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Institutions of US Leadership in Crisis: A Challenge of Presidential Proportions

The US Presidential election is occurring at a time when the country faces one of the most uncertain periods in recent history.  Fear of terrorism, economic struggle, ongoing violence abroad, rising deficits, and increasingly rancorous political partisanship are only the symptoms of a much more important crisis facing Americans.  The real source of uncertainty in the US, despite its position as the most dominant power in the world, is a widespread erosion of confidence and faith in its political, financial, community, religious and cultural leaders, making the selection of the next President one of the more important in modern times.

From Hegemony to Uncertainty

The US has been the unrivaled hegemonic power in the world since the end of the Cold War, and its power and influence over the world has been increasing at an astonishing rate.  The US is the dominant force behind the three critical categories of power - economic, military, and cultural - and some would argue that the US's influence in the world represents the greatest disparity between one country and all others in modern times.  However, since the terrorist attacks of 11 September in 2001, Americans themselves do not view their position in the world from the perspective of a dominant power, despite the fact that the rest of the world does.  The violence and destruction brought to bear against the World Trade Center in New York City and the Pentagon in Washington, D.C. did far more than kill thousands and destroy billions of dollars worth of property; it shook to the core the interminable confidence of Americans.

Following 11 September, Americans flocked to churches, synagogues, and mosques in record numbers seeking guidance.  The approval ratings of President George W Bush and members of Congress were at an all-time high as they attempted to reassure the public.  And for the first time in decades, people were placing their faith in government and law enforcement to keep them safe from harm.  Like never before, Americans were turning to a variety of leaders in an effort to have their confidence restored.  However, the uncertainty brought by the terrorist attacks was only the beginning as all of the places where Americans look for leadership would suffer significant setbacks.  The country's leaders in government, business, religion and culture were all about to be plunged into a crisis of confidence.  

A spate of high-profile corporate scandals resulting in the largest bankruptcies in history devastated Americans' faith in the private sector and the economic dominance of the US.  Corporate leaders who were once revered and honored for their success were now under siege as accounting irregularities, fraud and other criminal behaviour were revealed.  The sexual scandals involving the Catholic Church and most religions’ ongoing debate over how homosexuality should be viewed left many followers reeling as they were forced to question their faith in the institution. Cultural icons have also suffered as a result of numerous cases of drug abuse, violence, and criminal behaviour.  Even leaders at the community level have suffered set-backs in the wake of financial mismanagement and cronyism.  And as the unity and fervent patriotism that Americans felt in the wake of 11 September terror attacks has waned, confidence in government and political and military leaders has again begun to suffer.

The war on terrorism, high unemployment, ongoing and increasingly deadly and controversial military occupations in Iraq and Afghanistan, rising budget deficits in the federal and state governments, shaky financial markets, a widening trade deficit, dwindling pension funds, and skyrocketing health care costs are all causing Americans to feel anything but like a hegemonic world power of epic proportion.  In 1998 59% of people felt good about the ‘state of the nation’ compared to only 50% now, and although polls show that business leaders are gaining confidence in the economy, the public is far less optimistic with only 34% of Americans feeling good about the economy.  After the loss of faith in the other four sectors of society where leaders are found, all hopes will be placed on the next President to bring confidence back to Americans in the face of great uncertainty. A poll by Results for America found that more than half of Americans think the US is either ‘going in the wrong direction or has no direction at all.’  Therefore, as the US turns its attention to the Presidential elections due to take place in November 2004, the country will again ask itself what kind of man will be the best choice to lead the US through this uncertain time.  

International Implications

The crisis of leadership in the US is also felt beyond the country’s borders.  Recent polls of people in countries around Europe and the Middle East show that the favorability of the US and US leaders has been steadily falling since the days immediately after the terror attacks of 11 September.  One poll by the US-based Pew Center for the People and the Press found that even among US allies in Europe (UK, France, Germany, and Russia) the favorability of the US has plummeted from 61-75% in June 2002, to 47-58% in March 2004.  Opinions of the US among Arab allies Turkey, Pakistan, Jordan and Morocco has also fallen to between 27 and 30% favorability despite US assurances to partner with them in the fight against global terrorism.  These dismal favorability ratings have undoubtedly fallen even further following the revelations about systematic abuse of Iraqi prisoners at the hands of US soldiers at the Abu Ghraib prison in Baghdad.

Gallup International’s ‘Voice of the People Survey’, which polled 65,000 people in 60 countries, found that half of them think US foreign policy has a negative effect on their own country.  The survey also revealed that 50% of people feel less economically secure and less safe than they did 10 years ago.  Perhaps most troubling is that a majority of respondents believe their country’s next generation will be even less prosperous than they are now.

Driving the discontentment are US policymakers’ decisions regarding the war on terror, Iraq, and Israel as well as US protectionist trade policies.  And the disdain for US policy decisions abroad are having real economic impacts on the US economy as data on foreign direct investment in the US has fallen in favor of investments in Europe and China.  Although global economic factors are the primary drivers behind the widening US current account deficit to 5.2% of GDP – a record high – clearly traditional US political allies will not necessarily come running to our aid economically as relations between us continue to sour.

Leadership in the US under Siege

Leadership in America is found in many places beyond the halls and chambers of government and elected officials.  The US culture is hierarchical and one that idolizes fame, success, and power in all of its forms.  The five primary areas where leaders are most important and carry the most influence are politics, finance, communities, religion and culture.  The standards for who is a leader within each category vary widely and each group attracts different constituencies who are seeking to be led and inspired for different reasons.  However, one of the commonalities between the five categories is that they have all recently suffered a crisis of confidence after having been wracked by scandal.

The ‘Confidence Index’ by The Harris Poll® found that public confidence in the leaders of fourteen major institutions has fallen to an aggregate level of 55%.  Harris has conducted the poll every year for the last 37 years and although 55% confidence is higher than the historical standard, it is well below the level of confidence over the last several years.  Following the attacks of 11 September, confidence in the military (62%) and the institutions of government (23-31%) slightly increased, which helped offset the recent declines in the other institutions of leadership such as Congress (13%), corporations (15%), and organized religion (27%).  In order to understand the current state of confidence in the five primary categories of US leadership, each one is examined in detail.

