he seemed really frantic. 
 
Moderator:  Romney, or Obama? 
 
Kali:  Romney. I'm sorry. But every other time it has seemed where Obama 

seems very dismissive, like nothing Romney says is worthy of 
remembering or even listening to, Romney… It is. It's like he is saying 
okay, you said something important. Let me write this down. 

 
Moderator:  So Romney is saying that you have said something important and I need to 

write it down as in something I'm going to address? 
 
Kali:  It may not please him. But yes. 
 
Tara:  And also, sorry - if it's something that is so important to Obama I want to 

remember that. I would want to remember that this is something that he 
feels so strong about I need to write it down. So I kind of felt like that was 
something else he was doing. 

 
Moderator:  Last question on this. Obama was looking primarily at the moderator. 

During this clip. He was looking primarily at the moderator. As opposed 
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to looking at Romney. Was that okay for you? In this answer? Or, was that 
distracting for you and the sensor? Did you notice? 

 
Marvin:  I didn't notice that he was looking at the moderator so much… Just in both 

of their cases I just felt like they were almost at the end of this debate. And 
they were ready for it to be over. 

 
Moderator:  What gave you that impression? 
 
Marvin:  Well, just their body language. The fact that they were kind of not talking 

directly to each other. I don't know what it was. But… 
 
Moderator:  I don't want to put words in your mouth but are you detecting a lack of 

energy? A lack of enthusiasm? Or a tiredness about them? 
 
Marvin:  No. A little bit of a disconnect. 
 
Moderator:  Okay a disconnect? 
 
Marvin:  Yes. This debate has gone as far as it is going to go, we are not going to 

make any more progress, let's just get the time done. I'm not going to 
make any more points. I don't know whether that is true or not, but that is 
the opinion I got. 
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Group 1 
 
Deb3-‐Clip14-‐O	  –	  Obama:	  Governor Romney, you keep on trying to airbrush history here. 

You were very clear that you would not provide Government assistance to 
the U.S. auto companies even if they went through bankruptcy. You said 
that they could get it in the private marketplace. That wasn't true. They 
would have gone through—— 

Gov. Romney. You're wrong. You're wrong, Mr. President. 

The President. No, I am not wrong. 

Gov. Romney. You're wrong. 

The President. I am not wrong. 

Gov. Romney. People can look it up, you're right. 

The President. People will look it up. 

Gov. Romney. Good. 

The President. But more importantly, it is true that in order for us to be competitive, 
we're going to have to make some smart choices right now. Cutting our 
education budget, that's not a smart choice. That will not help us compete 
with China. 

 
 
Moderator: Thoughts? Keywords? 
 
Billy: Draw. 
 
Moderator: What? 
 
Billy: Draw. 
 
Moderator: A draw? Okay. Other keywords? 
 
Jenny: This is obviously one of those powerful talking points that they are 

zeroing in on where they are really engaging directly with each other. 
 
Moderator: Okay. What makes you say that? 
 
Jenny: Well, their commentary. The eye contact. The forward leaning, aggressive 

stance. All of those things. 
 
Moderator: Other keywords?  
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Carly: Just argumentative. 
 
Moderator: Argumentative? 
 
Carly: Yes. 
 
Moderator: Was it a fair exchange? 
 
Moderator: Who came off better in the exchange? 
 
Billy: Draw. 
 
Mary: Yes. 
 
Moderator: Draw? Neither one? 
 
Mary: I don't think they were. 
 
Jenny: I think Barack Obama did. 
 
Moderator: You think Obama? 
 
Jenny: Yes. Especially at that point where Romney says, in a sneaky way… 

“people will look it up.” And you know nobody is going to look it up. I 
didn't go look it up. And, Barack Obama was sort of like “let them.” 
(Laughter). That sort of underhanded needling thing was childish to me. 

 
Moderator: Okay childish? What did you think? 
 
Carly: I don't know. I think when any of them mentioned this is the truth… I'm 

not yes it is. I am always thinking it's not. I think the truth is somewhere in 
the middle. So, I hate it when they say this is the truth. No, it's probably 
not. You know? (Laughter). So I… 

 
Jenny: So it is a red flag to you? 
 
Carly: Yes. Actually, it is a red flag to me. Whenever they say no, or a staunch 

yes or a staunch this is the truth, I'm like no. You already lost me. 
(Laughter). 

 
Billy: Except the fact checkers. On the talking heads afterwards. 
 
Carly: Right. 
 
Billy: They usually kind of go with…. 
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Carly: And that's the part of the debate that I usually like to watch. Better. Better 

than the debate itself. (Laughter)  
 
Moderator: You're saying the people will check the fax? 
 
Jenny: Those who are paid to. 
 
Mary: Yes, I started to say some of them will. And they will listen to that. 
 
Moderator: Someone at home is like oh yes, I am going to look that up? 
 
Billy: George Carville will check the facts. 
 
(Laughter) 
 
Moderator: Let's watch this one again and see if you get anything out of it. If there's 

anything else that stands out. 
 
(Play clip: Deb 3 – Clip 14) 
 
Moderator: Anything else that you got out of it? 
 
Carly: Why are we competing with China on every single thing? 
 
Moderator: Good question. You feel like that is a… 
 
Carly: That keeps coming up. 
 
