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TO VIVI AND MATTHEW

As you go out into the world,

I hope you are always kind,

and curious, and also know how to say more.




My First Press Briefing
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As calm as I may have looked at my first White House briefing, several cups of coffee and lots of practice preceded this photo.



It was one of the most important days of my career, and I was on my way to the zoo. On January 20, 2021, Joe Biden was being sworn in as the forty-sixth president of the United States, and I was about to start my job as White House press secretary. As a security precaution following the January 6 attack on the Capitol, a perimeter had been set up around the White House complex, which meant the team starting work that day had to meet off-site and take buses to our new office. We boarded buses at the National Zoo. I arrived shortly before 11:00 a.m. and checked in. And, yes, the zoo was open, but since it was the middle of January we weren’t caught up in the typical warm-weather rush of families trying to get a glimpse of the pandas.

While our buses navigated the detours set up in place for the event, we all pulled up the inauguration on our phones to watch Joe Biden take the oath of office. The White House press secretary would typically attend the inauguration, but there had never been a press briefing on Inauguration Day before and I needed to prepare. After everything the country had been through over the previous four years, it was surreal to be watching such a momentous event on such a tiny screen. Cell service wasn’t great. I squinted. Lady Gaga was singing the national anthem—what was on her dress? An eagle? A golden… plane? On my small phone screen, it kind of looked like a plane. No—a dove.

But I couldn’t be distracted by zoo animals or any animals—I had work to do. I would be giving my first briefing as press secretary that night during prime time. We were realizing that part of the reason there had never been a briefing on Inauguration Day before was due to logistics. One funny detail about working at the White House is that, until noon on Inauguration Day, the previous president and their team occupy the building. So, with the possible exception of some national security staff, I and the rest of Biden’s senior officials were locked out until 12:00 p.m. I would be going live just seven hours later. The COVID-19 pandemic was still raging, so we were all wearing masks. While we had been doing regular practice briefings for a few weeks, most had been over Zoom due to the security precautions downtown. Stepping up to the podium on live television was going to be different from answering questions over a computer screen balanced on a pile of books, from my house, in my slippers.

In early January, we had decided it was vital to speak to the press on Inauguration Day. Beginning with Trump’s former press secretary Sean Spicer’s infamous first briefing a few days after the inauguration (more on this later) in which he bragged, despite all statistical and photographic evidence, that Trump’s swearing-in had seen “the largest audience to ever witness an inauguration, period,” the Trump administration had cultivated a relationship of animosity and distrust with the press. We wanted to reset the tone in the briefing room and hopefully take some of the venom out of our exchanges. I had always valued the role of reporters and the media, even on days when things were tense, and I wanted to convey this message to the White House press corps. We were there to provide them with information, to the best of our ability, so that they could report on the work of the president and the White House to the public.

After the senior staff and I disembarked from our zoo buses and trudged, with security, through the deserted streets of downtown DC, the afternoon was a whirlwind: I spent too long trying and failing to log into my new work computer and opening cabinets and closets in disbelief that I was moving into the press secretary office. Then I had a meeting in the Oval Office with a group of the president’s senior advisors to discuss how I would characterize the events of that day in my evening briefing.

One of my most important early tasks was to establish my credibility by conveying that I had a connection with the president and would be engaging with him on a daily basis. I was new to the Biden team, and while I had worked with White House reporters during my time in the Obama administration, I needed to prove I was able to reliably and effectively speak on behalf of the president. I’d spent the weeks before preparing for all manner of questions on policy and politics, but there were a couple of topics I knew the press corps would bring up that were more personal. Stepping into the Oval Office on Inauguration Day brought me immediately back to the final weeks of the Obama administration, when I was serving as the communications director. The furniture and décor were different, but there was something about looking through the back windows of the Oval Office onto the North Lawn that still felt pretty magical.

I asked President Biden if he had read the letter that was traditional for the departing president to leave behind—it was usually somewhere easy to find in the Oval Office. Given President Trump’s approach to both the job and his sentiments about this election, we weren’t totally sure he had followed this protocol. “Do you know where it is?” the president asked. It wasn’t on top of the desk. He began opening drawers.