· Political - Politics in the US has often been referred to as celebrity for ugly people because rather than being known for their appearance, athletic or artistic abilities, political icons are revered for their power.  Indeed, it is widely viewed as the nation's first aristocracy of celebrity.  Before the advent of mass media, politicians were the only well-known celebrities in the country, and with the media explosion their status as famous people also increased.  However, it is the spotlight of the media that led to the exposure of political scandals and the personal failings of political leaders, but their role as leaders remains prominent as the only group that has been explicitly granted the power to make decisions on behalf of the country. The increased importance of the media has had both positive and negative implications for the political process, creating as many heroes as villains.

In the US, scandals are perceived to have become synonymous with politics, due in part to the widely-publicised personal and professional failures, and elected leaders themselves have used the media to highlight these failings as a political tactic. Nearly every US President since Richard Nixon has had to weather some type of highly-publicised controversy, and each example further erodes the credibility of all politicians and, moreover, the confidence of the American electorate.  

Political scandals are blind to political affiliation.  Former President Bill Clinton’s administration suffered a number of high-profile personal and policy-related scandals.  The administration of President George W Bush is no different as it battles its own spate of crises.  The most recent example is the prison abuse scandal at the Abu Ghraib prison.  Although the military leaders and Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld have borne the brunt of the criticism, it is adding to the Bush administration’s increasingly serious credibility problem due to several examples of misleading or mistaken information being used to forward the Bush agenda. Diminished credibility has caused Bush’s popularity to lag as his approval ratings sink to only 40% - their lowest since 11 September 2001. Another prominent example is the absence of evidence that the deposed regime of former Iraqi President Saddam Hussein was actively creating weapons of mass destruction (WMD), which was the stated premise for the US-led war.  Polls show that the American people are evenly divided on the question as to whether or not Iraq had WMDs and whether or not the US government purposely inflated claims of such evidence of WMDs in order to make the case for war.  At best, the Bush administration made an error in its intelligence assessment of Iraq and, at worst, officials purposefully mislead Congress and the public to make their case for war.  Either way, it is the current example of why the public in the US continues to lose faith in political leaders. Of course, Congress is also suffering as their overall approval rating has shrunk since 11 September (Republicans 40% favorable and Democrats 33% favorable).

· Financial - Few would argue that the almighty dollar is the sincerest source of power and admiration in the US.  A culture driven by consumerism, entrepreneurship, and financial success, high-profile Chief Executive Officers (CEO) in the 1990s became icons as a result of their economic success.  Names like Microsoft founder Bill Gates, Dell founder Michael Dell, General Electric CEO Jack Welch, and Apple Computer founder and on-again-off again President Steve Jobs became celebrities as they adorned magazine covers and were regulars on television talk shows.  They were also welcomed like kings in the halls of government as political leaders went out of their way to change policies in order to keep the US economic engine running at its frenetic pace. 

The names of famous CEOs like those mentioned above were replaced by the infamous names of Enron’s Ken Lay, Tyco’s Dennis Kozlowski, WorldCom’s Bernhard Ebbers, and ImClone’s Samuel Waksal for their high-profile pilfering, accounting schemes, and insider trading along with the subsequent billion dollar collapses of their companies.  Shortly after the burst of the economic boom of the late 90s, the scandals began to bubble to the surface and CEOs became enemy number one as more and more darlings of Wall Street came under scrutiny.  Along with their demise came the rapid dissolution of the role of CEO as cultural icon and revered leader.

As the icons of business fell, so have the institutions of the private sector.  For example, global accounting firm Arthur Andersen – the above reproach financial auditing and accounting firm – became a criminal partner in the brazen fraud of Enron.  In fact, it was because of Arthur Andersen’s ongoing cover-up that Enron was able to fool regulators and investors for as long as it did.  The very institution entrusted with monitoring Enron was itself part of the scandal, which resulted in a widely-shared view that perhaps the era of industries self-regulating should perhaps come to an end or at least be reformed.  That call was echoed from within the heart of western capitalism itself when the credibility of the leadership of the New York Stock Exchange (NYSE) came into question after revelations about executives’ outrageous compensation.  The primarily self-regulating NYSE suffered a management shake-up and demands for greater government oversight, continuing the erosion of public trust in financial leaders.  Subsequently, The Harris Poll® showed that 57% of Americans would like to see stronger regulation of financial firms, which correlates to 54% of Americans believing that financial leaders would be willing to break the law if they could make substantial monetary gains and not get caught.  Only 35% of Americans believe financial leaders are as ‘honest and moral as other people.’

· Community/Social – The surging emergence of the non-governmental, a.k.a. nonprofit, community in the US has spawned a new leadership group.  There are hundreds of thousands of organizations at the national, state, city, and neighborhood level that are centered around social, political, and communal aims.  As government has outsourced more of its social service functions, it is primarily the NGO community that has taken up the responsibility for providing shelter for the homeless, healthcare for the poor, food for the hungry, and a voice to the down-trodden.  In addition to the service-oriented functions of NGOs, they have also become increasingly political in their mission.  Some of the most powerful interest groups in the national capital of Washington, D.C. and in the 50 state capitals around the country are special interest groups that are NGOs fighting for environmental protections, social service spending, and a wide-range of other issues.  And some of the wealthiest and oldest families in the US have established charities to carry on their influence over society at the community level through the annual donation of funds to worthy social causes. 

Despite the virtuous foundations of nearly all NGOS, they have also experienced scandal and corruption.  The United Way and the Red Cross - two of the country's most recognised and influential organisations at the community level - have been rocked by corruption, cronyism, and fraud and have damaged the overall perception of the nonprofit sector.  A poll conducted by the Brookings Institution’s Center for Public Service, 1 in 5 Americans said they have ‘no confidence’ in charitable organizations.  This decline in confidence as a result of scandal has had a tangible impact on organizations in the sector as a whole.  Data shows that charitable giving in the US has fallen by 25% as a percentage of GDP over the last decade.

As the influence of nonprofit advocacy groups has grown, so has the intensity of the political and philosophical divisiveness internally. In the US, the nature of the policymaking process is to forge compromise, but such issue-based groups are not accustomed or prepared for this systemic reality, which often results in deep divisions between those in the organisation who want to compromise and those who do not.  In the end, those members whose position does not carry the day feel even more isolated, disillusioned, and disenchanted with the leaders they once followed.

