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FRAMING RESPONSIBILITY FOR
POLITICAL ISSUES:

The Case of Poverty
Shanto lyengar
How people think about poverty is shown to be dependent on how the issue is framed.
When news media presentations frame poverty as a general outcome, responsibility for
poverty is assigned to society-at-large; when news presentations frame poverty as a
particular instance of a poor person, responsibility is assigned to the individual. Similar
framing effects are documented in the 1986 General Social Survey where the amount of
public assistance deemed appropriate for a poor family varies with the description of the
family. In concluding, the implications of framing for the study of public opinion are

considered.

Public opinion research rests on the presumption that beliefs, opinions,
and attitudes are innate traits of individuals. Differences among individuals'

life experiences, group memberships, psychic needs, utility functions, and

personality types explain their political opinions. Since this paradigm
represents an inherently dispositional view of opinion formation, research-

ers posit stability and consistency as the hallmarks of "true" opinions.

Because opinions are thought to be intrinsic to individuals, unstable

opinions must represent "nonattitudes" or other distortions of measurement

(for illustrative research, see Achen, 1975; Zaller and Feldman, 1988).
There can be no denying the influence of dispositional factors on political

opinion. However, circumstantial or contextual forces are equally relevant.
Just as individual behavior is characterized by variability across situations
(e.g., Mischel, 1968; Nisbett, 1980; Kenrick and Funder, 1988), so too are
political opinions dependent on the particular circumstances in which these
opinions arise.

An important class of circumstantial cues relates to the presentation or

definition of the opinion object or stimulus. What psychologists call
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"framing"-the specific concepts and terms used to present choice or
decision options-has been found to exert powerful effects on judgment and
choice. When economic choices are described in terms of potential gains,
individuals follow a risk-averting strategy; but when the equivalent choice is

described in terms that suggest a potential loss, individuals follow a

risk-seeking strategy (see Kahneman and Tversky, 1982, 1984). Framing
effects occur in a variety of domains. For instance, physicians and patients
alike were considerably less attracted to cancer surgery when the statistics
describing the results of such surgery were presented in terms of mortality

rather than survival rates (McNeil, Parker, Sox, and Tversky, 1982).

Similarly, as Thaler has pointed out, it is no accident that the petroleum
industry prefers to label the reduced price of gasoline for cash-paying
customers a cash discount rather than a credit card penalty (for this and
other examples of framing effects in consumer behavior, see Thaler, 1980).

The importance of framing effects on public opinion are clear. Political
stimuli are inherently ambiguous; in matters of principle or fact, political
issues are characterized by a multiplicity of interpretations and perspectives. As Lane's pioneering studies showed (Lane, 1962), ordinary people
express considerable uncertainty and even stress when describing their
political views and they often offer what appear to be contradictory positions

on related issues. More recently, researchers have begun to show that
alterations to the wording and form of survey questions produce dramatic
variations in answers (for an overview of question wording research, see
Schuman and Presser, 1981). Thus, Americans are more tolerant of dissent

when survey questions frame dissent as a general democratic right; they are
significantly less tolerant of dissent when questions direct their attention to

specific dissenting groups (see Sullivan, Piereson, and Marcus, 1982).
Similarly, the percentage of respondents favoring more generous federal
assistance is markedly higher if the recipients are described as "poor people'

rather than as "people on welfare" (Smith, 1987).
As is true with framing, question wording effects are not symptomatic of
weakly held preferences or naive respondents. To the contrary, these effects

emerge across a wide range of subject-matter sophistication and expertise
(see Schuman and Presser, 1981; Achen, 1975; Kahneman and Tversky,
1984). As Kahneman and Tversky put it (1984, p. 223), "In their stubborn
appeal, framing effects resemble perceptual illusions rather than computa-

tional errors."

While there is as yet no well-developed theory of framing effects, it seems

quite likely that these effects occur because the terms or "frames"

embodied by a stimulus subtly direct attention to particular reference
points or considerations. In most social judgment and question answering
tasks, the number of relevant considerations is very large and certainly

This content downloaded from 132.204.3.57 on Wed, 31 Aug 2016 00:34:56 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms

FRAMING RESPONSIBILITY FOR POLITICAL ISSUES

21

outruns the cognitive capacity of humans. Which considerations will be
taken into account and which will be ignored depends on their relative
accessibility, that is, the ease with which they come to mind (for an
overview of accessibility effects in social judgment, see Fiske and Taylor,
1984; for evidence concerning the role of accessibility effects in political
judgment, see Iyengar and Kinder, 1986; Iyengar, 1989a).
In the area of public affairs, which considerations are more or less

accessible depends heavily on prevailing patterns of news coverage.
Sociological analyses of the news production process reveal that media

coverage of public affairs is characterized by a limited number of dominant

news frames (see Cans, 1979; Tuchman, 1978; Cohen, 1981). Television
news, for instance, is an inherently "episodic" or event-oriented medium:

Televised news reports focus on concrete acts or "live" events at the

expense of general contextual material. Television coverage of the protests
against the Vietnam War was, for instance, more likely to focus on specific

demonstrations than on the policy issues that spawned the protests (Gitlin,
1980). A similar pattern has been noted in news coverage of nuclear energy
(Gamson and Modigliani, 1986) and terrorism (Altheide, 1987); for both
issues, ample news accounts of specific events are not matched by coverage
of underlying historical, social, or economic antecedents.
In short, mass media news presentations loom as powerful vehicles for
political framing effects. For virtually all Americans, political issues are

defined primarily through news reports, and since news coverage is

inevitably expressed in particular frames, the influence of the media on
public opinion can be significant. Analogously, variations in the wording and

arrangement of public opinion surveys can also serve to frame political

issues. In this article, I focus on the issue of poverty. Using both an

experimental design and secondary analysis of a national survey I will show

that how television news stories and survey questions frame poverty
significantly influences how people assign responsibility for poverty.
THEMATIC VERSUS EPISODIC NEWS FRAMES
To identify the ways in which television news frames the issue of poverty,

every network news story broadcast between 1981 and 1986 making
reference to poverty, hunger, the homeless, welfare, food stamps, and other
similar key words was identified and content analyzed. The objective of this
search was to identify the frames in which television news embeds the issue
of poverty.
A total of 191 stories were identified as relevant to poverty in the United

States. These stories fell into two distinct categories. One set described
poverty primarily as a societal or collective outcome while the other
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described poverty in terms of particular victims, for example, poor people.

In the thematic frame, the news might consist of information bearing on
general trends (e.g., the poverty rate, the number of states experiencing
significant increases in hunger, changes in the government's definition of
poverty, etc.), or matters of public policy (the Reagan administration's
proposals to curtail various social welfare programs, allegations of fraud in
welfare programs, etc.). These are essentially background or "takeout"
stories in which the object of the coverage is abstract and impersonal. In the

episodic frame, by contrast, poverty is covered in terms of personal
experience; the viewer is provided with a particular instance of an
individual or family living under economic duress.'

Table 1 shows the number of stories in which the dominant frame

(defined as the frame receiving the most time within each story) was either

thematic or episodic. With the exception of 1981, when news of the

dramatic budget cuts proposed by the new administration outnumbered all
other news items on poverty, the episodic frame was clearly dominant. In
probabilistic terms, the typical viewer of network news over this period
would have been nearly twice as likely to encounter news about a particular

instance of a poor person than news about poverty as a collective outcome
(for a more detailed examination of these data, see Iyengar and Lenart,

1989). From the perspective of television news, poverty is clearly an

individual-level rather than a societal phenomenon.

How might these diverging frames influence how people assign
responsibility for poverty? Prior psychological research demonstrates that

TABLE 1. Thematic and Episodic Frames in Network Poverty Coverage,
1981-1986

Type of Coverage
Year

Thematic Episodic

Stories

1981
1982
1983
1984

1985
1986
Entries

Stories

55

(12)
24

(2)

31

45

(10)
75

(6)

69

(12)

(27)

(13)

(16)

(10)

(24)

(15)

(39)

45

29

28

are

55

71

72

percentages;
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questions of cause and treatment are ingrained in the way people think
about responsibility (for illustrative discussions see Fincham and Jaspars,

1980; Shaver, 1985; Iyengar, 1989b). To be held responsible for some
outcome is, in good measure, to be seen as a cause of the outcome.

Moreover, the importance of causal attributions as attitudinal and even
behavioral cues has been amply documented in the psychological literature
(see Iyengar, 1989b, for a brief review). There is virtually no aspect of life in

which attribution of causal responsibility does not significantly influence

attitudes and behaviors.

When assigning responsibility for outcomes, people also consider the

question of control or treatment.2 Those held responsible (whether
individuals or institutions) are those seen as empowered to control the
outcome. While causal responsibility looks primarily to the past, treatment
responsibility is essentially future-oriented and problem-solving in nature,
that is, questions of treatment responsibility seek to establish what can be
done to prevent recurrence of the outcome.
In an initial experimental study, it was found that causal responsibility for
poverty was significantly influenced by media framing. When poverty was
described in thematic terms, individuals assigned responsibility to societal
factors-failed governmental programs, the political climate, economic
conditions, and so forth. Conversely, when news coverage of poverty
dwelled on particular instances of poor people, individuals were more apt to
hold the poor causally responsible (these results are presented in Iyengar,
1987). This divergence in attribution of causal responsibility proved to be

politically consequential because evaluations of President Reagan were

significantly (and independently) lowered among individuals with a stronger
sense of societal responsibility.

The research reported here was designed to replicate and elaborate upon
this initial study. Specifically, I investigate the impact of thematic versus
episodic news frames on perceptions of responsibility. I then show that the
manner in which survey questions frame poverty significantly affects the
amount of public assistance Americans deem appropriate for poor people.
Finally, I assess the degree to which attributions of responsibility for

poverty structure political attitudes.
STUDY 1: MEDIA FRAMING EFFECTS

Design

Residents of the Three Village area of Suffolk County (New York)
responded to newspaper advertisements offering $10 in return for

participation in media research. This method of recruitment yielded a
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reasonable approximation of the local community (as shown in the
Appendix). When participants arrived at the Media Research Laboratory,
they were given an instruction sheet in which the study was described as an

investigation of "selective perception." They then completed an informed
consent form and a short pretest questionnaire probing their personal
background, media usage, level of political activity, and so on. Participants
were then taken to one of several viewing rooms where they watched a
twenty-minute videotape containing seven news stories. The tape was
described as a representative sample of news stories aired during the past
year. Typically, the viewing session was made up of two individuals since
the advertisements encouraged prospective participants to bring along
someone they knew.
The fourth story on the tape constituted the experimental manipulation;

depending on the condition to which they were assigned (random

assignment was used throughout), participants watched either a thematic or

episodic (individual-victim) depiction of poverty. On completion of the
videotape, participants completed a lengthy questionnaire (in separate

rooms) that included various measures of their beliefs and opinions

concerning poverty (and various other issues). Finally, participants were
debriefed and paid.

Three separate conditions depicted a thematic frame: increased

unemployment in the manufacturing sector, increases in the number of
Americans meeting the government's definition of poverty, and a report on

food emergencies (households requiring emergency food aid) across the
nation. All three news stories were edited in advance so as to exclude any
reference or glimpse of an individual victim of poverty.

The episodic manipulation was more elaborate. Participants either
watched an unemployed male, an unmarried adult mother, an elderly
widow, a young child, or a teenage mother described their economic
difficulties. These five groups account for most Americans receiving public

assistance (see Committee on Ways and Means, 1985). Within each of these

five victim groups, the race of the individual was varied. Thus, the

unemployed male was either black or white. The purpose here, of course,
was to assess whether news stories describing particular instances of poverty

in the U.S. evoke racial stereotypes that influence individuals' understanding of poverty.

In all individual-victim presentations, the general level of economic
distress was held at a roughly uniform level. Thus, all the victims depicted
in the news stories had access to modest housing, appeared reasonably
well-clothed and healthy, and so forth. In short, the individual victims did
not differ visibly in the severity of their poverty.

Finally, all thirteen conditions were characterized by an absence of
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explicit information concerning the causes of poverty. Any segment in the
original story suggesting some particular reason for increases in poverty
nationwide or for the particular victim's present circumstances was deleted.
Measures

Attributions of causal and treatment responsibility were elicited
open-ended survey questions. Specifically, individuals were asked, "In
opinion, what are the most important causes of poverty?" They wer
asked, "If you were asked to prescribe ways to reduce poverty, what
you suggest?" Up to four separate responses were coded for each que
Causal responsibility was either assigned to the poor themselves
general societal factors. Individual responsibility included the them
character deficiencies and inadequate education. Societal responsibi
encompassed the state of economic conditions and inadequate govern
tal/societal efforts. This last category included references to the act

the Reagan administration, such as budgetary cuts in social we

programs, as well as references to general institutional or cultural barri

economic mobility, such as racial discrimination, Social Darwinism
public apathy.4

Participants' treatment responses revealed the same individua

societal continuum. Responsibility was assigned either to the victim
society-at-large. Approximately one-third of all treatment response
directed to actions by the poor, such as hard work and the acquisiti

education/skills, while the remaining responses pointed to actio

government or society in general, such as improved economic condi
lowered institutional barriers to economic mobility, and strengthen
improved governmental efforts to assist the poor.

Avoiding Demand Characteristics

In any experimental procedure it is imperative that the researcher
against the effects of demand characteristics-cues in the experime

situation or procedure that suggest to participants what is expected of t

(see Orne, 1962). Several such precautions were undertaken here inc
a plausible cover story that disguised the true intent of the study
addition, the treatment stories were compiled using studio-quality e
equipment so that participants could not have been aware of the alter

to the news reports. Finally, the aura of the research laboratory was red
by inviting participants to come in pairs with a spouse, friend, or collea

The average session size of two means that typically participants wa
the videotape with someone they knew. The concern over experim
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demand also dictated the choice of a posttest-only design. Had participants
been asked questions about causal and treatment responsibility for poverty
both before and after watching the videotape, they would have had a clear

cue as to the researcher's intent.

Results

I computed the proportion of responses falling into the societal and
individual response categories of causal and treatment responsibility. The
use of a standardized measure neutralized possible individual differences in

verbal skills or loquacity. The three separate thematic frames proved
equivalent; there were no significant differences between them in any of the

individual response categories. These three conditions were therefore
pooled. The differences in causal and treatment responsibility between the
pooled thematic frame and the episodic conditions are summarized in Table
2.

Participants were generally least apt to hold individuals causally
responsible and most apt to consider society responsible when poverty was

framed thematically. The mean index of societal causal responsibility

reached .70 in the thematic frame, which differed significantly from the
elderly widow, adult mother, and teen mother frames. In addition, there
were significant differences among the episodic, individual-victim condi-

tions. The single-mother frames elicited a particularly high level of

individual causal responsibility and differed significantly from the poor child
TABLE 2. Framing Effects on Causal and Treatment Responsibility for Poverty
Condition
Unem-

Thematic ployed Elderly Adult Single
Coverage Children Worker Widow Mother Mot
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Societal causal

responsibility .70*6, ***5 .64*5 .67 +6, **5 .56 .49 .51

Individual causal

responsibility .28**5, 6 .33 .31 + 5 *6 .39 .43 .46

Societal treatment

responsibility .66+6, ***5 .62*5 .61*5 .58 .46 .52

Individual treatment

responsibility .26**5, ***6 .32*6 .26**5,6 35 .43 .47

N of subject 49 43 38 39 49 26

*** significantly different from indicated condit

at .05 level; * different at .10 level; + differe
conditions 5 and 6 at the .05 level in individual
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and unemployed man frames where societal causes outnumbered individual
causes by nearly 2:1.
Virtually identical framing effects were obtained in the area of treatment

responsibility. In general, participants in all conditions were as willing to
assign society the responsibility for treating poverty as they were to
consider society causally responsible. The two single-mother conditions,
however, pulled the highest proportion of individual treatment responses
and the lowest proportion of societal treatment responses. In both respects
the single-mother frames deviated significantly from the thematic frame.
The single-mother frames also differed, though to a lesser degree, from the

poor child and unemployed man frames.
Combining the results for causal and treatment responsibility, three
patterns emerge. The thematic frame elicits what Brickman and his
associates have termed the "medical" model of responsibility (Brickman et

al., 1982): Poor people are seen as neither responsible for causing nor
treating their predicament. Responsibility is assigned solely to society or

government. Among the individual-victim frames, poor children and

unemployed men also tend to fit this pattern. Single mothers elicit a more
divided sense of responsibility featuring society and individuals equally.
Finally, elderly widows elicit a relatively high degree of individual causal
responsibility and a high level of societal treatment responsibility. In

Brickman's scheme this particular combination is referred to as the

"enlightenment" model since individuals are seen as causal agents but are
absolved of treatment responsibility.

Turning to the effects of the victim's race on viewers' beliefs about
responsibility, the indices of societal and individual causal and treatment
responsibility were subject to a five-by-two analysis of variance (correspond-

ing to the five victim types and two races). Table 3 presents the relevant

results.5

Race provided only a weak cue when individuals considered the question
of causal responsibility. Both the main effects of race were nonsignificant,
but there were faint traces of racial differences for the index of societal

causal responsibility (F = 1.29; p < .25).
The effects of race were more pronounced in the area of treatment
responsibility. Irrespective of condition, black poor people elicited more
frequent refeiences to individual responsibility (F < .05) and less frequent
references to societal responsibility (F < .10). Within this general pattern of

differences, race was most prominent in the adult single-mother frame; in
comparison to the white mother, the black mother elicited twice the
proportion of individual treatment responses.

All told, the evidence suggests that beliefs about responsibility for

poverty are influenced by the race of the individual depicted in the news
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TABLE 3. Individual-Victim and Racial Differences in Causal and Treatment
Responsibility
Condition
Unem-

ployed Elderly Adult Single

Children Worker Widow Mother Mother
W B W B W B W B W B
Societal causal

responsibility .66 .62 .75 .62 .54 .59 .57 .45 .58 .50
F victim n.s.

F race n.s.

F victim X race n.s.

Individual causal

responsibility .30 .37 .25 .37 .36 .40 .44 .43 .43 .49
F victim n.s.

F race n.s.

F victim x race n.s.

Societal treatment

responsibility .65 .59 .71 .51 .55 .59 .57 .40 .57 .48
F victim n.s.
F race 2.86 < .10
F victim x race n.s.

Individual treatment

responsibility .22 .41 .23 .39 .34 .35 .26 .52 .43 .51
F victim 1.69 < .15

F race 5.91 < .05
F victim x race n.s.

N of subjects 24 19 20 18 20 19 30 19 12 14
W = white; B = black; n.s. = nonsignficant.

reports. Poor blacks are only marginally more likely tha

seen as causal agents rather than as victims of forces
The degree to which societal intervention is conside

remedy for poverty, however, is significantly higher w
depicted is white whereas the responsibility for treating

to the poor person when the person depicted is black
To summarize, what people take to be the causes a

depends significantly on the manner in which television
frame the issue. When poverty is defined as a general ph
sibility is assigned quite differently than when poverty i

instance of a poor person. People hold government re

degree when the media frame is thematic rather than ep

suggest that the well-documented tendency of Amer

people responsible for poverty (see Feagin, 1975; Goodban
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not only to dominant cultural values (e.g., individualism, self-reliance, etc.) but
also to news coverage of poverty in which images of poor people predominate.
STUDY 2: POVERTY FRAMES IN THE 1986 GSS

Design
As part of the 1986 General Social Survey, the National Opinion Research
Center included a vignette about a family receiving public assistance. The
vignette provided a capsule description of the family and was varied along

several dimensions. That is, depending on the particular version, the

number of children in the family, the marital status of the mother, the
employment status of the parents, and several other characteristics were
altered (for a detailed description of these characteristics, see NORC, 1987).
Each respondent in the GSS was given seven different vignettes.
After respondents read each vignette, they were asked, "What should this

family's weekly income be? Include both the amount of money already
available from sources other than government and any public assistance
support you think this family should get. Remember that changes in the
amounts spent on public assistance programs could lead to changes in the
taxes you pay." Respondents used a line chart with $50 increments that
ranged from 0 to $600 to indicate what the family's weekly income should
be. For each vignette, the line chart included two markers: One was fixed at

$400 and labeled "average U.S. family income"; the second varied from $50
to $300 and was labeled "amount already received by this family." The
amount of financial assistance respondents considered appropriate can be
taken as a rough indicator of the degree of ascribed governmental treatment
responsibility for poverty.
Results

In order to assess the impact of the vignette manipulations in the amount of
weekly assistance "awarded" to the family, the seven vignettes were "stacked,"
that is, responses to each vignette were treated as separate respondents. This
procedure effectively multiplied the sample size by seven since each respondent completed seven vignettes. The vignette data were then merged with the
regular GSS data, thus permitting investigation of the degree to which any

framing effects exerted by the vignette descriptions were independent of
respondents' socioeconomic status, political ideology, and other potential antecedents of their beliefs (for a more detailed description of the stacking and
merging procedure, see NORC, 1987). Specifically, the equation for predicating the amount of weekly public assistance respondents felt the family should
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receive included (in addition to the various characteristics manipulated in the

vignettes) respondents' level of education, sex, occupation, race, attitudes
toward welfare, party identification, liberal-conservative orientation, and political involvement. The framing effects are thus independent of these antecedent factors.6 The regression coefficients estimating the impact of the vignette

manipulations are shown in Table 4.
Several characteristics of the family proved to be significant determinants
of the level of public assistance deemed appropriate by GSS respondents.
The most important piece of information conveyed in the vignette was the
family's current level of income, which respondents tended to use as an

anchor for determining the amount of public assistance. In effect,

respondents used current income as indicative of the appropriate level of
assistance; the higher the level of current income, the higher the amount of

assistance considered appropriate.

In addition to the family's current income, three other general

TABLE 4. Framing Effects in GSS Vignette Study*
Impact on $ Amount

Dimension

of

Number

children

of

Assistance
6.19

(.40)

Current weekly income 33.29

(.97)

Father physically disabled 23.27

(2.73)

Father unemployed/looking 9.18
for

work

(2.72)

for

work

(3.04)

Father unemployed/not -9.31
looking for work (2.69)
Mother unemployed/looking 6.50

Mother unemployed/not -9.09
looking for work (2.98)
Mother unemployed/not -9.47
looking-no transportation (3.05)
Mother unemployed/not -18.25
looking-low wages (3.04)
Mother's

education/low

4.31

(2.53)

Mother's education/high - 8.78

Adjusted
N

R2

(2.56)

.20

9555

*
Table
Effects

ent
of
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dimensions portrayed in the vignettes proved significant in influencing the

degree of governmental responsibility. The first was economic need: The
greater the number of dependent children, the greater the amount of
assistance. Similarly, if the male parent was physically disabled, the level of

aid was boosted considerably (by $23).
The second dimension was motivation, particularly the desire to work.
Depending on whether the father was described as either looking or not
looking for employment, the swing in the weekly assistance awarded was
$18. For the mother, the same difference was $17.
The vignettes incorporated a more detailed set of categories describing
the economic situation of the mother. In addition to "unemployed, looking"
and "unemployed, not looking," other categories provided respondents with

a specific reason for the mother's not seeking employment. These included
the cost of child care, lack of transportation, and lack of jobs that pay more

than the minimum wage. Mothers who chose not to work because of

transportation problems were penalized by $9 per week while mothers who
refused to work for the minimum wage were penalized $18 per week. When
the reason cited was the cost of child care, respondents did not penalize the
mother for not seeking work.

It is interesting to note that when the vignette provided no explanation
for the mother's not seeking work, respondents reduced the amount of
assistance by as much as when a specific reason was given. This reduction
suggests that respondents inferred a "worst case" scenario when informed
that the mother was not seeking employment.
In general, the effects of the mother's economic situation were primarily
adverse. That is, with the exception of the "looking for work" condition, all

other significant effects served to reduce the amount of assistance deemed
appropriate. Respondents did not see fit to "reward" mothers who worked
either part-time or full-time. This finding is striking since the family's
current income was known and respondents could not, therefore, have
inferred that working mothers were financially better off or less in need.

The mother's level of education also served as an influential cue: College
graduates were granted less whereas mothers with a grade-school education

were granted more. Respondents may have felt that a college degree
represents significant employment skills and that a college graduate on
welfare is thus particularly lacking in motivation or initiative.
Finally, respondents were influenced by indicators of moral behavior. The

vignettes varied the marital status of the parents. The categories included
"parents married," "mother divorced," and "mother never married." This last

category proved to be a significant cue: Unwed mothers (who make up a
disproportionate share of the population receiving public welfare) were awarded

a somewhat smaller level of assistance. Apparently, respondents considered
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conformity with conventional morality to be relevant in determining the level
of welfare assistance to be received by the family.
In short, several of the vignette manipulations exerted independent effects
on beliefs concerning the appropriate level of public assistance to be granted

to poor people. When the survey description of a poor family raised the
perceived level of economic need, the level of assistance was increased; when

the descriptions contained cues suggesting that poor people are somehow
lacking in motivation or morality, the amount of assistance was decreased.
ATTITUDINAL CONSEQUENCES OF CAUSAL AND
TREATMENT RESPONSIBILITY

That people are sensitive to framing when they assign responsibility may
be of little consequence if attributions of causal and treatment responsibility

exist in a vacuum. To the degree that these attributions prove contagious,
however, the framing effects documented here may be of considerable

significance. In the final phase of the analysis, the extent to which
attributions of responsibility for poverty serve as cues for a variety of
opinions and attitudes is considered.
The analysis proceeds in two stages. I first'assess the degree to which
attributions of responsibility influence poverty-related attitudes and
opinions. These include preferences concerning government spending on
defense and social services, evaluations of President Reagan's performance
concerning poverty and the federal budget, and evaluations of business
leaders' contributions to easing poverty. In effect, this stage of the analysis

indicates the degree to which issue responsibility attribution is a

domain-specific attitude cue. I then assess the contributions of causal and
treatment responsibility to more general evaluations of government. In
effect, this stage of the analysis will indicate how well attribution of
responsibility performs as a global attitude cue.7

The equation for predicting each of these attitudes (OLS estimation was

used in all cases) also included measures of party identification,
liberal-conservative placement, and the respondent's race and level of
education so as to incorporate partisan, ideological, and socioeconomic
differences in public opinion.8 The estimated effects of treatment and causal

responsibility are shown in Table 5.
Attributions of causal responsibility were clearly powerful domainspecific cues. Evaluation of business leaders' and President Reagan's issue
performance and preferences on government spending for defense and
social welfare all were contingent on causal responsibility. When society was

causally implicated, evaluations of issue performance were more negative,
and individuals opposed defense spending and favored spending on social
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TABLE 5. Responsibility for Poverty as a Domain-Specific Opinion Cue

Issue Performance Govt. Spending
Evaluations Preferences

Reagan/ Reagan/ Business Social
Budget Poverty Leaders Defense Services
Index of causal -.25*** -.41*** -.18** -.51*** .41***

responsibility (.10) (.07) (.14) (.14) (.15)

Index

of

treatment

-.17*

-.24*

.26*

responsibility (.10) (.13) (.14)

Liberals

-.49***

(.17)

Conservatives

-.51**

(.27)

.32**

(.16)

.66**

(.31)

Democrats

.35+

Republicans .55*** .65*** .27** .45*

(.24)

(.16) (.14) (.13) (.26)

Information
N

223

226

.12**

220

(.06)

225

Table
entries
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parentheses;
***
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<.01;
**

services.
In
fact,
the
i
antecedent
factor
to
e
Treatment
responsibil
nificant
effects
in
thr
individuals'
view
of
tr
tions
of
the
president
defense
spending,
and

Partisanship

cues

for

president's
viewed
his
defense

and

lib

poverty

spending

generally

op

issue
perf
performa

pref

unrelated

attributions
of
cause
a
Individuals'
opinions
to
they
assign
causal
and

To
what
degree
do
a
general
evaluations
o
political

significance

This content downloaded from 132.204.3.57 on Wed, 31 Aug 2016 00:34:56 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms

o

34

SHANTO IYENGAR

their reasoning about the causes and treatments of national issues beyond
the topical domain of these issues. Respondents were asked to indicate their
assessments of the president's overall performance, his competence, and his

trustworthiness.10 In addition, respondents indicated the degree to which
they considered public officials and institutions responsive to popular will."

Table 6 presents the appropriate results.

Causal responsibility for poverty did provide an important cue for
evaluations of President Reagan. Societal responsibility induced a more
critical assessment of Reagan's overall performance, competence, and
trustworthiness. The effects of causal responsibility on evaluations of
governmental responsiveness were also robust. Beliefs about treatment
responsibility for poverty, however, dissipated entirely as attitude cues. The
index of societal treatment responsibility provided no independent impetus

whatsoever to general evaluations of President Reagan or governmental
institutions. Partisanship and political ideology were the paramount cues for

evaluations of the president with Republicans and Conservatives viewing
the president most positively.

CONCLUSIONS

The experimental and survey evidence together demonstrate clearly that
beliefs about who or what is responsible for poverty vary considerably
TABLE 6. Responsibility for Poverty as a General Opinion Cue
Evaluations of the President
Overall

Government

Performance Competence Integrity Responsiveness
Societal causal -.41*** -.33*** -.49*** -.40**

responsibility (.10) (.12) (.14) (.17)

Societal treatment

responsibility
Liberals -.45*** -.97*** -.54**

(.20) (.25) (.27)

Conservatives .45* .42+ .68** .75**

(.20) (.26) (.28) (.36)

Democrats

Republicans .70*** .70*** 1.13***
(.16) (.21) (.25)
Information

N

238

215

Entries

***

p

are

<

198

.19*
(.12)
204

unstandardized

.01;

**

p

<
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depending on how poverty is framed. In the case of television news
coverage, the thematic frame engenders a stronger sense of societal
responsibility, whereas the episodic frame engenders a stronger sense of
individual responsibility. In the case of survey questions, inclusion or
exclusion of particular individuating information produces significant
changes in the amount of governmental assistance respondents are willing
to award to poor people.
All told, these results suggest that the context in which political issues
appear is critical to how people think about these issues. When poverty is
expressed as a collective outcome, it is understood quite differently than
when it appears in the form of a specific poor person. Similarly, news
coverage of different instances of poor people or reference to different
personal traits and behaviors in survey questionnaires has the effect of
raising or lowering the degree to which Americans hold government
responsible for assisting the poor.
These results are especially striking given that poverty is a familiar issue
that is closely intertwined with mainstream values such as self-reliance, the

work ethic, and related themes (Feldman, 1983; McCloskey and Zaller,
1984). American culture thus provides ample cues concerning responsibility
for poverty (see Kluegel and Smith, 1986; McCloskey and Zaller, 1984).
That framing effects can emerge in the face of such long-term learning
influences is indeed striking.