Finally, he pulled out an envelope. Across the desk, I could see it was written in scripted penmanship, and it was several pages long. I waited patiently for President Biden to read it, which took a few minutes. (It really was long.) When he looked up from the letter he deemed it generous and gracious. Part of my task would be to describe President Biden’s thoughts on this private letter in terms that were respectful but didn’t suggest a warm relationship. We agreed that I would leave the description as “gracious” when I briefed the press later that evening. Describing as “generous” any action, even the writing of a letter, by the former president who had clearly sparked an insurrection felt far too generous to all of us.

The rest of the afternoon was a blur; I only had brief moments to feel anxious about what I’d have to do that evening. I was as prepared as I could be; I knew my message, my audience, and—importantly—what I was going to wear (an old blue J.Crew dress I had pulled from my closet). The briefing was being aired live by many networks, so we wanted to be on time—we didn’t want to keep the press corps or the American people waiting. Before we walked into the briefing room, my deputy Karine Jean-Pierre and I took a quick moment to shake out the nerves with a little shoulder shimmy before we opened the blue sliding doors. Then we walked out onto the podium; according to the official White House record, I began the briefing at 7:06 p.m.—pretty good for having just entered the building at lunchtime.

The White House press corps typically asks incoming press secretaries a couple of standard questions during their first briefings. One is about how they view the role and their relationship to the media—did I feel it was my job to serve the president, or the press? The stakes were pretty high. I needed to get the tone right. “There will be moments when we disagree, and there will certainly be days where we even disagree for extensive parts of the briefing,” I began.


But we have a common goal, which is sharing accurate information with the American people. If the president were standing here with me today, he would say he works for the American people. I work for him, so I also work for the American people. But his objective and his commitment are to bring transparency and truth back to government—to share the truth, even when it’s hard to hear. And that’s something that I hope to deliver on in this role as well.



The briefing lasted thirty-one minutes—not that I was counting. When it was over I felt a rush of adrenaline (perhaps the several cups of coffee I had that day contributed and also led to a sleepless night before my second briefing) and then relief. After a meeting with my team to discuss the next day’s briefing, I went home. An hour or two later my cell phone flashed a call from an unknown number. I picked up, a little nervous, even though I was pretty sure I hadn’t done anything to compromise the American government.

“Jilly’s sisters loved it!” I heard President Biden say on the other end of the line. “They thought you were terrific!” This was so touching—a reaction relayed from the extended Biden universe felt more authentic, more real, than a simple compliment from my boss. The First Lady’s sisters were my actual audience—I needed to serve, and impress, President Biden and Dr. Jill Biden, but I was also communicating with the press and the wider public at the same time. Before he got off the phone to tend to his many other duties, he added that he felt like I knew his voice. The New York Times headline about the briefing signaled I’d done what I set out to do: “Jen Psaki’s Debut: No Attacks, No Lectures, No Crowd Size Fixation.”



Most jobs don’t require such a dramatic public debut. But the communication skills I used to prepare for and execute this first briefing are applicable to a wide range of life experiences, whether you’re a parent talking to a teacher about your preschooler, a friend trying to encourage a coworker to take a risk, or a young female staffer trying to convince the most powerful man in the world what he might want to include in his State of the Union address.

I know because I’ve been in each of those rooms, from the parent-teacher conference, to the late-night kitchen table bonding session, to the Oval Office, at moments when the success or failure of a conversation hinged on how we communicated. Sometimes I was pitching an idea; other times I was tasked with listening and responding respectfully. And although I think I’m good at communicating now, I wasn’t always. Becoming a strong communicator means being open to screwing up, and improving after making mistakes; it requires listening to feedback both good and bad; and it requires a lot of practice.

My career in politics started when I was twenty-three and decided to move to Des Moines because I thought I might enjoy working for the Iowa Democratic Party. I spent the next six months getting a crash course in communication, knocking on doors and asking people whom they planned to vote for and why. In the more than two decades since, I’ve worked on countless political races, including three presidential campaigns, served as a spokesperson for the secretary of state and two presidents, and now anchor a Sunday morning and Monday prime-time hour-long news show on MSNBC. Over those years I have learned, sometimes the hard way, that knowing your audience is almost as important as knowing your material (which is, just to be super clear, also important); that difficult conversations are best approached head-on; that speaking across different beliefs requires grace, tact, and a willingness to give up the fantasy of “winning” in favor of the realistic goal of understanding; that the ability to both give and receive feedback is rarer than you think; and that really listening doesn’t mean just sitting back and waiting for what you want to hear.