· Religious – The vast majority of Americans identify themselves as being part of an organized religion (55% Protestant, 28% Catholic, 2% Jewish, 6% ‘other’), but the institution of religion has also suffered its share of scandals.  The most recent and troubling is the sexual abuse of children by leaders in the Catholic Church.  As of the year 2000, 800 US Catholic priests have been through the legal process on suspicion of sexual misconduct, although not all have been convicted, and the church is suffering a crisis as a result.  However, supporters of the Catholic Church are quick to point out that other religions in the US have also suffered from sexual abuse of parishioners at the hands of clergy, although not as widespread and not of children but primarily involving adult women.  One report suggested that 12% of Protestant clergy have had inappropriate relationships with parishioners, while 48% United Church of Christ and 77% of United Methodist female ministers reported having been sexually harassed by male colleagues. 

Tension within organized religions are also on the rise due to the intense debate over gay marriage and homosexuality in general.  For example, in the US Episcopal Church, an openly gay bishop was consecrated for the first time, touching-off a controversy that may lead to a permanent split among Episcopal churches around the world.  And, following a controversial court decision in the State of Massachusetts requiring the government to allow same-sex marriage, all faiths in the US are now bitterly divided over how gay and lesbian members of their congregations should be viewed including whether or not they should be allowed to join together in some form of union.  

In the US, religious leaders play an important spiritual role, but their influence and importance as  leaders goes far beyond the pulpit.  In many communities around the country, they are looked to for guidance on any number of important social, moral, and even political issues.  For example, on the issue of gay marriage, leaders from a variety of faiths are banning together to compel elected officials to consider the political ramifications if they support it, but such rhetoric is creating bitter divisions within religious institutions.  The loss of faith in religious leaders in America comes first as a result of the sex scandal and was made worse by the socio-political-religious issue of gay marriage that is dividing congregations that have already been shaken.  The Harris Poll® found that only 52% of Americans rated the ethical standards of clergy as ‘high’ or ‘very high’, whereas that percentage was 64% in 2001.

· Cultural - The influencing power of cultural icons in the US has given them a unique role in society. It was famous US popular culture artist Andy Warhol who said 'in the future, everyone will be famous for fifteen minutes.'  Warhol was charactorizing the importance Americans give to fame and celebrity and their role as leaders in society.  Film actors, athletes, musicians, and television personalities have broad followings among Americans and are often viewed as role models.  Recently, a number of professional athletes have been arrested for drug abuse, violence, and rape as have a number of Hollywood actors.  Although cultural icons are not accountable to the public in the same way as other leaders, scandals have taken their toll on their position as leaders in society and bred a growing level of cynicism about how much of a leadership role they should actually have.   

Another aspect to the role of cultural leaders involves the news media and the emergence of ‘infotainment’ in the US.  Research has consistently shown how influential the media is in shaping public attitudes about what is culturally and socially desirable and the efficacy of government and likeability of political leaders.  Media professionals have themselves become iconic and some have become ‘the story’ as they have experienced their own rash of scandals.  For example, conservative radio talk show host Rush Limbaugh has long been somewhat of an evangelical leader of the conservative movement in the US.  His outspoken and brash commentary about liberalism and the Democratic Party have been credited with growing the ranks of Republicans in the US.  However, it was recently revealed that Limbaugh was being investigated for illegally purchasing thousands of prescription painkillers, which delivered a serious blow to his credibility even among his most ardent supporters.  According to The Harris Poll®, the percentage of Americans that believe television and radio talk shows have too much power and influence increased from 47% in 2002 to 54% in 2003.

Two additional examples include the scandals that rocked the usually above reproach New York Times and the most widely-read newspaper in the US, USA Today.  Well-respected columnists from both of the daily newspapers were fired for systematically fabricating facts and entire stories for their columns.  Both papers and indeed the entire profession depends on truth and accuracy in their reporting, so the revelations about such incidents, even though they are likely isolated occurrences, have struck a blow to the media’s overall perceived credibility.  According to The Harris Poll®, confidence in the news media has fallen from 26% in 1998 to only 17% in 2004.

The roles not included among the five leader groups are academia and the military, which reflects the changing function and influence of these sectors of US society.  With respect to academia, a number of US Presidents and Congressional leaders, such as 28th US President Woodrow Wilson who was a college professor and President of Princeton University, hailed from the academic community.  Regarding the military, in many other countries, especially those where the military is or was recently a formal part of the national political leadership, military officials would be considered a key leader group in society.  Although the US has never formally included the military as part of the political structure, historically it has been the primary proving ground for national political leadership in the US, beginning with General George Washington (only 13 US Presidents out of 43 have not served in the military).  Even today as President George W Bush and Senator John Kerry prepare to square off for the US Presidency, their respective records and roles in the US military will be a central issue.  Indeed, the candidacy of former Democratic Presidential hopeful General Wesley Clark was predicated solely upon his military record.  However, Clark’s failure to make much of an impact and the election of President Bill Clinton have broken the informal requirement that a US President be a decorated war hero and marked the decline in the importance of military service in order to be a political leader.

The Convergence of Leader Groups

Complicating the crisis of confidence in US leadership is the convergence of the five leader groups. There are many examples of leaders in one group leveraging their power and influence to transition them to a position in another – usually from cultural, financial and, with less frequency, religious leadership to political leadership.  More and more frequently, elected leaders are emerging from business, appointed positions in government, or the legal profession, as opposed to from academia, the community or the military as was more often the case in the past. 

The desire of the four other groups to exert influence over politics and government is not a new phenomenon.  Cultural leaders in Hollywood are some of the most prolific and outspoken supporters and detractors of political candidates, donating their money and lending their fame to political hopefuls of their liking.  Religious groups have used an unparalleled zealotry to shape political contests, especially among conservatives.  And Wall Street tycoons have been accused of buying politicians for as long as there have been politicians, using their financial means to add their voice to the electoral and policymaking process.  The difference between then and now is that the other four groups no longer want to merely shape the leaders in the political group, but they want to cross-over and become participants.

Convergence, combined with scandal, has resulted in all leader groups being held to a more public standard, although they are not necessarily bound by a public mandate.  This is due in part to a heightened level of public awareness and accountability via the media and its ability to shine a light into the dark corners of typically private institutions.  The media often magnifies the problem and generates enough public outcry to provoke political intervention or at least the threat of regulation.  