Race appears to be a meaningful contextual cue when Americans think
about poverty. (It is indeed unfortunate that NORC saw fit not to vary the race
of the poor family in their vignette design.) Our sample of white, middle-class

Americans was sensitive to the color of a poor person's skin. When the poor
person was white, causal and treatment responsibility for poverty were pre-

dominantly societal; when the poor person was black, causal and treatment
responsibility were more individual. The fact that race was relevant does not
imply that participants' were overtly anti-black. If this were the case, the racial
differences should have been consistent across the differential individual victims. That the observed racial differences fluctuated with the particular victim
suggests that race more effectively evoked stored knowledge concerning responsibility for poverty when it was paired with particular demographic cat-

egories. The particular combination of race, gender, age, and marital status
(e.g., black adult single mothers) was particularly evocative of individual responsibility. This particular demographic combination represents the largest

segment of poor people in the U.S. (see Committee on Ways and Means,
1985). In this sense, the most "realistic" individual-victim frame has the most

inhibiting effect on societal conceptions of responsibility.

In providing our participants with stories involving black victims of
poverty, it is possible that we may have unintentionally provided an
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additional frame, namely, racial inequality. Watching poor blacks may have
prompted some participants to ponder explanations and cures of racial

inequality rather than poverty. Research by Sniderman and others

(Sniderman and Hagen, 1985; Apostle, Glock, Piazza, and Suelzle, 1983) has
shown that the most favored explanation of racial inequality is individualist

in nature: Blacks and minorities are seen as exerting insufficient effort to
succeed. It is only a small conceptual leap from attributing racial inequality
to individual factors to viewing poverty in similar terms.

Like race, a poor person's gender also appears to activate a more

individual and less societal conception of responsibility for poverty. It is not

possible to determine fro the experimental design that is a gender per se
that is the critical cue since viewers were not given information concerning

an unemployed woman or a male retiree. What the evidence indicates is
that single mothers are seen as particularly blameworthy and less deserving
of governmental support.

There are important political consequences to the fact that individuals'
beliefs about who or what is responsible for poverty are susceptible to
framing effects. Societal conceptions of responsibility are associated with a
less sanguine view of political leadership and the political process and with
greater support for governmental social welfare programs. These results
thus convey significant policy implications. To the degree that individuals
hold society responsible for poverty, they favor active governmental efforts

to assist the poor. Yet the national debate over social welfare policy has
traditionally been formulated in terms of specific beneficiary groups such as

children, women, minorities, or the disabled. The results reported here

suggest that framing welfare policy in terms of particular beneficiary groups

will weaken rather than strengthen public support for welfare. More
generally, as William Gamson has argued (Gamson and Modigliani, 1986),
the framing of political issues is a powerful form of social control.
Acknowledgments. Financial support provided by the National Science Foundation (SES84-20164). I am grateful to Sholeh Khorooshi, Silvo Lenart, Kimberley
Heilig, and Kee Park for research assistance, and to Kathleen McGraw for her comments. The national survey data were made available by the Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social Research and the National Opinion Research Center.
NOTES
1. Stories were coded as either thematic or episodic depending on the amount of space
devoted to individual victims or general/abstract information in the transcribed abstracts of
the new stories. As such, we do not have a precise count of the amount of actual air time

devoted to individual victims. In the case of CBS News, however, each story was viewed
and the amount of news time devoted to thematic and episodic coverage was tabulated. The

amount of time and the number of stories corresponded closely. (For additional details
concerning these data, see Iyengar and Lenart, 1989).
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2. The terms control and treatment responsibility are used synonymously in the psychological
literature. I will use the latter from this point on.

3. Both sets of open-ended questions were coded independently by two coders. The
agreement level exceeded 85% for both causal and treatment responsibility. The use of
open-ended questions to assess beliefs about responsibility is warranted on several grounds.

First, they are relatively obtrusive. Second, there is little prior evidence on which to
construct rating-type items. Finally, there is evidence in the attribution literature
suggesting the superiority of open-ended over fixed-choice measures of causal responsibility (see Russell, McAuley, and Jerico, 1987).
4. For essentially similar distributions of causal responsibility using closed-ended indicators

and national samples, see Feagin, 1975; Goodban, 1981; Kluegel and Smith, 1986; Lewis
and Schneider, 1985).
5. Random assignment generally proved successful in nullifying compositional differences
among the conditions. Participants in the thirteen separate conditions did not visibly differ
in political ideology, partisanship, indicators of political interest, or the total number of

causal and treatment responses. The only exception concerned education where participants in the poor child/black condition were visibly more educated whereas participants in
the elderly widow/white condition were visibly less educated than other participants. The

race manipulation is therefore somewhat confounded with education. This infraction is
relatively minor, however, since education is only weakly correlated with attribution of
responsibility and the direction of the correlation is in the opposite direction to that of the
racial differences. If anything, therefore, this one failure of random assignment works
against the observed experimental differences.
6. The demographic controls included race, occupation, education, size of the town and the
region in which the respondent grew up, whether the respondent was born abroad, whether
the respondent had ever received welfare assistance, and the amount of daily television
viewing. Attitudinal control variables included party identification, liberal-conservative place-

ment, attitudes toward equality, a composite index of attitudes toward the effectiveness of
welfare, respondent's judgment concerning the smallest amount of money needed to "get
along" in his/her community, and respondents' level of political participation.

7. Composite indices of societal causal and treatment responsibility were computed by
subtracting the proportion of individual responses from the proportion of societal responses.
8. Party identification was measured by asking participants, "Generally speaking, do you consider yourself a Republican, a Democrat, an independent, or what?" Participants were also
asked, "Generally speaking, do you consider yourself to be liberal or conservative on political
issues" A five-point scale was provided that ranged from strongly liberal to strongly conservative. Political information was measured using three questions concerning the national
poverty rate, specific welfare programs, and the groups most likely to be poor. The coefficients for education and race are not shown in the table because their effects were irregular.
9. Tables 5 and 6 present ols estimates, thus ignoring problems of simultaneity. I do not mean
to imply that partisan attitudes such as evaluations of President Reagan do not influence

attributions of responsibility, but rather that the latter are independent cues. There is
experimental evidence to bolster the decision to consider issue responsibility an exogenous

variable. If the criterion attitudes are broken down into the thematic and episodic
conditions, the pattern of differences closely resembles the results obtained for causal and

treatment responsibility. For instance, in comparison to the pooled episodic conditions,
participants in the pooled thematic condition were significantly less approving of President
Reagan and were also significantly less efficacious.
10. Evaluations of Reagan's overall performance were gauged with a five-point scale that ranged
from "very good" to "very poor." Assessments of his competence and trustworthiness were
measured with a battery of trait ratings. In the case of competence, respondents were asked
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to rate how well (using four response options that ranged from "extremely well" to "not well

at all") the traits "knowledgeable," "hard working," "intelligent," and "experienced"
described Mr. Reagan. Responses were dichotomized and summed. The average intercorrelation (r) of the four individual items was .68. The trait terms making up the trustworthiness index included "fair," "compassionate," "honest," and "sympathetic." The average
interitem correlation for this set was .48.

11. The items (agree, disagree) used to gauge perceptions of institutional responsiveness were:
1. Generally speaking, those we elect to Congress lose touch with the people pretty quickly.
2. Public officials don't care much about what people like me to think.
3. The federal government is run for the benefit of a few special interests without regard for

ordinary people.
Participants indicated their degree of agreement or disagreement with the above items. The
average interitem correlation (r) was .38.
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APPENDIX. Demographic Profile of Suffolk County Sample (in percentages,
except age)
Study 1980 NES 1980 Suffolk
Participants Sample County
Female
60
57
51
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9
13
8

Median age 33 41 30
High school education 39 63 64
Some college 30 20 18

College graduates 31 17 18
Employed full-time 72 56 58
Unemployed 7 8 6

Retired
5
13
*
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8
18
36
Students
8
3
*
Blue
collar
24
37
27
White
collar
50
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48
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26
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41
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*
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23
*
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Media Framing of a Civil Liberties Conflict and
THOMAS E. NELSON Ohio State University
ROSALEE A. CLAWSON Purdue University
ZOE M. OXLEY Ohio State University
F raming is the process by which a communication source, such as a news organization, defines and
constructs apolitical issue or public controversy. Two experiments examined the effect of news frames
on tolerance for the Ku Klux Klan. Thefirst presented research participants with one of two local news
stories about a Klan rally that varied by frame: One framed the rally as a free speech issue, and the other
framed it as a disruption of public order. Participants who viewed the free speech story expressed more
tolerance for the Klan than participants who watched the public order story. Additional data indicate that
frames affect tolerance by altering the perceived importance of public order values. The relative accessibility
offree speech and public order concepts did not respond to framing. A second experiment used a simulated
electronic news service to present different frames and replicated these findings.

A bout 50 million Americans watch the CBS, NBC,
public controversy. In the present research, we examor ABC network news on an average evening,
ine how local television news outlets framed a specific,
and an even greater share of the public watches
dramatic event: a demonstration and rally by the Ku
at least a portion of their favorite local news broadcast
Klux Klan (KKK) in a small Ohio city. We explore the
(Ansolabehere, Behr, and Iyengar 1993). Among those
effect of alternative news frames for this event on
citizens who rely on only one news outlet, television is
tolerance for KKK activities. We also test contrasting
preferred over newspapers and other sources by wide
hypotheses about how viewers psychologically process
margins (Ansolabehere, Behr, and Iyengar 1993), and
news frames, and how such frames ultimately affect
television news also enjoys the most trust of any news
viewers' thoughts about political controversies.
source at the national and local level (Kaniss 1991). An
institution with such broad reach and appeal would
THE EFFECT OF NEWS FRAMES
seem to carry great potential power to shape the
political views and outlooks of ordinary citizens, yet
People's reasoning about divisive political issues may
media scholars have differed sharply about the effect of
be shaped by the mass media's depiction of the issues.
the news in general and of television news in particular, Because both journalistic norms and market forces
often dismissing media impact as "minimal" at best
dampen strong ideological biases within most news
(McGuire 1985, Patterson and McClure 1976). While
organizations, especially television news (Ansolabenumerous individual and institutional reasons could
here, Behr, and Iyengar 1993; Beck, Dalton, and
account for weak media effects (Ansolabehere, Behr,
Huckfeldt 1995; Bennett 1996), media influence is
and Iyengar 1993; Beck, Dalton, and Huckfeldt 1995),
bound to be more subtle than outright "propaganda"
some failures to find media effects can be blamed on
effects (Bartels 1993).1 Examples of subtle media influweak research designs or measurement error (Bartels
ence include the well-known agenda-setting and prim1993, Graber 1993). Further advancement of the coning effects (Iyengar and Kinder 1987, Jacobs and
ceptual and analytical tools needed to describe and
Shapiro 1994, Krosnick and Kinder 1990, McCombs
measure the often subtle effects of the news is required.
and Shaw 1972), both of which demonstrate how mere
One way the media may shape political opinion ismedia
by attention to an issue or problem can affect
framing issues in distinct ways (Gamson 1992, Iyengar
public opinion. Framing is another possible mass me1991, Nelson and Kinder 1996). Framing is the process
dia influence, but one that centers on the effects of
by which a communication source, such as a news
media content rather than the mere coverage of a
organization, defines and constructs a political issue or
problem (Gamson 1992; Gamson and Lasch 1983;
Gamson and Modigliani 1987, 1989; Iyengar 1991;
Nelson and Kinder 1996; Nelson, Oxley, and Clawson
N.d.).
By framing social and political issues in specific ways,
news organizations declare the underlying causes and

Thomas E. Nelson is Assistant Professor of Political Science and
Psychology, Ohio State University, Columbus, OH 43210-1373. Rosalee A. Clawson is Assistant Professor of Political Science, Purdue
University, West Lafayette, IN 47907-1363. Zoe M. Oxley is a Ph.D.
candidate, Department of Political Science, Ohio State University,
Columbus, OH 43210-1373.
Portions of this paper were presented at the annual meeting of the1 Many critics have argued that the restriction of media coverage
International Society for Political Psychology, Washington, DC, July
within a narrow liberal-conservative latitude is itself a kind of
5-8, 1995. We wish to thank Kimberly Ball, Kisha Craig, Matthew
status-quo bias (e.g., Bennett 1996, Parenti 1986). Still others have
Diascro, Jason Gorell, Kelly Jones, Kendra King, and Elaine Willey
faulted the media for an excessively critical and cynical outlook
for their assistance with the data collection, and Paul A. Beck,
concerning government institutions and political figures of both
Samuel C. Patterson, Jon Krosnick, Margaret Hermann, Kathleen
parties or for emphasizing the lurid and sensational over the weighty
McGraw, Milton Lodge, and George Marcus for their comments and
and substantive (e.g., Patterson 1993). Our claims about the forces
suggestions. This research was aided by a grant from the Office of the restricting overt partisanship among the mainstream press should not
Vice-President for Research, Ohio State University.
be construed as a refutation of these other theories of media bias.
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likely consequences of a problem and establish criteria
for evaluating potential remedies for the problem.
Iyengar (1991) argues that media stories typically exemplify either an episodic frame (focused on individual
cases) or thematic frame (focused on broader social
trends), with important consequences for how viewers
make attributions about the causes of, and solutions to,
such social problems as poverty and crime. A broader
treatment can be found in the discussion by Gamson
and colleagues of media frames as symbolic issue
constructions (Gamson 1992; Gamson and Lasch 1983;
Gamson and Modigliani 1987, 1989). In this approach,
frames act like plots or story lines, lending coherence
to otherwise discrete pieces of information (see also
Best 1995, Entman 1993, Pan and Kosicki 1993,
Schneider and Ingram 1993). By this account, frames
function much like alternative formulations of a decision-making task (Carroll and Johnson 1990). Frames
organize the presentation of facts and opinion within a
newspaper article or television news story. Poverty, for
example, may be framed in a way that emphasizes the
responsibility of the poor themselves for their disadvantaged status or in a way that suggests social, economic, or political forces are to blame (Iyengar 1991).
Similarly, a social policy such as welfare may be framed
as a key element of the "cycle of poverty" that reinforces degenerate morals and behavior patterns or as a
"helping hand" or "ladder out of poverty" for those
willing to better their condition (Gamson and Lasch
1983).
Frames may originate within or outside the news
organization. Journalists' common reliance on elite
sources for quotes, insight, analysis, and information
means that the media often serve as conduits for
individuals eager to promote a certain perspective to a
broader public audience. A well-placed quote or
soundbite will convey a construction of an issue that
could ultimately benefit a particular interest. Other
symbolic devices that carry frames include visual im-

ages, metaphors, caricatures, and catchphrases (Gamson and Lasch 1983). While elites are the source of
many frames and framing devices, news organizations
themselves will readily construct them on their own in
order to summarize concisely the kernel of a story.
Such rhetorical apparatus has special appeal to television news journalists, editors, and producers, who are
on constant lookout for colorful and punchy verbal and
visual material with which to enliven a story (Bennett
1996, Kaniss 1991).

PSYCHOLOGICAL RESPONSES TO
NEWS FRAMES
Frames, and the verbal and visual material that helps
convey them, can have significant consequences for
how viewers perceive and understand an issue, and
they can direct the formation of individual opinions
about the controversy (Iyengar 1991, Nelson and
Kinder 1996). Frames shape individual understanding
and opinion concerning an issue by stressing specific
elements or features of the broader controversy, reducing a usually complex issue down to one or two central

aspects (Nelson, Oxley, and Clawson N.d.). Attaching
the label "free speech controversy" to a KKK rally, for
example, stresses the fundamental civil liberties at
stake, while visual images of police in riot gear emphasize the violence and disruption that could emerge
during the rally. These differences in emphasis can
translate into differing tolerance levels among observers of these frames.
Three separate models help explain how viewers
process mass media information and how that information ultimately affects political opinion. The learning model holds that mass media messages such as
television news stories influence viewer opinion by
providing new information about an issue (Graber
1994). If a viewer were unaware, for example, that
KKK rallies have the potential for violence, then
coverage of a rally that included video footage of
violent clashes among demonstrators, counterdemonstrators, and police might turn that individual's opinion
toward greater restrictions on such events.
Beyond simply providing the raw data for constructing an opinion, mere coverage of an issue brings
associated beliefs and feelings to the forefront of
conscious thought. Such is the basis for a second,
broadly accepted model of communication effects, the
priming or cognitive accessibility model (Iyengar 1991,
Iyengar and Kinder 1987, Jacobs and Shapiro 1994,
Kinder and Sanders 1996, Zaller 1992). The emphasis
on accessibility derives from a depiction of the individual as a cognitive miser or limited-capacity information
processor (Fiske and Taylor 1991). Our inability to
process simultaneously a large number of ideas ensures
that political judgments and evaluations are based on
only a subset of all potentially relevant thoughts,

feelings, or other considerations (Zaller 1992). Considerations that are accessible, that is, easily retrieved
from long-term memory or perhaps already present in
conscious thought, will enter into such judgments with
greater likelihood than inaccessible thoughts. Presumably, issues featured recently and/or repeatedly in the
news will be relatively accessible to viewers and thus
have greater potential to influence judgments and
opinions.
However appealing accessibility explanations may be
for some mass media effects, we believe they are not
the primary mechanism that accounts for framing
effects. Nelson and Kinder (1991) used a questionwording manipulation to simulate different frames for
affirmative action and found effects of the frames on
participants' opinions without corresponding changes
in the accessibility of frame-related constructs, as measured in a reaction-time task (Fazio 1990). Accessibility
models stress that information must be accessible to be
influential, but they neglect the important qualification
that equally accessible information will not have an
equal effect on judgments or opinions (Anderson
1991). Expectancy-value models, and other algebraic
formulations of attitudes (Ajzen and Fishbein 1980),
stress that different pieces of information (facts, beliefs, values, etc.) carry different weights, reflecting
their relative effect on the summary attitude. These
weights correspond to the perceived importance, rele-
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vance, reliability, or perceptual salience of the infordo about them revisits age-old vexations about extendmation (Anderson and Zalinski 1991, Taylor and Fiske
ing civil liberties such as freedom of speech and
1978, van der Pligt and Eiser 1984). We suggest that
assembly to hate groups and other politically unpopumedia frames influence opinions by stressing specific
lar minorities (Gibson and Bingham 1985, Gross and
values, facts, or other considerations, endowing them
Kinder 1996, Marcus et al. 1995). While some people
with greater apparent relevance to the issue than they
undoubtedly share the KKK's extreme political views,
might appear to have under an alternative frame. In
most who defend their right to rally and to make public
other words, frames affect opinions simply by making
speeches argue that these activities should be tolerated
certain considerations seem more important than othbecause freedom of speech and assembly must extend
ers; these considerations, in turn, carry greater weight to all, no matter how repugnant their views. Defenders
for the final attitude.
of the KKK's rights claim that the idea of civil liberties
In the case of the Ku Klux Klan public rallies, we
is meaningless unless we are willing to grant these
anticipated that local television news outlets would
liberties to those with whom we disagree.2 This view
vary in the frames they used to portray the controversy
corresponds exactly with Sullivan, Piereson, and Marand that differences in framing would influence viewer
cus's (1982) definition of tolerance: the willingness to
tolerance for KKK activities. We expected news frames
extend liberties and protections to disliked or even
hated groups.
emphasizing the civil liberties at stake, namely, the
KKK's First Amendment rights to freedom of speech
Those who seek to curtail some of the KKK's
and assembly, would encourage more tolerant attitudes
activities do not generally discount the value of civil
among viewers. By contrast, stories framing the issue
liberties such as freedom of speech and assembly. They
with reference to the potential dangers that such rallies argue that civil liberties may be restricted when other
pose, especially the threat of violent confrontations
important values are put at risk. The KKK's history of
among Klan supporters, counterdemonstrators, and
violence and intimidation, along with its special offenpolice, would inspire less tolerant attitudes. We believe
siveness to certain groups, represents a significant
that any such effects would arise primarily because the
threat to equality and civil rights, according to this view
emphasis placed on these alternative facets of the issue
(Gibson and Bingham 1985, Hanson 1993). Furtherelevates the perceived relevance or importance of
more, the potential for violent confrontations between
these considerations compared to others. So, for examthe KKK and counterdemonstrators (a few of which
ple, a frame emphasizing the constitutional guarantee
have indeed occurred) represents a significant threat to
of free speech (versus some other kind of frame)
public order and civic harmony and thus is a compelshould make the value of free speech seem relatively
ling reason for limiting the Klan's public appearances
more important and especially relevant to tolerance
and speeches.
judgments. While framing may indeed affect the accesThe debate over tolerance for hate groups thus lays
sibility of corresponding considerations, we do not
bare a conflict between competing fundamental values
expect cognitive accessibility to be the primary carrier
in American political culture (Tetlock 1986). On the
of framing effects.
one hand are the almost sacred rights to free speech
and assembly embodied in the Bill of Rights and
endorsed, at least in the abstract, by overwhelming
TOLERANCE OF HATE GROUPS
proportions of Americans (Sullivan, Piereson, and
Tolerance controversies are a potentially fruitful area
Marcus 1982). On the other hand are the values of
for studying news frame effects. Small towns and large protection for vulnerable minority groups and the
cities throughout America have witnessed numerous
preservation of public order and safety, all of which
public speeches, rallies, and other symbolic acts by the
face significant threat from the KKK and its often
Ku Klux Klan in recent years, many of which have
unruly rallies. When important values are brought into
attracted considerable media attention. These acts
conflict by a public controversy, the opinions that
have included attempts by the KKK to erect crosses on
develop about the issue are often ambivalent and
public property, such as the capitol grounds in Columunstable (Alvarez and Brehm 1995; Chong 1993; Feldbus, Ohio, and efforts to participate in "Adopt a
man and Zaller 1992; Thompson, Zanna, and Griffin
Highway" cleanup programs, complete with a sign in
1995). Chong's (1993) qualitative examination of how
the group's honor on a designated stretch of road.
certain individuals reason about civil liberties shows
Among the most notorious of the Klan's activities have
that many people can be "talked out" of their positions
been numerous public speeches and rallies, which the
on such issues as wiretapping, search and seizure, and
increasingly media-savvy KKK has parlayed into trecensorship. The seeming readiness with which people
mendous amounts of free publicity, courtesy of local
switch positions on these issues suggests that they are
newspapers and television news broadcasts. The specaware of the competing values exposed by such contacle of these events, with the outrageous rhetoric and
troversies but are unable to assert firmly the domioutward appearance of Klan members juxtaposed
against the fury of angry counterdemonstrators, makes
2 In an editorial supporting the KKK's right to place a cross on the
them irresistible targets for local television news outlets.

The public debate over the KKK's activities and
what, if anything, individuals and governments should

grounds of the Ohio capitol, the Columbus Dispatch wrote (January
24, 1995): "The heartbeat of this enduring democracy is found in the
First Amendment. The courts must-with unflagging zeal-guard
freedom of speech against even well-intentioned encroachment."
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nance of one value or consideration over another.
Similarly, Kuklinski et al. (1991) found significantly
different tolerance levels when participants were asked
to focus on their thoughts versus their feelings about
granting civil liberties to certain groups. Clearly, not
only the collective public is divided over tolerance and
civil liberties issues, but also individuals feel drawn in
opposite directions by competing feelings, beliefs, and
values. When opinions are ambivalent, the framing of
an issue by the mass media or other communication
agent may have an uncommon influence on opinion by
shaping the values and other considerations individuals
draw on when formulating their own views on the
subject.
Tolerance is usually considered a function of individual and group characteristics. People vary in their
tolerance for certain groups, and their degree of tolerance may be related to specific individual variables,
such as educational achievement (Sullivan, Piereson,
and Marcus 1982). Furthermore, the activities of different groups will be tolerated to differing degrees by
the broader public, depending on both attributes of the
group and the nature of the times (Kuklinski et al.
1991, Stouffer 1955). Mass media coverage represents a
potential contextual determinant of tolerance. We contend that tolerance reflects not only stable characteristics of individuals and groups but also more volatile
environmental factors, such as the way the mass media
frames the central features of the tolerance controversy.

STUDY 1

TABLE 1. Demographic and Political

Characteristics of Participants
TOPS
Study 1 Study 2 Samplea
Sex
Female 48.2% 41.0% 57.1%
Male
Race/ethnicity

51.8

59.0

42.9

White 83.8 82.1 89.6
Black 5.0 12.8 8.0
Asian
6.3
2.6
.5
Hispanic 1.8 0.0 1.4

Other

3.2

2.6

1.5

Political ideology'
1 = very liberal 4.5 5.1
2
7.2
25.6
11.7

3

16.7

17.9

18.2

4 = moderate 26.6 17.9 8.9

5

18.0

15.4

32.0

6

19.8

17.9

29.1

7 = very conservative 7.2 0.0
Party identification
1 = strong Democrat 5.0 7.7 11.1
2 10.4 28.2 16.9
3 13.1 15.4 11.9
4 = Independent 22.5 15.4 12.8

5
6

18.0
7.7
12.4
21.2
20.5
20.4

7 = strong Republican 9.9 5.1 14.1

Class in college
First year 14.0 35.9
Sophomore 14.0 28.2
Junior 19.8 23.1
Senior 49.5 12.8
Graduate 2.3 0.0
Note: Entries are the percentage of respondents who fall into each

Overview

category for each variable. Missing data are excluded. Numbers may

We chose the laboratory experiment as the best approach to testing our main hypotheses about the effect
of media frames on tolerance and the critical role of
value weighting in mediating frame effects. Through
random assignment of participants to conditions, systematic manipulation of the independent variable, and
control over extraneous sources of variance, laboratory
experiments provide superior information about the
causal relationship between independent and dependent variables (Kinder and Palfrey 1993). In Study 1,
participants were assigned, on a random basis, to watch
different television news stories about KKK activities;
they then expressed their tolerance for the KKK. In
such a laboratory setting, any differences in tolerance
will almost certainly be due to the experimental manipulation (the different news stories). In addition, the
laboratory setting permits measurement of the psychological processing of media messages, which would be
very difficult, if not impossible, to obtain in other
research settings.

not add to 100 due to rounding error.

aThe Ohio Political Survey (TOPS) was a representative telephone
survey of 808 voting-age Ohio residents conducted during November
and December 1994.

bRespondents in the two experiments marked their ideological position
on a seven-point scale. TOPS respondents were first asked to identify
themselves as "liberal," "moderate," "middle of the road," or "conservative." Those in the moderate and middle-of-the-road categories (56%
of the sample) were then asked if they considered themselves "closer
to" liberal or conservative.

The participants were 222 undergraduate students (107
women, 115 men) enrolled in introductory political

from one to five persons. The experiment followed a
completely randomized, between-subjects design, with
two manipulations: (1) the news story frame (free
speech versus public order) and (2) the cognitive
processing task (reaction time task versus importance
rating task).
A convenience sample of undergraduates inevitably
raises questions about the representativeness of any
findings (Sears 1986). Table 1 summarizes the demographic and political characteristics of our sample and
compares it with a representative sample of Ohio
adults. The data show that our sample is not homogeneous, but instead varies appreciably on important
demographic and political variables. Far from being
the proverbial "college sophomores," fully half of the
Study 1 participants are seniors. Still, we do not claim

science courses. They received extra course credit for

that the level of tolerance expressed by the participants

their contribution. Participant groups ranged in size

accurately reflects that of the U.S. adult population.

Design and Procedure
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TABLE 2. Content of KKK News Stories, Study 1
Free Speech Frame Public Order Frame

Theme Members of the KKK and those protesting their KKK rallies have the potential for disorder and physical
appearance were determined to get out their violence between KKK supporters and those
message. protesting their appearance.
Quotes "No free speech for racists," on sign held by "Here you have a potential for some real sparks in the

protester. crowd," spoken by an observer.
"I came down here to hear what they have to "The tension between Klan protesters and supporters

say and I think I should be able to listen if I came within seconds of violence," spoken by a
want to," spoken by a supporter of the KKK. reporter.

Images Chanting of protesters. Police officers standing in front of Klan members
KKK leaders speaking before a microphone. protecting them from the protesters.
Interviews Three of the four people interviewed were Klan All three people interviewed emphasized the violence

supporters who wanted to hear the Klan's and disruption of public order that they had
message. witnessed.

We do believe, however, that it is reasonable to assume

Respondents used a seven-point scale, anchored by

the effect of news framing observed in our sample

"strongly support" and "strongly oppose," to indicate

would not differ drastically from that of most other

their tolerance for the KKK.

groups.
News Frames. Participants began the experiment by
watching one of two different seven-minute videotapes
that was described as a compilation of stories from
recent local television news broadcasts. Each tape
began with the same five-minute "warm-up" segment: a
story about the development of a local science museum, two brief human interest stories, and one commercial. The final story, immediately following the
commercial, concerned the KKK rally. We videotaped
news broadcasts from different Columbus television

stations during the period surrounding two highly
publicized KKK rallies, expecting that any stories about

these rallies would be captured by a relatively small
number of frames. We selected as our critical stories
two reports about the same event-a speech and rally

by the KKK on the steps of the Ross County Courthouse in Chillicothe, Ohio-broadcast by two different
Columbus stations. Each story featured a reporter on
location, with video of KKK speakers, crowd scenes,
and interviews. Although there was considerable overlap in the stories, especially in their imagery, they

exemplified two alternative framings of the event: a
free speech frame and a public order frame. The
former emphasized the right of KKK members to
speak to the public and, especially, the right of their
supporters and the curious to hear what the Klan had
to say. The latter highlighted the disturbances that
erupted during the rally and included images of police
officers in riot gear. Table 2 provides a summary of the
stories' content. Appendix A contains a more complete
discussion of our procedure for selecting these stories.
Tolerance Measures. Immediately following the video-

tape, participants answered two questions concerning
their tolerance for the KKK. The first asked: "Do you
support or oppose allowing members of the Ku Klux
Klan to hold public rallies in our city?" The second
asked: "Do you support or oppose allowing members
of the Ku Klux Klan to make a speech in our city?"