Moderator: We keep repeating? The competition with China? 
 
Carly: Yes. 
 
Moderator: And do you feel like it is a topic that you don't care about? Or that it is not 

important? Or… 
 
Carly: Well, I'm sure it is probably pretty important. I mean maybe we are 

competing with China? I don't know. 
 
Mary: Well, it was like a little confusing when Obama was talking about him 

airbrushing history. And what he was saying about the car companies. 
Was he saying that it wasn't true that what he was saying? Or it wasn't true 
what they were going to do? 

 
Carly: Yes, what were they going to get from the private sector? The money? 
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Mary: It was just confusing what he was talking about. And maybe if we had 

heard the beginning of it, we would know more. If Romney was saying he 
didn't say that, or that they were going to do that? It just sounded… 

 
Moderator: So it was confusing? 
 
Mary: Yes. Yes. Obama just seem like he was kind of going in circles. A little bit 

there. 
 
Billy: See, I thought Romney handled it well because basically he is looking at 

him referring to something he said in the past. Calling him a liar when he's 
talking about airbrushing history. 

 
Moderator: Who is calling whom a liar? 
 
Billy: Obama is calling Romney a liar. I mean, if you're saying you're 

airbrushing history. And so he is questioning his integrity. And, he held 
himself pretty well. 

 
Moderator: Romney held himself well? 
 
Billy: Romney held himself pretty well. In the light of that accusation. 
 
Moderator: So you felt like it was a justifiable indignation perhaps on the part of 

Romney? That Romney did the right thing there? 
 
Billy: I think could've came out… He didn't come back as strong as maybe what 

he could have. I think he came back about right. 
 
Moderator: Okay, a measured response? 
 
Billy: Assuming that the accusation was true. I don't remember whether it was or 

not. 
 
Moderator: Jenny what were you going to say? 
 
Jenny: Oh nothing… I still feel like… And it is… I kind of, and again without 

knowing the context around it or remembering it, I kind of felt like Barack 
Obama was calling Mitt Romney on something he was trying to gloss 
over. Or, not take full responsibility for. And, I felt like Barack Obama 
was very clear. When he addressed Romney and whatever it was that he 
had done. It makes me wonder… I felt like Barack Obama came off very 
strongly. And I would tend to, again without knowing the context or 
whatever, thought that he one that. 
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Moderator: What I hear you saying is that you felt like Obama won it? And I hear you 

saying that you felt like Romney at least defended himself appropriately? 
 
Billy: Yes. I felt like he handled the accusation okay. Because then I thought 

Obama went quickly to education. An area in which he was a lot more 
comfortable. 

 
Moderator: Change topics. Okay. And I hear you saying, stop the thing with China? 
 
Carly: Or, it was just the whole thing was confusing. It was like pinball. You 

heard three or four or five different key things all real quick. 
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Group 1 
 
Deb3-‐Clip15-‐O	  –	  Obama:	  We've been through tough times, but we always bounce back 

because of our character, because we pull together. And if I have the 
privilege of being your President for another 4 years, I promise you I will 
always listen to your voices, I will fight for your families, and I will work 
every single day to make sure that America continues to be the greatest 
nation on Earth. Thank you. 

(General laughter) 
 
Moderator: Okay, what? 
 
Carly: I am laughing because how many years later it doesn't seem like none of 

that is true. 
 
Moderator: You guys are laughing at something? 
 
Jenny: I'm laughing because it is classic Romney listening. Classic Barack 

Obama talking. 
 
(General Laughter) (General agreement) 
 
Billy: Romney is like hold my face, hold my face. 
 
Jenny: It is almost like a Saturday Night Live skit. 
 
Billy: Hold my face, look at the camera. Hold my face, look at the camera. 
 
Moderator: You're saying that Romney is doing a “look at my face, look at the 

camera” thing?  
 
Billy: Yes. He is trying to keep the face and it is locked. 
 
(Laughter) 
 
Mary: And I am looking positive and I'm staying just like this. Clenched teeth. 
 
(Laughter) 
 
Moderator: Okay, so frozen affect? So his face is frozen? 
 
Jenny: But he keeps glancing. 
 
Billy: It's like your kid. It's your kids “smile face.” When you take a picture. 
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Mary: Smile. 
 
Moderator: The smile face when you take a picture? Okay that's good… 
 
Billy: Your kids. Your kids smile face when you're taking the picture. 
 
Moderator: Okay. This is good, what else? 
 
Jenny: It really was like a Saturday Night Live skit 
 
(General laughter) 
 
Jenny: I just don't know how else to put it. The whole, the gestures, the whole 

thing. 
 
Carly: “We have been through tough times.”  
 
Jenny: The hand, and the “you know” held up. 
 
Carly: Does he really know? You know what whenever they, they talk about 

tough times I don't think they have a clue. They don't have to fill their car 
up with gas. They don't have to buy groceries. They… That's why I was 
laughing it's like he has no clue. 

 
Moderator: You're saying it's like he is on a different plane? 
 
Mary: Quite literally. 
 
Carly: He's a politician. Yeah. 
 
Moderator: So you don't believe what he is saying? 
 
Carly: No. 
 
