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Susan G. Komen, Planned Parenthood and Agenda Setting

           

The Susan G. Komen for the Cure Foundation, under the leadership of CEO Nancy G. Brinker, announced

in late January 2012 that it would be cutting funding to Planned Parenthood that had been used to provide

women with free clinical breast exams and mammogram referrals. Although Komen announced that it had

made the decision on the basis of policy changes regarding the provision of money to institutions under

federal investigation, there was widespread speculation that the decision had been made on political grounds

by pro-life advocates within the Komen organizations leadership. Planned Parenthood quickly set out to

establish its agenda in the media, successfully utilizing its social media tools and its powerful political network

to turn public opinion against Susan G. Komen. Although Komen’s financial contributions made up a small

fraction of the billion-dollar budget that Planned Parenthood operated with, the leaders at Planned Parenthood

made it their mission to reverse the policy that had been adopted by Komen, reestablish the funding that had

been withdrawn and set the agenda for the public conversation in a presidential election year. This paper will

explore the agenda setting theory by using Planned Parenthood’s response to Susan G. Komen to outline how

one organization turned a insignificant financial loss into a political and public firestorm through traditional

media and, to a larger extent, social media.

 

Background

Susan G. Komen for the Cure:

According to the organization’s website, The Susan G. Komen for the Cure Foundation was founded by

Nancy G. Brinker in 1982 to memorialize her sister, Susan G. Komen, who had died of breast cancer. Brinker

had promised to do everything in her power to end breast cancer and, according to JournalStar.com, “since its

inception Komen has invested more than $1.5 billion in the name of breast cancer research, education,

advocacy and health programs” such as Planned Parenthood. The organization’s largest fundraising tool, the

Race for the Cure, was first run in 1983 with only 800 participants in Dallas, Texas and by 2010 had grown to

feature more than 130 races totaling 1.6 million participants, more than 100,000 volunteers and raising more

than $250 million dollars (Komen.org). Research paid for over the last 20 years by the Komen foundation has



file:///Users/wilowry/Desktop/FinalPaperTheory.htm[5/6/14 10:52:38 AM]

helped to reduce the breast cancer death rate by “over 30 percent in the United States and the five-year

survival rate for women with early stage cancers are up from 74 to 99 percent with 2.5 million breast cancer

survivors in the United States today,” according to the Komen webpage.

Planned Parenthood:

            According to the Planned Parenthood website, their organization has been the nations leading sexual

and reproductive healthcare advocate for 90 years. Planned Parenthood dates back to 1916 when Margaret

Sanger, her sister and a mutual friend opened the first birth control clinic in Brooklyn, New York. The For

years the women fought to establish rights regarding women’s access to birth control and contraception

including judicial fights that resulted in the liberalization of laws such as “a series of draconian measures called

the Comstock laws that made contraception illegal and declared information about family planning and

contraception ‘obscene’.” In the 1960’s Planned Parenthood established itself as a “respected and powerful

voice in the movement for women’s rights, fighting successfully for increased access to birth control, pushing

for the creation and funding of domestic and international family planning programs, and playing a crucial role

in the development of the pill and intrauterine device.” Throughout the years Planned Parenthood has

successfully mobilized behind a liberal agenda, openly supporting presidencies such as Nixon and Clinton and

actively campaigning against conservative politicians such as Ronald Reagan, George H.W. Bush and George W.

Bush who ran for office on pro-life platforms. Planned Parenthood has grown over the years to include 88

affiliates, operating 840 clinics across the country. According to the organizations 2009-2010 annual report its

clinics “cared for 3 million people in the United States, providing contraception to 2.2 million people,

administering 1.1 million pregnancy tests, providing 770,000 pap test and nearly 750,000 clinical breast exams

and conducting over 4 million tests for sexually transmitted diseases.”

The Relationship

Komen began its relationship with Planned Parenthood in 2005, prompting organizations like Life

Decisions International to place it on a “boycott list,” according to the Associated Press. The Associated Press

also reported that from 2007 to 2012 Komen for the Cure provided funding to Planned Parenthood that paid

for 170,000 clinical breast exams, providing between $500,000 and $700,000 dollars annually. In 2010 Komen

provided $580,000 in funding, the following year Komen provided $680,000 in grants to allow for Planned

Parenthood to provide clinical breast screenings through 19 of its affiliates.

In September 2011 Representative Cliff Stearns of Florida announced that he would be investigating

Planned Parenthood to see if the organization had been improperly using federal funding to perform abortions,
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which would be a violation of Hyde Amendment that precludes the use of federal money in the case of

abortions. According to the Associated Press Representative Stearns also inquired about potential violations of

state and local reporting requirements and allegations of financial abuse. The reaction from Planned

Parenthood supporters and democratic politicians was largely negative as opponents pointed out that many of

the allegations against the organization were outlined in a report provided to Rep. Stearns by the pro-life

group Americans United For Life. The investigation became the centerpiece in Komen’s decision to discontinue

its funding to Planned Parenthood.