What I know about communication I’ve picked up from observing others and from a lot of practice. I’ve collected advice from experts working high-stress, high-profile jobs, but I’ve also learned a lot from people who have never worked in government or media: my mother, my husband, my sisters and their partners, our friends, and even my own children have taught me invaluable lessons about how best to express myself, and about how to make others comfortable expressing themselves, too. I’ve had to communicate to the American public when there were huge, global stakes, and I’ve had to try to explain to a toddler why he should give up his pacifier when he really doesn’t want to.

The lessons from each encounter turn out to be surprisingly similar. That’s why in the pages to come I’ve included stories from my days working for Barack Obama, Joe Biden, and John Kerry, as well as from my personal life. Many of them are not flattering—like the time I accidentally cc’d the entire Iowa press corps on an email about a political opponent. But they all reveal something important about becoming a successful communicator.



I’ll warn you: much of the advice in this book runs counter to the ways we tend to interact in the present moment. After two decades of social media, a few years of a pandemic, and an ex-president seemingly determined to start, rather than end, conflicts, our communication skills have deteriorated—we find it hard to believe we might have something in common with people outside our inner circle, we get nervous when a conversation requires a live, spontaneous response, and we’re also very, very distracted. We have a hard time being present. More than ever, people of all ages prefer to text instead of talk. We monologue more and dialogue less. While I don’t believe all technology is toxic—where would we be if we couldn’t FaceTime with friends and grandparents living across the country?—I do believe the most powerful conversations happen in person.

Of course, my experiences will be different from yours. I’ve had to routinely communicate with rooms full of (at times hostile) reporters, the president, a multitude of high-ranking officials, and a range of brilliant colleagues, but also my family—my kids, asking why I couldn’t pick them up from school, or my husband, when I told him for the umpteenth time that I would be gone for the next few days because I had yet another business trip (turns out the words “Air Force One” get old pretty quickly when you’re the one stuck at home changing diapers). Sometimes I had to talk to these people at the same time. Working in politics and government also requires dealing with more volatile topics, and personalities, than this rather rosy portrait of my first appearance on the podium as press secretary suggests. I have had many rough moments of public speaking, including when I inadvertently made a joke about an important national security agency, and when Russian media targeted me with an onslaught of abuse and misinformation.

How we define successful communication varies by the objective, participants, and subject. If I ask my sister to bring a dessert when she comes over for a barbeque, the goal is pretty self-explanatory, and the metric for success is simple. We all navigate these straightforward exchanges on a daily basis. But if I ask my husband to sit down and discuss the next year of our work and personal commitments, we aren’t necessarily going to end up with everything resolved and annotated neatly on a piece of paper or set in stone on the calendar. He might say, “It’s important to me that we have a date night every month, and I want to take an annual trip with my guy friends.” I might say, “It’s important to me that we have my family over for pizza night at least twice a month, and also I want to plan some time with just the two of us and the kids.” The goal of that conversation is not to necessarily schedule every single event and vacation for the next twelve months, but to air things out, to discuss the whys, so that across subsequent conversations we can nail down the hows and whens. That is successful communication: an ongoing process, with a lot of moving parts.

Yet there are some constants no matter whom you’re talking to. In my first White House press briefing, I emphasized that I was not an enemy: the reporters and I had a common goal. In every conversation, you and the people you are engaging with also have a common goal: to leave the encounter feeling better than you started, to make yourself heard and to hear others in return. This book is not just about how to communicate publicly, though I do write a lot about that. It is about how to say more—in your conversations with your family, your friends, your colleagues, and people with whom you disagree. That doesn’t mean talking louder or using more words; it means communicating with greater impact.

So put down your phone (unless you are reading this book on your phone and then that’s fine) and start reading.




1 Remember When That Nice Man Won the Election?

On identifying and connecting with your audience through emotion, humor, and common ground
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When I took the job as press secretary, I told my daughter this nice man had asked me to work with him. Here is President Biden calling my dad (whose grandfather immigrated from Greece) on Greek Independence Day.