Historically, Americans have embraced a multiplicity of leader groups that are distinctly different because Americans look to different places for inspiration and guidance.  Some people look to political leaders while others look to spiritual ones, and some look with varying degrees to all five leader groups in one way or another.  The right to follow whomever they want is embedded in the Constitution itself and is part of what keeps society energized and robust, so what are the implications of the blurring of lines between these groups?  It could result in a homogenization of values and a centralization of power in the political realm, while diminishing the influence of the other four leader groups.

· Financial to Political - Millionaire and former business icon Michael Bloomberg was elected Mayor of New York City shortly after the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks.  Bloomberg, a Republican, had never previously held elected office, but he won by using his vast personal wealth and the brand identity of his company by the same name to woo voters.  Bloomberg spent a record amount of his own wealth on his campaign, and won a very close race against a well-known establishment politician. He also touted his experience as a business leader as applicable to solving the challenges facing the public.  Having conquered the business world, he apparently was no longer adequately challenged running his multi-million dollar company and chose to enter public office and run one of the largest cities in the world during a time of incredible uncertainty.  US Senator Jon Corzine of New Jersey is the Democratic Party’s version of a financial leader transitioning to political leadership.  Having become a multimillionaire as Co-Chairman of Goldman Sachs, Corzine spent US$62m on his initial campaign for office and has now become the Democratic Party’s chief fundraiser.

The role of money and financial tycoons in the political process is not new.  In 1895, Ohio US Senator Mark Hanna said: ‘There are two things that are important in politics.  The first one is money and I can’t remember what the second one is.’  One of the differences in modern times is the pervasiveness of money and the ease with which it translates into legitimate power through contributions to candidates and political parties or by the financiers themselves becoming candidates.   It is the role of money that has helped contribute to the perception among the majority of Americans that the government is not responsive to their needs.  A poll taken in December 2003 found that 60% of Americans believe ‘leaders in Washington are out of touch with the rest of the country’, which is up 9% from the previous year.  They also believe that power and money has too much influence over political decision-making with 80% of Americans disapproving of the perceived level of influence ‘big corporations’ wield over political leaders. 

· Community to political – There are few obvious examples of leaders at the community level making the transition to political leadership due, in part, to the localized nature of notoriety of community leaders as opposed to the more wide-spread notoriety of leaders from the other groups.  However, closer examination of political leaders at the state and local levels reveals that a large number of them in fact had served in high-profile roles as board members for nonprofit groups in the area.  In fact, service on local boards and community groups are used by some political hopefuls primarily as a means to an end.  By serving in the community, they build a profile as someone who cares, make personal connections to community activists, and gain greater insight into local issues.  However, making the transition from community leader to high-level political leadership is very rare because the resources required to succeed in an election to Congress or state-wide office, for example, requires more legitimacy and influence that can be gained solely by community involvement.  The disparity between the number of national leaders who emerge from the financial, religious, and cultural leader groups compared to the number from the community exacerbates a perceived disconnectedness between policymakers and the people they are elected to serve.

· Religious to Political - The founding fathers of the US made the separation of church and state one of the cornerstones of the Constitution, and it was the only such decree of its time.  Over the decades since, other Democratic nations have followed suit, but the connection between religion and politics in the US has never truly been severed, although it has taken on different forms.  One of the first religious leaders to become a cultural and political icon was Dr. Martin Luther King.  Dr. King was an African-American minister in the south at the height of segregation who used his religious pulpit to speak out for political and social equality.  King adroitly leveraged his power and his religious flock and translated it to an unprecedented political movement that delivered incredible results.  Since that time, religious figures on the left and right end of the political spectrum have made or at least attempted to transition their spiritual leadership into legitimate political power.

More recent examples include Reverend Jesse Jackson who was the preeminent (and perennial) religious leader turned-political candidate, having run for president several times in the late 1980s and 1990's. His protégé, Reverend Al Sharpton, was among the nine Democratic candidates running for the chance to challenge President George W Bush, and although he had no legitimate chance of winning, he brought an important dynamic to the race.  His political base hails from the deep, still racially divided south where he has been a frequent sermonizer in churches throughout the region for decades.  A controversial figure that has spent time in jail, he parlayed his dubious infamy and religious following into a position among the well-known contenders for US President. 

The role of religious leaders in politics also includes clergy attempting to influence political behavior from the outside.  For example, the Catholic Church has stated that Democratic Presidential candidate Senator John Kerry should not be allowed to take Communion because he supports abortion.  Also, the ultra-conservative Christian Coalition is a powerful force within the Republican Party and often influences the selection of the party’s nominees for President more than any other conservative constituent group, which often make the successful conservative politician indebted to the Christian constituency and, thus, is influenced by their agenda and ideals.

· Cultural to Political - The election of movie actor Arnold Schwarzenegger as Governor of California, although he has no political experience, was a new level of fame translating into political power.  Schwarzenegger's campaign strategy was not assisted by his Hollywood fame, it was based entirely upon it.  He used his notoriety to surge ahead of a crowded field of comparative nobodies - including the current Lieutenant Governor - but he also used his vast personal wealth earned through his enormous box office success to dramatically outspend all of his political rivals. More importantly, Schwarzenegger used the image of his typical larger-than-life hero film characters and widely well-known and mimicked one-liners from his movies to beat down beleaguered sitting Governor Gray Davis.  In fact, the famous lines he borrowed from his film scripts for his speeches always drew the most amount of applause from the audience.  Schwarzenegger’s election marks a new era of the power celebrity has to acquire legitimate political power but he is not the first cultural icon to cross-over into the political realm.  The first Hollywood actor to transition from cultural to the highest echelon of political leadership was Ronald Reagan, who also used his notoriety to get elected Governor of California and then US President.

