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Communication and Politics in
the Age of Information

Qver the latcer half of the twentieth century, mass communications have
transformed the landscape of American politics, vastly increasing the infor-
mation abour public affairs that is available to ordinary citizens. Through
multipie channels—network, cable, and satellite celevision, radio, newspa-
pers and magazines, regular, overnighe and electronic mail, and the Incernet
and World Wide Web—the volume of informarion refevant to politics cir-
culating through Ametican society Is massive and increasing (Lindblom,
1977; Muz, 1998; Pool, 1983). Today we Americans are vircually borm-
barded with news and propaganda about public affairs: inundated with
suggestions about how issues should be understood; instructed on which
problems -are worth cur attention; informed as to how our insticutions and
officials are performing; told when our opinions are sensible and when they
should be altered; and advised what actions, if any, we should rake. With
what effect?

Not much, was Joseph Klapper's (1960) famous and surprising an-
swer. In The Effects of Mass Communication, Klapper presented a careful and
thorough review of the available findings. Sifting through the evidence,
Klapper concluded that “mass communication functions far more frequently
as an agent of reinforcement than as an agent of change” (p. 15).

My purpose here is to survey the same terrain of communications and
politics that Klapper reviewed 40 years ago. Like Klapper, I take my subject
to be the effects of mass communication: that is, communication that takes
place predominantly one-way, from a small aumber of professional com-
municators to a vast number of amateur “receivers” (Pool, 1973). My review
concentrates an the contemporary and near contemporary United Staces,
as Klapper's did, and so takes for granted the presence of liberal democraric
tnstitutions {fair and frequent elections, the right to vote widely extended,
citizens free to express their views; Dahl, 1989) on the one hand and mass
communication enterprises driven by commercial imperatives and governed
by professional norms of objectivity and balance (Neuman, 1991; Schudson,
1978), on the other. Whether different findings might obtain in other so-
cicties, arranged in systematically different ways, is an open question.

Taking up essendially the same subject Klapper did, I come to a very
different conclusion. Klapper’s ruling of “minimal effeces” was faithful co
the evidence available to him at the time, bur now, some four decades and
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a substantial research effort later, the findings lead in quite a different di-

rection, or so 1 will try to show here. T present this “new look” in com-
h in three parts. Each organizes and reviews evidence

munications researc
fluence: the first has

around a single broad claim o mass communication in
1o do with attension, the second with persuasion, and the third with action.

I conclude with a few thoughts on how far the science of communication

has come, and how far we have yer to go.

h Attention

In nations the size and complexity of the United States, the command and
control of public attention is accomplished—if it is accomplished at all—
primarily through mass communication. Conceivably at stake in this process
is influence of three kinds. Mass communication could influence how cit-
izens make sense of polirics (what T will call framing); how citizens decide
what is importanc in politics (agenda serting); and how citizens evaluarte the
alternatives that politics puts before them (priming). In my review, I treas
framing, agenda setting, and priming as though they were separate and
distincr processes. In the literature, however, the distinctions are not so
clearly drawn, and particular empirical examples may prove difficult 1o clas-

sify. I proceed nevertheless on the idea that it is analytically useful to or-

ganize communication findings not around attention in general bur around

framing, agenda setting, and priming in particular.

Framing

How might Americans go about making sense of what Walter Lippmann
(1925, p. 24) once called the “mystery off there,” the “swarming confusion
of problems” that populate public life? Lippmann understood that a good
answer to this question should begin by recognizing that in modern society,
ordinary citizens must rely on others for their news of narional and world
affairs. Such reports inevitably and inescapably privilege and promote par-
ticular points of view. Reporters and editors but also presidents, members
of Congess, corporate publicists, activists, and policy analysts are all en-
gaged in a more or less continuous conversation over the meaning of current
events. 1n one common vocabulary, this conversation takes place through
an exchange of “frames” {Gamson, Croteay, Hoynes, & Sasson, 1992).
Erames, it is said, “make the world beyond direct experience look natural”
{Gitlin, 1980, p. 6); they “bring order to events by making them something
that can be told about; they have power because they make the world make
sense” (Manoff, 1986, p. 228); they supply “a central organizing idea or
story line that provides meaning to an unfolding strip of events, weaving a
connection among them” {Gamson & Modigliani, 1987, p. 143). Frames
come in all sizes: “master frames” that coordinate particular accounts of
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more likely to express opinions, and such opinions are often more stable
over time and better anchored in the political considerations thac the frames
appear to highlighe {c.g., Kinder & Nelson, 1990; Kinder & Sanders, 1996;
Zaller, 1990).