Moderator: Does it come across that way nonverbally to you? Or is it just… 
 
Carly: Just in general. I just listen to them and it's like hot, whatever. You have 

no clue. Do you know, I'm one of those types who is like do you know 
what a dozen eggs cost? Because they… I don't think they do. 

 
Jenny: The price of arugula in the whole foods market in some small town in 

Ohio. 
 
Carly: Exactly. 
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Jenny: Or whatever that thing was way back then. 
 
Moderator: What else did you notice about it? Anything else? 
 
Jenny: Barack Obama is looking directly into the camera. Addressing we the 

people. 
 
Mary: Yes. 
 
Jenny: As if he is making a state of the Union address. And Romney is looking at 

Obama trying to maintain that uncomfortable façade of not quite 
composure. 

 
Carly: I am ready for this to be done. 
 
Jenny: And then he turns and looks at us at the very end I think. Or he looks at 

the moderator. 
 
Mary: Yeah, I thought that Barama came across very strong. 
 
Moderator: Barack Obama? 
 
Mary: What did I say? 
 
(General laughter) 
 
Moderator: I just wanted to make sure you meant Barack Obama, not Ba-Romney. 

(Laughter) 
 
Mary: Yes Barack Obama. Barack Obama. I think he came across very strong. In 

that one. Not thinking about what he needed to say.  
 
Carly: He did look forceful - he did look forceful. And strong, and confident. 
 
Mary: He did come across very strong. But Romney was very distracting with his 

plastic. Plastic smile. 
 
Moderator:  Plastic smile? 
 
Mary: Are we going to watch it again? 
 
Moderator: Yes, yes. 
 
Jenny: Without the volume? 
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Billy: I can't not look at Romney. 
 
Mary: I know. 
 
Moderator: Okay, we will do this one without volume. 
 
(Play clip: Deb 3 - Clip 15) (no audio) 
 
Billy: This will be a Saturday Night Live skit here. Watch and he is fixing to 

look at the audience that blink. 
 
Mary: That blink. 
 
Jenny: If you had not mentioned the blinking I'm not sure I would have noticed. 
 
(General laughter) 
 
Carly: Walk like an Egyptian 
 
Mary: I'm looking pleasant… I'm looking pleasant… 
 
Jenny: Oh I hope I am never in the position to have to be where they are. 
 
Moderator: Wow. You hope you are never in that position to be that scrutinized. 
 
Billy: Okay collectively, I see when Obama looks his worst is very worst comes 

across as arrogance. Romney's very worst looks just awkward and dorky. 
 
Moderator: So Obama's worst looks arrogant? And Romney's worst looks dorky? 
 
Billy: Yes. It's just… 
 
Jenny: Which one is worse? Which one is better? Which one do you want your 

president to be? 
 
(General agreement) 
 
Moderator: And what do you think? Which one came across better? We have one 

more clip to look at after this. 
 
Mary: So far Obama. 
 
Carly: Yes, Obama. He looked better. 
 
Moderator: Without the volume Obama looked better? 
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Carly: Yes, because I didn't have to listen to what he was saying. 
 
Billy: That is true. 
 
Billy: Looking back after the fact, that is probably a better indication because… 
 
Carly: Yes. And here we are several years later away from it and it is like okay 

nothing they say… Never mind I won't go there. 
 
Billy: Actually he pretty much got done everything he wanted to get done. 
 
Carly: Did he? I stopped paying attention. 
 
 
 
Group 2 
 
Moderator: Thoughts? 
 
Fred: Well he is very direct. 
 
Moderator: And this time he is looking at the camera. Is that a plus? 
 
Fred: He is with it. 
 
Joe: His posture is better. Somehow or other. 
 
Fred: He is talking to me. 
 
Moderator: He is talking to you? 
 
Fred: Yes. 
 
Tom: That speech is very reminiscent of what got him noticed nationally when 

he spoke for… 
 
Lucy: At the Democratic convention. 
 
Moderator: At the 2004 Democratic convention? 
 
Tom: That's right. And I think that was planned from the beginning. It's got the 

Clinton thumbs-up motions in it and it is an appeal to hope. Very 
Reaganesque actually. And I think they are saying let's return to what got 
you here to begin with. 
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Moderator: Other thoughts? 
 
Joe:  You know, what strikes me is that now that I think about it he has that 

terrible stuttering effect. Of well, okay, let's look at this, you know. He has 
this phrase that he repeats a lot. In news conferences and so forth. And he 
hasn't used it at any time in any of these debates. 

 
Moderator: Okay, so that is a coaching issue? It helped him? 
 
Lucy: It's got to be. Because I am thinking a lot of times when he does it and 

press conferences it is a way to game time while he is trying to think of 
how he wants to answer. But in a debate, you don't have that much time. 
So it is probably that he is been coached out of it for these. 

 
Moderator: Joe, what did you think? 
 
Joe: I thought he came across with power. Authority. Which is different than 

the first part that we've been talking about. 
 
Moderator:  When you say the first part do you mean of this debate? Or the first couple 

of clips that we have watched which were from the first debate? 
 
Joe: No this one. Where he is been seated. This debate where he has been 

seated. His posture is better. He looks more in control. He looks more on 
the offensive rather than the defensive. Particularly the Benghazi one. He 
looked very defensive. And his posture reinforced that. His posture here 
was good. His delivery was good. Clear and concise communication is 
what I heard. 