The year was 2002, and I somehow found myself working in the admissions office at a for-profit art school. I’d graduated from college two years earlier, and had no idea what I wanted to do with my life so took the first job I was offered. I had worked in politics a little bit during college. In 1999, the summer between my junior and senior years, I interned for Nancy Jacobson, then the national finance director for Senator Evan Bayh from Indiana. Our office was on Massachusetts Avenue near Union Station in DC, and while I didn’t know a ton about political fundraising (still don’t), I knew right away that I loved the energy of Washington. So a few years later, after spending far too much soul-sucking time in the art school job that had nothing to do with public service, I began volunteering for the Arlington Democratic Party. I mostly stuffed envelopes, but I was apparently very enthusiastic about it, because one day an older staffer (who was probably about thirty at the time) came to talk to me. “You seem to like this,” he said. “Maybe you should go work on a campaign.”

It didn’t take much to convince me that I was ready for a change. I quit my job, broke up with my boyfriend, and signed up for a training program that would eventually match me with a campaign. I didn’t know a lot about politics, but I knew enough to know that presidential campaigns always started in Iowa and that was where I wanted to go. Fortunately, the program placed me in a job with the Iowa Democratic Party.

Once I’d moved halfway across the country, I was tasked with a job anyone who has ever worked or volunteered in politics knows well: door knocking. And some phone banking. I would be going from house to house, or down a list of names, and talking to potential voters about the issues they cared about, and what might convince them to cast their vote for a Democrat in the upcoming election.

At first, I thought this would entail the glamorous skills you see politicians exhibit on television and in movies: persuasion, charm, ability to cite specific facts. Not quite—though those things would come in handy. As door knockers, we were given lists of residents, organized by street, and all the publicly available information about their voting records. Based on the information we had about each voter, we knew that some of the people whose afternoons we were interrupting were probably on the fence about voting for a Democrat, or voting at all. In most cases, the goal was simply to get them to answer the door, not slam it in our faces, and maybe chat for a few minutes—long enough for us to survey them about their priorities and preferences, and, if we were really, really convincing, to encourage them to sign up to receive their ballot by mail. This would ensure that we could then follow up with them in the weeks leading up to the election to confirm that they had voted. We conducted our surveys on a Palm Pilot—the height of modern technology at the time. (For younger readers, a Palm Pilot was like a nineteenth-century version of an iPad, without any of the features.)

We had a lot of information about the registered voters we were trying to reach in each household. But that didn’t mean we knew what their views were on any particular issue or even on the candidates, and it was entirely possible that someone who wasn’t on our list of voters would answer the door. This meant we had to be flexible and adapt our message on the fly, based on what we could assess in just a few seconds. We had to use clues like body language to figure out how to engage them. This was my first lesson in the importance of knowing your audience, and it played a role in shaping my career.

We surveyed our assigned areas in four-hour blocks, and although I was nervous at first, I’d quickly get psyched up for the prospect of a willing interlocutor after a string of “No one’s home” and “Not interested.” (Perhaps an early sign of my love of being underestimated. We will talk more about that later.) I was intrigued by the possibility that I might be able to make just one convincing point. And yes, there were weird moments, like the time a man answered the door in his underwear, holding a shotgun. But every house was different, every potential voter a new challenge. My initial objective was always to establish myself as friendly and non-threatening within the first five seconds of an interaction. After that I had to adapt my communication strategy quickly. I talked to people who homeschooled their children, to seniors who offered me iced tea and invited me into their living rooms (you aren’t supposed to accept, but I usually did), to people who had lost their jobs. I got a little competitive. Could I gather more information than my fellow door knockers?

Another part of my job was to do what is called candidate tracking, which means showing up at the events of Republicans running for office and videotaping them. My boss was a guy named Mark Daley. He was the communications director for the Iowa Democratic Party and I’d seen him quoted in the Des Moines Register. I had a bit of a crush on him. I don’t think I knew anything about political communications at the time, but I’d majored in English in college and I loved to read and write. If you asked me then, I probably would have said I thought working on the press team seemed “cool.” I was becoming fascinated with the world of media—I was especially interested in the role journalists played in shaping public opinion. Drawing very literally on my experience talking to voters in their homes, I went to my crush’s office and knocked on his door.