Other experiments compare one frame against another. Because alter-
native frames highlight different featuses of an issue, they should alter the
relative weight given to the interests, group sentiments, and political values
that potentially go into making up an opinion—and so they do (e.g., Ca-
pella & Jamieson, 1997; Jacoby, 2000; Kinder & Sanders, 1990, 1996;
Nelson, Clawson, & Oxley, 1997; Nelson & Kinder, 1996; Price, 1989).
In this respect, frames are like recipes, advice from experts on how citizens
should cook up their opinions (Kinder & Sanders, 1996).

Shifting the underlying foundations of opinion is one thing, moving
opinion itself is another. That framing may accomplish the first is no guar-
antee thac it can pull off the second. For to move opinion, a frame must
not only be compelling (that is, fit its subject well), though it must be that,
and it must nor only induce large numbers of people to think abour the
subject in 2 new way, though it must do that as well. To move opinion, a
frame must also induce large numbers of people to think about the subject

in a way that pushes them in a new direcrion.

Suppose, to borrow an example from Nelson and his colleagues, the

Ku Klux Klan plans to hold a rally in your community. The local press
could frame this news to highlight the constitutional protection of assembly
and speech or 1o highlight the government’s obligation to preserve order.
The two frames are compelling, they induce large numbers of people to
think about the subject in a way they otherwise would not, and they push
hard in opposite directions. Because Americans believe both in protecting
free speech and in preserving social order, when presented with frames thar
highlight the one as against the other, they end up expressing different
positions on whether the rally should be held at all {Nelson, Clawson, &
Oxley, 1997; for other examples and discussions of opinion change through
framing, see Chong, 1993; Kinder & Sanders, 1996).

Virtually all the framing resules ! have cited so far come from experi-
ments. Experiments have real advantages (Kinder & Palfrey, 1993; Snider-
man & Grob, 1996), and these experiments in particular have some very
desirable feaiures. For one thing, most of them deliberately mimic actual
elite debates and everyday journalistic conventions. For another, many are
inserted into representative sample surveys, so the common complaint about
experiments—that they exploit convenient but unrepresentative populations
(compare Sears, 1986, and Anderson, Lindsay, & Bushman 1999)—does
not apply here.

Nevercheless, experimental results can always be questioned on their
generalizability, and framing effects are no exception. The major worry in
this respect is that framing experiments—tike experiments in mass com-
munication generally—typically erase the distinction between the supply of
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More than 50 years ago, Lazarsteld and Merton (1948) suggested that
uch a question mighe lic in the agenda serting power of the
news media. While expressing considerable skepticism about the influence
of mass communications in general-—they regarded the automobile as vastly
more consequential than the radio and thought that much of what passed
for contemporary analysis was infected by “magical” thinking— Lazarsfeld
and Merton nevertheless proceeded to skeich out several mechanisms
ss communications might have real effects. Prominent
among these was agenda setting: “mass media confer status on public issues,
persons, Organizations, and social movements” {p. 101). Lazassfeld and Mer-
ton thought that mere attention was enough, thar “enhanced status accrues
to those who merely receive attention in the media, quite apart from any
.. Recognition by the press or radio or magazines or

hat one has arrived, that one is imporzant enough o
s behavior

the answer (o s

through which ma

editorial support. .
newsreels testifies ¢
have been singled out from the large anonymous masses, that one’
and opinjons are significant enough tw require public norice” (pp. 101~
102).
Good idea—burt an idez only. Lazarsfeld and Merton offered no evi-
dence for their conjecture, and a dozen years later, neither could Klapper.
Agenda-sexting's first and rather oblique brush with evidence did not come
until Cohen’s {1963) perceprive analysis of newspapers and U.S. foreign
policy. On the basis of interviews with journalists and government officials,
Cohen concluded that the press “may not be successful much of the time
in telling people what to think, bug it is stunningly successful in telling its
readers what to think about” (p. 13). Cohen had in mind policy experts
and the actentive public, however, so his strong conclusion doesn’t neces-
sarily speak w agenda sercing among the peneral public, what Riker (1993)
once called the “misty swamp” (p. 2) of everyday politics.