Cognitive Processing Tasks. Following the tolerance
measures, half of the participants completed a reaction
time task, which measured the cognitive accessibility of
such concepts as freedom and disorder, while the
remaining participants completed an importance rating
task, which measured their perceptions of the importance of free speech and public order values with
respect to tolerance for the KKK. Both of these tasks

were presented via an interactive computerized questionnaire.

The reaction time task closely followed the word/
nonword judgment paradigm suggested by Fazio

(1990). Participants viewed a series of letter strings
flashed in the center of the computer monitor and
indicated as quickly as possible whether the letters

constituted a true English word, like "center," or a
nonsense word, like "treskl." They did so by pressing

one of two keys, clearly labeled "WORD" and "NOT A
WORD." After two practice trials, four categories of
word probes appeared in random order: words related
to free speech (e.g., "liberty"), words related to public
order (e.g., "danger"), neutral filler words (e.g., "planet"), and nonsense words. Appendix B contains a
complete listing of the words. The computer recorded
the duration of time between the initial display of the
word and the keypress. Response time was taken as an
indicator of the relative accessibility of the concept in
memory, with more accessible concepts producing
faster times (Fazio 1990).
For the importance rating task, five values, beliefs, or
other considerations with respect to the tolerance issue
were presented. Participants were asked to indicate
"how IMPORTANT each of these ideas is to you when
you think about the question of whether or not the Ku
Klux Klan should be allowed to make speeches and
hold demonstrations in public." Among these five
statements were two summarizing civil liberties perspectives on the controversy and one statement stressing public order considerations. Appendix B gives the
full text of these questions.
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TABLE 3. Tolerance Judgments, Reaction
Times, and Importance Ratings by Framing

Condition, Study 1
Free Public

Speech Order
Framing Framing
Condition Condition

Tolerance for rallies 3.96 3.31
Tolerance for speeches 4.17 3.54
Reaction time for free
speech

words

6.34

6.42

other related opinions (Nelson and Kinder 1996). By
constructing the issue as especially relevant to a single
value (freedom of speech or maintaining public order),
the two frames sent implicit messages about which
considerations should dominate opinion. We therefore
hypothesized that attitudes toward civil liberties in
general and freedom of expression in particular should
relate more closely to tolerance for the KKK among
participants in the free speech condition than among
participants in the public order condition. In contrast,
we expected that attitudes toward government efforts

to maintain public order would relate more closely to
tolerance for the KKK among participants in the public
order framing condition. To test these hypotheses, we
regressed tolerance for the KKK on a set of predictor
Importance of public orders 4.75 5.43
variables, including support for civil liberties, support
aHigher members indicate greater tolerance. for freedom of expression, and support for government
bEntries are natural logs of reaction times in milliseconds.
efforts to maintain and preserve public order. The
cHigher numbers indicate greater importance.
regressions included other variables potentially related
to tolerance, based on extant research (e.g., Sullivan,
Piereson, and Marcus 1982): authoritarianism, racial
We randomly assigned participants to one or the
prejudice, attitudes toward the KKK, and feeling therother processing task to eliminate the contamination of
mometer ratings of the KKK and civil rights leaders.
these measures. For example, the importance item
"freedom of speech for all citizens is a fundamental
Two regressions were performed for both tolerance
outcome measures (tolerance of KKK speeches and
American right" by its mere appearance may have
primed the concept of freedom of speech for all
KKK rallies): one for participants in the free speech
condition and one for those in the public order condirespondents, rendering subsequent reaction time meation. The results of these analyses are displayed in
sures for that concept ambiguous (Katz and Hass
Table 4.
1988).
The results provide mixed support for these hypothOther Measures. To conclude the experiment, responeses. Support for civil liberties did indeed predict
dents completed a number of items measuring beliefs,
tolerance for KKK speeches and rallies more strongly
opinions, and demographic variables potentially rein the free speech frame than in the public order frame.
lated to tolerance for the KKK. Included were authoriThis difference between framing conditions in the
tarianism, measured by a four-item version of the
regression coefficient was statistically significant for the
F-scale (Lane 1955); racial prejudice, measured by a
speeches measure (p = .01) but not quite significant
four-item version of the modern racism scale (McCon(p < .08) for the rallies measure.3 Conversely, public
ahay, Hardee, and Batts 1981); support for free speech
order concerns significantly predicted tolerance for
rights and civil liberties (adapted from Kuklinski et al.
KKK speeches in the public order condition but not in
1991 and Sullivan, Piereson, and Marcus 1982); and
the free speech condition; the difference between the
concern about public order. General attitudes toward
conditions did not reach statistical significance, howthe KKK were measured by a series of semantic
ever. The effect of public order concerns on tolerance
differential trait scales (e.g., "peaceful-aggressive").
for KKK rallies did not vary by experimental condiAlso included were feeling thermometers for the KKK
tion. Finally, contrary to our prediction, the effect of
and civil rights leaders. Appendix C contains the full
support for freedom of expression on tolerance for
text of these items.
the KKK was somewhat more powerful in the public
order condition, although the difference was not
Results
significant.
Reaction time for disorder

wordsb 6.43 6.53
Reaction time for filler wordsb 6.35 6.48
Importance of free speech 5.49 5.25

Efects of News Frames on Tolerance. We expected that
participants in the free speech framing condition would
express greater tolerance for KKK public rallies and
speeches than those in the public order condition.
Independent-samples (Student's) t-tests showed higher
levels of tolerance for KKK speeches (t220 = 2.33, p =
.02) and rallies (t220 = 2.34, p = .02) among
participants in the free speech framing condition than
among participants in the public order condition. Mean
tolerance scores for the two conditions appear in Table
3.

In addition to producing differences in tolerance for
KKK activities, the news story frames were expected to
affect the relation between tolerance for the Klan and

Psychological Processing of News Frames. The reaction
time and importance rating tasks were designed to test
two alternative hypotheses about the psychological
processes that mediate framing effects. The framing of
3 To establish the statistical significance of these differences, we
reestimated the regression models for the entire sample and included
variables representing the experimental condition (dummy variable)
and the interactions between the experimental condition and the

crucial predictor variables (support for free speech, endorsement of
civil liberties, support for public order). These interaction terms,
estimating the difference between experimental conditions in the
effect of some predictor on tolerance (say, the effect of support for
free speech on tolerance for KKK rallies), then can be tested for
statistical significance.
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Table 4. Regression Model Predicting Tolerance for KKK Speeches and Rallies, by Framing
Condition, Study 1
Tolerance for Speeches Tolerance for Rallies
Free Speech Public Order Free Speech Public Order

Public

order

-.25 -.44** -.35 -.34*
(.19)
(.17)
(.22)
(.17)
Civil liberties .41*** .07 33** .11
(.12)
(.11)
(.13)
(.11)
Freedom of expression .70*** .92*** .67*** .88***
Attitudes

toward

F-Scale

the

(.15)

(.16)

(.17)

(.17)

(.17)

(.22)

(.19)

(.23)

(.14)

(.15)

(.16)

(.09)

(.08)

(.10)

(.12)

(.10)

(.14)

KKK

-.16

Modern

.48***

.09

.18

.52***

-.12

.32

.19

(.16)

racism
-.17
.10
-.15
.01
(.13) (.13) (.15) (.14)
Feeling thermometer: KKK -.05 .08 -.04 .05
(.09) (.12) (.11) (.12)
Feeling thermometer: Civil rights leaders -.21** -.01 -.15 -.04
Ideology

Number

-.22*

of

Adjusted

-.13

cases

R2

113

.44

-.23*

109

.46

113

.36

(.08)

-.14

(.11)
109

.43

Note: Table entries are unstandardized regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. The dependent variable is coded so that a higher score
indicates a more tolerant attitude toward the KKK. The independent variables are coded so that a high score indicates high support for public order, high
support for freedom of expression, high support for civil liberties, a positive attitude toward the traits of KKK members, more authoritarian attitudes, racial
intolerance, favorable evaluations of the KKK and civil rights leaders, and a liberal ideology.
*p < .10; **p < .05; ***p < .01.

news stories may influence opinion either by increasing
the cognitive accessibility of such concepts as freedom and public order or by increasing the perceived
importance or relevance of these values for tolerance.

If framing effects are mediated by accessibility, then
participants should respond relatively swiftly to words
most consonant with the frame they viewed. Thus,
participants in the free speech framing condition
should have responded more quickly to words related
to free speech than to words related to public order,
while participants in the public order condition should
have displayed the opposite pattern. The reaction
times did not conform to this pattern. Before analysis,
a natural log transformation of response times was
conducted, to correct for skewness in the distribution.
Extreme outliers were also removed from the analysis.
The transformed reaction times were averaged across
the two critical categories of word probes (free speech
and public order) for each participant. The data then
were analyzed using a 2 X 2-(free speech versus
public order probe) X (free speech versus public order
framing condition)-repeated measures analysis of
variance (ANOVA), with type of probe treated as a
within-subject variable. While there was a main effect
of probe type (all participants, regardless of video
condition, responded more quickly to free speech than

public order words, F1,81 = 36.51, p < .001), probe

of their framing condition.4 Refer to Table 3 for the
relevant means.
If framing effects are instead mediated by perceived
importance, then participants in the free speech condition should rate free speech values as more important than should participants in the public order condition. Conversely, the latter should rate public order
values as more important than should the former. To
test this hypothesis, we combined the scores for the two
free speech items (Pearson's r = .36) into one measure
and analyzed the importance ratings according to a 2 x
2-(free speech versus public order values) x (free
speech versus public order framing condition)-repeated-measures ANOVA, with values treated as a
within-subject variable. Average ratings for the two
types of considerations, displayed in Table 3, conform

4 To control for individual differences in response quickness, researchers commonly use filler words and calculate difference scores
between the target and filler words (Fazio 1990). We also performed
a repeated measures ANOVA on difference scores, but the results
are somewhat misleading. Subjects in the free speech condition
responded more quickly to all probes, including filler items. As a
result, the difference scores, which subtract reaction times to the
neutral fillers from reaction times to the other two probe categories,
appear to indicate that reaction times were quickest for free speech
words among subjects in the public order condition. Again, this is
only relative to the neutral filler probes; the fastest reaction times to
free speech probes were, in fact, observed for subjects in the free
speech condition (refer to Table 3). For clarity, we report results only
the logarithmic transformed scores, not for the difference scores.
The ANOVA for the difference scores also fails to show the critical
interaction predicted by the accessibility hypothesis.

type did not interact with frame condition (F1,81 < 1), for

indicating that participants did not respond more or
less quickly to specific categories of probes as a result
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FIGURE 1. Path Analysis Testing the Mediational Role of Importance Judgments for Framing
Effects, Study 1

.99

| Freedom of |

A|

Speech

R

-.08 Importance \ .32** .80

t

[ I j so~~~~~~.0 .32** e171
Frame

-.032

_ _ _ ~~~~~ ~ ~~~~-.02A Toeac

.1

7*

-.45**

< ; ; ~~~~~.49**
Public Order
Importance

.98

Note: Coefficients are equivalent to standardized partial regression (f3) weights. Frame is dummy coded such that the free speech frame condition 0,
and the public order frame condition = 1. Freedom of speech and public order importance variables are coded such that higher numbers indicate greater
perceived importance of the value. Tolerance is coded such that higher numbers indicate greater tolerance. In the paths directly leading to tolerance,
coefficients in regular typeface are for tolerance of rallies; coefficients in boldface are for tolerance of speeches. Residual variance is indicated by
boxed R's.

*p ? .05; **p ? .01.

exactly to our predictions: Free speech values are rated
as somewhat more important by participants in the free
speech framing condition, while public order values are
rated as considerably more important by participants in
the public order framing condition. The critical inter-

transmitted via the perceived importance of public
order. In fact, the effect of framing on the perceived
importance of free speech, while consistent with our
predictions, is nonsignificant-perhaps because of the
already stratospheric level of support enjoyed by free

action from the ANOVA was significant (F1,134 =

speech values (see Appendix C). A subsequent causal

4.33, p < .05). Refer to Table 3 for the means.
The results thus far substantiate our main points:

analysis showed that the accessibility of concepts related to free speech and public order did not mediate

Media framing of the KKK controversy significantly

the effect of framing on tolerance.

affected tolerance for the group, and this effect came
about primarily because the two frames stressed the
relevance or importance of different values (free
speech versus public order), not because the frames
altered the cognitive accessibility of those values. In
order to ensure that value importance truly mediated
the effect of the frames, a path-analytic or causal
modeling analysis is required (Asher 1983). The path
model illustrated in Figure 1 was tested, using OLS
regression to estimate path coefficients. The results
support our expectation: Framing condition (in the
analysis, a dummy variable) affected the perceived
importance of free speech and public order, which in

turn affected viewer tolerance toward the KKK. As was
apparent from the initial examination of the mean
importance ratings, most of the effect of framing was

Discussion
Two lessons may be learned from Study 1. The first is
that news framing of a civil liberties confrontation

matters for viewers' tolerance. Participants in this
experiment, who witnessed news reports about the very

same event, expressed significantly different opinions
depending upon media framing of that event. Those
who saw a story framing the KKK rally as a free speech
issue expressed greater tolerance for the Klan than did
those who saw a story depicting it as a potentially
explosive clash between two angry groups. The second
lesson is that the effect of news frames on tolerance
judgments is carried by the frames' influence on the
perceived importance of specific values evoked by this
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issue, especially, as it turns out, the importance of
maintaining public order. For framing that elevated
public order concerns, tolerance was relatively lower.
The Study 1 results are intriguing in part because the
experimental stimuli were extracted from the real
world of television news and not concocted in the
researchers' imagination. This external validity comes
at a price, however: While the two stories differed in
terms of framing, they also may have differed in other
subtle ways that we could not control. Although the
mediational analysis lends credibility to the claim that
the crucial difference really is the frames and their
emphasis on the importance of different values, even
greater credibility would accrue from a replication of
these results using experimental stimuli expressly created to represent these two frames. This was our primary
goal in Study 2.

STUDY 2
Overview
Study 2 preserves the essential conceptual features of
Study 1 but changes the presentation of the frame
stimuli and adds a second measure of value importance. Rather than rely on actual news coverage of an
event, we constructed artificial (but realistic) free
speech and public order frames and embedded them in
an electronic newspaper-style format. We thus could
exert greater control over the information that varied
across framing conditions, minimizing the chance that
idiosyncratic features of the news stories confounded
with the frames were responsible for the observed
effects. A second measure of value importance-a
values ranking procedure (Rokeach 1973)-was added
to the importance rating procedure used in Study 1.
Design and Procedure
The participants in Study 2 were 71 students, who
received extra credit. They were somewhat younger
and more liberal than those in Study 1, but they still
varied appreciably in their basic demographic and
political characteristics (refer to Table 1). Participants
were randomly assigned to either a free speech or a
public order news frame condition. After reading the
news story, each completed either an importance rating
or ranking task. Thus, the experiment incorporated a
2 x 2-(free speech versus public order frame) X
(importance rating versus importance ranking)-between-subjects design.
The computer-controlled experiment was described
to participants as a study of how effectively Internet
news services provide information to the public. Participants were told they would view images from a
"prototype" of the campus newspaper's World Wide
Web news page. Their task was to read the stories
presented on screen and answer a series of questions
concerning their reactions. Participants saw three stories, the first of which was the KKK story, framed in
either free speech or public order terms.
Both KKK stories presented the same set of facts

about the controversy: (1) The university administration was considering a request from the KKK to hold a
speech and rally on campus; (2) various courts had
ruled that the KKK has a constitutional right to free
expression; and (3) similar rallies around Ohio had
sparked violent clashes between KKK supporters and
counterdemonstrators. The full text of each story appears in Appendix D. While this basic information
about the controversy was held constant across the two
stories, additional features-the headline, picture, and
quotes within the body of the article- established each
story's frame. The photograph accompanying the free
speech frame, for example, showed the U.S. Constitution, while the photograph accompanying the public
order frame showed police forcefully suppressing a
riot. Likewise, "Clifford Strong," a fictional law professor, was quoted in the former as stressing the preeminence of free speech, while claiming in the latter that
"safety must be our top priority."
After reading the story, participants answered a
common series of questions, beginning with the tolerance item: "Do you think that O.S.U. should or should
not allow the Ku Klux Klan to hold a rally on campus?"
The students then completed one of two tasks designed
to measure the perceived importance of upholding
freedom of speech and maintaining safety and security
on campus, with respect to the KKK controversy. The
importance rating task resembled the task from Study
1 and asked respondents to rate the importance of "a
citizen's freedom to speak or hear what he or she
wants" and "campus safety and security."
The importance ranking task was intended to capture the tradeoff between the values of freedom of
expression and public order implied by the KKK
controversy. Respondents were shown four statements:
"A person's freedom to speak and hear what he or she
wants should be protected"; "Campus safety and security should be protected"; "Racism and prejudice
should be opposed"; and "Ohio State's reputation
should be protected." Participants were instructed to
use the computer mouse to select the most important
concern "based on how important (it is) to you when
you think about whether or not OSU should allow the
Ku Klux Klan to hold a speech and rally on campus,"
then the second most important, and so on, until all
four were ranked. The program precluded ranking the
same option more than once or ranking fewer than
four options. Participants were permitted, however, to
change their rankings as often as they wished.

Results

Framing significantly affected tolerance for the KKK
rally, with those in the free speech frame expressing
greater tolerance than those in the public order frame
(t69 = 1.73, p < .05). Table 5 displays the means by
condition. The table also shows that framing had the
expected effect on the ranking and rating of free speech
and public order concerns. An ANOVA was performed on the importance ratings, treating value (campus safety versus free expression) as a within-subject
variable and framing condition (free-speech versus
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TABLE 5. Tolerance, Importance Ratings, and Importance Rankings by Framing Condition,
Study 2
Free Speech Framing Public Order Framing
Condition Condition

Tolerance'
4.38
3.54
Importance rating of free speechb 6.38 5.88
Importance rating of campus safety and securityb 6.46 6.92
Importance ranking of free speechb 3.11 2.69
Importance ranking of campus safety and securityb 2.84 3.00
aHigher numbers indicate greater tolerance.
bHigher numbers indicate greater importance.

public order) as a between-subjects variable. The critical interaction between framing condition and impor-

tance rating was reliable, F1,37 = 3.62, p < .07.5 A

similar ANOVA for the ranking data did not indicate a

measure. This finding is, in itself, instructive: It suggests that a single frame may enhance the perceived
importance of a single value but will not necessarily
influence the relative preferences among a set of values.

significant interaction, F1,30 = .87, p < .36. The two

value ranking variables were recoded into simple dichotomies, the first indicating whether the participant
had ranked free speech concerns as the most important
concern or had ranked it at position 2-4, the second
likewise indicating whether or not the participant
ranked safety and security concerns as the most important. Analysis of these dichotomous variables indicated
a small framing effect: 42.1% of participants in the free
speech frame rated free speech concerns as the most
important, versus 15.4% in the public order condition

(X = 2.57, p = .11); 46.2% of participants in the

public order condition rated safety and security concerns as the most important, versus 31.6% in the free

speech condition (X2 = .70, p = .40).
The mediational role of value importance was tested
using a path analytic procedure similar to that described for Study 1. Only participants who completed
the importance rating task were included. The results
appear in Figure 2. They show a pattern quite similar to
that found in Study 1: Framing significantly affects the
importance assigned to the value of public order, which
in turn significantly affects tolerance for the KKK.
While the importance of freedom of expression is a
powerful predictor of tolerance, it is not significantly
affected by framing.

Discussion
Study 2 reaffirms the conclusions reached for Study 1
with respect to both the effect of news frames on
tolerance for hate groups and the presumed mediator
of a frame's effect, namely, the importance accorded to
one specific value among the many brought into focus
by the controversy. Because we held constant features

CONCLUSION

The results of these two studies substantiate the claim
that the choices journalists make about how to cover a
story-from the words, phrases, and images they convey to the broader "angle" they take on a controversycan result in substantially different portrayals of the
very same event and the broader controversy it represents. These alternative portrayals, or frames, can exert
appreciable influence on citizens' perceptions of the
issue and, ultimately, the opinions they express. Previous approaches to framing have shown how frames
affect perceptions of causality and responsibility for
social problems such as crime and poverty (Iyengar
1991) and the relationship between policy opinions and
predictors of those opinions (Kinder and Sanders 1990,
1996; Nelson and Kinder 1996). The present results
show a clear effect of news frames on an entirely
different kind of judgment: the willingness to extend
civil liberties protections to ignoble and potentially
dangerous groups. These findings affirm that tolerance
decisions reflect not only long-standing individual and
group characteristics but also short-term political
forces, including the activity of the mass media. Although these experiments took place within the laboratory, the first relied on actual media coverage of a
real event that took place within the participants' local
area, while the second employed an engaging and
highly realistic presentation of the key manipulation.
These real-life details produced a vivid and profound
experimental setting.

News Frames and Public Opinion

Bartels (1993, 267) calls research on mass media "one
of the fictional news stories beyond the two frames, the
of the most notable embarrassments of modern social
results relieve concerns that idiosyncratic aspects of the
science" for its repeated failure to demonstrate signifactual news stories used in Study 1 were responsible for
icant mass media effects. It is indeed a bewildering
frame effects. Both the ranking and the rating meaparadox that the discipline continually produces resures of value importance responded to issue framing,
ports of minimal media effects even as more astronomalthough the effect appears stronger for the rating
ical amounts of resources are invested in an industry
that almost daily makes further inroads into our per5The relatively small number of cases here, as well as the skewed
sonal lives and public affairs. Refinements in research
distribution of the importance responses, probably robs the F test of
some statistical power.
design and measurement will surely turn up previously
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FIGURE 2. Path Analysis Testing the Mediational Role of Importance Judgments for Framing

Effects, Study 2
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Note: Coefficients are equivalent to standardized partial regression (f3) weights. Frame is dummy coded such that the free speech frame condition = 0,
and the public order frame condition = 1. Freedom of speech and public order importance variables are coded such that higher numbers indicate greater

perceived importance of the value. Tolerance is coded such that higher numbers indicate greater tolerance. Residual variance is indicated by boxed R's.

* ' .05; **p < .01.

hidden effects, but we also must advance our theories
and conceptions of mass communication influence.
The evidence is steadily accumulating that framing is a
powerful concept for explicating the activities of journalists and news organizations. It also provides leverage for understanding the behaviors of public relations
specialists, "spin doctors," and other elites and professionals whose job it is to produce congenial concepts,
beliefs, and opinions among the broader public.
Public debate over such controversial issues as tolerance for hate groups takes place within a specific
"symbolic environment" consisting of the images, slogans, stereotypes, and other devices that anchor and
illuminate different positions (Gamson and Lasch
1983). Individuals and groups with interests at stake
expend great effort in articulating a packaged message
that may contain both hard evidence as well as symbolic content designed to leave lasting impressions in
an information-dense climate. The battle for public
opinion is in part a fight to shape public definitions of
the debate-a tug-of-war between "contestable categories" (Edelman 1993) to be applied to a controversy.
The mass media play a vital role in this process, either
as conveyers of elite-sponsored frames or as originators
of frames in their own right (Gamson and Modigliani
1989). As we have seen, the choice of a frame may have

important implications for the balance of public opinion on an issue. Labeling the KKK controversy as a
"free speech issue" tilts opinion in the group's favor,
while the label "public safety issue" tilts it in the
opposite direction.

Psychological Responses to News Frames
Coming to appreciate the power of the media to shape
public views on political problems requires a broader
understanding of message processing than is implied by
simple learning or priming models. Certainly, a major
function of the news media is to inform the public, that
is, to provide reliable new information that shapes our
beliefs about important people, places, and events
(Zaller 1992). But beyond this reporting function, the
media also provide cues about how we should integrate
our beliefs into attitudes. In this vein, theories of media
priming (Iyengar and Kinder 1987) make the sensible
claim that when the media focus attention on an issue,
that issue should come to a citizen's awareness relatively more easily and exert correspondingly greater
effect on opinion. The media's influence on the weight,
importance, or relevance viewers attach to particular
values and other considerations goes beyond mere
accessibility, however. In numerous ways, through both
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verbal and visual channels, the media provide hints
about what is truly at issue in a public controversy.
While it is not inevitable that audiences will take the
media's word for it, these studies show that the hints
can be compelling.
It is important to note that while many researchers
have presented evidence consistent with the priming
model, few have conducted direct tests (using, for
example, reaction-time measures) of the crucial accessibility link. The evidence from the present pair of
studies reveals that the accessibility of different considerations is not nearly as important as the weight
attached to these considerations. There are many ideas
about how to conceptualize and measure weight in
research on judgment, decision making, and attitudes.
The concept of weighting reflects the seemingly obvious point that some kinds of information are more
important than others for a particular judgment, regardless of their value. In selecting a restaurant, for
example, one may be very impressed by fine table
linens and a lengthy wine list but would probably
overlook those attributes if the food and service were
terrible. Anderson equates weight with "psychological
importance" (e.g., Anderson and Zalinski 1991) while
others equate it with perceived relevance (van der Pligt
and Eiser 1984), subjective confidence (Ajzen and
Fishbein 1980), reliability and consistency (Kelley 1973),
and perceptual vividness (Taylor and Fiske 1978).
Some researchers ask respondents to self-report on
subjective weight (e.g., Ericsson and Simon 1980;
Zaller and Feldman 1992), while others claim that
introspective reports on the factors affecting one's
judgments are hopelessly unreliable (Nisbett and Wilson 1977). The traditional open-ended "likes and dislikes" questions that appear in such surveys as the
National Election Study assume that respondents can
accurately identify the information that has the greatest effect on their political opinions, but these items
have been criticized as revealing little about what
actually influences opinions and behavior (Rahn,
Krosnick, and Breuning 1994; Smith 1989). In our
studies, participants rated or ranked the importance of
different values with respect to their tolerance for the
KKK. These judgments (especially the ratings) resonated with the frame to which participants were exposed; moreover, the causal analysis supports our
contention that these judgments about the importance
of difference values mediated the effect of the frames
on tolerance. We find this evidence persuasive, and we
hope it will inspire more work to establish the validity
of importance measures.

Memory, Ambivalence, Communication,

and Opinion
Our results contribute to the growing body of evidence
questioning mere accessibility models of political judgment and opinion (Lodge, Steenbergen, and Brau
1995; Rahn, Krosnick, and Breuning 1994). Zaller
(1992) and others have argued that political opinions

at the time the attitude is expressed (see also Kelley
and Mirer 1974). This memory-based model of opin-

ion, coupled with evidence about Americans' dismal
command of politically relevant facts and information
(Kinder and Sears 1985), has led many students of
mass politics to question the quality of citizens' political judgments and opinions (Converse 1964). If we
believe that opinions are purely ephemeral, swinging
wildly from side to side due to arbitrary changes in the
relative accessibility of a few concepts, then we must be
very pessimistic indeed about the caliber of popular
opinion regarding political matters, especially if we question the depth of knowledge that informs those opinions.
"Top-of-the-head" models of opinion suggest that
information must be accessible at the time an opinion
is expressed in order to have influence and that all
accessible considerations will have equal effect on the
expressed opinion. The first claim is disputed by a
number of memory researchers (Anderson 1991,
Hastie and Park 1986, Manis et al. 1993), while the
present results appear to contest the second. We do not
dismiss the possibility that frames, or any other kind of
political communication, may prime specific considerations, making them more accessible and hence more
influential for subsequent judgments. Still, we believe
that the expression of attitudes is a more mindful
process than top-of-the-head models imply. Our results
point to a more deliberate integration process, whereby
participants consider the importance and relevance of
each accessible idea. Just as accessibility may be regulated by contextual cues, so the perceived weight of
specific ideas may respond to messages from the political environment.
While evidence suggesting an impoverished and
superficial public opinion abounds, it now appears that
the pessimism has been overstated. Refinements in
measurement techniques have restored some faith in
the rationality of public opinion (Krosnick and Berent
1993, Page and Shapiro 1992). Still, it is not clear
what opinion instability and inconsistency signify. They
may indicate the presence of "nonattitudes"-poorly
thought-out utterances created mainly to conceal a lack

of mastery of the political world (Converse 1964).
Some volatility of opinion also could signify ambivalence, a dynamic tension fostered by the awareness of
two or more sides to an issue, and a hesitation to side
decisively with only one (Alvarez and Brehm 1995;
Cacioppo and Berntson 1994; Thompson, Zanna, and
Griffin 1995). Political campaigns and persuaders of all
stripes exploit this ambivalence by using frames as
levers to move opinion in their direction. If partisans
can effectively claim ownership of a specific value while
asserting its special significance or high priority, then
they are in a strong position to capture public favor.
Support for the principle of free speech is a powerful
current in American public opinion. Our results concur
with those of others (Gross and Kinder 1996) in
showing the dominating influence of such values on
tolerance for the KKK-an influence that largely resisted the frames' effect.6 While tolerance as a general

are "top-of-the-head" phenomena, formed from whatever cognitions and emotions happen to be accessible

6 Some reviewers of this paper suggested that a control group would
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principle enjoys widespread support among Americans

the purer frame. Conveniently, the two stories we selected

(Marcus et al. 1995), including the participants in these

covered the same KKK rally.
While the participants detected elements of the free
speech and public order frames, only five expressed any sense

studies,7 the volatility and inconsistency in support for

civil liberties in specific cases (Chong 1993) or for
specific groups (Sullivan, Piereson, and Marcus 1982)
reveals the ambivalence that permeates the public's
views. Our results suggest that even though free speech
values outshine most others, the public recognizes that
unqualified and unyielding support for freedom of
speech may impede other values, such as preserving
civic harmony. When a competing value is brought into
greater prominence and embodied with special significance and legitimacy, tolerance may weaken. While it
would be going too far to say that underneath every
publicly tolerant citizen is a privately intolerant one, it
does appear that within many citizens are the makings
of greater or lesser tolerance depending upon many
things, including framing.

APPENDIX A: SELECTION OF KKK NEWS
STORIES, STUDY 1
We chose our KKK news stories based on the results of a
pilot study conducted during spring 1994. Over several
months we collected a number of local television news stories
concerning the activities of the Klan in central Ohio. We
selected four stories to use in the pilot study, two of which, in
our view, exemplified free speech frames, and two of which
exemplified public order frames.