 
Tom: If you watch this whole debate, not just these clips, he comes back at the 

end and references things he said at the beginning. Which is kind of a 
good strategy. 

 
Moderator: Bringing it full circle? 
 
Tom: Yes. 
 
Joe: It is a good speech. 
 
Tom: It is. 
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Group 4 
 
Deb3-‐Clip16-‐R	  –	  Romney:	  I also to want to make sure that we get this economy going. 

And there are two very different paths the country can take. One is a path 
represented by the President, which, at the end of 4 years, would mean 
we'd have $20 trillion in debt, heading towards Greece. I'll get us on track 
to a balanced budget. 

The President's path will mean continuing declining in take-home pay. I 
want to make sure our take-home pay turns around and starts to grow. 
The President's path means 20 million people out of work, struggling for a 
good job. I'll get people back to work with 12 million new jobs. 

 

Moderator: Okay this clip was from the closing arguments in the third debate. It was 
Romney's first clip from his closing argument. So, tell me what did you 
notice about Romney on this one? What did you feel about Romney? 

 
Kate: Honestly, for me this is the time that I start tuning out the debates. 

Because I'm like you're just citing rubbish. There is no way that when you 
start using numbers… 20 million and this, there's no way you can tell me 
after four years how many millions… I just feel like he is making crap up. 
And I just lose interest. I'm just like anyone is going to say “I'm going to 
create jobs. I'm going to do this.” But when it is just this “I'm going to 
create jobs”, he will not. And “I'm going to do this”, but there is no 
information in that. There's no information. That's when I just get… Like 
watching a soccer match. 

 
Moderator: So you didn't like it? 
 
Kate: There's just no substance to it. To anything that he said. 
 
Tony: And I think that he is… I think that's why the incumbent is always a 

stronger candidate. Because the incumbent can tell you, or come up with 
numbers with things that they have done. And those are definite numbers. 
The candidate who is not an incumbent asked to try and discredit what he 
has already done. And then tell you what he is going to bring in the future. 
And that is a difficult argument for any non-incumbent to make. 

 
Moderator: And did you feel like he was making that argument? Do you feel like he 

was doing a good job with it? 
 
Tony: Sure. And if you notice the language the length of the statements. You 

didn't say President Obama did this stuff… And it didn't work. And his 
statement was very short. “I will create jobs.” So the discredit part was 
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much longer than the “I will do” part. And maybe that's where the 
problem is. Maybe if he said this is what Obama said and that's not good, 
but this is what I would do 20 million jobs. This is how I would do it. But 
because, like five said, those are just politics. You know it's a hard job and 
your closing statement like that you're only given a certain amount of 
time. So that kind of crams it all into this short amount of time. So he's 
going to try to discredit… And he has to somehow kind of remind 
everybody what his strengths are. And I think that's what he's trying to do. 

 
Moderator: Julie, what did you think? 
 
Julie: I honestly paid more attention to Obama and Romney. 
 
Moderator: Okay, why? 
 
Tony: He was eyeballing him. 
 
Julie: Yes. Honestly. He was eyeballing him. 
 
Moderator: He was eyeballing him? 
 
Julie: Yes. He was just kind of… He looks at him like okay, okay. I don't think 

he gives him as much credibility as what Romney would like. To be given 
if you will. 

 
Moderator: Okay let me clarify. You think Obama doesn't give Romney as much 

credibility as Romney would like? 
 
Julie: Yes. I don't think Obama looks at him maybe as a threat. There was a 

couple of moments where he was like “oh yep, you kind of got me on 
that.” I mean just from facial. Because he didn't say anything. But like 
Obama, he is a swallower. I don't know if you noticed that. 

 
Moderator: He is a swallower? 
 
Julie: He sits there and goes (gulp) 
 
Moderator: Really? So you noticed his swallowing? 
 
Kate: Yes. 
 
Tony: Romney is a blinker. 
 
Julie: Yes. 
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Moderator: Romney is a blinker? And Obama is a swallower? 
 
(General agreement) 
 
Tony: We have preparatory commands when we speak. We're like him you know 

and those are to get your brain going. 
 
Julie: We have ticks. 
 
Tony: Maybe that's to get your brain going. 
 
Moderator: So, did you feel like Obama was about to speak? Is that what the 

swallowing indicated for you? 
 
Julie: I don't know. It's almost like when he doesn't agree with something he 

swallows hard. 
 
Moderator: So when he doesn't agree with something he swallows hard? And you 

swallow and you saw him swallowing in this clip? 
 
Julie: More than one clip. 
 
Sally: It's like Obama was about to speak and he knew better than to interrupt. 
 
Moderator: So in this clip did you feel that that was what he was doing? He was 

swallowing getting ready to speak, then stopping himself? Is that what I 
hear you saying? 

 
Sally: I felt like he was going to interrupt. He wanted to. 
 
Moderator: Okay, what did you think won?  
 
Dean: Again, I thought Obama, I mean Romney came across with confidence. 

About this is what we are going to do -  our paths are clear. You know he 
said you can choose Obama and the same old same old, deeper in debt. Or 
I will set you on the path of freedom. 