More immediately relevant is the evidence supplied by McCombs and
Shaw (1972), who, toward the end of the 1968 presidential campaign,
interviewed a small sample of uncommirtted vorters living in and around
Chapel Hill, North Carolina. McCombs and Shaw found an almost perfect

relation berween the problems that voters believed were the country’s
most serious and chose problems given great prominence in the news they
were reading and watching at the time. McCombs and Shaw concluded
that “in choosing and displaying news, editors, newsroom staff, and broad-
casters play an important part in shaping political realiy” (p. 176).

McCombs’s and Shaw’s successful demonstration inspired numerous
replications and, for a ume, considerable confusion. The best studies turned
up modest and often mysteriously contingent support for agenda serting
(e.g.. Erbring, Goldenberg, & Miller 1979). “Stunningly successful” (Co-
hen, 1963, p. 13} oversrates these results considerably.

The problem, looking back on it, was a failure of design. Cross-sectional
comparisons miss the real variation in agenda setting, which is temporal
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nick & Kinder 1990). There are exceptions, however, and they show up
(so far at least) primarily in a single realm: race. In that reaim, communi-
cations that have nothing ostensibly to do wich blacks and whites never-
theless appear to prime the audience’s racial predispesitions. Fiagrantly racist
speech is now out of bounds in the United States, and most white Amer-
icans subscribe to racial equality as a mateer of principle. Ar the same time,
many whites feel resentful roward blacks and uncomfortable in their pres-
ence. These conditions have given rise to cuphemistic discourse—appeals
1o racism chat raffic in code words (Kinder & Sanders, 1996). Mendelberg
(2001) refers to this as “implicit communication.” Drawing on a recent
stream of research in psychology {e.g., Banaji & Greenwald, 1995; Bargh
& Pieromomaco, 1982; Devine, 1989), Mendelberg argues thar carefully
calibrated messages can prime racial predispositions auntomatically, outside
the recipient’s awareness. A covert appeal o racism is successful precisely
because it evades the self-censorship that whires would exercise if they were
to notice that the incoming message violated the norm of equality.

A typical if demoralizing example of covert communication is provided
by the 1988 Awmerican presidental campaign and the carefully crafred and
well-coordinated initiative to portray the Democraric nominee, Governor
Dukakis, as soft on crime. In some ways 1988 can be read as a clear example
of Petrocik’s (1996} issue ownership theory in acdon: the Republicans
stressing their issue (controlling crime) while the Democrats uied to change
the subject.” The 1988 campaign thus appears straightforward—except that
the Republicans’ effort, though ostensibly about crime, was really abour
race, featuring the story of one Willie Horson. Horron, a black man con-
victed of murder and sentenced to life imprisonment, was granted a week-
end leave by the Massachusetts prison furlough program while Dukakis was
governor. Horron fled the state and terrornized a white couple in Marytand,
beating the man and raping the woman before being recaprured and re-
turned ro prison. In the local uproar thar followed, Dukakis defended the
fuslough program and appeared indifferent to Horon’s victims. Horton's
story became a fixture in Bush’s speeches, in Republican campaign fliers,
and in a set of memorable television advertisements. This was covert com-
munication about race. On the surface, the message was about crime and
crime only, and race words were scrupulously avoided. But Horton’s name
and story and picture were ever-present. The efforc was deliberate (Jamieson,
1992; Kinder & Sanders, 1996; Mendelberg, 2001), and it succeeded: the
campaign primed predispositions on race (net crime), moving racially con-
servative Democrats and [ndependents into the Republican column (Kinder
& Sanders, 1996; Mendelberg, 1997, 2001). In the 1988 campaign, and
in # variery of other cases (Mendelberg, 2001; Valentino, Hurchings, &
White, 2002; Winter, 2001), communications that appear to be about one
subject—crime, welfare reform, government spending, privatization of So-
cia] Security—rturn out, in their consequences, to be about another, namely,

race.

