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We aim the bulk of our arguments at the intellectual elites (the “chatter-
ing class”), a group that is ideologically predisposed to reject these argu-
ments. The public has ignored any efforts to bring the debate to a larger 
population, as it is rational for the average person to ignore arguments 
among policy wonks. Given the populist traditions that flourish in this 
country, our failure to engage the public is dangerous. 

To address these problems, CEI and National Media brought to-
gether a group of communications experts to discuss practical tools that 
policy analysts and others in the conservative-classical liberal movement 
may use to communicate better to ideologically opposed elites and the 
broader public. These communications efforts are critical, though they 
have often been neglected in the past. Too often, free-marketers have spo-
ken in a language suitable to persuading others with similar values, but 
have ignored the egalitarian “fairness” arguments that have proved to 
be more persuasive to liberal elites. Only occasionally have the populist 
arguments critical to humanizing the intellectual debate been addressed. 
There are exceptions. For example, the Institute of Justice’s creative ef-
forts to frame their debates in terms appropriate for mass consumption 
are very impressive. But, in general, policy groups have used language 
suitable to persuading elites with similar values. We hope to address this 
problem in this guide, which is a distillation of the presentations made 
at our communications workshop.

We hope you will gain some valuable insight that you can apply 
in your work, whether you’re a public relations professional, business-
person, policy analyst, or anyone who is interested in learning how to 
spread the free-market philosophy more effectively.

1
The Value of Communicating

to Joe and Joan “Citizen”

Fred L. Smith, Jr.

Michael Kelly, the columnist for The Washington Post who was tragi-
cally killed during the Iraqi war, had many good lines, one of which is 
relevant to improving political communication. He started his career as 
a television journalist and was doing quite well. But one day he quit. He 
was later asked, “Why did you leave? It seemed like such a promising 
career.” He replied, “Well, yeah, but one of my co-hosts said to me one 
day, ‘Michael, you just don’t get it. In television journalism a hair dryer 
is every bit as important as a pad and pencil.’” While that comment 
prompted Michael to leave broadcast journalism, his story brings up 
an important point: the way we present ourselves is as important as the 
content of our messages. 

CEI and National Media work very closely with many businesses, 
trying to persuade them not to apologize for being capitalists. That work 
is important because industry is a significant channel of political com-
munications.

Corporations spend more than half a trillion dollars a year selling 
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products. Their messages and ads are trying to reach Joan and Joe “Con-
sumer,” and yet they are also reaching Joan and Joe “Citizen.” In other 
words, business not only reaches its customers in the private competitive 
world, but also communicates (sometimes unwittingly) in the political 
policy world. 

This raises the question: when you talk to Joan Consumer, what are 
you also saying to Joan Citizen? Business doesn’t ask this question very 
often. Why not? Because the people who handle product sales are in the 
marketing division, while the people who handle policy concerns and 
monitor political threats to the industry are in the government relations 
division. 

Business has not yet integrated these two separate worlds into a 
consistent strategy. This situation exists for a couple of reasons. First, 
the two divisions are far apart within the organization of the company, 
and second, many CEOs don’t like politics. They want it to go away.

If we could find ways of encouraging companies to think of a dual 
message, to sell not only products but also the moral legitimacy of a 
free enterprise way of producing, distributing, and pricing, I believe that 
would make our policy work much, much easier. At CEI, we’re conduct-
ing research to understand the way people go about making decisions, 
to find new methods to create and distribute free-market messages, and 
then convince the business leaders of the need to legitimize both their 
products and their industry. 

Business generally uses two institutional advertising strategies. CEI 
has labeled those “apologetic” ad strategies and “legitimizing” ad strat-
egies. The apologetic ads say, “Yes, I know we did horrible things. We’re 
very sorry about that, but you don’t understand. It was a different time, 
technology wasn’t developed and we’re really sorry. We’re going to do 
better. We’re really going to do better in the future.” 

An example of this type of ad can be found in Figure 1.1. The 
chemical industry spent over 10 million dollars producing and distribut-
ing this ad year after year after year. But what message did this ad con-
vey? You heard nothing about why chemicals might be useful things to 
have. All you heard was that we got rid of 93 percent of the toxic ones. 
Meanwhile, the 7 percent seems to be indestructible and obviously very 
dangerous because they’re trying to get rid of it. The ad ends with a new 
slogan for the industry’s approach—“Responsible Care.” 

Responsible Care? Imagine this scenario: you’re sitting at home and 
your teenage daughter or son walks into the room. You look up from 
reading the paper, and your child says, “Dad, Mom, I want you to know, 
from now on I’m going to be responsible.” Then your teenager walks 
out of the room. You’re all relieved at this point, right? Think again. The 
whole concept that from now on you’re going to be responsible suggests 
that up to now you have been irresponsible. This is a typical apologetic 
ad. 

