No Comment? The Challenges of White House Press Secretaries 

Dr. Spragens began the discussion on the challenges of White House press secretaries by reviewing aspects of the job. The position calls for experience that is most often filled by any one of three backgrounds; working on a campaign, on Capitol Hill, or as a gubernatorial press secretary. Each train in communication and judgment, two key skills for a press secretary. Perhaps more importantly, "it takes a great sense of humor" to be a press secretary, he said. 

Some press secretaries had to persevere through difficult situations, Spragens said, that required actions beyond the normal call of duty. For instance, John F. Kennedy's press secretary Pierre Salinger had to lie to the press by telling them the President had a head cold, when in fact he needed time to meet with top advisors concerning the Cuban Missile Crisis. Jim Brady of the Reagan administration survived a bullet wound in the head during the assassination attempt on President Reagan in 1981. James Hagerty, who Spragens called the "premier press secretary of the 20th century," was effectively the only link between President Roosevelt and the American public following Roosevelt's heart attack. President Nixon's press secretary had to deal with Watergate. Last but not least, Joseph Lockhart had the challenging task of interacting with the press throughout Bill Clinton's impeachment. Lockhart had his own comments, and stories, about the job. 

Lockhart said his first job came as press secretary came when he asked for that position under a candidate for the Virginia lieutenant generalship. He was told the position was already taken, but he was welcome to be the candidate's driver. Jobless otherwise, Lockhart accepted. Soon afterward he was told he was suddenly promoted to press secretary when the man originally holding the position had swiftly decided on a career change and had moved to Florida to work as a character at Disney World. Once in office, Lockhart learned many things about being a press secretary. It is a unique job because a press secretary is constantly being judged by both the President and the press, which will bring about polar opposite opinions. "Keeping everyone vaguely mad at you is the model for success," Lockhart said. He also mentioned that "most things [said by press secretaries] aren't genuine, they are carefully calculated." The entire action of a press secretary "has become a performance, on both the parts of the reporters and the press secretaries." 

Lockhart recounted a memorable day in his time as White House press secretary: December 19th, 1998. "It was a normal morning," he said, "and then that afternoon the President was impeached." He said that throughout the day prior to the impeachment vote, he had to constantly think of things to tell the press. "If you don't fill that vacuum, someone else will do it for you," which can result in rumors or disinformation, both of which need to be avoided by a press secretary. 

To round out his impression of what it was like to be the White House press secretary, Lockhart quoted David Letterman, who, during the impeachment process "summed up my job" one night by holding up a picture of Lockhart and asking woefully "How'd you like to have this guy's job?" 

An audience member asked Lockhart how one manages to balance between the "two masters, the press and the White House." Lockhart answered that a press secretary is town between the two, and that it is important to remember that the press represents the public. A press secretary must honor his employers while at the same time staying honest with the public. He cited the Bush press team as one that has a different tactic, which is to "stay on message." This is called "message discipline," where the press team, led by Ari Fleischer, continuously steer their answers to all questions so they emphasize one point. 

When asked about the sacrifices made by press secretaries, Lockhart mentioned time with family, leisure time, and above all, asleep. "One late night my wife had to wake me up in the shower," he said, referring to that occasion as an archetypal press secretary moment. 

--Matt Robinson