Sixty-eight undergraduates enrolled in introductory political science classes participated in our pilot study in exchange
for extra course credit. They were randomly assigned to view
one of the four news stories about the KKK. They then were
asked to describe, in an open-ended format, any "message"
they thought was contained in the story. Next, we provided
them with a checklist of specific messages that might be
contained in a newscast about the KKK and asked them to
check all the messages that pertained to the story they had
just viewed. These messages included such statements as
"free speech for all people and groups is an important right"
and "Ku Klux Klan rallies may create disorder and/or violence."
The participants agreed with our a priori assessment and
perceived both the stories that we considered to be free
speech frames as containing free speech messages, but they
saw one of the stories as containing additional messages. We
decided to use the "purer" free speech frame. Similarly, the
two stories we considered public order frames were also
perceived that way by the participants, although one was
considered a less adulterated version. Again, we chose to use

have provided valuable information about the "default" or "baseline" levels and correlates of tolerance. As this was a project
concerned with the effects of alternative news frames on opinion,
rather than the effects of framing versus no framing, we were
reluctant to assign scarce participants to a "no frame" control
condition. Furthermore, it is difficult to conceive of an entirely
frameless media treatment of a tolerance controversy. Nevertheless,
we agree that a control group potentially could provide interesting
information about which frames come closest to the manner in which
people "normally" think about tolerance problems (e.g., Kuklinski et
al. 1991).
7 For example, 78.4% of participants in Study 1 strongly agreed (7 on
a 1-7 scale) with the statement that "No matter what a person's

political beliefs are, she or he is entitled to the same legal rights and
protections as anyone else."

that the coverage was "biased" for or against the KKK's right
to hold a rally, based on the open-ended responses. These
responses were not reliably associated with any particular
story. The vast majority of participants who detected a bias in
the coverage felt that the stories disapproved of the KKK as
an organization.

APPENDIX B: COGNITIVE PROCESSING
TASKS AND OTHER MEASURES, STUDY 1
Reaction Time Task
Participants in the reaction time condition were asked to
indicate whether a series of letters flashed on the computer
screen formed a true English word or a nonsense word. They
were instructed that both "speed" and "accuracy" were
important in this task. Participants were given the opportunity to respond to two practice words (PLAIN and SL-

NAMFP) and then to query the experimenter if they did not
understand the task. Next, participants responded to 20
words flashed on the screen in random order. These words
and nonwords were as follows:

Free Speech freedom, liberty, rights, independence
Words:

Public violence, disorder, danger, disturbance
Order
Words:

Filler telescope, friendly, train, planet, place,
Words: basketball

Nonwords: plsty, dinrlsy, wiqhvtz, beirmpt,
tvaxmc, molyptrzb

Importance Rating Task
Participants in the importance rating condition received the
following instructions:
We would now like to ask you a few questions about the opinions
you just expressed. Different people think about different things
when expressing an opinion. For example, when expressing an

opinion about a political candidate, some people might think
about the candidate's background and experience, while other
people might think about the candidate's political party.
On the next few screens you will see several thoughts or ideas that
other students have expressed when describing their opinions
about whether or not the Ku Klux Klan should be allowed to make

speeches and hold demonstrations in public. Some of these ideas
may seem important to YOU as you think about this issue, while
others will seem less important. Please tell us how IMPORTANT
each of these ideas is to you when you think about the question of
whether or not the Ku Klux Klan should be allowed to make
speeches and hold demonstrations in public.

Participants rated the following items on a seven-point scale
(1 = "completely unimportant"; 7 = "extremely important").
Free Speech Items: Freedom of speech for all citizens is a
fundamental American right.
Some people are interested in what the Ku Klux Klan has
to say, and they have the right to listen.
Public Order Item: There is always a risk of violence and
danger at Ku Klux Klan rallies.
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APPENDIX C: OPINION MEASURES, STUDY 1
1

2

3

4

Strongly

5

6

7

Strongly

disagree

agree

F-Scale

What young people need most of all is strict discipline by 3.6 9.9 14.4 14.4 30.6 16.7 10.4
their parents.
Most people who don't get ahead just don't have enough 9.5 13.5 18.5 14.0 25.7 15.3 3.6
will power.

A few strong leaders could make this country better than 12.2 16.2 20.7 19.4 15.3 13.5 2.7
all the laws and talk.

An insult to your honor should never be forgotten. 15.8 20.7 19.8 17.6 11.7 5.9 8.6

Modern Racism Scale
Irish, Italian, Jewish and many other minorities overcame 7.2 6.8 13.5 18.9 14.0 20.3 19.4
prejudice and worked their way up. Blacks should do
the same without any special favors.

Over the last few years blacks have gotten less than they 14.4 18.0 22.1 20.7 10.4 9.0 5.4
deserve.

It's really a matter of some people not trying hard 12.2 15.8 23.0 20.3 13.5 9.5 5.9

enough; if blacks would only try harder they could be
just as well off as whites.
Generations of slavery and discrimination have created 9.0 9.0 14.4 13.5 24.3 16.2 13.5
conditions that make it difficult for blacks to work their
way out of the lower class.
Equal opportunity for blacks and whites is very important 19.4 18.9 18.0 12.2 11.3 9.9 10.4

but it's not really the government's job to guarantee it.
Civil Liberties Scale
No matter what a person's political beliefs are, she or he .9 .9 .9 .5 6.3 12.2 78.4
is entitled to the same legal rights and protections as
anyone else.
When the country is in great danger we may have to 26.6 17.1 11.7 23.0 8.6 8.1 5.0
force people to testify against themselves even if it
violates their rights.
Any person who hides behind the laws when he or she is 11.7 19.4 17.6 25.2 14.0 8.6 3.6
questioned about his or her activities does not deserve
much consideration.
People should have the right to live in any neighborhood .5 0.0 0.0 1.4 3.2 17.6 77.5
they want if they can afford it.
Groups should not be prevented from holding public 3.6 1.4 6.3 7.2 11.3 32.0 38.3
meetings.
Freedom of Expression Scale
I believe in free speech for all no matter what their views 2.3 4.5 4.5 7.7 9.9 29.3 41.9
might be.
People should have the freedom to express their own 1.8 .5 5.0 9.5 11.7 28.8 42.8
opinions publicly.
The government should not have the right to censor 4.5 5.9 7.2 6.8 19.4 23.0 33.3
published materials.
Public Order Scale Too harshly Not harshly enough
In general, do you think the courts deal too harshly or not .9 .5 1.4 13.1 15.8 29.3 39.2
harshly enough with criminals?
Low priority High priority
Do you feel that maintaining public order and discipline 1.8 1.8 6.3 11.3 23.9 28.8 26.1
should be a high priority for government or a low
priority?

Support strongly Oppose strongly
Do you support or oppose the death penalty for persons 41.9 21.6 9.5 7.7 4.1 6.3 9.0
convicted of murder?
Do you support or oppose aggressive government action 12.6 17.1 25.2 18.5 12.6 7.7 6.3
to protect citizens from public disruption and
harassment?
Do you support or oppose the courts giving severe 6.8 11.7 25.2 23.4 17.1 10.4 5.4
sentences to protesters who refuse to follow police
instructions?
Do you support or oppose laws to forbid all public 3.6 3.6 9.9 16.2 18.0 20.3 28.4

l protest demonstrations, in the interest of public safety?l
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APPENDIX C: (Cont.)
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Attitudes toward KKK Honest Dishonest
Below is a list of words that people use to describe 5.9 3.6 6.8 21.6 17.6 23.0 21.6
political figures and groups. Please think about Bad Good
members of the Ku Klux Klan and enter the number for 48.2 27.0 10.4 10.4 1.8 .9 1.4
each scale that you think most accurately describes Harmless Dangerous
these members. .5 1.8 5.0 10.8 18.5 26.1 37.4
Trustworthy Untrustworthy
1.4 1.8 2.3 20.7 17.6 22.1 34.2
Violent Nonviolent
32.4 21.6 21.2 17.1 5.0 2.3 .5
Unpredictable Predictable
14.9 12.6 10.8 19.8 14.0 15.8 12.2
Strong
Weak
5.4 8.6 18.9 22.5 15.8 19.8 9.0
Democratic Undemocratic
4.1 1.4 5.0 21.6 12.6 18.5 36.9
Feeling Thermometer

We would now like to get your feelings about a number of groups in society. Please rate the following groups
using a 1-9 "feeling thermometer." The higher the number, the warmer or more favorable you feel toward the
group. The lower the number, the colder or less favorable you feel toward that group. You would given the
group a "5" rating if you feel neither warm nor cold toward them.
Ku Klux Klan X = 2.33
Civil Rights Leaders X = 6.66

Note: With the exception of the feeling thermometer measures, results reported are percentages and may not add

APPENDIX D: KKK FRAMES IN STUDY 2
Free Speech

Headline: Ku Klux Klan Tests OSU's Commitment to
Free Speech

Concerns

How far is OSU prepared to go to protect freedom of
speech? The Ku Klux Klan has requested a permit to
conduct a speech and rally on the Ohio State campus
during the Winter Quarter of 1997. Officials and
administrators will decide whether to approve or deny
the request in December.

Numerous courts have ruled that the U.S. Constitution
ensures that the Klan has the right to speak and hold
rallies on public grounds, and that individuals have the
right to hear the Klan's message if they are interested.
Many of the Klan's appearances around Ohio have
been marked by violent clashes between Klan
supporters and counterdemonstrators who show up to
protest the Klan's racist activities. In one confrontation
last October in Chillicothe, Ohio, several bystanders
were injured by rocks thrown by Klan supporters and
protesters. Usually, a large police force is needed to
control the crowds.

Opinion about the speech and rally is mixed. Many
students, faculty, and staff worry about the rally,
but support the group's right to speak. Clifford

Strong, a professor in the law school, remarked, "I
hate the Klan, but they have the right to speak, and
people have the right to hear them if they want to.
We may have some concerns about the rally, but
the right to speak and hear what you want takes
precedence over our fears about what could
happen."

Public Order

Headline: Possible Ku Klux Klan Rally Raises Safety

Can campus police prevent a riot if the KKK comes
to town? The Ku Klux Klan has requested a permit to
conduct a speech and rally on the Ohio State campus
during the Winter Quarter of 1997. Officials and
administrators will decide whether to approve or deny
the request in December.
Numerous courts have ruled that the U.S. Constitution
ensures that the Klan has the right to speak and hold
rallies on public grounds, and that individuals have
the right to hear the Klan's message if they are
interested. Many of the Klan's appearances around

Ohio have been marked by violent clashes between
Klan supporters and counterdemonstrators who show
up to protest the Klan's racist activities. In one
confrontation last October in Chillicothe, Ohio, several
bystanders were injured by rocks thrown by Klan
supporters and protesters. Usually, a large police
force is needed to control the crowds.

Opinion about the speech and rally is mixed. Many
students, faculty, and staff have expressed great
concern about campus safety and security during
a Klan rally. Clifford Strong, a professor in the law
school, remarked, "Freedom of speech is
important, but so is the safety of the OSU
community and the security of our campus.
Considering the violence at past KKK rallies, I don't
think the University has an obligation to allow this to
go on. Safety must be our top priority."

I Note: Material that varied between the phrases is displayed in boldface. This material appeared in normal type in the experiment.

581

This content downloaded from 132.204.3.57 on Wed, 31 Aug 2016 00:36:12 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms

Media Framing of a Civil Liberties Conflict September 1997

REFERENCES

Gross, Kimberly A., and Donald R. Kinder. 1996. "A Collision of
Principles: Free Speech, Racial Egalitarianism, and the Prohibi-

Ajzen, Icek, and Martin Fishbein. 1980. Understanding Attitudes and

tion of Racist Speech." Presented at the annual meeting of the

Predicting Social Behavior. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.

American Political Science Association, San Francisco, California.

Alvarez, R. Michael, and John Brehm. 1995. "American Ambiva-

Hanson, Russell L. 1993. "Deliberation, Tolerance, and Democra-

lence towards Abortion Policy: Development of a Heteroskedastic

cy." In Reconsidering the Democratic Public, ed. George E. Marcus

Probit Model of Competing Values." American Journal of Political

and Russell L. Hanson. University Park: Pennsylvania State Uni-

Science 39(November):1055-82.

versity Press.

Anderson, Norman H. 1991. "Functional Memory in Person Cognition." In Contributions to Information Integration Theory, Volume 1:

Cognition, ed. Norman H. Anderson. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.
Anderson, Norman H., and James Zalinski. 1991. "Functional Measurement Approach to Self-Estimation in Multiattribute Evaluation." In Contributions to Information Integration Theory, Volume 1:
Cognition, ed. Norman H. Anderson. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.
Ansolabehere, Stephen, Roy Behr, and Shanto Iyengar. 1993. The
Media Game. New York: Macmillan.

Asher, Herbert B. 1983. Causal Modeling. 2d ed. Beverly Hills, CA:
Sage.

Hastie, Reid, and Bernadette Park. 1986. "The Relationship between
Memory and Judgments Depends on Whether the Task Is Mem-

ory-Based or On-Line." Psychological Review 93(3):258-68.
Iyengar, Shanto. 1991. Is Anyone Responsible? Chicago: University of
Chicago Press.
Iyengar, Shanto, and Donald Kinder. 1987. News That Matters.

Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Jacobs, Lawrence R., and Robert Y. Shapiro. 1994. "Issues, Candidate Image, and Priming: The Use of Private Polls in Kennedy's
1960 Presidential Campaign." American Political Science Review
88(3):527-40.

Bartels, Larry M. 1993. "Messages Received: The Political Impact of

Kaniss, Phyllis C. 1991. Making Local News. Chicago: University of

Media Exposure." American Political Science Review 87(2):267-85.
Beck, Paul Allen, Russell J. Dalton, and Robert Huckfeldt. 1995.

Katz, Irwin, and R. Glen Hass. 1988. "Racial Ambivalence and

"Political Intermediation in a Multi-Message Environment: The

American Value Conflict: Correlational and Priming Studies of

Chicago Press.

Case of the United States." Paper presented at the meeting of the
Cross-National Election Project, Columbus, Ohio.
Bennett, W. Lance. 1996. News: The Politics of Illusion. 3d ed. White
Plains, NY: Longman.

Kelley, Harold H. 1973. "The Process of Causal Attribution."
American Psychologist 28(2):107-28.

Best, Joel, ed. 1995. Images of Issues: Typifying Contemporary Social

Kelley, Stanley, and Thad Mirer. 1974. "The Simple Act of Voting."

Problems. New York: Aldine de Gruyter.
Cacioppo, John T., and Gary G. Berntson. 1994. "Relationship
between Attitudes and Evaluative Space: A Critical Review, with
Emphasis on the Separability of Positive and Negative Substrates."
Psychological Review 115(3):401-23.
Carroll, John S., and Eric J. Johnson. 1990. Decision Research: A
Field Guide. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.
Chong, Dennis. 1993. "How People Think, Reason and Feel about
Rights and Liberties." American Journal of Political Science 37(3):
867-99.

Converse, Philip E. 1964. "The Nature of Belief Systems in Mass
Publics." In Ideology and Discontent, ed. David E. Apter. New
York: Free Press.
Edelman, Murray. 1993. "Contestable Categories and Public Opinion." Political Communication 10(3):231-42.
Entman, Robert M. 1993. "Framing: Toward Clarification of a

Fractured Paradigm." Journal of Communication 43(4):51-8.
Ericsson, K. Anders, and Herbert A. Simon. 1980. "Verbal Reports
as Data." Psychological Review 87(3):215-51.
Fazio, Russell H. 1990. "A Practical Guide to the Use of Response
Latency in Social Psychological Research." In Review of Personality
and Social Psychology, Vol. 11: Research Methods in Personality and
Social Psychology, ed. Clyde Hendrick and Margaret S. Clark.
Newbury Park, CA: Sage.
Feldman, Stanley, and John Zaller. 1992. "The Political Culture of
Ambivalence: Ideological Responses to the Welfare State." American Journal of Political Science 36(1):268-307.
Fiske, Susan T., and Shelley Taylor. 1991. Social Cognition. 2d ed.
New York: McGraw-Hill.

Dual Cognitive Structures." Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology 55(December):893-905.

American Political Science Review 61(2):572-91.

Kinder, Donald R., and Thomas R. Palfrey. 1993. "On Behalf of an
Experimental Political Science." In Experimental Foundations of
Political Science, ed. Donald R. Kinder and Thomas R. Palfrey.
Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.

Kinder, Donald R., and Lynn M. Sanders. 1990. "Mimicking Political
Debate with Survey Questions: The Case of White Opinion on
Affirmative Action for Blacks." Social Cognition 8(1):73-103.
Kinder, Donald R., and Lynn M. Sanders. 1996. Divided by Color:
Racial Politics and Democratic Ideals. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press.

Kinder, Donald R., and David 0. Sears. 1985. "Public Opinion and
Political Action." In The Handbook of Social Psychology, ed.
Gardner Lindzey and Elliot Aronson. 4th ed. Hillsdale, NJ:
Erlbaum.

Krosnick, Jon A., and Matthew K. Berent. 1993. "Comparisons of
Party Identification and Policy Preferences: The Impact of Survey

Question Format." American Journal of Political Science 37(3):
941-64.

Krosnick, Jon A., and Donald R. Kinder. 1990. "Altering the
Foundations of Support for the President through Priming."
American Political Science Review 84(2):497-512.
Kuklinski, James H., Ellen Riggle, Victor Ottati, Norbert Schwarz,

and Robert S. Wyer, Jr. 1991. "The Cognitive and Affective Bases
of Political Tolerance Judgments." American Journal of Political
Science 35(1):1-27.
Lane, Robert E. 1955. "Political Personality and Electoral Choice."
American Political Science Review 49(1):173-90.
Lodge, Milton, Marco R. Steenbergen, and Shawn Brau. 1995. "The

Gamson, William A. 1992. Talking Politics. New York: Cambridge
University Press.
Gamson, William A., and Katherine E. Lasch. 1983. "The Political

Culture of Social Welfare Policy." In Evaluating the Welfare State,
ed. Shimon E. Spiro and Ephraim Yuchtman-Yaar. New York:
Academic Press.

Gamson, William A., and Andre Modigliani. 1987. "The Changing
Culture of Affirmative Action." Research in Political Sociology
3:137-77.

Gamson, William A., and Andre Modigliani. 1989. "Media Discourse
and Public Opinion on Nuclear Power: A Constructionist Approach." American Journal of Sociology 95(1):1-37.

Responsive Voter: Campaign Information and the Dynamics of
Candidate Evaluation." American Political Science Review 89(2):
309-26.
Manis, Melvin, Jonathan Shedler, John Jonides, and Thomas E.
Nelson. 1993. "The Availability Heuristic in Judgments of Set-Size

and Frequency of Occurrence." Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology 65(3):448-57.
Marcus, George E., John L. Sullivan, Elizabeth Theiss-Morse, and
Sandra L. Wood. 1995. With Malice toward Some. New York:
Cambridge University Press.
McConahay, John B., Betty B. Hardee, and Valerie Batts. 1981. "Has
Racism Declined in America? It Depends on Who Is Asking and

Gibson, James L., and Richard D. Bingham. 1985. Civil Liberties and

What Is Asked." Journal of Conflict Resolution 25(December):563-

Nazis: The Skokie Free Speech Controversy. New York: Praeger.
Graber, Doris A. 1993. Mass Media and American Politics. 4th ed.

79.

Washington, DC: CO Press.
Graber, Doris A. 1994. Media Power in Politics. Washington, DC: CO
Press.

McCombs, Maxwell E., and Donald R. Shaw. 1972. "The AgendaSetting Function of the Mass Media." Public Opinion Quarterly
36(2):176-87.
McGuire, William J. 1985. "Attitudes and Attitude Change." In The

582

This content downloaded from 132.204.3.57 on Wed, 31 Aug 2016 00:36:12 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms

American

Political

Science

Handbook of Social Psychology, ed. Gardner Lindzey and Elliot
Aronson. 4th ed. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.
Nelson, Thomas E., and Donald R. Kinder. 1991. "Framing Effects

Need Not Depend on Changes in Construct Accessibility." Pre-

Review

Vol.

91,

No.

3

Schneider, Anne, and Helen Ingram. 1993. "Social Construction of
Target Populations: Implications for Politics and Policy." American Political Science Review 87(2):334-47.

Sears, David 0. 1986. "College Sophomores in the Laboratory:

sented at the third annual meeting of the American Psychological

Influences of a Narrow Data Base on Social Psychology's View of

Society, Washington, DC.

Human Nature." Journal of Personality and Social Psychology

Nelson, Thomas E., and Donald R. Kinder. 1996. "Issue Framing

51(3):515-30.

and Group-Centrism in American Public Opinion." Journal of
Politics 58(November):1055-78.

Smith, Eric R. A. N. 1989. The UnchangingAmerican Voter. Berkeley:
University of California Press.

Nelson, Thomas E., Zoe M. Oxley, Rosalee A. Clawson. N.d.

Stouffer, Samuel C. 1955. Communism, Conformity, and Civil Liber-

"Toward a Psychology of Framing Effects." Political Behavior.
Forthcoming.

ties. New York: Doubleday.

Sullivan, John L., James E. Piereson, and George E. Marcus. 1982.

Nisbett, Richard E., and Timothy D. Wilson. 1977. "Telling More

Political Tolerance and American Democracy. Chicago: University

than We Can Know: Verbal Report on Mental Processes." Psychological Review 84(3):231-59.

Taylor, Shelly E., and Susan T. Fiske. 1978. "Salience, Attention, and

Page, Benjamin I., and Robert Y. Shapiro. 1992. The Rational Public:

Attribution: Top of the Head Phenomena." In Advances in Exper-

Fifty Years of Trends in Americans' Policy Preferences. Chicago:

University of Chicago Press.

of Chicago Press.

imental Social Psychology, vol. 11, ed. Leonard Berkowitz. New
York: Academic Press.

Pan, Zhongdang, and Gerald M. Kosicki. 1993. "Framing Analysis:

Tetlock, Philip E. 1986. "A Value Pluralism Model of Ideological

An Approach to News Discourse." Political Communication 10(1):

Reasoning." Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 50(4):

55-75.

819-27.

Parenti, Michael. 1986. Inventing Reality. New York: St. Martin's
Press.

Patterson, Thomas E. 1993. Out of Order. New York: Alfred A.

Knopf.
Patterson, Thomas E., and Robert D. McClure. 1976. The Unseeing

Van der Pligt, Joop, and J. Richard Eiser. 1984. "Dimensional

Salience, Judgment, and Attitudes." In Attitudinal Judgmen

Eye. New York: Putnam.

Rahn, Wendy M., Jon A. Krosnick, and Marijke Breuning. 1994.

"Rationalization and Derivation Processes in Survey Studies of
Political Candidate Evaluation." American Journal of Political
Science 38(3):582-600.
Rokeach, Milton. 1973. The Nature of Human Values. New York:
Free Press.

Thompson, Megan M., Mark P. Zanna, and Dale W. Griffin. 1995.
"Let's Not Be Indifferent about (Attitudinal) Ambivalence." In
Attitude Strength: Antecedents and Consequences, ed. Richard E.
Petty and Jon A. Krosnick. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Richard Eiser. New York: Springer-Verlag.
Zaller, John R. 1992. The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion. New
York: Cambridge University Press.

Zaller, John R., and Stanley Feldman. 1992. "A Simple Theory of the

Survey Response: Answering Questions Versus Revealing Preferences." American Journal of Political Science 36(3):579-616.

583

This content downloaded from 132.204.3.57 on Wed, 31 Aug 2016 00:36:12 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms

Political Communication, 00:1–20, 2016
Copyright © Taylor & Francis Group, LLC
ISSN: 1058-4609 print / 1091-7675 online
DOI: 10.1080/10584609.2015.1133745

The Impact of News Photos on Support for Military
Action

Downloaded by [University of Michigan] at 07:54 01 March 2016
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AND DANIEL RUBENSON

Drawing on two experiments embedded in online surveys, this article examines the
impact of news photos on support for military action. In 2011, respondents were
asked about support for ongoing military involvement in Afghanistan while being
randomly exposed to one of two photos—one of a soldier with a child, the other of
a soldier with a gun. The former photo increased expressed support for war; and
the effect was greater for those who self-identify as being very interested in
international affairs. Three years later, a follow-up experiment was fielded that
looked both at the past intervention in Afghanistan and ongoing interventions in
Syria; results were very similar. Both experiments speak to the potentially profound
role of mass media in generating support (or not) for foreign military engagements, and the increased impact of frames on those who are more attentive to the
issue domain.
Keywords

foreign affairs, framing, media effects, news photos

Countries engaged in military conflict expend large budgetary resources, not to mention
the more significant cost in human lives. In democracies in particular, political leaders
must justify these costs, and popular support must be maintained at some minimum level.
In short, engagement in wars abroad matters for politics at home, and public support for
war is critical to ongoing foreign engagements. (The literature is vast, but see, for example,
Aldrich, Gelpi, Feaver, Reifler, & Sharp, 2006; Baum & Groeling, 2010; Berinsky, 2009;
de Mesquita & Siverson, 1995; Burk, 1999; Eichenberg, 2005; Gartner & Segura, 1998;
Mueller, 2005; Soroka, 2003).
Understanding how political support for a war is maintained is thus central to
understanding war-making by democratic states. Here, our specific interest is in how
news content affects public attitudes about ongoing conflicts. More precisely, we want to
Stuart Soroka is Michael Traugott Collegiate Professor of Communication Studies and Political
Science, Department of Communication Studies, University of Michigan. Peter Loewen is Associate
Professor, Department of Political Science, University of Toronto at Mississauga. Patrick Fournier is
Professor, Département de science politique, Université de Montréal. Daniel Rubenson is Associate
Professor, Department of Politics, Ryerson University and Affiliated Researcher, Research Institute
of Industrial Economics.
Address correspondence to Stuart Soroka, Department of Communication Studies, University
of Michigan, 5370 North Quad, 105 South State Street, Ann Arbor, MI 48109-1285. E-mail:
ssoroka@umich.edu.
Color versions of one or more of the figures in the article can be found online at www.
tandfonline.com/UPCP
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examine how simple pictorial representations of a country’s military efforts matter for
public support for that war. There is an accumulating body of work on the importance of
images in the framing of military conflicts. This article is an effort to build on the
existing literature, with a particular interest in (a) the impact of image-based framing on
individuals’ attitudes about military intervention, (b) moderated by participants’ interest
in military affairs, and (c) focusing on attitudes outside the American context.
To do this, we rely first on a simple experiment in which a representative sample of
Canadian adults was presented with one of two pictures depicting Canadian forces in
Afghanistan, while at the same time being probed for their opinions on this engagement.
The picture that emphasizes the humanitarian aspect of military action, in contrast to the
combat or war-making elements, elicits greater support for involvement in Afghanistan.
Results also point to heterogeneity in framing effects: those more attentive to international
affairs are more affected by the changing frames.
We then re-test our findings using a second experiment nearly three years later—a
time when the Afghan mission was complete, and a new mission (against the Islamic State
in Iraq and Syria [ISIS]) was commencing. Experiment 2 improves on some weaknesses in
Experiment 1 and largely replicates its findings. We interpret these results as evidence of
the potentially profound impact of pictures on public support for military efforts, and on
public attitudes about foreign affairs more generally. In sum, we argue that these experiments lend further support to the notion that subtle frames—not just in text, but also in
images—can have an acute effect on public support for military action.

Background
Public opinion is important, not just in the way in which a government’s foreign policy can
matter to re-election, but to the conduct of foreign affairs throughout the electoral cycle. In
foreign policy (as in many other policy domains), public opinion matters (see previous
citations). The sources of public attitudes are of some importance, then. And there are
considerable bodies of work suggesting that public attitudes about policy are powerfully
affected by media content, both in terms of broad issue salience (e.g., Behr & Iyengar,
1985; McCombs & Shaw, 1972; Soroka, 2002) and the ingredients in citizens’ policy
evaluations (e.g., Iyengar & Kinder, 1987; Iyengar, Kinder, Peters, & Krosnick, 1984;
Miller & Krosnick, 2000).
Most importantly for our analysis, the way in which issues are framed by elites (and
news) shapes citizens’ policy preferences. The defining features of framing analyses
have been reviewed in some detail elsewhere (esp. Chong & Druckman, 2007); we see
the most critical studies as including Tversky and Kahneman’s (1981) experiments on
loss aversion in policy choice; Iyengar’s (1991) work on “episodic” versus “thematic”
framing of policy stories; and Druckman’s (2004; see also Druckman, 2001; Druckman
& Nelson, 2003) work exploring the contexts in which framing effects are most likely.
There are several framing-related literatures that are especially important for our work,
however. The first is a body of research on media framing of military intervention—for
instance, on coverage that minimizes casualties (Aday, Cluverius, & Livingston, 2005),
or prioritizes “military conflict” versus “anti-war protest” or “responsibility” frames
(Dimitrova & Stromback, 2005). (Also see Dimitrova & Connolly-Ahern, 2007; Aday,
2005; Lee, Maslog, & Kim, 2006; Newhagen, 1994; Pfau et al., 2004; Vliegenthart &
Schroder, 2010). The second is a literature showing that framing occurs not just through
text/speech, but through images as well. There is a good deal of work on this general
theme (e.g., Coleman & D’Angelo, 2010; Domke, Perlmutter, & Spratt, 2002; Geise &
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Baden, 2015; Gibson & Zillmann, 2000; Messaris & Abraham, 2001). On foreign affairs
in particular, there is work focused on human interest versus war images (Schwalbe,
Silcock, & Keith, 2008), or the prevalence of images capturing U.S. leadership, weapons, and military hardware (e.g., Griffin, 1999, 2004; Griffin & Kagan, 1999; Griffin &
Lee, 1995;; see also King & Lester, 2005; Silcock, Schwalbe, & Keith, 2008). There is
also work connecting these issues frames to individuals’ attitudes about foreign affairs.
For instance, Pfau and colleagues (2006) find that including a photo in a story about the
Iraq War leads to greater emotional responses, and can have a (small) impact on support
for war, and Aday (2010) finds (very) limited shifts in measures of support for the Iraq
War across treatments of photos portraying casualties versus unharmed troops in battle.
(Also see Boettcher & Cobb, 2006.)
A third body of related work suggests that framing effects are more likely for certain
individuals. There are a good number of useful examples, notably: Arpan and colleagues
(2006) find that the impact of photos of social protest is moderated by respondents’ prior
attitudes about protest; Gartner (2011) finds that the impact of image-based frames of
military intervention is moderated by partisanship; Gelpi, Roselle, and Barnett (2013)
find that the impact of patriotic imagery is moderated by individuals’ right-wing
authoritarian attitudes. Our focus here—on issue attentiveness—is inspired in large
part by the literature on the moderating impact of political sophistication (e.g., Kinder
& Sanders, 1990; Krosnick & Brannon, 1993; Nelson, Oxley, & Clawson, 1997). This
literature has divergent results—some authors suggest that sophistication enhances
framing effects, and others suggest the opposite. Druckman and Nelson (2003) make
sense of the dynamic as follows: “elite frames will exhibit a greater impact on more
knowledgeable individuals, and a smaller impact on individuals more likely to have prior
opinions” (p. 732). (Just as in Zaller’s [1992] model of opinion change, knowledge has
countervailing effects, simultaneously increasing comprehension of and resistance to
new information.) Our focus below is not on knowledge per se but on self-reported
attentiveness to foreign affairs issues. The use of attentiveness is partly pragmatic: the
first survey we use has general but not domain-specific (i.e., foreign affairs) knowledge
questions; it does, however, have an issue-specific measure of attentiveness. We also
regard issue attentiveness as an indicator of knowledge, or at least prior experience with
(or having thought about) the issue. We thus expect that issue attentiveness is a
moderator of framing effects; more precisely, we suspect that the visual frames used
here have a greater effect on those who reach some threshold of attentiveness to foreign
affairs, since these individuals will be more readily aware of the cues (peacekeeping
versus combat) that the photos provide.