Legitimizing ads, the ads that we think have value and occasionally 
are done by industry, discuss the benefits derived from a product. This 
type of approach is important because people are “rationally ignorant.” 
They have real lives and no real reason to spend lots of time reading 
policy reports or learning about issues that have no apparent impact 
on their lives. So we are all “rationally ignorant” about most things. If 

Mick Stevens for Barron’s, 15 November 1999

FIG. 1.1:  Chemical Manufacturers Association Ad

Voiceover: In a single year, 93 
percent of our toxic chemical waste 
was treated, converted to energy 
or recycled. What about the other 
7 percent? 

We’re working on it!
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people are going to understand that a world without chemicals might 
be a scarier world, you’re going to have to give them some reason to 
believe it. Industry equates profitability with legitimacy, because that is 
the standard by which businesses judge each other. But if profitability 
were the only moral yardstick, cocaine dealers, prostitution rings, and 
other similar “businesses” would all be legitimate. Evidently, some non-
business people are applying different standards to business than 
business applies to itself.

 Figure 1.2 is almost the epitome of a legitimizing ad. The plastics 
industry has several others like this. Some of you have probably seen 
the one in which a mother is warming a baby bottle. The mother looks 
down at her child, and the bottle slips from her hands. Then, in slow 
motion, it falls toward the tile floor where the baby is lying. When the 
bottle bounces off the floor instead of shattering, you think, “Thank 
God it’s plastic.”

This ad came about because the plastics industry was getting ham-
mered. Those of you who know the movie “The Graduate” may re-
member the scene at Dustin Hoffman’s graduation party in which this 
particularly irritating neighbor, a businessman, looks down at Dustin’s 
character and says, “I just want to say one word to you... plastics.” That 
phrase quickly came to symbolize a faddish contempt for the modern 
world. What soon followed was a whole array of anti-plastic policies. 

After a while, the plastics companies decided to go on the counter-
attack. Their initial ads featured downhill skiers who talked about the 
benefits of high-tech plastic skis. This prompted us to say, “Well, that’s 
good, but if you can go skiing in Aspen and drive Corvettes, you’re 
probably already aware that capitalism is a good idea.” These compa-
nies really needed to reach out to people with the egalitarian value that 

plastics are not only good for society at large, but they’re particularly 
good for the individual—in this case, a heart attack victim, and in the 
case of the plastic baby bottle, mothers and children. In many ways, it’s 
not just a benefits message, it’s a benefits message that carries the fair-
ness value, the egalitarian value. 

CEI has done focus group research on legitimizing versus apologetic 
ads, and made some interesting findings. Apologetic ads tend to make a 
rationally ignorant public more likely to support greater regulation than 
legitimizing ads. The former tend to create new doubts in the mind of 
the audience, leading to exactly the sort of government intervention we 
seek to avoid. We need ads that drive home the point that a world with 
more regulation, more taxes, and more restrictions is a world that is not 
only less free and less rich, but also less fair.

In our focus groups, the ad on chemicals, for example, raised all 
kinds of questions. What is this stuff? Why is it so hard to get rid of? 
Why are they pretending that they’ve done a good job when the hard 
part of the problem lies ahead of them? And so on. The participants in 
the focus group were concerned that toxic waste was an insurmountable 
problem, that companies may not be following the rules, and that maybe 
the 7 percent of waste not yet cleaned up was created by those bad ac-
tors who are never going to do it on their own. Furthermore, they did 
not find the information presented in the ad credible. 

Apologetic ads not only don’t work, they also exacerbate the very 
problems they seek to address. Legitimizing ads, by contrast, can be very 
effective. Another example of a legitimizing ad is one CEI developed 
regarding the pharmaceutical industry during the debate over reforming 
the Food and Drug Administration. 

The ad in Figure 1.3 delivers a general message about the value of 
drugs: people die if drugs are delayed by regulation. This message is not 
one that industry would feel comfortable delivering directly. If the FDA 
regulates you, you can’t be overly critical of it in public. Our ad essen-
tially took the benefit message, the egalitarian message, and targeted a 
particular policy group-FDA reformers.

So far, I’ve talked about the importance of a company legitimizing 

FIG. 1.2:  American Plastics Council Ad

Apologetic ads: 

•  Use technical claims to explain away 
a perceived transgression.

•  "Apologize" for some past transgres-
sion and promise to reform.

Legitimizing Ads: 

•  Mainly discuss the benefits consumers 
derive from the products or industries 
in an effort to promote "cultural 
legitimacy" or acceptability.

Voiceover:  Three minutes from now, 
a heart attack victim will be rushed 
into this emergency room. Medica-
tion will be injected. I.V. fluids will be 
needed. The patient will be protected 
from infection. Breathing will be as-
sisted. And one more life will be saved. 
…Thanks to advanced medical tech-
niques and a material we call plastic.
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its products. As, or more important, is the need for ads that legitimize 
the entire industry. The graph in Figure 1.4 shows the reputations of 
various firms in the oil industry. The bottom set of curves shows the 
reputation of the oil industry in general. 