A new facet of the convergence of cultural and political power is the rise of ‘infotainment’ – the mass media appeal of information programs viewed for their entertainment value.  Television viewer research has shown that comedic talk shows and faux news broadcasts have become the primary source for new and information, particularly regarding politics and election campaigns, which in turn makes such programs a significant source of influence over political decision-making.  For example, former US Democratic candidate for President, Senator John Edwards, announced his candidacy on a comedy program that creates a parody of real news stories.  Because so many people tune into the program to obtain information about politics and elections, Senator Edwards viewed the program as a place to reach a particular audience with his political message, despite the fact the program is based on ‘fake’ media reports.  Another former Democratic Presidential Candidate, Howard Dean, made fun of himself on a different topical comedy program following his so-called ‘I have a scream’ speech prior to the Iowa caucuses in an effort to downplay the event and do damage control.  Both examples elevate the perceived legitimacy of these media, despite the fact they are self-described as being ‘fake.’
The importance of converging leadership groups is that it signals the steadily growing importance of government and political power in the US; an importance that is not lost on the other four leader groups. It also marks an increase in the desire for legitimate power that will allow leaders in the other groups to have greater and more direct influence over the shaping of public policies.  As leaders in groups other than political, they can merely use the power acquired through their leader group to attempt to influence those with the legitimate power in the political group.  Granted, this can result in considerable influence, but it is not the same as wielding the power for one’s self.

The commonality of scandals within the various leader groups has resulted in all of them now being held to a higher, more public standard, which will require greater transparency and accountability.  For the most part, given the abuses outlined earlier, this is a positive step, but there are downsides.  For example, there is often a high level of nuance and complexity to decision-making within organizations as well as trade offs between the lesser of two evils – decisions that can be easily misunderstood by a public that is not intimately familiar with all of the facts and circumstances.  This can lead to incomplete information, false conclusions, and knee-jerk judgments that can end up doing more harm than good.  This seems counter-intuitive, especially in a time when there are so many examples of why society needs more accountability rather than less.  However, it needs to be understood that greater transparency and accountability is not a panacea and as policies and regulations are created to facilitate these trends, they need to proceed thoughtfully and deliberatively to ensure a measured response. 

Leading in a Time of Crisis

The US, not unlike other nations, has been defined by the way in which it responds in a time of crisis.  Whether a crisis comes in the form of war, natural disaster, human tragedy, political or social unrest, or economic hard-times, the US has been fortunate to have the right leaders for the right time, some times serendipitously.  Abraham Lincoln's fortitude during the US Civil War, Teddy Roosevelt's doctrine of 'speak softly and carry a big stick', Dwight Eisenhower's leadership during World War Two, John Kennedy's fight for civil rights and cool handling of the Cuban Missile Crisis, and Ronald Reagan's strength to stay the course to wear down the ambitions of Communist totalitarianism.  Different leaders were chosen to steer the US and, in some cases, the entire free-world through the most troubled of waters.  Although it can be argued that perhaps it is the holder of the office who merely rises to the occasion, history also reveals many leaders that have failed when leadership was needed most.  Therefore, in a time of crisis, the US, as in other free societies, manages to find its zeitgeist - what Germans deem to be the general intellectual, moral, and cultural climate of an era - and the leader or leaders who best embody it.

The difference between the crises the US now faces compared to those it has faced in the past are inextricably linked to the uniqueness of these challenges and the fact many are unprecedented, so history is of little help by way of guidance.  The US's unparalleled 'hard' power - military and economic - and 'soft' power - political and cultural - have concentrated more influence into one nation than has been seen since before the fall of the Roman Empire.  With this power comes a daunting burden, and it is from this position of extreme hegemony that the US now finds itself struggling under the weight of this enormous responsibility.

Terrorism, war, economic decline, waning credibility of leaders and institutions, increasing public skepticism and cynicism, and a lack of confidence in the election process itself represents an unprecedented convergence of challenges.  Leadership comes to the forefront during such times like no other and the mettle of leaders will likewise be tested as never before.  It is typically the ability of a leader to make the right decisions during a time of crisis that will determine his or her place in history.  Different challenges also call for different leaders and America is now beginning a political process that will determine what kind of leader that will be.

The 2004 Presidential Election

Americans choose their presidents based on the needs of the time. Presidential campaigns in recent memory have been dominated by domestic issues such as the economy, job creation, healthcare, education. Rarely have they been decided by issues of foreign policy, with the rare exception to this being when the country is at war or under threat from a foreign power. However, the current 'war on terrorism' represents an unprecedented challenge and will require unparalleled leadership because it is a security threat similar to war, but threatens Americans on their home soil as never before. Coupled with social insecurity over unemployment, the ballooning federal deficit and 42 states with budgets in the red, there is little hope of expanding already expensive initiatives to make prescription drugs more affordable or provide health insurance to Americans who do not have it or fund other popular social programs. As the campaign proceeds and as issues, policies, and philosophies are debated, ultimately the race for president will be decided on who is deemed to be able to provide what Americans crave more than anything else: leadership. Over the course of the campaign, not only will Americans decide whom to choose as their next president but, more importantly, they will decide what kind of leader will be needed to guide the country through the most uncertain of times.

· Confidence in the Electoral System - The last Presidential election in 2000 was marred by the voting controversy in Florida. The results of voting between Democrat Al Gore and Republican George Bush was so close that out of millions of votes cast, the winner was determined by only a few thousand.  It turned out that Al Gore had won the popular vote, only to lose to Bush by electoral votes.  The voting irregularities of the last election, which actually existed beyond Florida, will be a recurring theme as the general election draws nearer because it is another example of a lack of confidence many Americans are feeling.  After the last election, many question the system for selecting leaders.
  

· On the Issues - A combination of foreign and domestic issues will face Senator John Kerry and President George Bush during the campaign. Although it is rare for a foreign policy issues to be dominant, the war on Iraq and the war on terrorism will be of primary concern.  However, the economy and same-sex marriage will also be important issues.
  

· War in Iraq - As more US troops die with increasing frequency, there will be stark differences over when to bring troops home, how to transition power to the Iraqis, whether or not weapons of mass destruction existed, the contracts awarded to US firms reconstructing the country, the US's relationships with other countries and the United Nations regarding the war, and the decision regarding whether or not to go to war in the first place. 

· War on Terrorism - The Bush doctrine of pre-emption will be a divisive issue as will be the treatment of captured members of al-Qaeda and the laws in the US granting new powers to law enforcement and intelligence agencies.  There will also be disagreement over how to deal with US allies and foes in the Middle East such as Saudi Arabia and Syria and the Bush plan for bringing democracy to the region. 