 
Tony: And I don't know if you remember the debates, but President Obama got 

his butt kicked in the first one. So I think that really helped Romney's 
confidence going into the second or third debates. That was helpful 
because you know he rocked him in the first debate. 
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Group 1 
 
Deb3-‐Clip17-‐R	  –	  Romney:	  This Nation is the hope of the Earth. We've been blessed by 

having a nation that's free and prosperous thanks to the contributions of 
the greatest generation. They've held a torch for the world to see, a torch 
of freedom and hope and opportunity. Now it's our turn to take that torch. 
I'm convinced we'll do it. 

We need strong leadership. I'd like to be that leader, with your support. 
I'll work with you. I'll lead you in an open and honest way. And I ask for 
your vote. I'd like to be the next President of the United States to support 
and help this great Nation, and to make sure that we all together maintain 
America as the hope of the Earth. Thank you so much. 

 
Mary: No passion. 
 
Moderator: Okay, no passion? That's good 
 
Mary: No passion. 
 
Moderator: What else? 
 
Carly: It was positive though. It was positive in general. Where Obama is like we 

have seen tough times. And… We will make it through… The tough times 
 
Moderator: So he was positive where Obama was negative? 
 
Carly: It seemed to me that he was a little more positive about working together 

to fix it. Instead of… 
 
Mary: Yes. It just seemed like a very rehearsed speech. That he just said in 

closing… Almost relieved that it was over. 
 
Moderator: Okay, relieved? 
 
Mary: Just no passion. 
 
Moderator: Rehearsed? 
 
Mary: Yes. 
 
Jenny: I thought that the hope of the earth statement that he used a couple of 

times seemed a little bit like something pulled from the Bible. Not quite, 
so that seemed kind of… 
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Moderator: Okay, so you are checking your phone? To see where in the Bible it is? 
 
Jenny: What was it,? The shining city on the Hill? That kind of stuff. 
 
Carly: The Mormon? The Mormonism coming out? 
 
Jenny: I wondered about that. And then I noticed Barack Obama looked like he 

was really trying to stare at him in a way to maybe make him 
uncomfortable. 

 
(General agreement) 
 
Jenny: He was really looking at him more intensely then he had at any other point 

in any of the other clips. 
 
Moderator: Now by “intensely” as in “aggressive?” 
 
Carly: Like drilling a hole in him. 
 
Jenny: Yes. 
 
Moderator: Drilling a hole through him? Is that an aggressive thing? Was that a 

negative, was it a positive? 
 
Jenny: I think it was almost like staring at someone to make them feel 

uncomfortable. 
 
Mary: I thought it looked like he was about to fall asleep. I really did. 
 
Moderator: You're talking about Obama? 
 
Mary: Yes. I mean he was looking at him like… 
 
Jenny: I thought Romney came across as not passionate, but earnest. 
 
Carly: Like he didn't believe what he was saying. 
 
Jenny: Yes. 
 
Moderator: Okay, but not passionate? 
 
Carly: Maybe like he was just a little tired. 
 
Moderator: Billy, what were you thinking? You were thinking something earlier. 
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Billy: I think Obama, I think he had blank face. And a blank face can be a little 
used in a conversation, I'm not going to talk to you like this. His blank 
face was pretty effective because it wasn't giving anything except for, I 
mean what I saw was probably a little bit… I'm just going to kind of be 
bored. But, Romney comes across… It was positive. But, it is kind of like 
you know I can lead. Hey, let me lead. Let me lead. That is kind of the… 

 
Moderator: In a good way? Or in a negative way? 
 
Billy: Kind of like in a… He didn't look like… That's the guy. That's the guy I 

am going to go follow. It does not invoke that. 
 
Moderator: So, it wasn't inspiring? 
 
Billy: Yes. 
 
Carly: Like a diamond in the rough. Maybe he was hoping that he could get the 

chance to prove himself a little bit. But, do we want to do that with a… 
You know. Does it affect us? 

 
Moderator: Okay. Good. Was there anything in the clips that raise concerns to you? 

About either candidate? Any of the clips that you remember? Anything 
that you thought wow, I never thought about that before. I never noticed 
that before. Is there anything that raised concerns to you that you would… 
Course it is hard now that we are on the other side of the voting booth, but 
if you were going to vote with their feet anything in here that stood out to 
you? That said yes that's not the person that I thought? That is kind of 
what you were talking about before. When you were saying I voted this 
way last time but this time I am not sure, so there was some decision-
making when you were watching it? 

 
Jenny: Yes. I knew that I probably was not going to vote for Barack Obama. And 

I remember looking at Romney and thinking, oh okay. And I still feel that 
way. So, I don't know that… It just brings back the memories of oh this is 
it isn't it? This is all we've got? Okay. 

 
Carly: I hate voting when you feel like that.  There is not any passion there. 
 
Moderator: Do you feel that way about both of them? When you're watching the clips 

do you feel like both of them are kind of… This is our choice? Like our 
choice, is not a good choice? 

 
Jenny: Yes. And thinking in the whole country of United States of America you 

mean to tell me, that this is it? 
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Mary: Exactly. Is this really the best that we could do? 
 
Moderator: So you were saying that we should be able to find better candidates? 
 
Mary: Yes. 
 
Jenny: We look too narrowly. The parties look too narrowly. 
 