The graph indicates that some companies have better reputations 
than others. Branding is one way by which a company can raise its repu-
tation, but the industry overall always has a lower reputation than spe-
cific companies do. It’s the industry that gets regulated, not individual 
companies. The only way you can protect your company ultimately is to 
protect your industry. 

Another example of that same point is the March 1989 Exxon 
Valdez oil spill. As you can expect, when this happened, Exxon’s cred-
ibility dropped dramatically with the public. The credibility of other 
companies, however, dropped a lot less, demonstrating that there is 
value in maintaining the reputation of your company. But while certain 
individual companies suffered less than Exxon, the oil industry’s reputa-
tion suffered almost as much as Exxon did. Politically, this meant the 
oil industry as a whole was damaged in the end, and not just Exxon. If 
you want to defend yourself against the regulating regime, you have to 
defend your industry and not just your particular company.

 Companies have not always been so slow in defending their in-
dustries. In his wonderful book, Creating the Corporate Soul, The Rise 

of Public Relations and Corporate Imagery in American Big Business, 
Roland Marchand suggests that industry in the early 1900s was aware 
that the world was moving into a socialist period. When governments 
nationalized many sectors of American industry in World War I, com-
panies were terrified that they might have no future in America and 
responded over a period of decades by developing a moral defense of 
themselves. Industry did that reasonably well by disseminating messages 
that created a corporate soul. But, after World War II, when industry 
could make money by doing almost anything, it went to sleep again. In 
a sense, industry needs to wake up and revitalize its understanding that 
companies are always operating in a hostile environment, and if these 
companies can’t make a moral defense of themselves and their industry, 
they won’t have a future. 

A current example of creating a corporate soul comes from a popu-
lar ad for cell phones (See Figure 1.5). The interesting thing about the ad 

FIG. 1.3:  CEI Ad about FDA

Speaker:  The Food and Drug Administration proudly announces its ap-
proval of this major new drug. By our estimates, this drug will save over 
8,000 lives per year. 
Voiceover:  If the government approves a drug that will start saving lives 
tomorrow, how many people died yesterday waiting for the government to 
act? Shouldn’t we know the answer to that before we start applauding?

FIG. 1.4:  Public Attitudes Toward Oil Companies and the Oil Industry

Source: Industry data.
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is that, according to Creating the Corporate Soul, AT&T has had it right 
for a long time. The first AT&T institutional ads in the early part of 
the 20th century were filled with information about how marginal costs 
operate for public utilities. The idea was that if the public only knew 
as much as AT&T did, it would be much more sympathetic to AT&T’s 
pricing and network structures. That didn’t work. AT&T then went 
quickly to egalitarian themes and to reach out—“Reach out and touch 
someone.” Ads like this one show how the cell phone becomes a solu-
tion to a problem for working mothers. It captures an element that the 
cell phone is not only an instrument of freedom, not only an instrument 
of wealth creation, but also an instrument that makes it a little easier to 
have fairness in a world with a lot of stress. 

AT&T has some advantages. It was a very large part of the tele-
phone industry, so the value to the industry was captured by the com-
pany. It also was a company very much in touch with consumers, so it 
had to communicate. It did, and arguably, as a result, it resisted some 
rather strong regulatory attempts in the 1920s and 1930s. At the same 
time, the company was spending tens of millions of dollars to legitimize 
itself. Virtually no company is spending anything like that today, and it 
shows. 

The free-market community can learn much from the successes and 
failures of industries. If we apologize for who we are and what we stand 
for, people will find faults with our ideas. If we legitimize what we do 
and demonstrate how people can benefit from our proposals, however, 
then we might start winning some skirmishes in the ongoing battle of 
ideas.

2
Values

Brendon Swedlow & Alex Castellanos

This chapter provides two closely related accounts of how to articulate 
values in political communications. Both accounts attempt to move 
beyond liberalism and conservatism to identify values overlooked by 
standard left-right thinking regarding political ideology. The first, build-
ing on the work of the late political scientist Aaron Wildavsky, views the 
values of liberty, equality, and order as manifestations of rival political 
cultures. The other distills Alex Castellanos’s research and experience 
advising political campaigns. He finds that values-based issue clusters 
define five distinct groups in the U.S. population, with the right com-
posed of religious and law and order conservatives and the left of those 
championing equality, fairness, and caring. In the middle, along with 
the “care and fair” crowd, are pocketbook or economic voters. Bren-
don Swedlow emphasizes that values-based communications should be 
targeted at different kinds of political sophisticates in the general popu-
lation, while Alex Castellanos suggests ways the Republican Party can 
appeal to voters in the middle without losing its base on the right.

FIG. 1.5:  AT&T Cell Phone Ad

Mom:  I’ve got a meeting with a very 
important client
Child:  Mom, when can I be a client?
Mom:  You’ve got five minutes to 
get ready to go to the beach, or I’m 
going without you.
Child:  Hey everybody, it’s time for 
the meeting!!