The Current Study
The literature just cited is rich in examples of foreign affairs framing in the United States.
There is a paucity of work in other countries, however. We thus have little sense for the
degree to which U.S. findings are generalizable, and one aim of our study is to explore this
possibility.
Canada’s foreign engagement in Central Asia is significant. Since beginning its
military action in 2002, 158 Canadian soldiers have been killed in action—a number
that exceeds any Canadian military incursion since the Korean War, and which on a per
capita basis approaches those of the United States. In addition to taking Canadian lives, the
war in Afghanistan has drawn heavily from the public purse, with costs near $20 billion. It
has also commanded public awareness, providing clear policy differences between the
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principal political parties and holding the sustained attention of citizens (Fletcher, Bastedo,
& Hove, 2009; Fletcher & Hove, 2012).
The framing distinction that strikes us as most important in the Canadian case relates
to the purpose of the intervention. Canadian military history is of some relevance here. On
the one hand, that history is one of significant and costly combat. Indeed, on a per capita
basis, Canadian casualties exceeded those of America in both World War I and World War
II. On the other hand, Canada’s military efforts over much of the latter 1900s were focused
primarily on (United Nations-led) peacekeeping efforts, and Canadians’ recent view of
their military has been primarily as a peacekeeping and development force (Martin &
Fortmann, 1995). Recent engagements in Central Asia and the Middle East thus reflect
these two quite different views of the Canadian military: as peacekeepers, and as soldiers
exposed to violent and deadly risks.
There may well be real complexities in current Canadian public opinion on military
engagement, where one relevant division is among those who see the military as a fighting
force and others who see it as a peacekeeping force (for a related discussion, see Anker,
2005). We suspect a similar distinction is evident in media content. Individuals may thus
be subject to the push and pull of different frames of engagement.
Note that these frames are by no means exclusive to the Canadian case. They have been
central to work on American military intervention; for instance, in Eichenberg’s (2005) work
exploring the drivers of U.S. public support for military intervention, in which he finds the
objective of a mission (i.e., humanitarian, peacekeeping, etc.) is an important driver of support,
alongside other factors such as risk, military and/or civilian casualties, and resulting success.
There is a literature focused on peacekeeping versus conflict objectives in particular, regarding
the U.S. intervention in Kuwait (e.g., Bennett & Paletz, 1994; Mandelbaum, 1994) and more
generally (e.g., Boettcher, 2004; Jentleson & Britton, 1998; Shaw, 2007). A small body of
work highlights similar concerns surrounding European military interventions as well (e.g.,
Ringsmose & Borgensen, 2011). So while Canada’s sizable role in Afghanistan, combined
with the historical context just described, makes it an interesting case, it is by no means an
outlying one. We see the experiments that follow as extensions of previous work in the United
States, but quite possibly illustrative of dynamics across a wide range of developing nations.

Experiment #1: Support for Ongoing Intervention in Afghanistan
Experimental Design
The central issue in this experiment was whether issue framing could affect public support
for military action in Afghanistan. Framing was in this case done not by changing words,
however, but by changing the photo attached to the survey question. This experiment
tested whether a single pictorial representation of a military intervention could elicit
different levels of support for the war.
The experiment was conducted in an online survey of a representative sample of
Canadian adults participating in the 2011 Canadian Election Study (CES), a publicly
available data resource. All respondents were drawn into the study through a random
digit dialing (RDD) telephone survey; a minority were panelists recruited during the 2004,
2006, and 2008 Canadian federal elections. Respondents completed a telephone survey
during the campaign period and another in the weeks following the election. They were
then administered both a mail-back survey and an online survey. Of 4,308 respondents to
the first 2011 CES wave, 767 completed the online survey. Demographic details of
participants in the web wave are included in Table A1.
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The online survey began by asking respondents for their current happiness with
Canadian politics, their reported turnout, and two questions on energy policy. (Nonrandomized and innocuous photos accompany the energy policy questions, so that respondents get used to seeing photos along with survey questions.) They were then asked the
following question: “The Canadian military will continue to be involved in Afghanistan
for the next several years. Do you support or oppose this?” Response categories were
strongly support, somewhat support, somewhat oppose, and strongly oppose. Immediately
above this question (on the same screen), subjects were shown one of two pictures relevant
to the mission in Afghanistan. Photo 1 showed the back of a soldier walking down an
Afghan road, holding the hand of a young boy. No weapons are present in the photo.
Photo 2 showed a soldier with a large automatic rifle, draped in a large bandolier; he looks
directly at the camera; and other soldiers and dust clouds raised by military vehicles can be
seen in the background. Both photos are shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Photo manipulation, first experiment.
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The first photo evokes the military as a peacekeeping and development force. The
second evokes the military as a war-making force. Importantly, the first photo is not of a
non-military actor engaged in peacekeeping. Instead, a soldier is prominent in both photos,
allowing us to focus on the effects of different military roles.
Respondents were randomly assigned to these photos. As Table A2 shows, we
achieved balance on covariates in the two conditions. This is confirmed by a regression
of treatment on observables (F(10,752) = .61, p = .82). As a result of this randomization,
we are confident that any differences we see on our quantity of interest are the result of our
treatment, rather than some unobserved difference between subjects in our two groups.
The quantity of interest we estimate is the average support for the Canadian military
intervention in Afghanistan, as stated in our question. Since the dependent variable has
four response categories, we examine the distribution of support using an ordered logit
regression model.1 The model regresses support for war, ranging from 0 to 3, on the
following:
1. the treatment variable (0/1), equal to 1 for respondents who saw the peacekeepingframed photo and 0 for those who saw the conflict-framed photo;
2. self-reported attentiveness to foreign affairs (0/1), measured using the following question: “In general, how much attention do you personally usually pay to the following
issues?: Defense and international affairs?” (1 if respondent said “a lot” and 0 if “a
little” or “no attention”);
3. a set of basic demographic variables, including gender (female = 1); immigrant status
(immigrant = 1); age, with binary variables for 35–54 and 55 and over, with under 35 as
the residual category; and education, with variables for more than high school and
university, with high school or less as the residual category.
Though random assignment can obviate the need for control variables, we include
measures of demographics and media attentiveness for three reasons. First, including other
variables refines the estimates of treatment effects. Second, this allows us to estimate the
effects of other observables on public opinion. Finally, following Druckman’s work on
heterogeneity in framing effects (see earlier citations), we can allow for an interaction
between treatment and self-reported attentiveness to foreign affairs.

Results
Detailed results for all regression models are presented in Table A2; basic (non-parametric)
results for all experimental treatments are shown in Table A3. The first model in Table A2
is a simple bivariate specification. This demonstrates a clear treatment effect, where those
who are exposed to the peacekeeping frame are measurably more likely to support
Canada’s engagement in Afghanistan. The coefficient for the peacekeeping frame in this
model is .317; the corresponding odds ratio for which is 1.373. The effect reaches
conventional levels of statistical significance. The peacekeeping frame thus increases the
odds that respondents are one category higher on support for the military action in
Afghanistan by roughly 37%.
A second model adds the demographics along with our measure of attentiveness.
Self-reported attentiveness to foreign affairs is strongly and positively related to
support on the Afghanistan question; women are significantly less likely to support
intervention; other demographics have no discernable effect. The impact of the photo
treatment is basically unchanged, however. (In fact, the impact is very slightly
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Figure 2. Estimated support for Afghanistan intervention, first experiment.

strengthened.) The estimated shift in the distribution of support from Model 2 is
illustrated in Figure 2.
The shift in support across the two photos is, to be sure, only moderate. We see the
fact that changing photos does not dramatically shift respondents as evidence that people
do indeed have preexisting, partly durable attitudes about support for military intervention.
That said, note that we are not changing any question wording, or presenting different
news stories, or describing the content of the pictures. All we have done is change the
photo above the survey question. The magnitude of this effect, moderate as it may be, is a
consequence of a change in the picture alone.
Recall that we expect framing to be moderated by issue attentiveness. This is the
focus of Model 3 in Table A2, which introduces an interaction between the peacekeeping treatment and self-reported attentiveness to foreign affairs.2 This addition is
revealing: the coefficient for the treatment, which now captures treatment effects for
low-attentiveness respondents, is statistically insignificant. The coefficient on the interaction (.503 with a corresponding odds ratio of 1.653, significant at p = .06) suggests a
stronger impact for high-attentiveness respondents. The combined direct and interactive
effects are illustrated in Figure 3, which shows the estimated combined percentage of
respondents (and associated margins of error) saying either “approve” or “strongly
approve,” for both low- and high-attentiveness respondents across the two treatments.
Reporting results in this way serves to highlight two facts. First, the differential impact
of the treatment on the two groups is evident. Among those with low attentiveness, the
peacekeeping frame increases support for intervention, but the change is slight, and
statistically indistinguishable from zero. High-attentiveness respondents are, in contrast,
more powerfully affected: support for intervention for those in the peacekeeping frame
increases by nearly 15 percentage points.
We regard the greater effect amongst more attentive respondents as being in line with
previous work finding that those with more knowledge are better able to process, and thus
be affected by, issue frames. Self-identified attentiveness is not knowledge, per se, but it is
most likely related; indeed, attentiveness and knowledge are in principle absolutely
related, but survey responses do not perfectly capture either. Our interpretation is that
the manipulation matters more for respondents who are more inclined (better equipped) to
both notice and react to the changing frames. And it is noteworthy that this relationship

Downloaded by [University of Michigan] at 07:54 01 March 2016

8

S. Soroka et al.

Figure 3. Estimated support for Afghanistan intervention, by attentiveness, first experiment.

emerges despite the fact that we do not control for opinion holding (in contrast to
Druckman & Nelson, 2003, for instance).

Experiment #2: Support for Past Intervention in Afghanistan and Ongoing
Intervention in Syria
Experimental Design
Experiment 1 provides evidence of the potential impact of photos on support for military
action. There are several limitations to the first experiment, however; Experiment 2 is
designed to replicate and improve on these results. Experiment 2 was fielded as a standalone study in the fall of 2014, on a representative sample constructed by Survey Sampling
International (SSI).
There are four important changes in Experiment 2.
1. Experiment 1 compared two photos, but did not provide for a control group in which no
photo was displayed. Experiment 2 adds a control (no-photo) condition. This allows us
to capture the impact of the two frames, both against each other and against a no-photo
condition.
2. Experiment 1 compared just two photos. Our replication features eight photos. Four of
these photos capture a peacekeeping frame and four capture a conflict frame. The
former are images of soldiers caring and helping (without guns); the latter are images of
conflict (with guns). Photos used in the first experiment are amongst these eight; others
were added based on selection from a large database of photos by three expert coders.
(Photos are available upon request.) The use of multiple photos for each frame reduces
the likelihood that our results are driven by a peculiar quality of one specific photo—it
increases our confidence that the impact across treatments is indeed about the framing
we are interested in. (For a discussion of this method, see, esp., Jackson, 1992.)
3. Rather than presenting the survey question on support for intervention on the same
screen as the photo, the second experiment separates the frame from the question. We
achieve this by inserting a question about familiarity with the Afghan conflict between
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the frame and the question. The aim here is to test for the durability of framing effects
with a short delay between the frame and the question.
4. Experiment 1 asked a question about Canada’s ongoing involvement in Afghanistan.
Focusing on just one conflict may limit the generalizability of our findings.
Accordingly, we asked about two distinct conflicts in Experiment 2: the recently
completed campaign in Afghanistan and the current involvement of Canada in the
campaign against ISIS.
Experiment 2 was fielded to an online sample of 1,031 Canadian adults in
November, 2014. A complete description of the sample is available in Table A4.
Respondents first answered questions on their interest in foreign affairs and their
preferences for defense spending. Respondents were then assigned to one of three
conditions. A no-photo condition was assigned to one-fifth of respondents. Two-fifths
were presented with one of four war photos. The remaining two-fifths were presented
with one of four peacekeeping photos. Treatment assignment is unrelated to respondent
demographics. This is confirmed by a regression of treatment on observables (F
(10,752) = .61, p = .82).
Respondents were asked about their familiarity with the war in Afghanistan, on the
same screen as the photo. The next screen asked them for their support for this mission.
Respondents were then asked about familiarity with the conflict against ISIS, and finally
about support for this intervention.

Results
Again, we examine treatment effects through a series of ordered logistic models; the
results are found in the latter columns of Table A2. The first model focused on the
Afghanistan mission suggests that the effect of the peacekeeping treatment is significantly
different from the control condition (the coefficient is .29, with a corresponding odds ratio
of 1.34, significant at p = .06), while the war treatment is not. (The two treatments are also
different from each other, based on a chi-square test of the equality of coefficients, where
chi = 4.91, p ≤ .02). The same remains true when attentiveness and other controls are
included in the model; in fact, as stated earlier, the estimated impact and significance of the
peacekeeping treatment increases (the coefficient is .31, with a corresponding odds ratio of
1.37, significant at p < .05). The estimated change in attitudes is illustrated in Figure 4,
which shows a movement of the same order of magnitude as Figure 2.
A third model tests whether treatment effects vary across levels of attentiveness.
Regression coefficients fall below traditional significance levels. That said, taking into
account both direct and indirect effects suggests that while the impact of the peacekeeping
treatment for low-attentiveness individuals is not indistinguishable from zero, the peacekeeping treatment for high-attentiveness individuals is. Results are illustrated in Figure 5,
which shows that the peacekeeping treatment increases support among the more attentive
(vis-à-vis both the control and conflict-photo conditions). In sum, the Afghanistan questions in Experiment 2 provide a clear replication of the results in Experiment 1.
Our ISIS results are similar. The impact of the peacekeeping frame is statistically
significant in Models 1 and 2 of Table A2. (In the latter, the coefficient is .36, with a
corresponding odds ratio of 1.43, significant at p < .05). Coefficients in Model 3 are less
reliable, but the combined direct and interactive effects again suggest that the photo
framing has a larger impact for high-attentive respondents. Results are reported in
Figure 6, which shows only very slight overall differences in support, and in Figure 7,
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Figure 4. Estimated support for Afghanistan intervention, second experiment.

Figure 5. Estimated support for Afghanistan intervention, by attentiveness, second experiment.

Figure 6. Estimated support for ISIS intervention, second experiment.
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Figure 7. Estimated support for ISIS intervention, by attentiveness, second experiment.

which captures the significant effect of the peacekeeping frame among high-attentiveness
respondents. Even when using a question two screens after the photo, and asking about an
entirely different military intervention, peacekeeping photos shift support up by roughly
10 percentage points. This effect is striking given that the ISIS intervention was barely—if
at all—related to peacekeeping concerns.

Discussion and Conclusions
The main question addressed in this article is whether (and for whom) differences in
simple photographic representations of war change attitudes toward a country’s military
engagement. We have demonstrated our results in two experiments. The results of
Experiment 1 suggest that photos depicting different frames (peacekeeping versus combat
roles of the military) can matter to public attitudes, but that there is also heterogeneity in
framing effects: respondents who are more attentive to foreign affairs are more affected by
foreign affairs framing. Experiment 2 corrects some limitations in Experiment 1 and
replicates these findings.
There are clear limitations (and advantages) of each study. Experiment 1 draws on a
sample of survey respondents that is partly self-selected, in one country, during one
election, and asks about one policy area.3 Concern about partial self-selection is largely
obviated by the fact that we have embedded the assignment of treatment randomly within
the survey; but note also in Table A1 that the demographic makeup of the final web wave
of the CES is not dramatically different from the RDD-generated campaign wave. That
said, Experiment 1 lacks a pure control condition with no photo and tested the effects of
just two photos. Experiment 2 thus extends the first study in important ways. It includes a
no-photo condition, it presents respondents with one of several combat or peacekeeping
photos, and it also asks about a second military campaign (against ISIS).
There are nevertheless other limitations that cannot be accounted for in the
second study. We cannot easily distinguish between the possibility that the impact
of our frames is less about peacekeeping versus conflict than about positive valence
more generally; or the effects of arousal stirred up by negativity or violence. Insofar
as peacekeeping photos are inherently more positive, or less arousing, or less violent,
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this does not matter: it is the case that a peacekeeping photo has a different impact on
support than does a conflict photo. But identifying the precise mechanism that shifts
support in response to these frames requires further work. We also do not constrain
the amount of time that respondents must view the photos. We regard this as a more
realistic treatment: in both cases, respondents can take in the photo treatment for
however long they want. It is nevertheless true that respondents who are more
attentive to foreign affairs may be more interested in the photos; and the heightened
impact for that group may be related to more attentiveness to the framing photos,
rather than the information in the photos per se. Finally, Experiment 2 does not
overcome the fact that our work focuses on what is effectively one case—Canada.
This may limit external validity, but as noted earlier, the issue of humanitarian/
peacekeeping frames is by no means exclusive to the Canadian case. We thus have
no reason to believe that the results here are not more broadly generalizable.
Moreover, we argue that internal validity of the experiment is clear and that our
construct validity is equally established.
There is an impressive literature on how framing can shape opinion on policy—in
particular, foreign policy. This article contributes to that work; it adds to our understanding of how media can frame a policy and how these frames affect opinion. The
contribution lies in the study’s explicit use of photos very similar to those used in
media reports on Canada’s military engagement in Afghanistan. We highlight not just a
statistically significant overall visual framing effect, but also heterogeneous treatment
effects across levels of self-reported attentiveness to international affairs. Indeed, and
in line with some previous work on heterogeneity in framing, the impact of our
treatment is largely concentrated amongst those who are more interested in this policy
domain.
These findings have several implications. First and foremost, photos are an important
source of framing effects; and photo selection is thus of critical importance in understanding the impact of news content. Second, framing—photographic or otherwise—may
be especially important in real-world politics: if the impact of opinion on public policy is
driven mainly by attentive “issue publics” (Converse, 1964 ), then the opinions that matter
most will (in some domains) be those most affected by framing. This possibility requires
some further work, to be sure. Even so, the preceding results serve to highlight the
possibility that frame-defining photographs may be of real significance for public support
for policy.
For the time being, it is clear that the framing implied by photos can have an
important impact on support for military engagement. It follows that media framing,
through the photos that appear on the pages of newspapers (not to mention the video
that is a fundamental part of television broadcasts), can matter greatly to the distribution of
opinion on foreign affairs.
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Notes
1. ANOVA, typical in experimental designs such as this one, is limited when the dependent
variable is not interval-level.
2. We note that attentiveness to foreign affairs is measured in the campaign period survey, prior
to the web survey. Accordingly, it is unaffected by the photo treatment.
3. Recall that the sample is only “partly” self-selected because, though the CES begins with a
standard RDD sample, the web wave in which this experiment was embedded is the fourth wave of
the study. See previous discussion.
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Appendix
Table A1
Basic demographics, CES survey respondents
Web (4th) Wave
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Gender
% female
Age
18–34
35–54
55+
Education
HS or less
Tech or HS
University
Region
East
Quebec
Ontario
Prairies
British Columbia

By Experimental Treatment

Campaign (1st)
Wave

Total

Treatment 1

Treatment 2

55.6

51.6

52.7

50.1

14.1
35.4
50.5

8.8
34.1
57.1

9.4
32.9
57.6

8.1
35.2
56.6

35.3
32.5
32.2

17.3
33.6
49.2

17.7
30.8
51.5

16.8
36.2
46.9

14.3
28.7
30.6
14.8
11.6

13.0
17.3
36.5
17.6
15.5

11.5
18.5
36.1
17.9
16.0

14.5
16.3
36.9
17.3
15.0
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Table A2
Ordered logit models of support for military intervention
First Experiment

Second Experiment

Model
1
Treatments
Peacekeeping

.317**
(.131)

2
.338**
(.133)

3
.118
(.177)

War
Attentiveness

−.266**
(.135)
−.358
(.238)
−.364
(.231)
.206
(.202)
.175
(.190)

Age: 35–54
Age: 55+
Education: <HS
Education: University

Model

.293*
(.158)
.005
(.156)

.313**
(.159)
.006
(.157)
.394***
(.132)

−.275**
(.135)
−.358
(.238)
−.380
(.232)
.205
(.202)
.161
(.190)

Immigrant
765

−.773**** −.757****
(.188)
(.188)
747
747

* p < .10. ** p < .05. *** p < .01. **** p < .001.

1,013

3

.199
(.186)
.087
(.184)
.355
(.287)
.423
(.355)
−.292
(.351)
−.521**** −.519****
(.118)
(.118)
.005
.026
(.142)
(.142)
.142
.146
(.143)
(.143)

−.003
(.021)

Income

N

Model
2

Attentiveness*War
Female

ISIS

1

.513**** .274
(.138)
(.188)
.503*
(.268)

Attentiveness*Peace

Afghanistan

1,013

1

3

.322** .361**
(.155)
(.155)
.199
.210
(.154)
(.155)
.402***
(.130)

.240
(.182)
.228
(.181)
.251
(.283)
.451
(.351)
−.052
(.347)
−.652**** −.651****
(.117)
(.117)
.070
.085
(.141)
(.141)
.537**** .540****
(.143)
(.143)

−.007
(.021)

1,013

2

.006
(.021)

1,013

1,013

.002
(.021)

1,013
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Table A3
Raw treatment effects (unweighted)
Experiment and Details
Experiment 1
Peacekeeping Treatment

Conflict Treatment

20.3%
27.9%
36.7%
15.0%
N = 373

26.5%
27.6%
34.7%
11.2%
N = 392

Downloaded by [University of Michigan] at 07:54 01 March 2016

Level of Support
1 (low)
2
3
4 (high)

Experiment 2: Afghanistan

Level of Support
1 (low)
2
3
4 (high)

No Photo

Peacekeeping Treatment

Conflict Treatment

12.1%
23.7%
42.5%
21.7%
N = 207

9.5%
21.2%
42.7%
26.6%
N = 410

12.6%
21.7%
45.2%
20.5%
N = 414

Experiment 2: ISIS

Level of Support
1 (low)
2
3
4 (high)

No Photo

Peacekeeping Treatment

Conflict Treatment

13.5%
22.7%
38.7%
25.1%
N = 207

8.8%
22.4%
36.3%
32.4%
N = 410

12.6%
21.5%
35.8%
30.9%
N = 414
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Table A4
Basic demographics, SSI survey respondents
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By Experimental Treatment

Gender
% female
Age
18–34
35–54
55+
Income
<$29,999
$30,000–59,999
>$60,000
Region
East
Quebec
Ontario
Prairies
British Columbia

Control

Treatment 1

Treatment 2

47.8

50.2

45.6

29.3
32.7
38.1

30.0
35.1
36.9

31.9
32.4
35.8

22.0
36.1
42.0

19.8
37.1
43.1

20.6
33.6
45.8

8.3
5.4
49.8
19.0
17.6

11.6
7.9
48.5
18.3
13.6

10.5
7.1
45.6
19.4
17.4
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We test the effects of a popular televised source of political humor for young
Americans: The Daily Show With Jon Stewart. We find that participants
exposed to jokes about George W. Bush and John Kerry on The Daily Show
tended to rate both candidates more negatively, even when controlling for partisanship and other demographic variables. Moreover, we find that viewers
exhibit more cynicism toward the electoral system and the news media at large.
Despite these negative reactions, viewers of The Daily Show reported
increased confidence in their ability to understand the complicated world of
politics. Our findings are significant in the burgeoning field of research on the
effects of “soft news” on the American public. Although research indicates
that soft news contributes to democratic citizenship in America by reaching out
to the inattentive public, our findings indicate that The Daily Show may have
more detrimental effects, driving down support for political institutions and
leaders among those already inclined toward nonparticipation.
Keywords: media and politics; political campaigns; The Daily Show;

infotainment; political information; young voters; political
socialization

Introduction:
Soft News and The Daily Show
There is some ambiguity among political communications scholars in
defining soft news (Baum, 2003b; Hamilton, 2004; Patterson, 2000), but
there is a consensus that soft-news programming shares certain characteristics. Compared with traditional hard news, these programs feature lower levels of public affairs information and focus more on drama, sensationalism,
human interest themes, and personalities (Baum, 2002, 2003b; Patterson,
2000). Although most modern traditional news programs possess both hard
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and soft elements, the distinction is that soft-news programming is found in
the latter’s emphasis on entertainment.
Soft news includes several types of programs: network and cable newsmagazine shows, entertainment and tabloid newsmagazine shows, and daytime and late-night talk shows (Baum, 2003b). Although daytime talk shows
(e.g., The Oprah Winfrey Show, Dr. Phil) tend to take more of a human interest approach to entertainment, late-night talk shows (e.g., The Tonight Show
With Jay Leno, The Late Show With David Letterman), especially in the
monologue segments of the programs, are more humor oriented. The Daily
Show With Jon Stewart fits into this subcategory (Baum, 2003b, p. 119).
As soft-news programming has become more prevalent, scholars have
begun to examine how it influences the public. Many have argued that soft
news threatens the integrity of the democratic process by overemphasizing
trivial events, downplaying significant public affairs issues, and oversimplifying the complex reality of these issues (Fallows, 1996; Kalb, 2001;
Patterson, 2000). For instance, Hollander (1995) found that exposure to
entertainment-based talk programs artificially inflated viewers’ perceptions
of their own political knowledge. However, recent research by Baum (2002,
2003a, 2003b, 2005) has challenged this notion. He argues that soft news creates a more knowledgeable citizenry by educating an inattentive public that
would not otherwise follow traditional hard news. His research indicates that
politically inattentive citizens gather valuable information as an “incidental
by-product” of exposure to soft news, especially regarding significant foreign policy events (Baum, 2003b, p. 30). Thus, watching entertainmentbased programming can contribute to political learning.
Baum (2005) also demonstrated that exposure to presidential candidates’
appearances on entertainment-based talk shows in the 2000 campaign influenced the evaluation of those candidates, particularly among less knowledgeable viewers. His findings illustrate that those who are only passively
interested in politics are more likely to warm up to presidential candidates
from the opposition party when they see those candidates on entertainmentbased talk shows. This is because soft-news programs, particularly entertainment talk shows, have less of an “edge” than hard news. When hosts speak to
presidential candidates, difficult questions regarding policy and political
strategy give way to friendly small talk and entertaining anecdotes. For
instance, when George W. Bush appeared on The Oprah Winfrey Show, he
and Ms. Winfrey discussed the birth of his daughters, his favorite food, and
other friendly topics. Candidates see these appearances as an excellent
opportunity to showcase their personalities to less engaged and more impressionable citizens (Baum, 2005; Davis & Owen, 1998). In 2003 and 2004, a
number of presidential hopefuls appeared on Jon Stewart’s The Daily Show.
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Most of the existing research into the effects of exposure to talk show programming on public opinion has focused on reactions to candidates’ appearances on these shows. What needs further exploration is the effect of talk
show programming on citizens when candidates are not present, which is the
majority of the time. Throughout the course of a presidential campaign, candidates are frequently the subjects of a multitude of jokes made at their
expense. In particular, late-night talk show hosts such as Leno, Letterman,
and others are quick to turn any political missteps by candidates into entertaining punch lines. The tone, in other words, is more often than not unflattering (Niven, Lichter, & Amundson, 2003; Sarver, 2004).
A small body of research addresses the effect of this relentless roasting on
late-night talk shows on viewers’ evaluations of presidential candidates.
Dannagal Young (2004a) found that exposure to Leno’s and Letterman’s
jokes during the 2000 general election campaign had little direct impact on
how viewers’ perceived the candidates. Instead, the study identified partisanship and political knowledge as significant mediating factors that tempered
the modest effect of jokes that characterized George W. Bush as a dimwitted
frat boy and Al Gore as an unfeeling robot.
The lack of evidence directly linking exposure to humorously framed
characterizations and perceptions of presidential candidates suggests that the
effects are minimal. Although this may be true about late-night talk shows in
general, we contend that not all late-night talk shows are the same, and some
programs may have greater impacts on certain viewers than others. Several
factors in particular point to the possibility that The Daily Show may have the
potential to exert more influence on youth than other late-night talk shows.
We now turn to a discussion of The Daily Show and its audience.