Mary: Yes. 
 
Carly: It's about money, and who's going to raise the most money. 
 
Moderator: It's about money? And too narrow of a field? perhaps? 
 
Billy: This sounds apathetic. But when I see this, I realize it's kind of less about 

those two guys and more about which machine is more effective. With 
how it gets spun, how it gets handled. 

 
Carly: Whose media is…  
 
Mary: More the background crew. 
 
Billy: Who has managed it better. And the management starts years and years 

and years before they get to this point. 
 
Moderator: So which one has the better management team is kind of the ultimate 

question then? Not necessarily which candidate is a better candidate? 
 
Billy: Because we have got eight years of his presidency, and it doesn't really 

have anything to do with Mitt Romney. As much as Republicans just 
didn't put anything out there. They have kind of rested on their history. 
But they didn't really… 

 
Jenny: When you look at their qualifications on paper, met Romney is probably 

better qualified at this point in his career that Barack Obama was. When 
he was voted into office. 

 
Moderator: Okay, I hear you saying that. With a big but? You're saying it's not about 

his qualifications? He didn't come across as presidential? 
 
Jenny: Well, anybody can come across as presidential. They can be great in their 

debate team in high school and still come across as presidential. To an 
extent they didn't come out they didn't come off as not presidential. I 
mean, so either one of them… 
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Billy: He didn't connect to the middle class. 
 
Moderator: Which one? 
 
Billy: Romney. 
 
Moderator: Okay. Did Obama connect to the middle class? 
 
Carly: No. 
 
Billy: But he is kind of… I think you'd already done that with the masses. He 

didn't. Barack Obama may not have connected with the mainstream 
middle-class, white folk voters. But, he does come across as he has got 
more concern for the poor. The marginalized. Whatever. 

 
Moderator: Okay. Is that what you are thinking too? That he comes across as more 

concerned? More caring? 
 
Mary: And I don't know what it is about Obama, but he does have more of a 

connect ability. I mean, you do connect with him. I mean I do. At least, I 
don't know that he is closer to our age, or… I don't know. He seems more 
common. Then Romney. 

 
 
Group 2 
 
Lucy: That "this nation is the hope of the earth"? How pompous. How utterly 

egocentric. And I, of course I am a liberal, but all of my companions we 
met the next day and went "this nation is the hope of the earth"? And he 
said it twice. Somebody told him that was a good phrase. And that ran all 
over me. I was not going to vote for him anyway but I wanted to get my 
placard and go down the street. And say he is an idiot. A pompous idiot. 

 
Fred: I would've gone down there with you. 
 
Moderator: So he came across as pompous? 
 
Lucy: Yes. 
 
Tom: Not to me. 
 
Moderator: Not for you? 
 
Tom: No. Because I do want where I am to be best. And I do want me to be best. 

And I do want my nation to be best. And I do want it to lead. I don't want 
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to be blended back into the masses. I want to be out front. And so I think 
that for those who were worried that the country is becoming an 
exceptional, the call for it to become exceptional again is a positive one. 

 
Moderator: So you see it as a call to become exceptional again? 
 
Tom: I saw it as a call to reattain standards. 
 
Moderator: To maintain standards? 
 
Tom: To read at a standards. Rather than to give them up. Reattach. And so for 

me that was not an negative. However, I did not differentiate that much 
between what he said and what Obama said. And so I thought that Obama 
with this call to hope and be better again it had kind of taken some of the 
food out of it by the time he got to it. So it has already been said.… 

 
Joe: So you could've said ditto. 
 
Tom: Yes. Ditto but vote for me. 
 
Fred: I thought when he launched with the torch, that is being passed, or that we 

are receiving, he could've gone a whole different route. To differentiate 
himself from Obama. And maybe have not offended liberals. With his 
hope by pointing out that the porch is back. We have got to maintain that 
leadership. 

 
Joe: To stay on that track. 
 
Tom: Precisely. 
 
Fred: That we have got to be the things that have got us here we have kind of 

overlooked. Or something that we have forgotten right now. 
 
Tom: I think we are chauvinistic country. We like to be in front. We think that 

whether it is the Soviets firing sputnik into space first, or something like 
this that we should lead. We should be out in front. And I think that people 
worry about that. Books about the decline of the Empire sure do sell. 
Whether it is in the 1970s, or today. 

 
Moderator: Okay. Joe, what did you think about the clip. 
 
Joe: I thought that Romney was too verbose. He should have been shorter. 
 
Tom: I thought so too. He went on for like three seconds too long at the end. It's 

like that prayer, that you think is going to end and then it takes off again? 
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And it doesn't have to be much. He could've stopped with “I want to be 
your president”. But then he had a little extra. 

 
Moderator: Okay, a little tag? 
 
Fred: It's like the preacher who says "in conclusion" and then goes and adds 

another point. (Laughter). He should have stopped. 
 
Tom: Yes. “And we thank you Lord… And Lord also…” 
 
(General Laughter) 
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Note – these segments were a comparison between the closing statements of the 
candidates in the first and third debates. The clips were shown back to 
back. 