Although Komen announced its decision to defund Planned Parenthood in January 2012, the path

leading to that decision arguably began the year before when Komen hired former Georgia gubernatorial

candidate Karen Handel as its Senior Vice President of Public Policy. Handel had campaigned on a pro-life

platform during her run at the governor’s seat stating in a press release that “nobody in [the gubernatorial]

race cherishes life more than I do” and established her position on her campaign website which stated on

August 1st, 2010 that “Karen is pro-life, and as a matter of law believes society may allow for exceptions [to

abortion] in cases of rape, incest or when there is a real threat to the mothers life.” The initial reaction to

Handel’s hiring was uneventful, likely due to the Komen Foundation’s general reputation at the time of being a

non-partisan breast cancer advocate.

Not long after Handel became Senior Vice President of Public Policy the Komen bored voted to require

all of its venders and grantees to certify that they were not under federal, state or local investigation. The New

York Times reported that Komen board member John Raffaelli stated that the decision was made because of

the fear that Representative Stearns’ investigation could harm Komen’s relationships with current donors.

According to the same New York Times article, when board members asked which organizations would be

affected by the policy change, Planned Parenthood was the only organization out of the 2,000 that were funded

by Komen that would be impacted.

Planned Parenthood Takes Control

Komen’s lack of strategy was evident from the beginning; the organization avoided a public

announcement of its policy change and instead issued a notice to its 100-plus affiliates regarding the news.

Cecile Richards, president of Planned Parenthood, stated that she was informed of the cuts via a telephone call

from Komen president Elizabeth Thompson. The Associated Press reported that Richards immediately sent a

letter to the Komen board “requesting a meeting and claiming that Komen had misrepresented Planned

Parenthoods funding eligibility status in some states.” Komen’s response to the letter simply stated that they
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understood any organizations disappointment at the discontinuation of funding and defended the new policy,

completely ignoring the request for a meeting.

Planned Agenda Setting

            Planned Parenthood took their time to prepare for a media campaign that would set the public agenda

into the presidential campaign season and beyond. According to the Planned Parenthood Federations public

relations firm, Camino Public Relations, from the time that the organization learned they were being cut from

Komen for the Cure’s funding they prepared extensively to “leverage the situation to change the public

conversation about women’s health and significantly expand awareness of the organizations life saving cancer

prevention services.” To do this, Planned Parenthood and their team waited six weeks before giving the

exclusive to the Associated Press, allowing them to map a strategy for a quick response.

            On the afternoon of January 31st the Associated Press broke the story that Komen for the Cure was

withdrawing its funding for Planned Parenthood. The story cited a Komen spokeswoman who cited the Stearns

investigation as the reason for the funding cuts but Planned Parenthood was ready with a rapid response to

Komen’s generic-sounding public reply. Planned Parenthood announced that they were “alarmed and

saddened that the Komen foundation appears to have succumbed to political pressure” from the conservative,

pro-life right. According to NonProfitMarketingGuide.com, within hours of the Associated Press story breaking

Planned Parenthood sent emails to its supporters asking for donations for “low income women to receive

breast cancer screenings” to replace funds lost in the Komen cuts.

            The news media reacted immediately to the situation and, according to lifenews.com, “over a 60-hour

period ABC, CBS and NBC emphasized the controversy with a whopping 13 morning and evening news stories”

in which the sound bite was loaded in favor of Planned Parenthood: 76 percent of the quotes in these stories

came from supporters of Planned Parenthood while only eleven clips and statements came from Komen

supporters or staff. The Media Research Center noted that the three major networks “clearly showed that they

are willing to rush to the defense of the abortion giant over a few hundred thousand dollars in grant money.”

What is interesting in regards to the news media is that once Komen reversed course and reestablished its

relationship with Planned Parenthood four days later the sound bite from these news organizations essentially

reversed, or changed its tune, and Komen became the highlight of the story, as if the controversy would be

missed.