Communication and Politics in the Age of Information
b Persuasion

By persuasion 1 mean “changing people’s attitudes [and behavior] through
the spoken and written word” (McGuire, 1973, p- 216). Political persuasion
entails the supply of arguments and evidence through which people are
induced to change their minds about some aspect of politics: in light of
new information, people come to think thar the president is smarter than
he first seemed, or that school desegregation is ineffective and should be
abandoned, or that more effort and money must now be invested in na.
rional defense,

Og the question of whar role mass communication plays in political
persuasion, Klapper’s answer of course was not to WOTIY: [T1ass Communi-
cations seldom persuade, and minimal effects are the rule (others who say
this are Hovland, 1959; Key, 1961; McGuire, 1986, 2001; Mueller, 1994;
Schudson, 1984). Zaller (1996) disagrees, mnsisting that the right answer [c;
the question of persuasion is not minimal effects, but, to paraphrase lightly,
massive effecs, all the time. The truch, as I will try to show, lies somewhere
in berween,

Klapper was influenced heavily by The Peaple’s Choice, the landtmark
examination of the 1940 presidential conrest in Frie County, Ohio, that
was carried out by a team headed by Paul Lazarsfeld (Lazarsfeld, Berelson,
& Gauder, 1948). To their surprise, Lazarsfeld’s team discovered thac rel-
atively few voters altered their intentions over the course of the year. Indeed,
by the time of the summer conventions, before the formal campaign even
began, roughly 80 percent of voters had become permanently commitred
to one candidate or the other. From spring o fall, only a handful of vor-
ers—some 5 percent—actually changed sides. Whar lictle change that did
occur, moreover, apparently had less to do with the campaign thar with
the personal influence of family and friends. Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Ciau-
det concluded chat presidential campaigns are generally ineffective at per-
suasion. Rather than converting voters from one side to the other, presi-
dential campaigns reinforce the early deciders and gerivase the latenc
predispositions of the initially uncommitted.

So it was in 1940, and so it was, evidendy, in 1948. In The Vizer
Pea’des, Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee (1954) report the resules of a
similar investigation, situated this rime in Elmira, New York, and focusing
on the famous Dewey-Truman presidential contest. Once again, or so it
scemed, mass communication “cryseallizes and reinforces more than it con-
verts” (p. 248),

Klapper took the results from these two exemplary studies seriously,
and he was wise to do so, for their main conclusions have stood up very
we1‘1. Despite dramatic changes over the last half-century in politics and
soclety, American presidential campaigns still faif as exercises in political
persuasion.” We know this from panel studies pateerned after the original
Lazarsfeld design (e.g., Bartels, 1997; Finkel, 1993, Markus, 1982; Patter-
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lead us to conclude that pres-
To the contrary, activation and
Lazarsfeld and his colleagues
and providing

Conceding this point—t

te voters by arousing their interest
thereby allowing them to choose wisely—or in any
would have in the absence of a campaign {Bar-
1993; Johnston, Blais, Brady, & Crete, 1992;

Shanks & Miller, 1992). And campaigns reinforce voters by providing good
reasons for their choices, reminding them why they are Democrats or Re-
publicans, thereby keeping partisans in line and defections t© a minimum
(Bartels, 1993; Kaz & Feldman, 1962; Sears & Chatfee, 1979).
Acknowledging the importance of activation and reinforcement, the
main and arresting lesson of more than a hatf-century of empirical research

aigns is the failure of persuasion. In the next section |
o—~three principle obstacles to

tels, 1988; Gelman & King,

on prﬂsidential camp
sketch out three reasons why this might be s

persuasion: neursalization, resistance, and indifference.

Neutralization

One reason why presidential campaigns are ineffective as inscruments of
persuasion is thai the campaign mounied by one side is “neutralized” by
the campaign mounted by the other (Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1948; Bartels,
1992; Gelman & King, 1993). Under current urrangements—electoml
competifion dominaied by o well-established pardies and presidential
campaigns funded primarily by public sources— both sides assemble roughly
equally capable reams, of roughly equal experience and intelligence, who set
about spending roughly the same {large) armount of money in roughly the
same ways.” Whatever persuasive effect is accomplished by the one 1s offse

by the other.