 
Instructions: 
Moderator: We are going to move on to the contrast between the first and the third 

debates. So, what I want to do is to play Obama's closing arguments from 
the first debate and then right after that play his closing arguments from 
the third debate. So, I want you to look at the speaking candidate in this 
case Romney, or sorry Obama, and let's see if we can understand some 
differences between the two debates. So will look at that. 

 
 
(Play two clips: Deb 1 – Clip 10 & Deb 3 – Clip 15) 
Deb1-‐Clip10-‐O	  –	  Obama:	  Four years ago, I said that I'm not a perfect man and I wouldn't 

be a perfect President. And that's probably a promise that Governor 
Romney thinks I've kept. [Laughter] But I also promised that I'd fight 
every single day on behalf of the American people and the middle class 
and all those who are striving to get into the middle class. I've kept that 
promise. And if you'll vote for me, then I promise I'll fight just as hard in a 
second term. 

Deb3-‐Clip15-‐O	  –	  Obama:	  We've been through tough times, but we always bounce back 
because of our character, because we pull together. And if I have the 
privilege of being your President for another 4 years, I promise you I will 
always listen to your voices, I will fight for your families, and I will work 
every single day to make sure that America continues to be the greatest 
nation on Earth. Thank you. 

 
Group 4 
 
Moderator: What did you notice that was the difference between the first clip and the 

second clip? 
 
Tony: Can we see it again? 
 
Moderator: I don't want to play it again. I want to try to get your first impressions. 
 
Julie: I think the second clip comes across… Aggressive is not the right word. 

Like the first one was like you elected me and then the second one was if 
you will then I will. 

 
Kate: It was more active. Leaning forward. He was engaged. 
 
Julie: Even the verbal tone. Again aggressive is not the right word but more… 
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Dean: Confident. 
 
Tony: Forceful. 
 
Moderator: Maybe forceful? 
 
Julie: Yes. 
 
Moderator: You say it is the verbal tone? You say he's got a good verbal tone. And 

then you said something about forward lean, five? 
 
Kate: He was, in the second message he was leaning forward. He was more 

animated. 
 
Julie: Right. 
 
Kate: In the way he was expressing himself. The first one was… He even started 

off more self deprecating. Self-defeating. You know what kind of joke. It 
was more, not relaxed but it was just kind of… There was more intensity 
in the second one. 

 
Moderator: More intensity? 
 
Julie: Yes. Intensity is better than aggression. Like he needed it. He needed that 

support from the second one. 
 
Moderator: Okay. Tony, what did you think? 
 
Tony: Again, if you watch those debates he got his butt kicked in the first one. 

And when you get your butt kicked like that trying to finish strong is very 
difficult. And I think it was evident in that first clip. 

 
Moderator: So you felt like in that first clip he wasn't strong? 
 
 
Tony: He was just trying to you know, to not go backwards. More than he 

already had. 
 
Moderator: So you feel like in the second clip he did better? 
 
Tony: Well let me go back to the first clip because I really felt that when you are 

a good baseball team and you go in with overconfidence, and you 
sometimes lose. And I felt like that is what happened to him in that first 
debate. He thought he was going to kill Romney and it didn't work out that 
way. So I think over the next few weeks in the debates… Like in the 
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closing arguments of the second one I think he realized somewhere along 
the way that he's got to prepare much better. Because Romney was a much 
stronger candidate than he thought he was. And you can tell it came out in 
that. 

 
Moderator: So he seemed more prepared them? Obama? 
 
Tony: Yes. I think it was much clearer than the second one then he was in the 

first one. And I think he was much more prepared. And when you're 
prepared, again when you know the answers to the test, sounds much 
better. 

 
Moderator: Okay good. Sally, what did you think? Which one came across better? 
 
Sally: Well in the first one he had to do a little bit of putting himself down. 
 
Moderator: Okay, we talked about that before. Kind of putting himself down? 
 
Sally: Yes. And then the second one he had more confidence. But he was sure 

what kind of promise he wanted to make. 
 
Moderator: So he was sure of a promise? 
 
Sally: Not sure of the promise. He was sure what kind of promise he wanted to 

make. That doesn't mean he felt sure he was going to keep that promise. 
(Laughter.) 

 
Moderator: Sure. But, he felt sure of the promise he wanted to make them? 
 
Sally: Yes. The promise he wanted to make. His ideal. 
 
Moderator: Okay, good. Dean, what did you think? 
 
Dean: I pretty much agree with what everything that has been set. I don't think I 

can add much to it. The closing arguments on the third debate were much 
better. 

 
Kate: There was one thing that… As we were talking about I thought of. The 

first one it seemed like it was much more I will lead, kind of up if you 
follow me I will keep going. The second one was much more we . I will 
listen to you. We will be in this together. We, together, I will listen to you. 
I will do as you say. It was more of a link of us together. Me and you we 
are all in this. The first one it seemed was more… Even with his 
statements I will leave. But for me because I will take us where we want to 
go. There was just a difference in the message context between I will lead, 
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and us together. Or I will listen to you. 
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(Play two clips: Deb 1 – Clip 11 & Deb 3 – Clip 17) 
Deb1-‐Clip11-‐R	  –	  Romney:	  And finally, military. If the President's reelected, you'll see 

dramatic cuts to our military. The Secretary of Defense has said these 
would be even devastating. I will not cut our commitment to our military. 
I will keep America strong and get America's middle class working again. 