“I’m a pretty good writer,” I said. “If I can ever be helpful to the team, I’d love to learn more about how communications on a campaign works.” I cringe when I tell this story now: my level of confidence far exceeded my skill set at the time.

I still don’t know exactly why, but he agreed to let me shadow him for a few days. In retrospect, I contributed very little—though I did help organize a protest against Dick Cheney, with a “Halli-bacon” (as in “Halliburton”) pig attending as a mascot. Otherwise, I had no idea how to write a press release or talk to a reporter. But I learned a lot, including that I wanted my next campaign job to be on the press team.

After the campaign ended, I went back to the East Coast for a couple of months, but I had my eye on the 2004 presidential campaign (part career ambition, part I had started dating a guy who lived in Iowa). When the time came, I was excited to end up on John Kerry’s team back in Des Moines. My official title was assistant to the state director, but my coworker and roommate John Liipfert and I liked to call ourselves the Coheads of Staple Procurement because basically our jobs were to make sure everyone had what they needed, including office supplies. Meanwhile, nobody had been hired to do press yet.

Once again, I knocked on a door. “I’m really interested in press,” I told John Norris, who was the state director for John Kerry’s Iowa campaign. “Until you hire a communications director, I’d love to help out in any way I can. I’d love to learn more about it.” He gave me a shot.



It would be nice if simply knocking on a door and presenting your message clearly was all you needed to do to communicate effectively—whether you’re asking your boss for a raise, telling your partner you’re ready to take the next step and move in together, or describing a new healthcare policy proposal to the White House press corps. In reality, communication is usually much more complicated. Although my experience knocking on doors and taking voter surveys as a twenty-three-year-old was very different from speaking on behalf of the State Department or the president, as I’d have to do much later, those initial glimpses into how politics work on the ground in Iowa turned out to be essential for a career in communications. One of the first lessons I learned campaigning in 2002 was, in many ways, the foundation of all successful communication: the importance of knowing your audience. This is the whole idea behind door knocking—it’s still considered one of the best ways to connect with voters even, or especially, now, in an age of digital media and targeted ads. You have to know your audience before you have any hope of connecting with them.

Over the last twenty-two years, and several communications jobs, I’ve found there are three broad principles of audience engagement to keep in mind, no matter what your role or whom you’re talking to: determine your target audience, craft your message, and lower any barriers to engagement.

First: identify who your audience is. Most of the time, and particularly in one-on-one situations, identifying your audience is straightforward enough—any complication comes from the personalities, and clashing priorities, that may be involved. (Maybe the boss you’re approaching for a raise is only in a good mood about once a month and you never know when that’s going to be; maybe the partner you want to move in with is secretly a neat freak and terrified of sharing a closet with you.) There are times, though, when identifying your audience can be harder than it seems. Great communication skills are most important when there isn’t a clear yes or no answer—when solutions, or compromises, might have to expand to fit many different groups and priorities.

Negotiating among all the different audiences I had to communicate with was a constant during my time as White House press secretary. Whenever I stepped up to the podium to brief the press during the height of legislative negotiations, I had to pick my priority audience: Was I addressing the reporters in the room, the members of Congress, the general public, or my boss, the president of the United States?

The answer is all of the above, but in different ways. I was trying to use the forum of the White House briefing to push President Biden’s agenda forward, so representing his point of view was essentially job #1—if I screwed that up, he had every right to fire me. But I wasn’t speaking to President Biden at that moment, just on behalf of him.

As press secretary, I was speaking to the audiences that had a direct influence on whether the president’s agenda was implemented: both sides of the aisle in Congress, reporters who would shape the public’s views on the bill, and, of course, the public itself. On the flip side of speaking for but not to my boss, there were the reporters who were hanging on my every word, oftentimes trying to get me to slip up or say more than I wanted to.

I knew this would be a challenge. Before starting the job, I reached out to several of my predecessors to get their advice—which is also good advice—and many of them, both Democrats and Republicans, offered a version of this point: It’s easy to get into a verbal jousting match with reporters in the room, so remember who the target audience is. It may be members of Congress. It may be members of your political party, or the opposing party. It may be people at home interested in information about a natural disaster or a public health crisis. While I always had to keep the press corps in mind because they were the intermediary between me and the public, the reporters in the room were rarely, if ever, my most important audience.