Imagine a different wor
parties managed somehow to monopo

European experience with cotalirarian conrrol of communications sug-
gests that under some conditions the oppusition may be whistled down
until only the irmly convinced die-hards remain. In many patts of this
country, there are probably relasively few people who would tenaciously
maintain their political views in the face of a continuous Aow of hostile
arguments. Most people want—and need—to be told that they are right

and o know thar other people agree with them. ‘Thus. the parties could
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lize mass communications?
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seal themselves off from communications that
(hreaten them (e.g., Bagly & Chaiken, 1998; Freedman 8 Sears, 1965;
lyengar et al., 2001; Milburn, 1979; Mutz & Martin, 200} Sears & Freed-
man, 1967). All things considered, this may be 2 good thing, since selective
exposure assumes thar people are “living autistically in a fool's paradise,
endeavoring to remain blissfully ignorant of belief-threatening material, even
though in actual environments it is often adaptive to acquaint oneself with
the opposition arguments (McGuire, 1985, p. 275). Maladaptive or not,
selective exposure cannot account for persuasion’s failure.

People are adepr at defending their views, not by hiding from threat-
ening messages but by rejecting them (Abelson, 1959, 1968; Sears & Freed-
man, 1967). Thas is, persuasion fails not through selectivity in exposure
but through selectiviry in acceprance. In scores of studies of presidential
debates, for example, voters evaluations of debate performance polarize
sharply along partisan lines (Katz & Feldman, 1962; Sears & Challee,
1979). More generally, people assess communications that challenge their
attitudes as weakly argued, unconvincing, and laced with error (e.g., Lord,
Ross, & Lepper, 1979; Pomerantz, Chaiken, & Tordesillas, 1995), and they
subject such communications to more active counterarguing and greater

scrutiny than they do communications that confirm cheir atritudes {e.g.,
Cacioppo & Petty, 1979; Edwards & Smith, 1996; Feather, 1963).
From this point of view, presidential campaigns enjoy such
success in converting voters from one side to the other partly because they
run up against heavy resistance. Resistance is especially heavy because pres-
idential campaigns play directly on the voters primary political predispo-
sition, their artachment to party. For many partisans, the details brought
forward by any particular campaign are simply furcher corroboration of their
party’s comparative victuosity (Bartels, 1993 Campbell et al., 1960; Con-
vesse, 1966; on the decline and revival of strong partisanship in the Amer-

ican electorate, see Bartels, 2000)."
Resistance is a serious obstacle 1o politic
be avoided alrogether, it can be reduced. For example,
be more common during the presidential nomination process, where the
strong predisposition of partisanship is less relevant (Bartels, 1988). Like-
wise, emerging issues or 10pics thar elicit relatively weak actitudes should be
opportunities for persuasion as well (Bassili, 1993, 1996; Krosnick & Abel-
son, 1992). More generally, resistance will diminish when people lack the

contexrual informarion that would otherwise enable them to notice that an
h their predispositions (Zaller, 1992).
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Communication and Politics in the Age of Informarion

standard assessments of persuasion overlook the crucial facr ¢l

hat citizens are
often exposed to countervailing messages and so are pushed simultaneously

in opposite directions. What appear in srandard analysis to be minimal
effects are actually, in Zaller’s telling, massive by offserting effects.

Trying to do better, Zalier begins by drawing on the same ser of psy-
cholegical ideas thar inform much recent research on communications gen-
erally. Zaller presumes thar people arrive ar their opinions by
across the considerations char happen 1o be accessible
cesstbility, in turn, depends on memory retrieval
incomplete. Considerations that have been “in thought” recently are more
fikely to be sampled. To make this model of opinion come alive for un.
derstanding political persuasion, Zaller (1992) inwoduces two additional
assumptions, building on insights offered by Hovland (1959; Hoviand.
Lumsdaine, & Sheffield, 1949), Converse (1962), and McGuire (1968).
The first is that people will be more likely to receive a communication as
a direct function of their level of general information about politics, where
reception involves both exposure 1o and comprehension of the given com-
munication. Second, people will resist communications that are inconsistent
with their political predispositions only insofar as they possess sufficien
information to detect such inconsistency. Zaller's model recognizes that ¢ic -
izens differ sharply from one another in their partisan and ideological pre-
dispositions and that they differ enormously from one another in the carc
and attention they invest in politics,

Sa specified, Zaller's model can account for u variety of empirical cases:
the electoral advantages enjoyed by congressional incumbents, shifs in
American opinien on school desegregartion, variations in populac support
tor Ross Perot during his 73 million-dolfar presidential campaign advenure
of 1992, and changes in American opinion on the Vietnam War, among,
others (Zaller, 1989, 1991, 1992; Zaller & Hunt, 1994, 1999). In all these
instances, public opinion appears to move in tesponse to alterations in the
supply of informarion provided by elites. The story is complicated because
it rakes into account differences in the meotivation and skil]
bring o politics, and because it recognizes that overall shifis in public opin-
ion typically conceal underlying combinations of changes that move in op-
posite and partially offsetting directions.