· Economy and Unemployment - The economy is showing signs of recovery although it is still tenuous in light of a growing budget deficit, unemployment, current account deficit, jittery financial markets, and possible currency volatility.  The wisdom and impact of the Bush tax cuts will be on trial.

· Business regulation - The recent scandals in corporate America and on Wall Street has elected officials calling for more regulation, but Republicans will resist over-reacting to the recent problems and Democrats will call for substantial reform. 

· Same-Sex Marriage - In light of the decision by the Supreme Court of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts and the Democratic candidates' support of a parallel system of recognising same-sex unions, the issue will be one of the more emotional and divisive of the campaign. 

· Free Trade - The Bush administration has initiated a number of international trade disputes and Democrats will demand stricter environmental and labour standards with respect to foreign trade. 

· International Relations - Democrats will campaign for better ties to allies and criticize the Bush administration's unilateralism, and highlight differences of opinion regarding how to address the nuclear ambitions of North Korea and Iran. 

· Health Care - Comprehensive health care reform plans are high on the Democrats' list of domestic priorities and the Bush administration is accused of not doing enough to reduce the cost of prescription drugs. 

· Energy - Candidates will have differing views regarding the blackout the struck the East coast of the US in August 2003 and how to improve the country's electricity infrastructure as well as how to decrease the US's dependence on foreign oil. 

· Environment - The Bush administration has made a number of policy changes that have provoked the environmental community including suspending a number of air quality rules pertaining to coal-fired electricity plants and offering a proposal to allow drilling for oil in the Artic Wildlife Refuge - all issues to which the Democrats are staunchly opposed. 

· Leadership vs. Ideology - Although the difference of opinion on issues is an obviously important litmus test when Americans choose a leader, in the final analysis elections have less to do with policy choices than with the exercise of leadership and the perceived efficacy of the leader.  There are certain issues in the US that are 'owned' by either party such as Republicans and tax cuts versus Democrats and social spending, yet the party in control of the White House and Congress is constantly shifting although the parties and their candidates do not typically waiver far from their traditional stance on core issues. The explanation is that 33% of Americans self-identify as Democrats, 28% as Republicans, 24% as Independents, and 15% are unenrolled. It is therefore the independents that most often decide the outcome of Presidential elections, and for them what is typically most important is the candidate's ability to lead rather than their political party affiliation or stand on any single issue.  Moderate Republicans and Democrats also make this distinction during primary elections.  Above all, Americans want someone who will take a stand, even if they end up disagreeing with the stand they've taken on a particular policy.
  

· Leadership Qualities - The qualities of a leader are often a set of contradictions, such as being tough yet compassionate, decisive but open to other ideas, and possessing strong convictions while being tolerant of opposing points of view.  Good leaders possess a variety of different strengths.  Cognitive intelligence and the ability to understand issues is not uncommon and that alone does not make a good leader.  What sets a leader apart is being grounded in a sense of values; having an understanding of where they're going, what has meaning; and being able to connect with people and persuade them.  According to scholars of the US Presidency such as former advisor to 4 Presidents Professor David Gergen, Americans look for the following qualities in their Presidents with varying degrees of importance placed on each quality depending on the needs of the time.  Examination of these desired traits is particularly relevant because it is essential to understanding the role of leaders in the US.  

  

· Takes Risks - Is the person willing to take calculated risks and will she be bold and decisive.

· Original Ideas - Does the person offer a new perspective to the challenges facing the country. 

· Experience - Does the person have the type of capacity to lead that can only be gained through past experiences. 

· Has a Vision - Rather than merely tearing down the ideas of an opposing candidate, does the person offer a vision of their own - a high ideal of where he wants to lead the country. 

· Persuasive - How well does the person articulate the positions and how capable is she at communicating with other world leaders.

· Makes Connection - Does the person give the impression he cares about the problems of voters and can he relate to them on their level. 

· Motivates - Does the person inspire others and drive them to achieve a higher standard. 

· Has Credibility - Can voters trust the person and will she be a credible leader in the eyes of others. 

· Possesses Emotional intelligence - Is the person self-aware and do voters know how their values are influencing the moment when making a given decision.
  
· The Schwarzenegger Factor - The election of Hollywood movie action star Arnold Schwarzenegger to the governorship of California is an important signal from voters.  The size of California makes it an adequate representative sample of voters around the US, although certainly not perfectly correlated.  Schwarzenegger represents a hero figure and his candidacy tapped into the fears that Californians have about the future.  His opaque positions on issues, lack of political experience, and inability to truly empathize with the concerns of the common citizen were completely overlooked because of his perceived potential for leadership.  Voters expressed confidence in his ability to lead and to get things done.  Of course, it didn’t hurt that voters were also fed up enough with the existing Governor and state of affairs that they were willing to fire him before the normal end of his term.  In times of great uncertainty, Americans want to pin their hopes on a hero-like figure that will make them feel secure, and this sentiment that elected Schwarzenegger in California will also be a factor in the race for President.  The evidence of this is how quickly the controversy around the election of Bush in 2000 melted away following the attacks of September 11th when Americans were starving for a strong leader to light their way through such a dark time.
  

· Election Shocks - During the course of a Presidential campaign, any number of unrelated events can occur in the US or around the world that will influence the outcome.  An event external to the election campaign can harm or help a particular candidacy depending on the candidates previously stated position on an issue, the nature of the event, and the manner in which the country and the other candidates respond.  The following represents some possible external shocks that will have important implications on the eventual outcome of the election.
  

· Terrorist attack in the US - The US and indeed the world united around President Bush following the attacks of 11 September 2001.  Despite the protective measures that have been taken since then, the US is a high value target for terrorists and any attempt on US soil is likely to be of a similar scale as the attack on 11 September.  When Americans come under direct threat, they often turn to their existing leaders for guidance.  An attack before the 2004 election would likely rally the US around Bush.

· Major loss of life in Iraq - The ongoing loss of US troops in Iraq is slowly eroding Bush's popularity, but if a quick transition to Iraqi authority can be made and if troops begin coming home before the election, it would minimise the political damage.  However, if a major attack is launched against US forces that results in hundreds of deaths in a single event, Bush's re-election chances would be severely damaged. 