The Daily Show and Young Americans
The Daily Show is a late-night talk show hosted by Jon Stewart. The show
airs on cable’s Comedy Central at 11:00 p.m., Monday through Thursday;
reruns are shown at various other times throughout the day. The Daily Show
is styled as a fake news program and regularly pokes fun at mainstream news
makers, especially politicians. It has become increasingly popular, with ratings in 2004 up by 22% from 2003 (“Jon Stewart Roasts Real News,” 2004).
The show won two Emmy Awards in 2004 (for outstanding variety, music,
or comedy series and outstanding writing for a variety, music or comedy
program).
Reflecting this popularity, a wide array of political powerhouses as well
as presidential hopefuls have appeared on the show as guests. On Sep-
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tember 16, 2003, John Edwards announced his candidacy on Stewart’s show,
making good on a promise that Stewart would be the first person he told
about his presidential intentions. Other presidential hopefuls (Bob Kerrey,
Dick Gephardt, Dennis Kucinich, and Joseph Lieberman) appeared in 2003;
Howard Dean and Carol Moseley Braun appeared in January 2004; and
Democratic candidate John Kerry appeared on August 24, 2004. As a result
of the program’s prominence, The Daily Show has been attracting an increasing amount of attention from journalists and scholars.1
There are several characteristics about the audience of The Daily Show
worth noting. First, they are young. Americans between the ages of 18 and 24
years watch the program more than any other age group. Data from the Pew
Research Center (2004b) show that almost half of those surveyed in this age
group (47.7%) watch The Daily Show at least occasionally. The percentage
declines precipitously as age increases.2 Second, these same youth are relying less on mainstream political news sources such as network news, newspapers, and newsmagazines (Davis & Owen, 1998; Pew Research Center,
2004b). From 1994 to 2004, the 18- to 24-year-old age group spent 16 fewer
minutes on average following news on a daily basis (35 as opposed to 51
minutes). A full 25% reported that they pay no attention at all to hard news.
Significantly, only 23% of regular Daily Show viewers report that they followed “hard news” closely. Finally, although The Daily Show is not intended
to be a legitimate news source, over half (54%) of young adults in this age
group reported that they got at least some news about the 2004 presidential
campaign from comedy programs such as The Daily Show and Saturday
Night Live. Only 15% of Americans over the age of 45 years reported learning something about the campaign from the same sources (Pew Research
Center, 2004a).
The picture that emerges from these data is one in which youth are increasingly less likely to follow traditional hard news on a regular basis and,
conversely, are more likely than older Americans to get at least some of their
news from programs such as The Daily Show. Because young people are
more impressionable (Sears, 1983) and thus more prone to any adverse
effects The Daily Show might have, the political effects of The Daily Show
are important to understand.

Theory and Hypotheses
Baum’s research into the effects of soft news suggests that when candidates appear on talk shows, viewers are likely to evaluate them more positively. But candidate appearances, even during an election season, are rela-
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tively rare. What is common, especially on late-night talk shows, is a barrage
of jokes based on negative caricatures of candidates (Duerst, Koloen, &
Peterson, 2001; Hess, 2001; Niven et al., 2003). The Daily Show is particularly harsh in this regard (Jones, 2005; Sarver, 2004). As the result, we expect
that Daily Show viewers’ evaluations of candidates will tend to be more
negative.
A variety of factors affect citizens’ perceptions and evaluations of candidates. Many of these evaluations center on personal attributes, for example,
how well they are liked, how honest they are perceived to be, and whether
they are trusted to do the right thing. Political comedy is largely focused on
personal traits of public figures rather than policy, and the jokes tend to draw
on preexisting negative stereotypes people have of these public figures (Moy,
Xenos, & Hess, 2004; Niven et al., 2003; Young, 2004a).
Although it is possible that the barrage of negative jokes simply entertains
the audience of The Daily Show without consequence, psychology research
indicates that messages delivered with humor are both persuasive and memorable (Berg & Lippman, 2001; Lyttle, 2001). On the basis of this rationale,
as well as youngsters’ susceptibility to persuasion (Sears, 1986), we expect
that exposure to The Daily Show’s campaign coverage will negatively influence evaluations of the presidential candidates.
Some studies further suggest that media effects tend to be stronger on the
evaluations of lesser known candidates (Moy et al., 2004). And although
Kerry was fairly well known by the time our experiment was conducted (fall
2004), few people are as well known as incumbent presidents. Therefore, we
expect exposure to the show to negatively influence evaluations of the challenger (Kerry) more than President Bush.
Hypothesis 1: Young viewers’ evaluations of presidential candidates will become
more negative with exposure to campaign coverage on The Daily Show.
Hypothesis 2: Young viewers’ evaluations of John Kerry will be more negative
than those of George W. Bush with exposure to campaign coverage on The
Daily Show.

Although most existing research on the political effects of late-night
humor has focused primarily on candidate evaluations, there is reason to
believe that the effects of The Daily Show go further. In addition to frequently
poking fun at the candidates, The Daily Show makes a habit of ridiculing the
electoral and political process as a whole (Jones, 2005). This portrayal has
the potential to influence how young people perceive the overall effectiveness of the system. Research has illustrated that negatively framed political
messages can create a more cynical public (Ansolabehere & Iyengar, 1995;
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Cappella & Jamieson, 1997), and we expect The Daily Show to have a similar
effect on young viewers.
Additionally, we expect that the cynicism displayed toward the electoral
process will spill over on to the news media. The modern mainstream media
have become a widely recognized political institution (Cook, 1998; Sparrow,
1999). Their high visibility and perceived power opens the institution and its
practices up to ridicule, which The Daily Show takes advantage of frequently.
This is implicit in the show’s “fake” newscast format but also explicit in its
lampooning of mainstream journalists. We contend that the result for young
viewers is a more cynical perspective of the news media’s ability to fairly and
accurately cover politics.
Hypothesis 3: Young viewers’ cynicism toward the electoral system will increase
with exposure to campaign coverage on The Daily Show.
Hypothesis 4: Young viewers’ cynicism toward the news media will increase with
exposure to campaign coverage on The Daily Show.

It could be argued that cynicism is healthy for a representative democracy.
A less trusting public is not as likely to be bamboozled by political elites or
the media. Recent research, however, has suggested that high levels of cynicism and distrust detract from democratic discourse and overall public interaction (Cappella & Jamieson, 1997; Hetherington, 2005; Putnam, 2000). If
our findings on the effects of The Daily Show support our hypotheses, it
should prompt researchers to revisit the influence of “soft news” on the inattentive public.

Research Design
To examine the effects of exposure to The Daily Show on young adults, we
constructed a controlled experiment. Participants were selected on a voluntary basis from introductory-level courses in political science at a mediumsized public university. A common criticism of the use of college students as
participants in controlled experiments is that they are unrepresentative of the
population as a whole (Sears, 1986), but our concern is with college-aged
Americans. Furthermore, the National Annenberg Election Survey (2004) of
the audience of The Daily Show found that the most likely viewers of the
show are of college age. Therefore, our findings are more generalizable to the
relevant population. A total of 732 students participated in the experiment
and were randomly assigned to one of three experimental conditions.3
The first group (n = 245) viewed a video clip of selected coverage of the
two major presidential candidates and their campaigns on The Daily Show.
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The clip was a compilation of several short segments on each candidate, lasting a little over 8 minutes in total. This approximates the amount of time that
the “fake news” segment of the program devoted to the campaign on a fairly
regular basis throughout the campaign season. The second group (n = 198)
viewed a video clip of similar length and focus, but the content of this condition was segments from election coverage on CBS Evening News.4 This clip
was also composed of segments that focused equally on both candidates.
However, unlike the humorous and sarcastic Daily Show clip, the CBS Evening News clip reflected what is considered mainstream television campaign
coverage. Because our aim was to examine the effects of exposure to The
Daily Show on young adults, the CBS Evening News clip provided a baseline
for comparison between humorous and traditional television news. The third
condition of the experiment contained no video stimulus; this group (n =
289) served as the control. The experiment was a posttest-only, controlgroup design (Campbell & Stanley, 1963). Participants who watched The
Daily Show or the CBS Evening News clip filled out a posttest questionnaire
immediately afterward. Control-group participants completed the same
questionnaire but watched no news clip. The experiment did not include a
pretest.5
A common critique of experimental research is that laboratory conditions
6
lack generalizability to the “real world” (Kinder & Palfrey, 1993). The best
remedy to this validity threat is to supplement the laboratory experiment with
a more generalizable method of analysis (Green & Gerber, 2002). The
posttest-only experimental design incorporates a more generalizable survey
outside of the experimental stimuli by using the control group as a standalone cross-section of college undergraduates. The survey contained several
measures of exposure to various media sources that could then be correlated
with attitudinal variables. Our objective was to explore whether the experimental findings held outside of the laboratory.
To compare the posttest questionnaire results from the three groups, care
was taken to maintain control across the conditions. This meant ensuring that
the video clips were as similar as possible. Because The Daily Show is a
mock television news program that purposefully models its format after
national network news, this task was easier than we anticipated. In terms of
format, both programs are anchor-based presentations and include reports
from journalists on the campaign trail. The primary difference between them
is that The Daily Show focuses on generating humor and sarcasm, whereas
CBS Evening News focuses on presenting serious television news.
With respect to content, both clips devoted a fair amount of time to the
horse race and strategy aspects of the campaign (a total of 2 minutes between
the two clips). Beyond this, both display a similar approach to their coverage.
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Table 1
The Daily Show and CBS Evening News Themes of
George W. Bush and John Kerry
The Daily Show
Bush as

Kerry as

Time

Incompetent (dimwitted, frat boy)
Political divider

105 seconds

Exploiting “war
hero” image
Lacking in positive
support
Incompetent
campaigner
Flip-flopper

32 seconds

24 seconds

18 seconds
100 seconds
15 seconds

CBS Evening News

Time

Incompetent (job loss
and education)
Political divider

70 seconds

Exploiting “war hero”
image
Lacking in positive
support
Incompetent
campaigner
Soft on terror

41 seconds

115 seconds

20 seconds
38 seconds
35 seconds

Note: The Daily Show clip lasted 7 minutes, 44 seconds; CBS Evening News clip lasted 8 minutes,
18 seconds. Both clips were compiled from programming that originally aired in the last week of
August 2004.

Both clips focused on images of the candidates, their campaign activities,
7
and their supporters or detractors. Over these images, journalists or others
offer commentary, which tended to accentuate the negative.
This too was expected. Only rarely are the images the news media generates completely positive; in fact, traditional campaign news (such as that presented on CBS Evening News) tends to be somewhat skeptical (Patterson,
1993). The Daily Show, like most political humor, centers on negative caricatures of the candidates in question (caricatures that build on the images that
news media help create; Niven et al., 2003; Young, 2004a). Thus, we can say
that the overall theme that drives much campaign coverage is exposing candidates’ shortcomings (real or exaggerated). This was the case in both of the
clips we used. The major difference between the two was The Daily Show’s
inclusion of sarcasm and humor.
We were also careful to ensure that there was similarity in the topics
between the clips. Table 1 illustrates that The Daily Show portrayed Bush as
an incompetent, dimwitted fraternity boy and cavalier political divider. CBS
Evening News also painted a portrait of the president as incompetent, using
job loss and education as examples, and as a divider. There was adequate
congruence between the two, especially between The Daily Show’s frame of
dumb and rich fraternity guy and CBS Evening News’s frame of the president
as incompetent. Kerry was portrayed on The Daily Show primarily as an
awkward (inept) campaigner, and some mention was made of the “flip-flop”
issue. CBS Evening News raised the issue of Kerry being soft on terror and
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painted him as an inept campaigner. Both clips noted that Kerry lacked positive support (his support was primarily anti-Bush) and were critical of how
he exploited his war hero image.

Findings
The Experiment
Before examining the effects of exposure to The Daily Show, a manipulation check of the experimental stimulus is warranted. This test provides verification that participants experienced the intended effect, in this case, entertainment via The Daily Show’s humor. We included an item in the posttest
survey that asked participants to agree or disagree with the statement “I
enjoyed watching the video clip today.” On a scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), participants who watched The Daily Show
registered an average score of 4.54, indicating a high level of overall enjoyment. Participants who watched CBS Evening News had an average score of
3.86. The difference between these two groups was significant (p < .001).
The evaluation variable for Bush and Kerry was an additive index of several survey items in which respondents were asked to rate how well a number
of personality attributes described each candidate (1 = not well at all, 2 = not
too well, 3 = quite well, 4 = extremely well). These attributes were (a) “really
cares about people like me,” (b) “honest,” (c) “inspiring,” (d) “knowledgeable,” (e) “decisive,” (f) “provides strong leadership,” and (g) “competent.”
Higher index scores represent more positive evaluations of the candidates.8
See Table 2 for a summary of this index item as well as the control variables
used in our model. Table 3 displays ordinary least squares results when candidate evaluations are regressed against indicators of exposure to The Daily
Show and CBS Evening News (1 = yes, 0 = no; the control group is the omitted category); race, gender, party identification, and party intensity are the
control variables.
As Table 3 shows, evaluations for Bush and Kerry are negatively associated with exposure to The Daily Show. This association is not significant for
Bush and only marginally significant for Kerry (p < .10). However, when the
two indices are combined to create a comprehensive measure of overall candidate evaluation, exposure to The Daily Show has a significant negative
effect (p < .05), even when controlling for party identification, party intensity,9 and race.10 Exposure to the CBS Evening News clip, on the other hand,
did not significantly influence evaluations of either candidate. On the basis of
these findings, we can accept our hypothesis that exposure to The Daily Show
lowers overall candidate evaluations (Hypothesis 1). We can also accept our
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Table 2
Demographic and Political Characteristics of Participants
Variable

Percentage

Sex
Male
Female
Race
White
Black
Non-White Hispanic
Asian
Other
Mean age
Party identification
Strong Democrat
Democrat
Independent/no preference
Republican
Strong Republican
Party intensity (PID folded)
Weak
Moderate
Strong
Mean overall George W. Bush evaluation (7-28 scale)
Mean overall John Kerry evaluation (7-28 scale)
Mean overall candidate evaluations (14-56 scale)

45.63
54.23
83.78
11.14
0.23
1.14
3.39
19.38 (SD = 2.93)
4.26
26.00
28.20
27.79
13.62
28.24
53.86
17.91
21.35 (SD = 7.22)
18.88 (SD = 5.78)
40.24 (SD = 5.61)

Note: PID = party identification.

second hypothesis that The Daily Show lowers evaluations of the lesser
known candidates (Kerry) more than those who are well known (President
Bush). Of course, it needs to be noted that although the effects of exposure to
The Daily Show are statistically significant and discernable, the impact
is modest. However, in the context of candidate evaluations, we would
argue this effect still has importance given that the impact still maintains significance even when powerful predictors such as party identification are
controlled.
To test the effects of The Daily Show exposure on cynicism toward the
electoral system and the news media, we regressed three separate survey
items against the same predictors used in Table 3. These results are reported
in Table 4. Because the dependent variables in these models are ordinal measures, the analysis was conducted using ordered probit. The first column of
Table 4 demonstrates the effect of the predictors on the participants’ faith in
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Table 3
Candidate Evaluations by Experimental Condition
George W. Bush
Evaluations

Variable

The Daily Show condition
–0.32 (0.49)
CBS Evening News condition
0.43 (0.50)
Race (1 = White, 0 = non-White)
2.79 (0.57)***
Male
–0.82 (0.40)**
Republican (1 = strong Democrat,
5 = strong Republican)
4.24 (0.20)***
Party intensity (1 = weak,
3 = strong)
0.74 (0.31)***
Constant
4.44 (0.82)***
Adjusted R2
.52
n
657

John Kerry
Evaluations

Overall Candidate
Evaluations

–0.56 (0.42)*
–0.01 (0.45)
–1.37 (0.52)***
0.12 (0.36)

–0.89 (0.50)**
0.41 (0.53)
1.47 (0.62)***
–0.71 (0.43)*

–3.06 (0.18)***

1.18 (0.21)***

–0.20 (0.28)
30.30 (0.75)***
.38
649

0.56 (0.33)**
34.64 (0.89)***
.09
649

Note: All estimates are unstandardized ordinary least squares coefficients, with standard errors
in parentheses. The dependent variables (evaluations) were based on an additive index of several
measures.
*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01 (one-tailed).

Table 4
Perceptions of Electoral System, Media, and Internal Efficacy
by Experimental Condition

Variable

Faith in
Electoral
System

Trust
News
Media

Rating News
Media’s Political
Coverage

Internal
Efficacy

The Daily Show
condition
–.16 (.10)**
–.26 (.10)***
–.14 (.10)*
.23 (.10)***
CBS Evening News
condition
.07 (.10)
–.11 (.10)
.03 (.11)
.09 (.10)
Race
.38 (.12)***
.13 (.12)
.01 (.12)
.05 (.12)
Male
.06 (.08)
–.02 (.08)
–.28 (.09)***
.55 (.08)***
Republican
.31 (.04)***
–.12 (.04)***
–.12 (.04)***
–.07 (.04)*
Party intensity
.31 (.06)***
.11 (.06)**
.07 (.07)
.24 (.07)***
!1
0.29
–1.16
–1.56
–0.71
!2
1.21
–0.12
–.48
0.49
!3
1.78
0.28
1.30
0.77
!4
3.03
1.36
—
1.48
Log likelihood
–936.68
–988.67
–741.44
–984.26
2
139.43***
15.09**
24.35***
65.09***
" (6)
n
674
674
669
674
Note: All estimates are ordered probit coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses.
*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01 (one-tailed).
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the electoral system. Participants were asked to agree or disagree with
the statement “I have faith in the U.S. electoral system” (1 = strongly disagree, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 5 = strongly agree). This variable was
used as a measure of cynicism toward the electoral process (Hypothesis 3),
because the absence of trust is central to cynicism (Cappella & Jamieson,
1997, p. 141), and less faith is an indicator of diminished trust. The ordered
probit estimates show that participants exposed to The Daily Show condition
were significantly less likely to agree with the statement. When holding all
other variables in the model constant, exposure to The Daily Show caused a
23% increase in the probability that a participant would disagree that he or
she has faith in the electoral system. This finding confirms our third hypothesis. No such significant relationship existed for those who watched election
coverage on CBS Evening News.
Our fourth hypothesis states that exposure to The Daily Show will increase cynicism toward the news media. We used two indicators to measure
this concept (see columns 2 and 3 in Table 4). The first variable is trust in the
news media. Participants were asked to agree or disagree with the statement
“I trust the news media to cover political events fairly and accurately” (1 =
strongly disagree, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 5 = strongly agree). The
second variable is a rating score of the news media’s overall performance in
covering politics. The survey item asked, “Overall, how would you rate the
performance of the media in covering politics in America?” (1 = poor, 2 =
only fair, 3 = good, 4 = excellent). The results for both variables illustrate that
The Daily Show has a negative influence on trust and overall ratings of the
news media. Trust in the media was especially influenced by exposure to The
Daily Show. Holding all other variables in the model constant, those who did
not see the Stewart clip had a .48 probability of disagreeing with the statement that they trust the media. Those who saw the Stewart clip, on the other
hand, had a .59 probability of disagreeing, a substantial effect indeed. Taken
as a whole, these findings confirm our fourth hypothesis. Exposure to The
Daily Show does indeed seem to generate increased cynicism toward the
news media. Again, this relationship did not exist among participants exposed to CBS Evening News.
Cynicism is a concept that reflects low external efficacy (Cappella &
Jamieson, 1997). External efficacy refers to “beliefs about the responsiveness of governmental authorities and institutions to citizen demands”
(Niemi, Craig, & Mattei 1991, pp. 1407-1408). Our experimental results outlined in the first three columns of Table 4 demonstrate that external efficacy is
lower among young Americans who are exposed to doses of political humor
via The Daily Show. Although we hypothesized only about external efficacy
in this regard, our posttest questionnaire did include a variable that measured
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internal efficacy. Internal efficacy refers to “beliefs about one’s own competence to understand, and to participate effectively in, politics” (Niemi et al.,
1991, p. 1407).
Although we had no theoretical reason to believe that internal efficacy
would shift as a result of exposure to The Daily Show, our findings reported
in column 4 of Table 4 suggest otherwise. This survey item asked participants
to agree or disagree with the statement “Sometimes politics and government
seems so complicated that a person like me can’t really understand what’s
going on” (1 = strongly agree, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 5 = strongly
disagree; higher values indicate higher internal efficacy). The results indicate that the effect on internal efficacy is positive for The Daily Show and
suggests that even though The Daily Show generates cynicism toward the
media and the electoral process, it simultaneously makes young viewers
more confident about their own ability to understand politics. With the other
variables in the model held constant, those not in the Daily Show condition
had a .47 probability of agreeing that politics was confusing to them, whereas
those in the condition had a .38 probability of agreeing. This effect was
exclusive to the Daily Show condition. Our post hoc reasoning behind this
relationship is that much of The Daily Show’s coverage simplifies politics for
its audience in a humorous manner. The complexities of politics are exposed
as a function of incompetent leaders, not an incompetent public. Political
humor also simplifies political reality because confusing counterarguments
on issues and events are largely ignored (Lyttle, 2001; Young, 2004b).
Finally, from a use and gratification perspective (see Graber, 2002, p. 203),
participants may feel validated in that they “get” Jon Stewart’s jokes. We discuss these implications in further detail in the conclusion.
Although the experimental results in Tables 3 and 4 paint a fairly convincing picture about the effects of brief exposure to The Daily Show, prior
exposure to the program outside of the laboratory is a possible confounding
factor. Certainly, it can be expected that participants with frequent prior
exposure to The Daily Show outside the laboratory would be less susceptible
to the effects of a short video clip. Those less familiar with the program may
offer a more valid view of the attitudinal effects of the program. An item in
the posttest survey allows the opportunity to assess this effect. Specifically,
all participants were asked to report how often they watch The Daily Show
(never, hardly ever, sometimes, or regularly). When the sample is broken up
into The Daily Show viewers (regularly or sometimes) and nonviewers
(hardly ever or never), the effects of the experimental stimuli change. As
Tables 5 and 6 demonstrate, participants who had little or no previous exposure to the show were affected more significantly than those who watch the
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Table 5
Candidate Evaluations by Experimental Condition, Non–The Daily Show and The Daily Show Viewers
Bush
Variable
The Daily Show condition
CBS Evening News condition
Race
Male
Republican
Party intensity
Constant
Adjusted R2
n

Kerry

Overall

Nonviewers

Viewers

Nonviewers

Viewers

Nonviewers

Viewers

–0.73 (0.65)
0.15 (0.64)
3.52 (0.71)***
–0.30 (0.58)
4.00 (0.29)***
0.63 (0.43)
5.12 (1.05)***
.54
342

0.40 (0.71)
1.02 (0.80)
2.01 (1.01)**
–0.82 (0.62)*
4.31 (0.28)***
0.83 (0.44)**
4.00 (1.39)***
.49
315

–1.34 (0.63)**
–0.18 (0.61)
–1.01 (0.69)*
0.73 (0.56)*
–3.03 (0.28)***
–0.27 (0.41)
30.32 (1.02)***
.36
336

0.47 (0.60)
0.59 (0.67)
–2.03 (0.85)***
–0.05 (0.52)
–3.20 (0.24)***
–0.20 (0.37)
30.62 (1.17)***
.42
313

–2.15 (0.71)***
–0.03 (0.69)
2.51 (0.77)***
0.37 (0.63)
1.00 (0.31)***
0.42 (0.47)
35.23 (1.15)***
.13
336

0.89 (0.74)
1.59 (0.84)**
–0.01 (1.06)
–0.91 (0.65)*
1.12 (0.30)***
0.60 (0.47)
34.69 (1.46)***
.06
313

Note: Race was coded 1 = White, 0 = non-White); Republican was coded 1 = strong Democrat to 5 = strong Republican; party intensity was coded 1 = weak to 3 =
strong. All estimates are unstandardized ordinary least squares coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses. The dependent variables (evaluations) were
based on an additive index of several measures.
*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01 (one-tailed).
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Table 6
Perceptions of Electoral System, Media, and Internal Efficacy
by Experimental Condition (non– The Daily Show viewers)
Faith in Electoral System
Variable

Nonviewers

Viewers

Trust News Media
Nonviewers

Viewers

Rating News Media
Political Coverage
Nonviewers

Viewers

Internal Efficacy
Nonviewers

Viewers

The Daily Show
condition
–.26 (.41)**
–.09 (.14)
–.32 (.14)** –.14 (.14)
–.38 (.15)***
.07 (.15)
.35 (.14)***
.04 (.14)
CBS Evening News
condition
.06 (.14)
.11 (.16)
–.16 (.14)
.01 (.16)
–.02 (.14)
.14 (.16)
.08 (.14)
.04 (.16)
Race
.48 (.15)***
.36 (.20)**
.06 (.15)
.22 (.20)
.01 (.16)
.03 (.21)
–.12 (.15)
.26 (.20)
Male
.20 (.13)*
–.02 (.12)
–.07 (.13)
.07 (.12)
–.09 (.13)
–.42 (.13)*** .53 (.13)***
.44 (.13)***
Republican
.26 (.06)***
.34 (.06)***
–.05 (.06)
–.19 (.06)***
–.15 (.07)**
–.11 (.06)** –.04 (.06)
–.06 (.06)
Party intensity
.19 (.09)**
.41 (.09)***
.05 (.09)
.18 (.09)**
.09 (.10)
.06 (.09)
.27 (.09)***
.22 (.09)***
!1
–0.05
0.62
–1.17
–1.04
–1.71
–1.46
–0.62
–0.77
!2
0.85
1.56
–0.10
–0.04
–0.62
–0.39
0.55
0.49
!3
1.49
2.07
0.20
0.48
1.30
1.27
0.87
0.74
!4
2.80
3.27
1.31
1.56
—
—
1.64
1.40
Log likelihood
–481.37
–449.88
–509.41
–471.78
–369.50
–366.74
–515.57
–462.63
2
70.80***
75.10***
6.14
13.87**
13.78**
16.06**
35.66***
19.77***
" (6)
n
352
322
352
322
348
321
352
322
Note: All estimates are ordered probit coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses.
*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01 (one-tailed).
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program more often. For nonwatchers, the negative effects on candidate
evaluation, efficacy, and support for the media demonstrated in the previous
11
models from Tables 3 and 4 are intensified.
The findings in Tables 5 and 6 are not particularly surprising. Any potential that The Daily Show had to influence the attitudes of the show’s regular
viewers would have already occurred as a result of prior experience. However, Table 5 also illustrates that regular viewers of The Daily Show registered an increase in overall candidate evaluations after exposure to the CBS
Evening News condition. This could be the result of preexisting cynicism on
the part of frequent Daily Show viewers. In seeing the candidates outside of
the context of the show’s generally negative approach to coverage, these
viewers might positively adjust their evaluations of the candidates. However,
to believe this, we also must believe that Daily Shows viewers never, as a rule,
see coverage of the candidates from any source other than The Daily Show.
This is, in short, not the case. We already know that these viewers are, on the
whole, more interested and educated than their counterparts (National Annenberg Election Survey, 2004). And considering that regular viewers were
not significantly influenced in a similar manner with regard to the other (six)
dependent variables, this explanation does not seem likely.
Thus, the overall finding from our experiment is that in the laboratory, The
Daily Show’s influence on opinion is limited primarily to those who hardly
ever watch the program. This finding is still relevant inasmuch as it demonstrates the potential of The Daily Show to influence new viewers’ perceptions
of political leaders and the system as a whole. Moreover, it also leaves open
the possibility that other forms of political humor may have a similar effect.
We now turn to a discussion of whether this effect holds outside of the
laboratory.