I also couldn’t be constantly running after the ball as the press kicked it down the field. As press secretary, or any kind of spokesperson, you’ll lose track of larger strategic objectives if you’re constantly chasing the day-to-day focus of the people around you. If everyone in the press office were focused on managing stories about Commander Biden, the president’s famously naughty German shepherd, for example, because news about the dog’s inappropriate behavior always tends to grab media attention, they would fail to drive home the importance of basically any other issue. Everyone loves to hear about the relatively low-stakes drama of Commander’s biting criticism of the Secret Service—and that’s exactly why the press team can’t let themselves get distracted by making that kind of story bigger than it already is.

So: If I wasn’t really speaking to the president, or the press, whom was I speaking to, and why? Kelly McGonigal, author of The Neuroscience of Change, says that she tries to foreground the best possible outcome for the audience she cares most about. “I’m always thinking, well, whom am I really trying to speak to or reach, and what’s the best possible outcome for them?” she writes. “Do I want them to feel a certain way? Do I want them to change their behavior in a certain way? And then I work backwards and I think, what do they need to hear? What do they need to do? What story could I tell that would make that outcome more likely?”

Determining what audience will be your primary focus goes beyond thinking about who might be most affected in a situation, or who might be the most powerful party in the equation. You have to determine which audience—be it one person or 1 million viewers—might provide the sort of engagement that can ultimately, over time, help move your objective forward. You can be the most articulate speaker around, but if you can’t figure out who is open to listening to you, and what you need to say in order for them to do so, you might as well not say anything at all.

When the Biden administration was trying to pass the infrastructure bill in 2021, we were walking a tightrope, trying to make the case to both Republicans and Democrats and to address a range of different views within each of those parties. This was a challenge because, with a price tag of $1.2 trillion, it was not a small bill. We decided the best strategy was to talk about benefits the majority of the American people would support: things like funding for improvements to roads, bridges, and airports and expanding high-speed internet access throughout the country. Many of the provisions of the bill were sorely needed, and the legislation had the potential to be truly bipartisan in a way that few big bills had been in recent years. But passing it would be a major win for the Biden administration.

I had a lot of charts and graphs available, which might have been convincing to some groups, but from the podium I couldn’t focus on them—when answering questions about the bill I avoided spending too much time on the fine print details that were still being negotiated so that it wouldn’t seem like I was attempting to publicly pressure, or shame, any individual congressperson for their lack of support. (Though a good number of Democrats would have enjoyed me doing just that.) I had to create space so that someone who might take heat for voting in favor of the bill would not be viewed as a traitor among their supporters. I knew that most members of Congress, regardless of their party affiliation, would want to be seen by the people they represented as having acted independently, for the public good—not in cahoots with a president some of those constituents, and nearly every congressional Republican, considered the enemy.

We didn’t need (or expect) the vote to be unanimous, so while it was true that in theory my primary audience was everyone in Congress, we had close to zero hope that those on the fringes—especially on the margins of the minority party—were going to be open to engagement. They, too, had their primary audience, and it didn’t reward bipartisanship. But we still wanted them to feel included in how we communicated about the infrastructure plan, if only because it would prevent them from saying that the White House had excluded them from the conversation.

Here we’ve arrived at our second step in audience engagement. Once you’ve identified your audience, the second principle of connecting with them is to use what you know to figure out how best to appeal to their priorities.

Because the bill was so detailed, some might think a good route to engagement with reluctant members of Congress would be for me to explain every aspect of the legislation that would create specific benefits in districts controlled by the bill’s opponents. That way, each of them could go back to their voters and explain their concrete reasons for voting in favor of the bill. Simple, right? Show your audience you respect them as capable of comprehending the sometimes complex language of a congressional bill, pinpointing the information that is relevant to them and their constituents. Getting a new bridge, or better ventilation in your district’s schools, could be sold to voters in apolitical terms, after all. If I took the time to work with the communications and legislative teams to tailor pitches to every congressperson who was on the fence, that effort might also demonstrate how much the Biden administration cared about the details of the bill, and about each district.