· US currency crash - Ongoing geopolitical tensions, trade disputes that risk jeopardizing dollar flows and the US recovery, and concerns about  the US current account deficit could lead to a massive sell-off of US currency, which would plunge the US into economic recession that would have repercussions around the globe.  Bush would take the blame for such an event and it would be devastating to his candidacy. 

· War with other countries -  Tensions between the US and North Korea and Iran over their nuclear programs could boil over into open hostilities.  US forces are stretched between the occupation in Iraq and ongoing operations in Afghanistan, and an outbreak of violence with either North Korea or Iran would severely limit the options for a US response.  The country would rally behind Bush in the face of a threat to US security.

· Assassination attempt on the President - Terrorists have made it clear that the President is a legitimate target and fears over his safety are evidenced by the unprecedented level of security during the Bush visit to the UK in November 2003.  Political and policy disputes that could damage a President's re-election efforts become much less important to voters if the life of the President is ever under threat by a terrorist, foreign power, or any person or group.

· Major terrorist attack against a US ally - The US-led war on terror's closest allies such as the UK, Australia, and Japan are also facing an increased threat of terrorism.  A devastating terror attack against one of them, such as the attack against commuter trains in Spain, perhaps with the use of a weapon of mass destruction, could either result in more support for Bush or could just as easily lead US voters and foreign allies to criticize the Bush administration for not doing enough to fight the war on terror. 

· White House scandal - Members of Congress, primarily Democrats, are leading investigations into a numbers of White House decisions: the illegal leak of the identity of a Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) operative; the intelligence regarding Saddam Hussein's weapons of mass destruction programs leading up to the war in Iraq; and the intelligence failures that did not allow US authorities to prevent the 11 September attacks.  Either of these investigations, depending on their findings, could be a damaging blow to the Bush administration's re-election chances. 

The Public Role of Private Leaders

Former US President William Clinton declared in 1996 that 'the era of big government is over,' but it was a trend that began with former President Ronald Reagan more than a decade earlier through a policy shift known as devolution. Downsizing, privatisation, and devolving more authority and resources to state-level government and contracting with non-governmental service providers were cornerstones of Reagan's agenda to scale back the size and role of government.  This initiated a trend to 'reinvent government' and make it resemble business - reward risk-taking, promote entrepreneurism, and improve performance and efficiency with financial incentives.  Another key element was to get government out of business' way in order to free them to make decisions based on market forces uninhibited by government regulations.  This also allowed for industries to establish formal self-regulation modalities to keep each other in check, giving businesses more control over how they were governed, which was preferable to leaving it up to government. To a certain extent, this moved the role of the corporate executives further inside board rooms and away from the public, resulting in less transparency and accountability.  However, the success of private leaders to create wealth and spawn economic growth propelled them into the public spotlight, and as their importance increased, so did their public profile and, eventually, public scrutiny.  Now business leaders see the tables turned and they are now being held to a standard that is more akin to leaders in the public sector.

· Private Interests, Public Role - None of the five leader groups in the US, other than political, has been held to a more public standard in recent years than financial leaders.  The role of the corporate executive has become increasingly more important with the advent of globalisation and integration of international finance and economics.  Corporate Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) have been vaulted to a leadership status that is on par with many elected leaders.  This is due to their obvious importance in creating jobs, wealth, and tax revenue, not to mention the goods and services their companies provide to eager consumers.  The roles of the corporate and elected leader is not entirely dissimilar in that they oversee multi-billion dollar budgets, thousands of employees, and make difficult decisions on a daily basis that will have important implications beyond their immediate sphere of influence.  The primary difference between them is that private leaders are not held to the same public standard of transparency and accountability because corporations are not democratic and do not exist for the good of the whole or for the good of society, but more so for the good of the stockholders and other stakeholders.  However, after a number of high-profile scandals in the corporate and financial sectors, the leaders of corporate America are on the verge of a new era of public accountability that will resemble the accountability of elected leaders like never before.
  

· Public Implications of Private Scandals - What began in late 2001 with the Enron bankruptcy and then WorldCom, Tyco, and a number of others led to the most intense scrutiny of the corporate sector since the government-led break-up of the Standard Oil monopoly in 1911.  The scandals shook the foundations of the private sector as widespread accounting irregularities, fraud, conflicts of interests, and other criminal activities were revealed.  After an initial push for more transparency and accountability, the clarion call for wholesale reform slowly faded in the wake of a frustratingly persistent economic slow down.  However, calls to crack-open the private world of Wall Street and high finance were renewed after the pillars of the US economic system such as mortgage lender Freddie Mac and the New York Stock Exchange (NYSE) were accused of fraud and other misdeeds.  In response, the government reinvigorated earlier efforts to introduce new regulations that will make the industry more open and accountable and, moreover, the major stakeholders of the financial sector are using their considerable weight to force changes.  The media has also had an important role in rooting out corporate malfeasance and shouting it from every rooftop, facilitating a new era of accountability.  And when coupled with the ability of NGO consumer advocacy groups to attack corporate brands, public accountability has increased dramatically.
  

· Corporate Democracy - The stock and bond markets in the US have experienced an explosion of growth over the last decade.  One of the drivers behind this is the dramatic increase of public-oriented institutional investors such as public pension systems.  As state and local governments and public school teacher organizations invested more of their retirement into fewer and fewer pools of money, the pools grew to mammoth proportions, and were then invested in financial markets.  The impact was to give a larger number of people a small stake in the workings of Wall Street that, when united behind a common cause, can be extremely influential.  For example, the California Public Employees Retirement System (CALPERS), the largest public pension organization in the country with US$155bn in assets under management, now regularly threatens dissolution of certain assets it holds in order to force mutual funds, exchanges, and even corporations to make internal changes.  

CALPERS was one of the first of the major players to demand the resignation of former NYSE Chairman Richard Grasso when it was revealed he was being paid an outrageous amount.  Now CALPERS is poised to be one of the first such funds to be named to the board of the NYSE.  After the mutual fund scandal became public, CALPERS pulled-out US$30bn from Putnam Investments, which was one of the firms implicated.  Labor unions are also using their sizeable pension fund assets to flex more of their muscle with exchanges and mutual funds.  The US’ largest labor union, the AFL-CIO, with its 13 million members has begun to use its US$6 trillion in assets to influence corporate behavior.  The emergence of such large and influential actors that public in nature are forcing the private sector and financial markets to be more democratic.  Other government-mandated reforms of the NYSE and other US exchanges will likely require a higher number of independent directors and stakeholders outside of the usual cadre of corporate executives that boards heretofore make up the membership of boards of directors. 