The Survey
The benefit of experimental analysis is that causal connections can be
established (Campbell & Stanley, 1963). However, a common criticism of
experimental analysis is its lack of real-world applicability, because stimuli
are administered in a sterile environment that lacks the mundaneness of
everyday life. Another criticism is that the effects of the experimental stimuli
on participants may be short lived, and results uncovered in a posttest survey
tend to wash out after a short duration of time (Kinder & Palfrey, 1993).
These concerns are especially valid in an experiment on media effects, but
we have addressed them by incorporating an analysis of cross-sectional survey data. As noted above, our posttest-only, control-group design provided the opportunity for a stand-alone survey among the control group. The
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Table 7
Candidate Evaluations by Media Exposure (control group only)

Variable
Leno and/or Letterman
TV tabloids
Talk radio
The O’Reilly Factor
The Daily Show
Network evening news
Local evening news
Daily newspaper
Newsmagazines
Race
Male
Republican
Constant
Adjusted R2
n

Bush
Evaluations

Kerry
Evaluations

Overall
Candidate
Evaluations

0.25 (0.38)
–0.03 (0.39)
–0.25 (0.35)
0.72(0.35)**
–0.56 (0.32)**
–0.09 (0.45)
–0.07 (0.50)
–0.73 (0.41)**
–0.02 (0.39)
2.31 (0.81)***
–0.45 (0.72)
4.52 (0.31)***
7.63 (1.98)***
.56
265

–0.23(0.34)
0.10(0.35)
0.34(0.32)
–0.39(0.31)
–0.73(0.29)***
0.18(0.40)
0.22 (0.45)
–0.37 (0.36)
0.30 (0.35)
–1.28 (0.73)**
1.18 (0.64)**
–2.95 (0.29)***
30.04 (1.87)***
.39
262

0.01(0.41)
0.07(0.42)
0.11(0.38)
0.32(0.38)
–1.27(0.35)***
0.09(0.49)
0.17 (0.55)
–1.07 (0.44)***
0.27 (0.42)
1.13 (0.88)
0.68 (0.78)
1.56 (0.34)***
37.41 (2.23)***
.16
262

Note: All estimates are ordinary least squares coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses.
*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01 (one-tailed).

same dependent variables used above were regressed against media exposure
items.
Table 7 lists the relationships between several media sources and evaluations of Kerry and President Bush for the control group only. The media
exposure variables were measured by asking respondents to report how often
they watched or read a particular source (1 = never, 2 = hardly ever, 3 = sometimes, 4 = regularly).12 We also included controls for race, gender, and party
identification. As the results show, there is a significant negative relationship
between the frequency of watching The Daily Show and evaluations of both
candidates, and the relationship is stronger than for evaluations of Kerry and
Bush individually. In fact, the coefficient for overall evaluations (–1.27) indicates that regular viewers of The Daily Show have, on average, a score of
approximately 4 points less than individuals who never watch the show when
controlling for the other variables in the model. These findings further substantiate our experimental confirmation of Hypotheses 1 and 2.
As Table 7 demonstrates, no other variables in the model have a significant effect on overall candidate evaluations except for reading the newspaper. Although the effect of exposure to The Daily Show is stronger than that
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Table 8
Faith in Electoral System and Trust in Media (control group only)

Variable

Faith in
Electoral
System

Trust
News
Media

Rating News
Media’s Political
Coverage

Internal
Efficacy

Leno and/or
Letterman
.16 (.08)**
–.01 (.08)
.02 (.09)
.02 (.08)
TV tabloids
–.01 (.08)
.06 (.08)
.23 (.09)***
–.13 (.08)*
Talk radio
.03 (.07)
–.00 (.07)
.12 (.08)*
.07 (.08)
The O’Reilly Factor
.01 (.08)
–.03 (.07)
.10 (.08)*
.20 (.08)***
The Daily Show
–.09 (.07)*
–.04 (.07)
–.09 (.07)*
.13 (.07)**
Network evening
news
–.07 (.10)
–.00 (.10)
–.06 (.10)
.10 (.10)
Local evening
news
–.03 (.11)
.27 (.11)***
.22 (.11)**
–.06 (.11)
Daily newspaper
–.04 (.09)
–.11 (.09)
.00 (.09)
.08 (.09)
Newsmagazines
.05 (.08)
–.05 (.08)
–.07 (.09)
.02 (.08)
Race
.16 (.17)
.00 (.17)
–.10 (.19)
–.24 (.17)*
Male
.14 (.15)
.10 (.15)
–.13 (.16)
.43 (.15)***
Republican
.48 (.07)***
.05 (.07)
–.01 (.07)
.04 (.07)
!1
–.01
–.56
–.26
–.20
!2
.91
.49
.80
.97
!3
1.57
.87
2.90
1.36
!4
2.88
1.99
—
2.13
Log likelihood
–369.40
–399.47
–276.11
–396.04
2
75.60***
14.46
30.54***
52.02***
" (12)
n
274
274
271
274
Note: All estimates are ordered probit coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses.
*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01 (one-tailed).

of reading the newspaper, it should still be noted that frequent newspaper
readers do have lower overall candidate evaluations than nonreaders. This
result may raise some eyebrows and lead one to question whether a little
skepticism is a good thing, especially if it is displayed by those who read the
daily newspaper with frequency. Although this certainly may be the case, we
would also point to the results in Table 8, which demonstrate that newspaper
readers do not display cynicism toward the system and the media in the same
manner as watchers of The Daily Show. Again, this suggests that Jon Stewart
may have a unique effect on young viewers.
With regard to the impact on overall candidate evaluations, no television
media source in the model follows the same trend as The Daily Show. A particular point of interest in these findings is that watching The Daily Show cor-
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relates much differently with overall candidate evaluations than watching
other late-night talk shows such as The Tonight Show With Jay Leno or The
Late Show With David Letterman. It can be seen from Table 7 that there is no
relationship between exposure to Leno and/or Letterman and evaluations of
either candidate. In light of the significant effects of The Daily Show, our null
findings regarding Leno and Letterman again suggest that the effect of The
Daily Show’s humor on youth is somewhat unique. Another noteworthy finding is that The O’Reilly Factor had no discernable influence on overall candidate evaluations. This is surprising given the program’s critical tone. Less
surprising, given the fact that Bill O’Reilly was sharply critical of Kerry, was
the fact that the show’s viewers recorded higher evaluations of President
Bush.
Table 8 illustrates how media exposure relates to faith in the electoral system, trust in the news media, ratings of the news media’s political coverage,
and internal efficacy. Again, this analysis is limited to the control group only
and mostly confirms the experimental results. The relationships are weaker,
but here again, we see that exposure to The Daily Show negatively correlates
with faith in the electoral system and assessments of the news media’s political coverage. The statistical significance is more marginal, and the effect is
not significant on trust in the news media. The overall trend uncovered in the
experiment, however, is again confirmed by the survey data. Also, these findings mirror that of the experiment with regard to internal efficacy. Frequent
viewers of The Daily Show registered higher levels of internal efficacy. The
O’Reilly Factor was the only other media exposure variable to positively
relate to internal efficacy.
Another noteworthy finding in Table 8 is that exposure to Leno or
Letterman failed to negatively correlate with cynicism. In fact, the results
indicate that those who watch Leno or Letterman have higher faith in the
electoral system. This further suggests that The Daily Show’s effect on young
people in comparison with its late-night counterparts is different. Overall, the
findings in Table 8 show that for young people, no other news source drives
cynicism toward the candidates and the political system more than The Daily
Show.

National Sample
The drawback of the survey findings discussed above is that the sample is
not randomly selected from the national population. Unfortunately, there is
no recent national survey that contains all of the variables relevant to our
research. The Pew Research Center occasionally conducts surveys that ask
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Table 9
Cynicism Toward the News Media
Cynicism Toward Media (1 = low, 4 = highest)
Variable

18- to 25-Year-Olds

Watch The Daily Show
Regularly read the newspaper
(1 = yes, 0 = no)
Watch network TV news (1 = never,
4 = regularly)
Race (1 = White, 0 = non–White)
Male
Education
Republican (1 = strong Democrat,
5 = strong Republican)
!1
!2
!3
Log likelihood
2
" (7)
n

Older Than 25 Years

.14 (.08)**

–.03 (.04)

.11 (.18)

–.09 (.07)*

.04 (.08)
.21 (.20)
.13 (.18)
–.07 (.06)

–.07 (.03)**
.10 (.09)
.02 (.06)
.01 (.02)

–.03 (.06)
–0.57
0.66
1.75
–202.43
8.18
164

.07 (.02)***
–1.76
–0.49
0.65
–1,467.02
31.49
1,200

Source: Data from Pew Research Center (2004b).
Note: All estimates are ordered probit coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses.
*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01 (one-tailed).

individuals how much they watch The Daily Show, but these surveys lack
political efficacy and leadership support measures items (beyond simple
presidential approval-disapproval measures). However, a survey conducted
in the spring of 2004 included a measure of cynicism toward the media that
closely resembled a dependent variable used in our analysis. Specifically,
respondents were asked to disagree or agree with the statement “I often don’t
trust what news organizations are saying” (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree). Higher agreement with this statement is
an indicator of cynicism toward the news media.
This gave us the opportunity to test one of our findings on an admittedly
small (n = 164) national sample of youth. Table 9 displays the results of an
ordered probit analysis in which our indicator of cynicism toward the news
media was regressed on several predictors, including exposure to The Daily
Show. The findings indicate that even when controlling for other exposure to
other media sources, race, gender, education, and party identification, increased exposure to The Daily Show is significantly related to cynicism (p <
.05) for young adults. The results further illustrate that for the older popula-
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tion, cynicism toward the news media is not affected by exposure to The
Daily Show. These results buttress some of the evidence that emerged from
our experiment. Furthermore, they suggest that the effect of The Daily Show
may be limited to youth, its primary audience.

Conclusion
On October 15, 2004, just a few weeks after our experimental analysis was
completed, Jon Stewart appeared as a guest on CNN’s hard-hitting debate
show Crossfire. During his appearance, Stewart was quite critical of the influence that shows such as Crossfire had on the American public:
Stewart: In many ways, it’s funny. And I made a special effort to come on the show
today, because I have privately, amongst my friends and also in occasional
newspapers and television shows, mentioned this show [Crossfire] as being
bad. . . . And I wanted to—I felt that wasn’t fair and I should come here and tell
you that I don’t—it’s not so much that it’s bad, as it’s hurting America. So I
wanted to come here today and say . . . Stop, stop, stop, stop, stop hurting
America. . . . What you do is partisan hackery. . . . You have a responsibility to
the public discourse, and you fail miserably.
Tucker Carlson [Crossfire cohost]: Wait. I thought you were going to be funny.
Come on. Be funny.
Stewart: No. No. I’m not going to be your monkey.

Jon Stewart is not alone in his criticism of high-octane programs such as
Crossfire, The O’Reilly Factor, or Hannity and Combs. Previous research has
confirmed that high-conflict programs do negatively influence public support for politicians and political parties, in spite of the fact that the public
enjoys watching (Forgette & Morris, 2003; Mutz & Reeves, 2005). Our findings, however, suggest that Jon Stewart should not be so quick to cast stones.
Although viewers of The Daily Show have slightly higher levels of political
knowledge than nonviewers (National Annenberg Election Survey, 2004),
there are some detrimental effects as well. Our findings suggest that exposure
to The Daily Show’s brand of political humor influenced young Americans
by lowering support for both presidential candidates and increasing cynicism. The experiment results confirmed a causal connection, and the crosssectional survey data illustrated that the relationship holds up outside the
experimental setting. Our analysis of Pew Research Center national survey
data further support these findings.
Our research has several implications. First, we have illustrated that young
adults’ perceptions of presidential candidates, especially those of lesser
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known candidates, are diminished as a result of exposure to The Daily Show.
This latter finding is not unexpected, because attitudes toward President
Bush were fairly solidified and were less likely to be affected by humor. But
it does have significance for 2008, when there will be no incumbent in the
race and a high probability that the sitting vice president will not run. Therefore, the field of presidential candidates is likely to be constituted of individuals who are largely unknown to the public. If young Americans learn about
these candidates via Jon Stewart, it is possible that unfavorable perceptions
of both parties’ nominees could form. This would have the effect of lowering
trust in national leaders. Moreover, it may increase the importance of having
high name recognition in the primary season, because lesser-known candidates would enjoy less support. Ultimately, negative perceptions of candidates could have participation implications by keeping more youth from the
polls.
Second, the evidence presented in this study qualifies previous arguments
that soft news adds to democratic discourse (Baum, 2002, 2003a, 2003b,
2005). We do not dispute Baum’s contention that soft news contributes to
incidental political learning among the inattentive public. With respect to
their effects, however, all variants of soft news are not created equal. In particular, our findings illustrate that The Daily Show’s effect on political efficacy is mixed. To begin with, exposure to the show lowered trust in the media
and the electoral process. This may be the result of Stewart’s tendency to
highlight the absurdities of the political world. Relatedly, we found that
exposure to The Daily Show increased internal efficacy by raising viewers’
perception that the complex world of politics was understandable. Stewart’s
style of humor paints the complexities of politics as a function of the absurdity and incompetence of political elites, thus leading viewers to blame any
lack of understanding not on themselves but on those who run the system. In
presenting politics as the theater of the absurd, Stewart seemingly simplifies it.
Both of these finding about political efficacy have implications for political participation that need to be explored further. We have demonstrated that
there are attitudinal effects to exposure to The Daily Show, but what of behavioral effects? Increased internal efficacy might, all other things being equal,
contribute to greater participation. Citizens who understand politics are more
likely to participate than those who do not. Moreover, the increased cynicism
associated with decreased external efficacy may contribute to an actively
critical orientation toward politics. This may translate into better citizenship,
because a little skepticism toward the political system could be considered
healthy for democracy. However, decreased external efficacy may dampen
participation among an already cynical audience (young adults) by contrib-
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uting to a sense of alienation from the political process. And it has been
demonstrated that lowered trust can perpetuate a more dysfunctional political system (Hetherington, 2005; Mutz & Reeves, 2005; Putnam, 2000).
Future studies should explore the participation strand by going outside the
lab to conduct panel studies of young adults during the course of an election
campaign. It would also be beneficial to expand the study to older Americans
as well, although our preliminary results indicate that the effects of exposure
to The Daily Show may be unique to young adults (see Table 9). The Daily
Show’s popularity and influence during the 2000 and 2004 presidential elections were exceptional, and it is likely to be repeated and mimicked in 2008.
Understanding how the attitudes and behavior of young Americans change
throughout months of exposure to The Daily Show and other similar programming has become increasingly important.

Appendix
Survey Questions
The candidate evaluation questions were based on the following model: “Does the
phrase ‘really cares about people like me’ describe George W. Bush extremely well,
quite well, not too well, or not well at all?” In subsequent questions, the phrase “really
cares about people like me” was replaced with the word or phrase “honest,” “inspiring,” “knowledgeable,” “decisive,” “provides strong leadership,” and “competent.”
Each question had both Bush and Kerry versions, and the order of candidates’ names
was reversed in half of the surveys. Respondents’ choices were coded as follows: 1 =
not well at all, 2 = not too well, 3 = quite well, and 4 = extremely well.
Media usage questions were based on the following model: “Directions: For each
of the following, please indicate if you watch or listen to it regularly, sometimes,
hardly ever, or never.” “Watch late night TV shows such as David Letterman and Jay
Leno.”
Subsequent questions asked about respondents’ viewing, listening, or reading
habits for “TV shows such as Entertainment Tonight or Access Hollywood,” “talk
radio shows,” “The O’Reilly Factor with Bill O’Reilly,” “The Daily Show With Jon
Stewart,” “the national nightly network news on CBS, ABC or NBC. This is different
from local news shows about the area where you live,” “the local news about your
viewing area which usually comes on before the national news in the evening and
again later at night,” “daily newspaper,” and “news magazines such as Time, U.S.
News, or Newsweek.” Respondents’ choices were coded as follows: 1 = never, 2 =
hardly ever, 3 = sometimes, 4 = regularly.

Downloaded from http://apr.sagepub.com at LOUISIANA STATE UNIV on October 16, 2007
© 2006 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.

364 American Politics Research

Notes
1. In late 2003, Stewart was on the cover of Newsweek, cited as one of the most powerful players in the 2004 presidential election. In early 2004, CBS News noted that “regardless of who
winds up on top in the upcoming election, one of the biggest winners so far has been Jon Stewart.
He seems to be everywhere” (“Jon Stewart Roasts Real News,” 2004).
2. For example, only 21% of 35- to 44-year-olds watch at least occasionally, and only 17% of
people over the age of 54 years watch at the same rate (Pew Research Center, 2004b).
3. Students participated in the experiment on a voluntary basis. Participants were informed
that we were interested in understanding college students’political attitudes and beliefs. Specifically, administrators used a script and told participants, “As part of a research project, we [the
administrators of the experiment] are conducting a brief survey of news habits and political attitudes of college students.” Participants were told that their participation was strictly voluntary
and that their responses on the posttest survey were confidential. For the classes that served as the
control group, the survey was then administered. The classes that were randomly assigned to one
of the experimental conditions were told, “Before we administer the survey, we would like to
show you a brief clip of some television discussion of the ongoing presidential campaign. This
clip will last less than 10 minutes.”
The experiment was administered during the height of the 2004 general election campaign,
between Monday, September 20, and Thursday, September 23. This was almost 3 weeks after the
close of the Republican National Convention and a week before the first debate between John
Kerry and George W. Bush.
The random assignment of participants was done by classroom rather than by individual.
This approach was used because of practical considerations in administering the experiment in
an efficient and timely manner. Although the random assignment of entire classes to conditions
rather than individuals could lead to significant differences between experimental groups separate from exposure to the stimulus, post hoc differences-of-means tests across each of the classes
used in this experiment found no statistically significant differences with regard to the variables
of interest at p < .10 (Bonferroni post hoc test for multiple-group comparison).
4. Because the major national network news programs follow the same model, any of the
three major broadcast providers could have been used. CBS was chosen randomly over NBC and
ABC to serve as a representation of this format.
5. Although a classic experimental design includes pretest and posttest surveys, a posttestonly, control-group design does not threaten validity. Participants exposed to the experimental
stimuli can be compared with the control group, and significant differences between groups can
be legitimately attributed to the manipulation, provided random assignment has taken place. In
fact, the lack of a pretest can strengthen the validity of an experiment because the participants are
not biased by the introduction of the survey items in a pretest before the stimulus is introduced
(Campbell & Stanley, 1963).
6. The degree of experimental realism in this experiment was quite high, given that we used
actual clips from television broadcasts. The degree of mundane realism, however, was not as
high. Certainly, the environment of our experiment lacked a real-world element, because participants watched the clips in college classrooms. Although mundane realism is an important consideration in experimental design, it is secondary to concerns regarding experimental realism and
control over the environment because low mundane realism is not a threat to internal validity
(Aronson, Ellsworth, Carlsmith, & Gonzales, 1990; Kinder & Palfrey, 1993).
7. Because our dependent variable was non-policy-related candidate evaluations, we minimized any policy reference in compiling our clips. There was virtually no issue content in The
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Daily Show clip, whereas the CBS Evening News clip featured only about 70 seconds worth
(about 14%), focused mainly on the economy.
8. See the appendix for exact question wording. The correlation between these items warranted combination into an index measure of support for each candidate. This was confirmed by a
principal-components factor analysis. Each survey item significantly loaded on a single dimension, with a factor score no lower than .44 (eigenvalue = 7.47).
9. When including both party identification and party intensity in the model, there is the
concern of multicollinearity. The correlation between party identification and party intensity is
moderately weak (.28). However, a variance inflation factor test did not indicate problematic levels of multicollinearity. Thus, both indicators were kept in the experimental model.
10. Theoretically, random assignment controls for all extraneous variables, thus eliminating
the need for multivariate models with control variables. However, the random assignment of
classes (as opposed to individuals) to experimental conditions prompts the need for a more
nuanced model with controls. All statistically significant effects of exposure to The Daily Show
revealed in our multivariate models were also significant at the corresponding level when a difference-of-means test was conducted between participants in the Daily Show condition versus
the control group.
11. A second possible confounding factor on candidate evaluations is party identification,
which we included as a control variable. However, given The Daily Show’s tendency to frequently criticize President Bush as well as the war in Iraq (Jones, 2005), it is possible that party
identification and party intensity might significantly interact with exposure to The Daily Show.
Although the results are not listed, we did interact party identification and party intensity separately with exposure to The Daily Show in the models predicting candidate evaluations. The
results indicate that intense partisans are not negatively influenced by the stimuli, and Republicans are marginally more negatively affected by the stimuli in terms of overall candidate evaluations, but this relationship is only marginally significant (p < .10). These interactions, however,
did not alter the direct effect of exposure to The Daily Show listed in Table 5 and thus were
excluded from the model to avoid multicollinearity complications.
12. See the appendix for question wording.
13. Here, there is no consensus in the literature. There is a body of work that suggests that
lower efficacy (or trust) may actually serve to increase participation (Levi & Stoker, 2000,
pp. 486-487).
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If we choose to actively seek out information that challenges our assumptions
and our beliefs, perhaps we can begin to understand where the people who
disagree with us are coming from.
—President Barack Obama, May 1, 2010,
University of Michigan commencement

A common concern articulated by contemporary political observers and media pundits is
that Americans are more polarized on political issues than they ever have been. This perceived splintering of the nation may lead people to develop different conceptions of reality
and different sets of facts (Manjoo, 2008). It is thought to cause people to be less open to
persuasion and, if left unchecked, could lead to the kind of extremist political environment
that incubated fascism during the 1930s (Sunstein, 2009). Who or what is to blame for this
predicament? While many causes have been proposed, academics (e.g., Stroud, 2010), public intellectuals (Manjoo, 2008; Sunstein, 2009), and politicians such as President Obama
agree that the fragmentation of the news media and the rise of ideologically oriented talk
shows on cable television share heavily in the blame for mass polarization.
One can understand this indictment of cable news after even a short time spent viewing one of these cable talk shows, like The Ed Show on MSNBC or Hannity on Fox News
Channel. These shows can seem informative and entertaining, but to someone who does
not share the political perspective of the host, they can seem shrill and wrongheaded. In a
24-hour news environment in which people can obtain news from nearly a half of a dozen
cable news channels and myriad Web sites devoted to political issues on the Internet, traditional journalistic norms have given way in a crowded field where each outlet is attempting
to differentiate itself in an effort to gain market share (Hamilton, 2005; Peters, 2010). In the
process, cable news channels have come to occupy their own niches along the ideological
continuum (Coe et al., 2008; Groseclose & Milyo, 2005; Morris, 2005; Mullainathan &
Shleifer, 2005). Cable talk shows are clearly not designed to facilitate a balanced discussion of agreed-upon facts. Rather, these shows feature hosts who have clear ideological
agendas. Opinion is offered alongside fact, and tendentious editorial is cast as objective
reporting. In short, these shows are designed to persuade and bolster. President Obama’s
admonition above is emblematic of the antidote often offered to the inferred predicament
of polarization: People should actively expose themselves to both sides of the national
ideological debate (e.g., Jamieson & Cappella, 2008, pp. 83–84; Sunstein, 2007, p. 158).
Through hearing the other side, people will understand the perspective of those with whom
they disagree and develop more reasonable and moderate opinions.
We assert that the concern about ideologically biased television news shows leading to
hardened views and the proposed solution to it are both underinformed by evidence. Let’s
begin with the solution. Despite its intuitive appeal, hearing the other side is not always
beneficial (Mutz, 2006). People are often motivated to reject counterattitudinal information
(e.g., Kunda, 1990). So, while it may be true that people have a tendency to selectively
watch ideologically congenial news shows (Bennett & Manheim, 2006; Iyengar & Hahn,
2009; Iyengar, Hahn, Krosnick, & Walker, 2008; Stroud, 2008), it is not clear that watching
counterattitudinal shows would make people more open to opposing views.
Moreover, it is empirically unsettled that cable talk shows poison reasoned deliberation
and cause polarization. Research in political science firmly demonstrates that politicians
have become more ideologically extreme over the past few decades (Fiorina, Abrams, &
Pope, 2006; Levendusky, 2009; McCarty, Poole, & Rosenthal, 2006). We suspect the
ideological fragmentation of cable talks shows is a symptom of elite polarization rather
than a cause. Indeed, there is little evidence that everyday Americans have become more
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ideologically extreme or strident, even on hot-button issues (Fiorina et al., 2006). What
explains this disconnect between elite polarization and the distribution of ideology in mass
society?
We focus on one factor that media fragmentation has made more relevant: selective
exposure. Although media consumers today can choose to surround themselves with ideologically congenial information, they can also choose to wall themselves off from political
news altogether (Bennett & Iyengar, 2008, 2010). When considering the dangers of the
first type of selective exposure, we must also consider the implications of the latter. With
the growth in entertainment options, the audience for news and political events has declined
(Baum & Kernell, 1999; Prior, 2007), and it should be noted that cable talk shows only draw
a fraction of the news-watching audience.1 Consequently, even if cable talk shows have the
potential to harden the political views of those who tune in, their reach is sufficiently limited
to blunt their effect in the aggregate.
We test hypotheses about how selective exposure affects media influence using a novel
experimental design in which some subjects were assigned to watch either pro-attitudinal,
counterattitudinal, or entertainment shows (as is typical in the standard media effects experiment), while others were assigned to a treatment allowing them freedom to choose among
experimental stimuli much as they would in natural settings. Across two studies, we find
that much conventional and scholarly wisdom on the attitude-hardening effects of ideologically distinctive news programming applies to a fairly narrow set of circumstances in
which viewers are forced to watch pro-attitudinal and counterattitudinal political information. In experimental treatments allowing choice, we see greater openness to arguments
from both sides of the political spectrum.

The Potential Effects of Opinionated News
Dozens of psychological experiments demonstrate that exposure to pro-attitudinal information causes people to adopt more extreme positions and reduces their openness to opposing
views (cf. Sunstein, 2009). The effects of pro-attitudinal information work through a
number of psychological processes. Encountering a one-sided stream of pro-attitudinal
information sends a strong signal about the accurateness of recipients’ initial position and
boosts their confidence that the facts are clearly on their side (Baron et al., 1996). It also
taps into intergroup dynamics, since political divisions create in-groups and out-groups
(e.g., liberals and conservatives). People have a tendency to see viewpoints expressed by
individuals with whom they share an identity as an element of group identity. Consequently,
holding such views and defending them against opposing views becomes an aspect of group
solidarity (Spears, Lee, & Lee, 1990).
Extrapolating from these studies, it is easy to see why one would be concerned that
ideologically fragmented news, combined with an ideologically stratified news audience,
imperils civil society (e.g., Stroud, 2010; Sunstein, 2009). While these studies make a convincing case that exposure to pro-attitudinal information can reinforce preexisting attitudes
and increase resistance to opposing views, the evidence does not necessarily support the
inference that we can avoid the potentially polarizing effects of cable news by increasing exposure to counterattitudinal news. Substantial evidence from psychological studies
suggests exposure to counterattitudinal information has effects similar to pro-attitudinal
information. The same intergroup dynamics are at work. If people view counterattitudinal
information as an attack from an out-group, it will increase the salience of their in-group
identity and cause them to defend their group’s positions (Moskalenko, McCauley, &
Rozin, 2006). Many cable news talks shows, especially those on the Fox News Channel
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and MSNBC, are designed to be provocative and partisan. It would not be surprising to find
that exposure to counterattitudinal shows of this ilk does more to divide than unite people.
Further, individuals have a tendency to discount and resist counterattitudinal information, especially when they are motivated to defend their initial opinions (Kunda, 1990;
Taber & Lodge, 2006). People with strong preexisting attitudes are motivated to maintain
them and often take an even more extreme position when confronted with opposing arguments (Lord, Ross, & Lepper, 1979; Pomerantz, Chaiken, & Tordesillas, 1995). The ability
to resist counterattitudinal information should be especially powerful among individuals who possess strong preexisting attitudes and who enjoy effortful thinking. According
to the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM), individuals who enjoy thinking possess a
high need for cognition and are more likely to critically evaluate arguments (Petty &
Cacioppo, 1986). In situations where individuals possess weak preexisting attitudes, effortful processing of counterattitudinal information in an unbiased fashion leads to attitude
moderation and ambivalence (Rudolph & Popp, 2007). However, individuals who possess a high need for cognition may process arguments in an unbiased fashion (Petty &
Briñol, 2002, p. 182; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986, p. 163). Individuals who are high in need for
cognition and motivated to defend their preexisting attitudes should have a greater ability
than those who possess a low need for cognition to pick apart counterattitudinal arguments
and rehearse counterarguments that allow them to resist attitude-discrepant information
(Petty & Wegener, 1998, p. 351; see also Druckman & Nelson, 2003, for a similar argument
with respect to need for evaluation). As a byproduct, the act of rehearsing counterarguments
while listening to the other side may even cause attitude polarization as individuals develop
a larger store of pro-attitudinal considerations on an issue.
Moreover, individuals who possess a high need for cognition are also likely to resist
counterattitudinal information that comes from an untrustworthy source (Priester & Petty,
2003). Because cable talks shows, especially ones on the opposing side, are viewed as
untrustworthy (Baum & Gussin, 2008) and address partisan issues on which people have
strong opinions, the ELM leads to the expectation that those who enjoy effortful thinking
should be least open to arguments from opposition talk shows.

Considering the Implications of Selective Exposure
An alarmist interpretation of the evidence discussed so far would be that, in an ideologically
fragmented news environment, Americans are doomed to becoming increasingly polarized
and resistant to opposing arguments. We offer an alternative interpretation. The psychological studies discussed in the previous section demonstrate what happens given exposure
to ideologically biased information. In the parlance of experimental research, these studies
may be used to estimate the average treatment effect on the treated, that is, those who
are exposed to partisan talk shows. They are quite useful for researchers interested in
understanding the psychological processes that affect people’s evaluation of information.
Nevertheless, they do not give us an unequivocal sense of how these effects extrapolate to
an environment where people can choose not to be exposed to information.
In attempting to make predictions about the effects of selective exposure to proattitudinal shows on cable television, it is important to recognize selective exposure to
political news in general. Decades of research on the effects of political media demonstrate
that the impact of media is both conditional on the reception of the message (Leighley,
2004; McGuire, 1968) and individual-level predispositions (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986;
Zaller, 1992). Cable news cannot directly affect people who do not watch it, and we must
be open to the possibility that those who do watch these shows may be affected differently
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than those who do not. Per classic work on communication effects, selective exposure may
limit rather than intensify the effects of political media (Hovland, 1954; Klapper, 1960).
To help guide our thinking about the implications of selective exposure, we develop
the following theoretical model that formalizes selective exposure and media influence on
a person’s reaction to arguments inconsonant with his or her prior views:
E[RO] = E([ROw + αw cw + γw pw ] + [ROnw + αnw cnw + γnw pnw ]),

(1)

where RO = resistance to opposing arguments, ROw = baseline of resistance to opposing
arguments for those who watch cable news programs, ROnw = baseline of resistance to
opposing arguments for those who typically avoid watching cable news programs (whom
we call “nonwatchers”), α w = exposure weight to counterattitudinal cable news shows
for watchers (ranging from 0 to 1), γw = exposure weight to pro-attitudinal cable news
shows for watchers, α nw = exposure weight for counterattitudinal cable news shows for
nonwatchers, γnw = exposure weight for pro-attitudinal cable news shows for nonwatchers,
cw = effect of counterattitudinal shows on watchers, pw = effect of pro-attitudinal shows
on watchers, cnw = effect counterattitudinal shows on nonwatchers, and pnw = effect of
pro-attitudinal shows on nonwatchers.
This model highlights at least two important aspects of selective exposure. First, it is
possible that baseline resistance to persuasion may differ between those who watch cable
news shows and those who do not (i.e., ROw ̸= ROnw ). If this is the case, then it renders suspect observational comparisons of watchers and nonwatchers. For instance, evidence that
individuals who watch cable news are more impervious to persuasion than those who do
not watch cable news does not convincingly demonstrate the effects of cable news. It could
simply be the case that people with strong opinions are more likely to select into the cable
news audience. This bolsters the argument for conducting controlled experiments where
researchers randomly manipulate exposure to cable news shows. Through random assignment, researchers can assure the distribution of watchers and nonwatchers is equivalent
(within sampling variability) across treatment groups.
Second, in natural settings, the exposure weights for cable news shows will be larger
for watchers than nonwatchers (i.e., α w > α nw and γw > γnw ). In the typical media effects
study, exposure weights are artificially set at the same level for watchers and nonwatchers assigned to the treatment groups (i.e., α w = α nw = 1 and γw = γnw = 1). Again, this
approach is useful for studying the effects of cable news shows given exposure. As our
model helps elucidate, though, if a sizable portion of the population consists of nonwatchers, forced-exposure experimental designs will overestimate the effects of cable news
shows. This would be especially true if cable news shows have differential effects on watchers and nonwatchers, as we anticipate. If cable news has different effects on watchers and
nonwatchers (i.e., cw ̸= cnw and pw ̸= pnw ), this should affect the interpretation of findings
derived from forced-exposure designs. If cable news shows have little effect on the persuasibility of watchers while causing nonwatchers forced to tune in to become more resistant to
opposing arguments, then not only would forced-exposure designs overestimate the effects
of cable news shows, they would also demonstrate the potential effects of cable news shows
contingent on nonwatchers being unable to turn away.
Consequently, if we wish to make extrapolations about the broader effects of cable
news talk shows, our experimental design must take into account selective exposure
(Bennett & Iyengar, 2008). In other words, we cannot confine ourselves to measuring the
treatment among the treated only. We must also estimate the overall effect among those
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who choose to be treated and those who choose not to be treated, or in the parlance of
experimental design, we must also measure the intent to treat effect.