We did do some of that, on a very targeted basis with local media, but on the macro level, we knew it wouldn’t be effective as an overarching message from the White House. Many of those opposed to the infrastructure agreement didn’t just complain that it was too expensive—they viewed the bill as yet another example of the federal government gone out of control. It included more than two thousand pages of programs and protocols. We did not want to emphasize the bill’s length or complexity. So while I could have explained long lists of the specific benefits the bill would bring to each of the 435 congressional districts, the public was likely to reject our framing that the bill was “comprehensive” and instead insist the government was biting off way, way more than it could chew. According to the opponents’ logic, this would result in billions of dollars of wasteful spending, a titanic ballooning of bureaucracy, and bridges that would remain under construction because of government inefficiency and two-thousand-plus pages of oppressive regulations. As with any bill that long, there were definitely proposals that had been lodged into the legislation that seemed unlikely to pass in Congress—not as many as the opponents would claim, but their specific objections to the bill were a great reason not to transform our talking points into a battle over the fine print.

Focusing on the big picture was a tactical choice rooted in a communications strategy. We never misled anyone about what the bill contained; if you wanted to read it, you were free to do so. But despite the common sense that the more information you can provide to someone you’re hoping to engage, the better, showing off my knowledge of every nook and cranny of the infrastructure bill would not have been getting into the weeds. It would have been stepping into quicksand.

Instead, we went with a more emotional appeal. We stressed that the bill would help shorten commute times (who would oppose that?), rebuild the nation’s many crumbling roads that could no longer withstand traffic, and make sure everyone, whether in a city or a rural community, had access to broadband internet. In the end, it worked: while we weren’t able to convince every single member of Congress to support the legislation, nineteen Republicans in the Senate voted in favor of the infrastructure bill. Including Mitch McConnell. And most of those who opposed it were more than happy to take the money it provided—and even take credit for the benefits the bill delivered to their districts.



You might be surprised by what kind of incentive will help your audience engage. Whenever possible, lower the barriers to engagement.

My plan to explain to my five-year-old daughter that I was about to start a time-consuming job at the White House began with me proposing a trip to her favorite frozen yogurt shop, beloved for its many flavors of soft serve and its wide range of toppings that no sane adult would combine. As we settled on a bench outside the yogurt shop, I began my big-picture explanation of why I felt it was important for me to do the job at that particular moment, which I had written out in advance. I really thought I had the message to my target audience nailed.

“So, remember that nice man, Joe Biden, won the election to be the president, right?”

“Yep,” she said between bites.

“Well, he asked me if I could help him for a little while,” I explained.

“OK,” she muttered. This wasn’t a shy or disappointed mutter; it was the mutter of someone more interested in the gummy bears and Oreos that were spilling over the top of her cup than in what I was saying. My attempt to lower barriers to engagement was beginning to backfire. I pressed on.

“And it’s going to mean sacrificing time away from you and Matthew,” I continued. Her little brother was two at the time. “But it’s for the country. So that means you are also sacrificing to help make people’s lives better in the country. Does that make sense?”

My own frozen yogurt was melting in the cup as I waited for her response.

“Not really, Mom,” she said.

I laughed. I had indeed identified the right audience, but despite my thoughtful attempts to craft a larger point about service and sacrifice, my attempt to lower a barrier to engagement with treats just made my daughter focused on the treats. In retrospect, it seems obvious that a five-year-old was not going to engage with the issue of Mom not being around as much when I put it in terms of patriotic abstraction. But she did enjoy her froYo.

It would be a while before I got another chance to explain to my kids what I did at work. Because of the stringent COVID restrictions, family members were not invited to visit the White House for almost the entire first year of the Biden presidency. My kids would occasionally see me on television, but they mainly experienced my job through the changes to my daily schedule, specifically what time I left for work in the morning and when I came home. (For some reason my son was under the impression that I worked at the car dealership at the end of the street.)

Finally, in November of 2021, we learned that the president would be hosting the annual Turkey Pardon, when two turkeys receive a





















	Children are at risk of gun violence as soon as they leave the house, or are at school.

	There is widespread support for changes in gun laws.






	Every time my children walk out the door or I drop them off at school, I am afraid.

	The public will support changes in gun laws. It’s the politicians who are holding up reforms and undermining safety.
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