Zaller offered his model as an Arempe o provide a general account of
public opinion. On the first page of The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion
(1992), Zaller announced hjs aim to “ro integrate as much as possible of
the dynamics of public opinion within a cohesive theoretical system.” In
fact, the model does very well, even judged against that audacious aspiration.
Bur Zaller’s is nor ¢he only way to represent and understand politica per-

suaston. The strongest alternarive psychological model cusrently in play is
supplied by Milton Lodge (1995) and his associates, who hope to specify
“the main architecrural and procedural features of a psychologically realistic
model of the candidate-evaluation process” (p. 111). In this pursuit, Lodge

averaging
at the moment. Ac-
thar is probabilistic and

that cirizens
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n-processing approach to human cog-

nicion generally, drawing heavily on the “on-line” model of information
processing developed by Hastie in particular (Flastie & Park, 1986; Hastie
& Pennington, 1289). Lodge argues that over the course of a campaign,
most citizens most of the time develop their impressions of the candidates
on-line: chat is, “each piece of campaign information is immediately eval-
uated and linked to the candidate node in working memory at the time of
ation is in the senses, so to speak, and not typ--
ically compured at a later date from memory teaces” {p. 119). Campaigns
deliver messages; citizens sometimes notice them; when they do, they (some-
how) detect the implications of the messages for their evaluations of a can-
didate; thereupon they immediately integrase these imptications into their
summary evaluation (or “sunning tally”) of the candidate; transfer their now
updated overall evaluation to long-term memory; and quickly forget the
details thar prompeed the updating in the firse place (for corroborating
evidence for this account, all supplied by experiments, see Lodge, McGraw,
& Stroh, 1989; Lodge & Steenbergen, 1995; Lodge & Suoh, 1993; Rahn,
Aldrich, & Borgida, 1994).
We peed both on-line and accessibility (
How can we reconcile their differences? One possibility is to dissolve or at

least sofren the differences between the two, by specifying intermediate or
ormacion and change, partly on-line and partly

hybrid modes of opinion
memory-based {Hastie & Penningron, 1989). Another possibilicy is that

people differ systemarically and persistently in their reliance on one process
or the other {Jarvis & Petry, 1996). Seill another is to say that the two
models cover different domains. Perhaps on-line processing applies primarily
to the evaluation of candidates. Citizens understand that when the campaign
ose they will be asked to make a decision, which should
perhaps memory-based models

takes inspiration from the informatic

exposure, when the inform

ot memory-based) models.

comes to a cl
encousage on-line processing. in contrast,
apply when people are surprised by a request for a judgment on macters

that they had previously regarded as insignificant {Hastie & Park, 1980).
Just such a surprise occurs, Zaller (1992) suggests, when people are accosted
by an interviewer wanting o know what they think about heaith care or

the war in Afghanistan.

A Action

ncerned with mass communication as an instru-

briefly

Up to now, 1 have been co
ment for directing attention and changing artitudes. | will now turn

to the role that communication might play in influencing action.
Participation in politics can take a variety of forms, but the most com-
mon is turning out to vote (Rosenstone & Hansen, 1993; Tilly, 1978
Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 1995; Verba & Nie, 1972). And on the ques-
tion of mobilizing turnour, the evidence suggests that mass communication
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citizens apply when they evaluate the wisdom of 4

policy, the vircue of a
candidacy; or the performance of thei

I government. By providing compel-
Mass communications persuade Citizens
er. And by trafficking in certain kinds of
negative advertising, media (perhaps) discourage participation in polirics.
All in all, in these various ways, the media’s power seems quite im-
pressive—bur it is not withour limits. For one thing, framing, agenda sec-
ting, priming, and persuasion are all constrained by the anticipared reacrion
of the audience or, to use a different Ianguage, by what the American po-
lirtcal culure findg permissible, If communications wander roo far afield,
they will be rejected (e.g, Gamson & Modigliani, 1987, Sherif & Hovland,
1961; Petey, Cacioppo, & Haugevedr, 1992) Like
limited to altering che priorites ¢ iti