The public reaction to the news was immediate and impassioned and social media sites such as Twitter

and Facebook quickly became an avenue through which Planned Parenthood supporters could vent
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frustrations and anti-Komen sentiment to the cyber world. The social media planning by both Planned

Parenthood and Komen for the Cure seemed to be at opposite ends of the spectrum in the sense that Planned

Parenthood had a strategy to reach its stakeholders while Komen sat on their hands and seemed to try and

wait the controversy out.  Komen’s initial response on Facebook was to delete some of the anti-Komen

comments that had been posted to their page. In addition, Komen’s corporate sponsor, Energizer, were the

subjects of the last post on their Facebook page and, as a result, was on the receiving end of some anti-Komen

sentiment on their own corporate Facebook page. In contrast to the non-existence of Komen’s social media,

Planned Parenthood used Twitter and Facebook as a tool for setting the public agenda. Cecile Richards went as

far as to “credit the two social media platforms with forcing Susan G. Komen for the Cure to reverse course on

its plan to withhold funding earmarked for breast cancer screening,” according to the LA Times.  The reasons

behind Planned Parenthood’s social media success stem from beyond their engagement during the controversy

with Komen. According to a SocialMediaToday.com analysis, Planned Parenthood used social media to engage

in a continuing dialogue with stakeholders well before the crisis began, which was the difference between

being credible and authentic versus out of touch and aloof. Planned Parenthood effectively engaged and

mobilized their followers on social media, allowing for the dissemination of information over a controversial

subject that many people were passionate enough to share on their own pages. Planned Parenthoods Facebook

campaign culminated with a simple, yet creative, message that received over 15,000 comments and 22,000

shares: a badge that stated “I stand with Planned Parenthood, do you?”

In summation, the six weeks of preparation by the Planned Parenthood camp once they learned they

were being cut from Komen’s funding was a bigger movement than just trying to get back a small part of their

budget. The successful implementation of a media plan, perhaps understanding the inclination for news

programs to lean in favor of women’s rights movements, and the use of social media to reach stakeholders and

spark a political conversation in the public forum without a doubt played a role in Komen’s decision to

reestablish their relationship with the women’s health organization. In addition to persuading Komen to

reverse its policy, Planned Parenthood managed to spark a debate that would carry on well into the

presidential election, taking center stage at the Democratic and Republican National Conventions.

Political Impact

With an election year approaching and the republican primary already gearing up for a fight the

thinkers at Planned Parenthood recognized their opportunity to spark public debate and swing public opinion

in favor of women’s rights. Largely due to the Affordable Care Act mandate on contraception and the
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republican opposition to the measure, Democrats announced that the Republican Party had declared a “war on

women.” The agenda that Planned Parenthood had set out with nine months prior was set to take the limelight

once again as Cecile Richards and a cast of women were scheduled to speak about women’s rights at the

Democratic National Convention. The results of the election, while certainly not due entirely to the Planned

Parenthood agenda, speak for themselves; 53 percent of voters in the 2012 election were women and of that

53 percent, 55 percent voted for Barak Obama who had staunchly defended federal funding of Planned

Parenthood. In contrast, Mitt Romney had campaigned on the platform of removing federal funding from the

Planned Parenthood program and reversing Roe v. Wade, which, according to the Planned Parenthood website,

was perhaps the biggest victory in the women’s rights movement in the 20th century.

Agenda Setting

            The theory of agenda setting applies to this case in an interesting way. An organization that has deep

political ties and stirs emotions as much as Planned Parenthood does has the power to spark an intense

political debate in the public forum, however, I wonder if the issue would have been as intense if it had not

been an election year. There isn’t a primary resource that claims Planned Parenthood was trying to spark a

long-term political debate but one has to wonder why an organization with seemingly endless resources

waged such an intense four day war on a breast cancer charity that contributes a relatively small amount of

money to their clinics. Attribute agenda setting can be applied to this case as well, both on a cognitive and

affective level. Fundamentals of Media Effects states that attributes of an issue can influence viewers, meaning

that the viewer either thinks about the issue (cognitive) or notices the tone of the attributes being portrayed

(affective). Based on the news media coverage Youtube videos it’s easy to see how an already emotional topic

could quickly become a raging political debate in favor of Planned Parenthood. What it means for social media

is that the political agenda can be set through public support or disapproval of a cause over the Internet.

Susan G. Komen reversed its decision to defund Planned Parenthood just four days after making that call

because of the firestorm of public backlash that it received through Twitter and Facebook.

What it all Means

The debate on women’s health issues continues to rage on, especially here in Texas. Although the presidential election

is over and the topic has largely faded from national news, figures like Wendy Davis and her filibuster on the Texas

State Senate floor continue to revive the debate, which is certain to continue into the state’s gubernatorial election.

Social media will continue to play a major role as organizations and politicians try to figure out the best way to

mobilize their constituents in the name of their cause. The question that perhaps should be raised to a greater extent is
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whether a person’s health should be the subject of a political debate. Of course, the highly polarized nature of today’s

political environment indicates that we are nowhere close to being in agreement and we may never be. It will be

interesting to see who sets the agenda on the next healthcare debate and whether or not it will come from right here in

Texas.
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