The Selective Exposure Experimental Design and Hypotheses
We investigate the effect of cable news talk shows on resistance to opposing arguments
using a novel experimental protocol we call the selective exposure design. This design
builds on the traditional forced-exposure design by augmenting forced-exposure treatments with a choice condition in which subjects are given a remote control and allowed
to choose among the stimuli employed in the forced-exposure conditions. For our purposes, we need four experimental conditions: (a) a control group in which people watch
non-political programming, (b) a forced-exposure condition for pro-attitudinal cable news,
(c) a forced-exposure condition for counterattitudinal cable news, and (d) a choice condition in which people can choose among pro-attitudinal, counterattitudinal, and non-political
shows. To illustrate the quantities of interest the selective exposure design allows us to
estimate, we decompose the model proposed in Equation 1 by experimental condition.
E[ROcontrol ] = E(ROw + ROnw ),

(2)

E[ROforced pro-attitudinal ] = E([ROw + pw ] + [ROnw + pnw ]),

(3)

E[ROforced counter-attitudinal ] = E([ROw + cw ] + [ROnw + cnw ]),

(4)

E[ROchoice ] = E([ROw + αw cw + γw pw ] + [ROnw + αnw cnw + γnw pnw ]).

(5)

With this design, we can estimate the treatment on the treated effects of cable
news shows by comparing forced-exposure treatment groups to the control group,
which enables us to test hypotheses about the effects of these shows given exposure.
E[ROforced pro-attitudinal ] − E[ROcontrol ] isolates the average treatment effect of pro-attitudinal
news (i.e., pw + pnw weighted by the respective size of the watchers and nonwatchers subsamples), and E[ROforced counter-attitudinal ] − E[ROcontrol ] isolates the average treatment effect
of counterattitudinal news (i.e., cw + cnw weighted by the respective size of the watchers
and nonwatchers subsamples).
By including the choice condition, we simulate the effects of cable news shows given
selective exposure. Much like a field experiment, we can calculate the intent to treat effect—
the effect among those we intended to treat—by comparing the choice condition, where
some people choose to expose themselves to the treatment and others do not, to the control
group. Unlike the average treatment effect on the treated, the intent to treat effects tells
us what happens when we allow people to select into the treatment, much like they do in
more commonplace viewing environments, while maintaining the advantages of random
assignment (i.e., the characteristics of subjects assigned to the choice condition should be
no different from the profile of those assigned to other experimental conditions).
Armed with expectations about the values of the various parameters in the model, we
can derive hypotheses that are testable within this experimental design. Individuals who are
concerned about the deleterious effects of pro-attitudinal shows assert that ideologically
congenial cable news talk shows cause individuals to become more resistant to opposing arguments, that is, pw > 0 and pnw > 0. Further, they implicitly assume exposure to
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counterattitudinal shows would cause people to become more open to opposing arguments,
that is, cw < 0 and cnw < 0. These expectations inform the following hypotheses.
Like Minds Divide Hypothesis: E[ROforced pro-attitudinal ] > E[ROcontrol ].
Benefits of Hearing the Other Side Hypothesis: E[ROforced counter-attitudinal ] < E[ROcontrol ].
In contrast, theory and evidence from diverse corners of psychology lead to the expectation that exposure to counterattitudinal information may also lead individuals to resist
opposing arguments, that is, cw > 0 and cnw > 0. The ELM predicts that individuals who
enjoy effortful thinking should be most likely to counterargue information that conflicts
with their predispositions, making them especially resistant to opposing arguments.
Resistance Hypothesis: E[ROforced counter-attitudinal ] > E[ROcontrol ].
Elaboration Likelihood Hypothesis: E[ROforced counter-attitudinal | Enjoy thinking] >
E[ROcontrol | Enjoy thinking] and E[ROforced counter-attitudinal | Do not enjoy thinking] =
E[ROcontrol | Do not enjoy thinking].

Of course, these hypotheses do not consider the effects of selective exposure. In general and in accordance with the minimal effects paradigm, we expect selective exposure to
attenuate the effects of cable news shows.
Selective Exposure Hypothesis: E[ROchoice ] < E[ROforced ].
Next, we turn to testing these hypotheses. Our selective exposure experimental design
intentionally constructs a choice condition with a limited range of choices. Outside of the
laboratory, viewers can choose among a plethora of channels on cable television. It is not
our interest to re-create the messy “real” world. Rather, we wish to estimate the effects of
selective exposure in light of constrained choices. As such, we construct a choice condition
that should still overestimate the effect of political shows since half of the choices are
political shows. Consequently, if we find evidence that selective exposure attenuates the
effects of cable news shows under such favorable conditions, it implies that these shows
should have even smaller effects in a hyper-choice information environment.

Study 1
Participants
We recruited 117 subjects to participate in a study on “information processing” in fall
2009. The sample was drawn from students attending a large public university located
in a suburban community in the southwestern U.S., and participants were given course
credit. Although the sample is not nationally representative, it reflects a diverse student
body with respect to age (ranging from 18 to 51, M = 21.1), ethnicity (14.5% White,
30.8% Latino, 9.4% African American, 25.6% Asian, and the remainder as other), gender
(62% female), and political ideology (62.3% liberal, 21.5% moderate, 16.2% conservative).
For the analyses below, we focus on the 92 subjects who identified as either a liberal or a
conservative.2
Procedures
Subjects were randomly assigned to one of four experimental conditions: (a) the proattitudinal condition in which liberals were asked to watch a liberal show and conservatives
were asked to watch a conservative show, (b) a counterattitudinal condition in which liberals
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were asked to watch a conservative show and conservatives were asked to watch a liberal
show, (c) a control condition in which subjects were asked to watch one of two entertainment shows, or (d) a choice condition in which subjects were given a remote control and
allowed to flip among all four alternatives.3
We created political stimuli by editing together approximately 20 minutes of segments
from cable news talk shows devoted to the boisterous debate surrounding the passage of
health care reform legislation. Stimuli for the liberal show were drawn from episodes of The
Rachel Maddow Show, which appears on the MSNBC cable news network, and stimuli for
the conservative show were drawn from episodes of The O’Reilly Factor, which appears on
the Fox News Channel.4 The entertainment stimuli were 20-minute segments from The Dog
Whisperer, which airs on the National Geographic Channel, and Dhani Tackles the Globe
from the Travel Channel. These shows were randomly selected from basic cable shows
that aired at the same time as the political news shows when we conducted the studies.
We exclude other news or sports alternatives, telecasts of major motion pictures, or broadcast television shows, which typically enjoy larger audiences, and their repeat telecasts
(e.g., situation comedies or scripted drama shows).
The stimuli were selected with the aid of a norming study, conducted with a different
sample in advance of the experiment. Norming study participants were asked to watch and
rate a number of political and entertainment shows. We selected stimuli for the experiment
that participants viewed as equivalent in terms of entertainment value and likability of hosts,
but different with respect to political bias. Norming study participants reliably considered
Maddow’s show skewed to the left and O’Reilly’s to the right.
Measures
After viewing the experimental stimuli, subjects were asked to complete a post-test survey.
Part of this task included rating four arguments—two in support of health care reform
and two opposed to health care reform—on a 9-point scale (1 = very strong argument,
9 = very weak argument). The arguments were drawn from actual rhetoric used by visible
proponents and opponents of the health care reform legislation.
Because political messages are viewed through the prism of group politics (Brady &
Sniderman, 1985; Sniderman, 2000), we use self-identified ideology as an objective basis
for coding whether each message is an opposing argument. We measured resistance to
opposing arguments by taking the average rating of liberal arguments for self-identified
conservatives and the average rating of conservative ones for self-identified liberals (M =
3.9, SD = 1.7).5
Finally, we measured the extent to which individuals enjoy effortful thinking using the
standard need for cognition battery (Cacioppo, Petty, & Kao, 1984). The 18-item battery
asks subjects to evaluate how much personal statements (e.g., “I would prefer complex
to simple problems”) describe them on a 5-point scale (1 = extremely uncharacteristic,
5 = extremely characteristic). A principal factor analysis confirmed that responses strongly
loaded on one dimension (Factor 1 eigenvalue = 4.37, Factor 2 eigenvalue = 0.87) and
scaled together well (α = 0.84). Following standard practice, we coded subjects with factor
loadings above the median as high in need for cognition.
Findings
Before analyzing the data, we conduct two manipulation checks. First, we ensure that subjects in the forced-exposure conditions also perceived the Maddow stimuli as liberal and the
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Figure 1. Total time devoted to watching political shows in choice condition, Study 1.

O’Reilly stimuli as conservative. After watching the stimuli, subjects were asked to complete a number of semantic differential items, one of which measured perceived ideological
bias. On a 9-point semantic differential rating (1 = Republican, 9 = Democrat), forced
treatment participants assigned to the political shows considered The O’Reilly Factor clip
to be more Republican (M = 3.7) than Rachel Maddow (M = 7.3), t(35) = 4.45, p < .001
(one-tailed). On a similar item (1 = liberal, 9 = conservative), viewers rated the Fox News
show as more conservative (M = 6.7) than the MSNBC clip (M = 3.4), t(35) = 4.93, p <
.001 (one-tailed).6
Second, we ensure that there was variance in the amount of time devoted to watching
political stimuli in the choice condition. If everyone in this condition watched the political
programming, it would be impossible to make inferences about the effects of selective
exposure in an information environment with entertainment alternatives. Likewise, if no
one in the choice condition watched the political stimuli, it would suggest that we failed in
our attempt to offer cable news programming that appealed to at least some of our subjects.
As Figure 1 demonstrates, there is a healthy amount of variance in the amount of time
devoted to watching the political programs in the choice condition (M = 644.42 seconds,
SD = 408.78). Moreover, the bimodal distribution in Figure 1 is consistent with the setup
of our theoretical model, as it suggests that there are essentially two types of people: those
who tend to watch cable news talk shows when given the choice and those who tend not to
watch these shows when given the choice.
We test our hypotheses by regressing indicators for the experimental manipulations on
the measure for resistance to opposing arguments.7 We account for differences between
liberals and conservatives by including an indicator for liberals.8 The results are displayed
in Table 1. The model in column 1a estimates the effects of the treatment conditions on
the dependent variables across all subjects. The model in column 1b tests for interactions
between treatments and need for cognition.
Figure 2 graphically displays the effects of the forced exposure and selective exposure
treatments for all subjects and by level of need for cognition. Focusing on the effects for
all subjects, we find no support for the like minds divide hypothesis. Subjects exposed to
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Table 1
Effects of ideologically biased cable news talk shows on resistance
to opposing arguments, Studies 1 and 2
Study 1

Forced counterattitudinal
Forced pro-attitudinal
Choice
Liberal

1a

1b

2a

2b

1.319
(0.557)
−0.096
(0.549)
0.389
(0.438)
0.744
(0.431)

0.192
(0.814)
−0.325
(0.784)
0.229
(0.684)
0.979
(0.861)
−0.236
(1.160)
2.661
(1.203)
0.383
(1.092)
0.276
(0.912)
0.046
(1.023)
2.971
(1.007)
92
.16

0.228
(0.559)
0.234
(0.622)
−0.178
(0.496)
0.752
(0.402)

−0.511
(0.775)
−0.993
(0.861)
−1.035
(0.744)
1.075
(0.553)
−0.080
(0.874)
1.540
(1.112)
2.675
(1.231)
1.472
(0.983)
−0.699
(0.790)
2.696
(0.635)
91
.15

High need for cognition
Counterattitudinal × NFC
Pro-attitudinal × NFC
Choice × NFC
Liberal × NFC
Constant
N
R2

Study 2

3.039
(0.486)
92
.09

2.562
(0.433)
91
.05

Note. Values are OLS coefficients with standard errors in parentheses.

pro-attitudinal shows were no more resistant to counterattitudinal arguments than subjects
in the control group (p = .862, two-tailed). Furthermore, the evidence does not support the
benefits of hearing the other side hypothesis. Subjects exposed to counterattitudinal talks
shows were not less resistant to opposing arguments relative to subjects in the control group.
Instead, the data tend to support the resistance hypothesis. Counterattitudinal talk shows
caused subjects to rate counterattitudinal arguments weaker than subjects in the control
group by 1.32 points on a 9-point scale (p = .030, two-tailed), which is a large effect
(Cohen’s d = 0.84).
As for the elaboration likelihood hypothesis, the evidence is consistent with the prediction that individuals who enjoying thinking (i.e., those high in need for cognition) are more
likely to resist opposing arguments after being exposed to a counterattitudinal talk show
(Counterattitudinal × NFC p = .015, one-tailed). Subjects high in need for cognition who
watched a counterattitudinal show judged opposing arguments to be weaker than subjects
in the control group by 2.85 points on a 9-point scale (p = .001, one-tailed), which is an
extremely large effect (Cohen’s d = 1.81). In contrast, subjects low in need for cognition
were not more resistant to opposing arguments after watching a counterattitudinal show
(p = .814, two-tailed).
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Figure 2. Effects of ideologically biased cable news talk shows on resistance to opposing arguments
for all subjects and by need for cognition, Study 1.

If we simply focus on the effects of the forced exposure treatments, we are left with
a frightening picture. Consistent with concerns about the polarizing effects of ideologically biased talk shows, exposure to pro-attitudinal cable shows has the power to make
individuals more confident in their side’s arguments. Even more dismaying, it does not
appear that the solution lies in individuals exposing themselves to counterattitudinal news
programs. Consistent with a number of psychological models, counterattitudinal shows
appear to divide people even further, making them resistant to opposing arguments. The
divisive effects of counterattitudinal shows appear to be especially powerful among individuals who are most capable of engaging in thoughtful deliberation. If this is the case, how
can Americans avoid polarization in an increasingly fragmented media environment?
The answer to that question lies in remembering that the results discussed thus far are
treatment effects given exposure. At best, we can conclude ideologically biased news potentially unites and divides like minds forced to consume political information. The defining
characteristic of the fragmented media environment is the ability to change the channel.
The pattern displayed in Figure 2 offers strong support for the selective exposure hypothesis. The effects of cable news shows are significantly attenuated relative to the effects of
forced exposure conditions. For the full sample, the choice condition had a smaller effect on
resistance to opposing arguments vis-à-vis the forced counterattitudinal condition (difference = −0.931, p = .046, one-tailed). We observe the same pattern for subjects high in need
for cognition.9 Subjects assigned to the choice condition do not rate opposing arguments
differently than the control group (p = .377, two-tailed). This is the case for participants
with both low and high need for cognition (low need for cognition, p = .739; high need for
cognition, p = .405, two-tailed).

Study 2
A potential drawback of Study 1 is that by relying on college students, we may overestimate
the effects of partisan news (cf. Sears, 1986). We address this concern by replicating Study
1 with a sample recruited from a broader adult population.
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Participants
We recruited 127 subjects from a large suburban community in the western U.S. to participate in a study of “information processing” in summer 2011. Following Mutz and
Reeves (2005), we worked with a temporary job agency to recruit community participants.
They were compensated for their time at their prevailing wage. Although the sample is
not nationally representative, it is as representative as convenience samples employed in
other political communication experiments and involves a broader subject pool than undergraduate students alone. Subjects ranged between 19 and 62 years in age (M = 34). They
were diverse in terms of ethnicity (34.7% Latino, 29.1% White, 27.6% African American,
and the remainder Asian American or other), gender (53% female), and political ideology
(43.3% liberal, 28.4% moderate, 28.4% conservative). For the analyses below, we focus on
the 91 subjects who identified as either liberal or conservative.10
Procedures
The procedures for Study 2 were substantively identical to those followed for Study 1.
Subjects were randomly assigned to four experimental conditions: forced pro-attitudinal
show, forced counterattitudinal show, entertainment show, and a choice condition.11 The
stimuli were 8-minute segments from cable news talk shows discussing tax policy, specifically the proposed “Buffet Tax,” colloquially named after investor Warren Buffet, aimed
at raising the tax revenue contributions of wealthy Americans. The liberal show stimulus
was from an episode of The Last Word with Lawrence O’Donnell, from the MSNBC cable
news network, and the conservative show stimulus was from Fox News Channel’s The
O’Reilly Factor.12 The entertainment stimuli were 8-minute segments from Pet Star from
the Animal Planet network, a talent competition for animals and their handlers, and For
Rent from the HGTV network, following a young couple looking for a home to let. These
shows were randomly selected from basic cable shows that aired contemporaneously to the
political news shows.
Measures
After viewing the experimental stimuli, subjects were asked to complete a post-test survey
that included rating six arguments—three opposing tax increases on wealthy Americans
and three supportive of greater tax progressivity—on a 9-point scale that ranged from very
strong argument to very weak argument. As with the health care arguments, these were
drawn from advocates’ rhetoric.
We use self-identified ideology as an objective basis for coding whether the message is
an opposing argument. We measured resistance to opposing arguments by taking the average rating of liberal arguments for self-identified conservatives and the average rating of
conservative arguments for self-identified liberals (M = 2.7, SD = 1.7).13 We also included
the battery of need for cognition items (Cacioppo et al., 1984) and identified a strong first
dimension in responses (Factor 1 eigenvalue = 4.36, Factor 2 eigenvalue = 1.39). In this
sample, the items scaled well (α = 0.83). We coded subjects with factor loadings above the
median as high in need for cognition.
Findings
We conducted manipulation checks to confirm the perceived ideological placement of the
shows and other content characteristics, using responses from participants in the forced
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Figure 3. Total time devoted to watching political shows in choice condition, Study 2.

treatment conditions. On a 9-point semantic differential rating scale (1 = Republican, 9 =
Democrat), forced treatment participants assigned to the political shows considered The
O’Reilly Factor clip to be more Republican (M = 4.3) than The Last Word (M = 6.7),
t(48) = 3.44, p < .001 (one-tailed). On a similar item (1 = liberal, 9 = conservative), viewers rated the Fox News show as more conservative (M = 5.8) than the MSNBC clip (M =
5.0), t(48) = 1.28, p = .10 (one-tailed).14 We also observe variance in the amount of time
devoted to watching political stimuli in the choice condition. As Figure 3 demonstrates,
there is substantial variance in the amount of time devoted to watching political programs
in the choice condition (M = 228 seconds, SD = 166), and viewing behavior evinces a
bimodal distribution similar to the one observed in Study 1.
We regress the treatment indicators on resistance to opposing arguments. The results
are displayed in Table 1.15 The model in column 2a estimates the treatment effects averaged across all subjects, and the model in column 2b includes interactions with need for
cognition. Using the estimates in Table 1, Figure 4 graphically displays the effects of the
forced exposure and selective exposure treatments for all subjects and by level of need for
cognition. As we found in Study 1, there is no evidence for the like minds divide hypothesis in the full sample. Subjects exposed to pro-attitudinal news were not more likely than
subjects in the control group to be resistant to opposing arguments (p = .708, two-tailed).
In addition, we do not find evidence for the benefits of hearing the other side hypothesis.
However, in contrast to Study 1, we also do not find evidence for the resistance hypothesis
in the full sample, as subjects assigned to the counterattitudinal group were not more resistant to opposing arguments than subjects in the control group (p = .684, two-tailed). Taken
together, these findings are consistent with the notion that persuasive messages have less
robust effects among adults beyond college age (Sears, 1986).
Looking at the interactive models, though, we do find strong evidence for the elaboration likelihood hypothesis. Among subjects who do not enjoy effortful thinking, exposure to
pro-attitudinal and counterattitudinal shows did not reliably affect their ratings of opposing
arguments (p = .252 and .511, respectively, two-tailed). In contrast, subjects who possess
a high need for cognition were more likely to resist opposing arguments after watching the
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Figure 4. Effects of ideologically biased cable news talk shows on resistance to opposing arguments
for all subjects and by need for cognition, Study 2.

pro-attitudinal show (Pro-attitudinal × NFC p = .017, one-tailed) and counterattitudinal
show (Counterattitudinal × NFC p = .085, one-tailed) relative to similar subjects in the
control group. High need for cognition subjects assigned to watch the pro-attitudinal show
rated opposing arguments to be weaker than subjects in the control group by 1.68 points on
a 9-point scale (p = .030, one-tailed, d = 0.98). Similarly, high need for cognition subjects
assigned to watch the counterattitudinal show rated opposing arguments to be weaker by
1.03 points (p = .10, one-tailed, d = 0.53).
Finally, as with Study 1, the results offer strong support for the selective exposure
hypothesis. Because we observed treatment effects only for subjects possessing a high
need for cognition, we limit our focus to the effect of the selective exposure condition
among these subjects. As the final panel in Figure 4 shows, high need for cognition subjects
assigned to the choice condition did not rate opposing arguments weaker than high need
for cognition subjects assigned to the control group (p = .498, two-tailed). Moreover, the
unreliable effect observed in the choice condition among high need for cognition subjects
is significantly smaller than the effect observed among high need for cognition subjects
assigned to watch pro-attitudinal shows (difference = −1.24, p = .079, one-tailed). It is
also smaller than the effect observed in the counterattitudinal condition, but this difference
is not statistically significant (difference = −0.59, p = .224, one-tailed).

Discussion
Changes in media technology often raise legitimate concerns about the degradation of the
news media and, therefore, the ability of citizens to make informed political decisions.
During the advent of broadcast media, there were concerns about the possibility that elites
could harness the vast reaches of mass media as propaganda tools and homogenize political sentiment in support of the state and state-sponsored violence (Bernays, 1923/1961;
Lasswell, 1927/1972; Lippmann, 1922/1997). Scholars eventually came to a more nuanced
conclusion about the effects of mass news media. It may shape what people think about, but
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it does not directly manipulate what people think (Cohen, 1963). Today, with the fragmentation of the media into niches of localized interest, the opposite concern animates public
discourse. The new news media are accused of serving as a divisive force that exacerbates
the polity’s heterogeneity. Many lament that as people turn away from the mainstream
media, they will lose their connection to the common conversation about politics that disturbed intellectuals when it was new 90 years ago. It is in this context that we offer a more
nuanced assessment of the polarizing effects of new media.
Two randomized experiments find little evidence that watching pro-attitudinal shows
can lead individuals to become more resistant to opposing arguments. Moreover, in contrast
to admonishments from pubic intellectuals to seek out opposing views, it does not appear
that listening to the other side increases people’s acceptance of counterattitudinal information, at least not in this setting.16 It may even lead to stronger resistance. We observe the
divisive effects of ideologically oriented cable shows particularly among individuals who
possess a strong psychological need to engage ideas—that is, the sort of people who are
supposed to stand as the ideal democratic citizen.
If we stopped here, these findings would indeed be troubling. It would suggest that
media fragmentation threatens a foundation of democracy, reasoned deliberation, and it
would leave us with ostensibly no way out. Yet we also consider another important implication of media fragmentation: the ability to tune out. Once the ability to change the channel
is allowed—even in a highly constrained setting—the vexatious effects of cable news are
substantially blunted. Keep in mind that we observe the attenuation of these effects in a
setting where people only have four choices. If we extrapolated these findings to an even
more realistic choice environment, such as one with the 120 channels enjoyed by more than
90% of Americans (Nielsen, 2008), we expect that the direct effects of cable news shows
on openness to persuasion would be much smaller.
Of course, we are careful to note these studies do not directly address mechanisms
underlying the attenuation of effects. Guided by our theoretical model, one possibility is
that the injection of choice causes the exposure weights (i.e., α and γ) to become smaller,
leading to dilution of the treatment effect. Since subjects in the choice condition in both
studies spent, on average, half of the viewing periods watching the political shows and
yet we do not observe differences between the choice condition and control group, we
doubt that dilution accounts for all of the attenuation in the effects we observe.17 Another
possibility is that the effects of the counterattitudinal shows cancel the effects of the proattitudinal shows (i.e., cw < 0 and cnw < 0, while pw > 0 and pnw >0). We also doubt this
as a complete explanation, because evidence from the forced exposure conditions in both
studies suggests that the counterattitudinal show had a polarizing effect, especially among
those high in need for cognition. Therefore, it is unlikely that the attenuation of the forced
exposure effects in the choice condition is explained by canceling.
Another possibility is the presence of heterogeneous treatment effects. Perhaps ideologically biased shows may have the strongest effects among those who tend not to watch
them and the weakest effect among those who do (i.e., cw < cnw and pw < pnw ). If the
people who tune into these shows already have strong and extreme opinions on political
issues—which is why they like watching ideologically slanted news in the first place—
seeing biased discourse on either their side or the other side may do little to increase any
further resistance to opposing arguments. Therefore, it may be among the nonwatchers that
these shows have the strongest potential effects, realized when they cannot look away.
We should also entertain the opposite possibility: These shows polarize those who tune
in and do not faze those who would typically tune out (i.e., cw > cnw and pw > pnw ). If this
were the case, we would expect the direct impact of ideological news shows to be localized
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among the handful of individuals who regularly view them and, thus, have small effects at
the margins (Levendusky, 2009). We intend to further explicate these mechanisms in future
research.
The contribution of this study is its demonstration that the mere presence of choice
attenuates the effects of cable news even in a controlled laboratory environment in which
ideological news was given more than a fighting chance. These findings provide a possible explanation of the paradox that political elites have become more polarized over the
past 20 years in American politics, while the mass public has not, at least with respect to
political attitudes (Fiorina et al., 2006) or ideological constraint (Baldassarri & Gelman,
2008). If mass polarization has increased over the past decade, our results suggest that, at
the very least, cable news shows are unlikely to be the driving force (see also Garner &
Palmer, 2011). Moreover, given that the proliferation of entertainment choices has reduced
the size of inadvertent news audiences compared to 25 years ago (Prior, 2007), one could
even make the argument that if the mixture of pro- and counterattitudinal information on
broadcast news also leads to attitude polarization and mass polarization is caused by the
news media, recent changes in the media environment should lead to a decrease in the level
of polarization.
The results of our study are consistent with the idea that the rise of ideologically oriented news outlets on cable television is a symptom of elite polarization, not the cause.
While it has the potential to polarize the mass public, it fails to do so because media
fragmentation gives Americans the option to tune out, and too many do. The normative
implications of disengagement deserve just as much, if not more, attention than the rise of
partisan cable news shows.

Notes
1. For instance, in mid-January 2012, the evening news shows on the three broadcast networks
drew 26 million viewers a day combined, while the most popular conservative cable news talk show
(The O’Reilly Factor on Fox News) and liberal talk show (The Rachel Maddow Show on MSNBC)
drew 4.5 million viewers combined (TV by the Numbers, 2012).
2. We measured subjects’ ideology prior to the treatments. The results are unaffected if
moderates are included in the analysis. Results are available from the authors upon request.
3. Age, race, partisan identification, and ideology do not jointly predict treatment assignment,
χ 2 (36) = 35.16, p = .51.
4. The composite segments for The O’Reilly Factor were drawn from shows airing on
September 30, October 6, and October 8, 2009. Each segment featured criticism of health care legislation in Congress. The composite segments for The Rachel Maddow Show were from shows airing
on October 6 and 7, 2009, and focused on benefits of health care reform.
5. The argument rating items scale together (α = 0.65).
6. We also observe that participants found the forced news conditions to be more partisan (M =
2.63 on a folded partisan assessment scale where 0 = no perceived partisanship and 4 = strong
Republican/Democrat orientation in the clip) than participants exposed to only entertainment shows
(M = 1.12), t(61) = 4.30, p < .001 (one-tailed).
7. Although it would also be appropriate to analyze these data with ANOVA, we chose OLS
regression because its more general framework allows us to compare more easily the effects of
the experimental conditions. Because our hypotheses imply a series of difference of means tests,
regression is more intuitive than ANOVA, which is geared toward portioning explained variance.
Nevertheless, it is important to remember that ANOVA is analogous to OLS and produces the same
results with a different presentational emphasis.
8. Unfortunately, we do not have sufficient observations to estimate reliably the effects of
the news shows separately for liberals and conservatives. Our experimental design averages the
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effects of the liberal and conservative shows. We leave it to future research to address this
limitation.
9. For subjects high in need for cognition, the choice condition had a smaller effect on resistance
to opposing arguments vis-à-vis the forced counterattitudinal condition (difference = −2.35, p =
.004, one-tailed).
10. We measured subjects’ ideology prior to the treatments. The results are unaffected if
moderates are included in the analysis. Results are available from the authors upon request.
11. Age, race, partisan identification, and ideology do not jointly predict treatment assignment,
χ 2 (33) = 32.37, p = .4981.
12. The Last Word stimulus originally aired August 15, 2011, and featured guest host Chris
Hayes, editor at large of The Nation, arguing for higher tax rates for wealthy Americans. The O’Reilly
Factor stimulus was from an August 16, 2011, show featuring guest host Laura Ingraham interviewing Heritage Foundation tax policy analyst Curtis Dubay, both of whom advanced conservative
arguments opposing tax increases and government spending.
13. The argument rating items scale together (α = 0.68).
14. We also observe that participants found the forced news conditions to be more partisan
(M = 2.1 on a folded partisan assessment scale where 0 = no perceived partisanship and 4 = strong
Republican/Democrat orientation in the clip) than participants exposed to only entertainment shows
(M = 0.8), t(78) = 3.72, p < .001 (one-tailed).
15. We do not have a sufficient number of observations to estimate reliably the effects of the
news shows separately for liberals and conservatives.
16. These findings may be limited to situations, such as television watching, where participants
have limited opportunity to engage discursively people who hold views different from their own.
Authentic deliberation may produce opportunities for finding common ground (e.g., Neblo, Esterling,
Kennedy, Lazer, & Sokhey, 2010).
17. While we do possess data on what shows subjects watched in the choice condition (and how
long they watched these shows), it would be inappropriate to use this information in an attempt to
estimate the causal effects of these shows. What subjects chose to watch in the choice condition is
endogenous to the choices available, and any differences we observe between these groups could
have more to do with selection than the effect of these shows. In other work, we propose a different
experimental design to investigate the causal mechanisms underlying attitude formation given selfselection into partisan media (Arceneaux & Johnson, 2013).
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