 
Deb3-‐Clip17-‐R	  –	  Romney:	  This Nation is the hope of the Earth. We've been blessed by 

having a nation that's free and prosperous thanks to the contributions of 
the greatest generation. They've held a torch for the world to see, a torch 
of freedom and hope and opportunity. Now it's our turn to take that torch. 
I'm convinced we'll do it. 

We need strong leadership. I'd like to be that leader, with your support. I'll work with 
you. I'll lead you in an open and honest way. And I ask for your vote. I'd 
like to be the next President of the United States to support and help this 
great Nation, and to make sure that we all together maintain America as 
the hope of the Earth. Thank you so much. 

 
Group 4 
 
Moderator: Okay, which one came across stronger?  
 
Kate: The first one.  
 
Moderator: The first one came across stronger? 
 
Kate: Yes. 
 
Moderator: Okay. Why? 
 
Kate: Because I don't want to be the hope of the earth. I want to know how you 

are going to… I want the practical. What is the torch, and the hope? I'm 
like what in the world what is that? It's not a relay race for the Olympics. 
Laughter. His first one was so synced. It was a subtle confidence of… 
You know. I can do this. I am a good candidate for this. Without having 
to… The second one had no meat to it. It was just this… It was rhetoric. 

 
Moderator: No meat to it. Rhetoric? Dean, what did you think? 
 
Dean: I actually thought… I disagree with Kate. I thought that the second one 

was a stronger closing argument. 
 
Moderator: Okay how come? 
 
Dean: It kind of summarized what Romney stood for. Whether you agreed with 

him or not. But, he simply said we want to become the hope of the earth. 
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And that is kind of his platform. 
 
Moderator: And that was a good thing? 
 
Dean: Yes. We want to get everything back into order. We want to keep our 

military strong. And we want to add to the job roles. 
 
Moderator: So, you felt like the hope of the earth was a good thing? And five, you felt 

like it was rhetoric? It was a bad thing? Rhetoric in this case being 
negative. 

 
Dean: The big thing, is that most viewers had by this point already made up their 

mind who they were favoring. Romney or Obama. Not much either one of 
them said is going to make much difference. 

 
Moderator: Okay. What did you think to? 
 
Sally: Well, when he said “hope of the earth”, so many of the other countries… 

The leadership over there - if they want to change there is a blood spill. 
And “hope of the earth” was look how many immigrants 5 million people 
have fled their country to come to America. And you know the Statue of 
Liberty. The hope. The liberty. They were coming here seeking liberty. 
And help. And he said this is a great nation but we need a strong military. 

 
Moderator: But which one was a more effective argument? His first one or is second 

one that you saw? 
 
Sally: The second one. I like the second one better. I understood the first one 

completely, and the second one wouldn't have been any good without that 
first ones foundation. 

 
Kate: Because he talked about, in the first one, the military and everything. 
 
Julie: No, it was the second one. I like the second one to only because I do feel 

like we have lost some of that because that is what our country was 
founded on. Was being… If that is what he is looking to do to become a 
great leader and make the country a place where people do want to come 
too. Not just, you know, immigrants over the border. For that kind of… 
The thing that people think of right away. You know, the Donald Trump 
comments. The ugly. That is what people think of right away. Those are 
the people who want to come to our country. But, when I think of the 
people I hate to say names but Mike (immigrant friend name) their family. 
Who wanted to come here and gave her a chance as a little girl and now 
she is a doctor. That is what I think of. You know giving them the 
foundation. That kind of thing. Making people, making our own people 
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proud to be here but making others want to come. 
 
Moderator: So the second one was better for you? 
 
Julie: Yes, I think so. 
 
Moderator: Tony, what did you think? The first one or the second one? 
 
Tony: Well I am a little less forgiving. Because, you know I follow politics fairly 

closely. And if you remember the ‘12 race with the 47% and all the good 
stuff… Again, the first one he kicked Obama's butt. So he finished off like 
he kicked Obama's butt. And I think that's the confidence he had leaving 
that debate. So, he won the debate. There's no question about it. 

 
Moderator: And it came across in the first clip? 
 
Tony: And he finished strong. With a great deal of confidence going into the next 

one. Because of everything that happened between those debates, the 
second one he had to go back to try to appeal to the people. Because he 
had separated himself as being an elite. Not being middle-class. Which is a 
major voting field. In our country. So first of all it was the last debate so 
he kind of had to nutshell it. And they will always speak of this great 
nation and things like that. So, I thought that the second one was an 
attempt at the ethos or pathos of the middle class. Or just the public in 
general. Because he had to try to get back to them. And that wasn't an 
accident. It was very deliberate to try to get the peoples emotions. Because 
he had separated himself with the 47% and all that good stuff and the stuff 
that happened. 

 
Moderator: So you feel like it was more of an emotional appeal on the second one? 
 
Tony: Absolutely. 
 
Moderator: Which one was better? 
 
Tony: The first one. 
 
Moderator: In the second one was better for you for? 
 
Julie: Yes. 
 
Moderator: And the first one was better for you Kate?  
 
Kate: Yes. 
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Moderator: And the second one was better for you? Sally? 
 
Sally: I think so. 
 
Moderator: The second one was better for you one? 
 
Dean: Yes. 
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