· Corporate Diplomacy and the CEO as Statesman- In addition to being held to a higher public standard as a result of scandals and increased importance to the greater good, corporate leaders will be asked to do more in their role that goes a few steps beyond their traditional mission of ensuring the financial success of their company.  The terror attacks of 11 September 2001 proved that businesses are considered to be legitimate targets by anti-American and anti-Western extremists.  The World Trade Center was a symbol of US power.  This attack on commercial targets was an indirect acknowledgement of the important role corporate leaders play in shaping government policy in the US and abroad.  

Globalization has led to an increase in the role of corporations, but a decrease in any one government's ability to regulate them since they have investments, employees, and facilities spread out all over the globe.  US corporations are the public face of America abroad and are more at risk to be the subject of a political or ideological attack than ever before.  This has put CEOs in perhaps the unenviable role of being an informal representative of the US abroad. 

More and more often corporate leaders will be asked or even forced to play more of a public role in international affairs.  The carrot is that as an influential person with an important role in the stability of the country in which they have operations, CEOs must work with the host government to ensure economic growth and to protect themselves and their interests against terrorism and violence.  The stick is that if business leaders engage in criminal or questionable behaviour, government will be forced to step-in and regulate their activities.  Either way, the role of the corporate leader is becoming increasingly more public and a critical contribution to the public good.

Leadership as the Common Denominator

The Harris Poll® found that those who believe that ‘most people with power try to take advantage of people like yourself’ (who don’t have that power) rose from 46% in 2002 to 61% in 2003.  The crisis of confidence in American leadership is the result of a steady erosion of the public's trust in its institutions, although the recent scandals to befall each of the five leader groups have contributed greatly to the current overall lack of confidence throughout the US.  The challenge of recapturing that confidence will not be solved by the forthcoming Presidential election, but the campaign will spawn a debate about leadership in the US and not just among political leaders.  The question as to what kind of leaders Americans want will start within the context of the Presidential debates and on the campaign trail and it will eventually permeate the issue of leadership within the other four leader groups.  

· Americans feel uncertain about the future, even though some of its leaders do not appear to be - Despite foreign perceptions of US hegemonic power through the dominance of the military and the enormity of the economy, Americans do not feel more certain at home.  The threat of terrorism still looms large, although to a lesser degree; concerns over being laid off are rampant, coupled with the general loss of confidence in leaders, has led Americans to feel a genuine sense of uncertainty about the future.
  

· Unscrupulous behaviour within the five leader groups is forcing them to reap with they sow - Although primarily the result of a steady erosion over time, the recent deluge of scandals has done irreparable harm to Americans' confidence in all five categories of leaders in the US (political, financial, community/social, religious and cultural), which has resulted in a heightened sense of skepticism about the effectiveness of leaders and institutions in the US. 

· Once combined, and then separated, the leader groups are re-converging - The lines between the five categories of leadership in the US were at one time blurred, but beginning with separation of church and state, they were drawn apart and set upon different paths.  The groups are now re-converging somewhat, which is leading to harmonization of values and standards for what is expected of leaders. 

· The importance of public sector leadership makes a come back - Following more than two decades geared towards dismantling and reducing government, the threat of terrorism and the severity of scandals in the corporate sector in particular have led to a re-emergence of government as a dominant player.  The federal government is expanding, due in large part to the needs of homeland security, and more regulation of business is inevitable in light of corporate scandals.  

· Presidential election hinges on rebuilding confidence - The underlying and most important issue of the 2004 Presidential campaign will be determining which candidate will be able to restore Americans' confidence in its leaders and themselves.  In times of crisis and uncertainty, leaders are judged on their ability to respond decisively and effectively.  In the current environment in the US, Americans are anticipating trouble on the horizon, and are looking for a President they believe will best respond. 

· Political leaders are being affected by the 'Schwarzenegger Factor' - Widespread uncertainty in the US is leading to an increase of iconic political leaders who have hero credentials.  Americans want leaders who exhibit strength and confidence more so than policy expertise and political experience.  Voters have also proven their willingness to eject unwanted leaders they believe are ineffective despite how disruptive the process of doing so may be, as evidenced by the recall election of political neophyte Arnold Schwarzenegger to Governor of California. 

· Outcome of Presidential election difficult to predict due to potential ‘shocks’ - A number of external 'election shocks' such as major terrorist attack or collapse of the US currency are possible between now and the Presidential election in November 2004.  The impact of the shock on the election depends on its nature, severity and how well it is handled, but what is certain is that a shock will influence the election's final outcome. 

· Private leaders and organizations being held to public standards - The depth and breadth of recent scandals in the corporate sector are requiring business leaders to be held more accountable by the public and held to similar standards as public officials, and are making some corporations and financial institutions more democratic.  The pervasiveness and tenacity of the media that has been the bane of politicians' existence for the last 40 years is now being turned on corporate leaders, forcing them to be held to standard similar to one that public officials are held to.  And Wall Street scandals are forcing the insular world of high finance to introduce reforms that will make them more transparent, accountable, and democratic.

· Corporate leaders assume more of a public role - As economic liberalization has spread and business and trade have become global, there has been a proliferation of multinational corporations.  Through globalization, multinationals have become more important players in global affairs and CEOs have become increasingly involved in international relations and diplomacy.  As a target of terrorists and a representation of American values abroad, CEOs have a new role as statesman.

 

Epilogue: The Phoenix

The dominating question in the wake of the crisis of US leadership is what shape these institutions will take as a result of their eventual emergence from the ashes.  Rather than simply disappear or even experience dramatic reforms, one or more of the five leader groups may eventually see a resurgence of power and influence as the times again change, as they always do.  Just as political power re-emerged following 11 September, the importance of one leader group as compared to another is likely to change in accordance with the needs of the moment.  However, the leader groups will likely never return to being entirely disconnected from one another and are more likely to increase the trend of interdependence.  The beginning of the re-establishment of confidence is the 2004 Presidential Election.
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