lems as unemployment or drug abuse

wise, agenda serring seems

. he same way, priming ap-
ortance of reasonable standards:
above other pressing problems.
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And of course not everyone is influenced
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Americans differ from one another In ways that are relevant ro their sus-
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- The standard currency of

this difference is i
netability to media influence is unclear

Kinder & Sanders, 199¢: Krosnick & Brannon
1990; Miller & Krosnick, 2000; MacKuen, 19
McCombs, & Eyal, 1981)." Much clearer are the results on credibilivy.
Those who mistrust media Organizations are less subjecr to their inflyence:
less taken by their frames (Druckman, 2001); [ess shaped by their agendas
(Iyengar & Kinder, 1983); less thoroughly primed (Miljer & Krosnicl,

2000); and less persuaded by their arguments (Lupia & McCubbins, 1998).
This result is corroborared by i change experimencs in social

psychology, which show that the credibilic
in persuasion (McGuire, 1969, 1985; Petry & Dwane 1998).
Taken all around, we now seem quite a way further along toward the

“science of communication” that Klapper (1960), Hovland (1954) and
other founders of the field originally hoped for. Of course, there is still quice
a bit left to do. For one thing, given all the evidence about how mass
fommunications martcer, we need to get smarcer about how informadion js

his we need theories of campaigns and jour-

mplicated {n citizen’s vul-
p

81, 1984; Weaver, Graber,
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nalism, and we need systematic empirical work that connects the “infor-
mation system” on the one hand with the judgments made and actions
raken by individual citizens on the other (for promising steps in this direc-
tion, see Armstrong, Carpenter, & Hojnacki, 2000; Barcels, 1996b; Bovitz,
Druckman, & Lupia, 2000; Freedman, 1999; Gamson & Modigliani, 1987,
1989; Glaser, 1996; Hilgartner & Bosk, 1988; Jones, 1994; Page, 1996;
Perrocik, 1996; Schudson, 1978).

For another, we need clarification of the psychological mechanisms thar
mediate mass communication influence. The standard interpretation for
framing, agenda setting, and priming builds directly on basic research in
cognition and gives center stage to automatic processing (Cappella & Ja-
mieson, 1997; Price & Tewksbury, 1997). The story runs roughly this way:
communications highlight some aspects of politics at the expense of others;
when citizens notice such communications, relevant parts of their memory
are automatically acrivated; those bits and pieces of acrivated memory are
thereby rendered accessible; and accessible constructs and information ex-
ercise disproportionate influence over the opinions and evaluations that cit-
izens express. Under this account, mental processes are set into motion by
environmental provocations and operate ourside of conscious awarencss.

Whether framing, agenda setting, and priming effects can actually be

explained in this way is a matcer of current contention. The evidence for
accessibility and automatic processing is eithes mixed (e.g., Valentino,
Hurchings, & White, 2002, find evidence that priming is mediated by
accessibility, while Miller & Krosaick, 2000, do not) or indirect (e.g., Men-
delberg, 2001). The major alternative to accessibility entails 2 more thought-
ful, self-conscious, and effortful process. In the case of framing, for example,
the argument is that by singling out certain fearures of an issue or event,
frames imply which considerations to take into account, but the final arbiter
is the cirizen, who chesses which of the available considerations are relevant
and who decides how important each consideration should be {Gross, 2001;
Nelson, Clawson, & Oxley. 1997; Nelson, Oxley, & Clawson, 1997,
Chong, 1996). This debate about the psychological underpinnings of fram-
ing recapitulates a broader conversation in psychology over the extent to
which everyday judgments, decisions, and behavior are under conscious
control (see, for example, Posner & Snyder, 1975; Bargh & Ferguson,
2000). My point here is simply that a deep understanding of communi-
cation and politics in our age of information requires specification of psy-
chological mechanism.

Finally, there remains the task of explicating the downstreamn conse-
quences of mass communication influence, of spelling out the political dif-
ferences that framing and persuading and such actually make. The obliga-
tion here is to integrate communication results into the larger story of
politics. It might be thought that this work is someone else’s business, that
it belongs to mainstream political science, not to political psychology. Per-
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