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W hat explai ns the sh i ft i n publ i c opi n ion over time on the i s sue of the 1 99 6
U .S . federal  budget? Publ i c opi n ion pol l s  demonstrate dramati c sh i fts  i n the
percentage of peopl e cons ider i ng the budget i ssue to be the most important
probl em faci ng the countr y from N ovember  1 99 4  through Apr i l  1 9 9 6 . I n th i s
ar ti cl e, we model  R oper Center  opi n i on pol l s  agai nst a predi cti on of opi n ion
from medi a content to i nves ti gate how media coverage affects  the impor tance
ass i gned to the budget i s sue. W e identi fy four dom inant frames present i n
media coverage of the budget i s sue and argue that a model  combi ni ng the
theor i es of agenda setti ng and frami ng provides a better  explanati on for  the
shi fts  i n aggregate opin ion than ei ther  theory on i ts own. B y combi ni ng frami ng
w i th the tradi ti onal  agenda-setti ng approach, we take i nto account the nuances
of coverage w i th i n the i s sue, i n addi ti on to the sheer  amount of coverage, for  a
more complete explanati on of media effects  on publ i c opi n i on on the i ssue of
the federal  budget.

K eyw or ds agenda setti ng, federal  budget,  framing, media effects , publ i c opi n-
i on, publ i c opi ni on pol l s , conten t anal ys i s

W here does the publ i c get i ts i nformati on about i ssues and pol i cy al ternati ves?

M any model s of publ i c opi n i on sugges t that presentati on of i ssues i n the media

pl ays an impor tant role i n shaping the atti tudes of the publ i c (i .e. , M cClosky &

Z al l er , 1 98 4 ; Fan, 1 9 88 ; Page &  Shapi ro, 1 9 9 2 ; S timson, 1 99 1 ; Z al l er , 19 9 2 , 1 9 94 ).

M edia serve as the pr imary mechani sm by w hich el i te opi n i on i s communicated to

the publ i c. Research on medi a agenda setti ng tes ti fi es to th i s i n fl uence (M cCombs

&  Shaw , 1 9 72 ; I yengar  &  K i nder , 1 9 8 7 ). Accordi ng to th i s per specti ve, medi a do

not tel l  the audi ence what to th i nk but, rather , what to th i nk  about (Cohen, 1 9 6 3 ).

T h i s i s  accompl i shed through the sheer  amount of attenti on gi ven by media outl ets

to var i ous pol i ti cal  i s sues ; the more coverage an i ssue recei ves , the fur ther  up the

agenda i t supposedl y moves . Agenda setti ng, then, ex pl ai n s why cer tai n i ssues i n

the informati on envi ronment are cons i dered to be more important than other s by

the publ ic (M cCombs &  Shaw , 1 9 93 ). Exper imental  evi dence demonstrates  that
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when new s coverage focuses more on a par ti cu l ar  i s sue, peopl e are more l i kel y to

ci te that i ssue as the most important concern faci ng the nati on (I yengar  et al .,

1 9 82 ).

H owever , the tradi ti onal  agenda-setti ng concept, al so refer red to as the “fi r s t

l evel ” of agenda setti ng (M cCombs &  B el l , 1 9 9 6 ), attempts to ex plai n onl y why

one i s sue becomes more impor tant than another i ssue i n the publ ic’s m ind; i t does

not expl i ci tl y focus on the nuances of coverage w i th i n an i ssue. Some have argued,

therefore, that the or i gi nal  agenda-setti ng theory does not go far enough; i t “str i ps

away almost everyth ing worth know i ng about how the media cover  an i ssue and

l eaves onl y the shel l  of the topic” (K os i ck i , 1 9 9 3 , p. 1 1 2 ). T he tradi ti onal  model  of

agenda setti ng over l ook s the idea that controver sy i s the under l yi ng bas i s of any

i ssue that becomes a topic of medi a coverage. H ow  di fferent concepti on s of i ssues

emerge and evol ve over time, not merel y thei r  i ncreased presence in media, i s

impor tant for under standing change in publ i c opi n ion.

Consequentl y, schol ars work i ng in thi s domain have begun to ex tend the agenda-

setti ng concept to cons ider  how  var iati ons w i th i n coverage of an i ssue infl uence an

i ssue’s sal i ence in the publ ic mi nd (M cCombs, 1 99 2 , 1 99 4 ; M cCombs & B el l , 1 99 6).

D escr i bed as the “compel l i ng arguments” hypothes i s , th i s per specti ve asser ts that

the sel ecti on of par ti cu l ar  attr i butes of an i s sue for attenti on plays a powerfu l  role

i n setti ng the publ i c agenda (Ghanem &  Evatt, 1 9 9 5 ). As M cCombs and Es trada

(1 9 97 , p. 2 4 0 ) ex plai n: “H ow new s frames affect publ i c opi n ion i s the emergi ng

second-l evel  of agenda-setti ng. T he fi r s t l evel  i s the transmi ss i on of object sal i ence.

T he second l evel  i s the transm i ss i on of attr i bute sal i ence.” Attr ibute sal i ence refer s

to the mul ti tude of ways pol i ti cal  el i tes or medi a sources can choose to shape the

presentati on of an i ssue; as such, the second level  of agenda setti ng impl ici tl y draw s

upon theor i es of media fram i ng.

F rami ng—mak ing some aspects of real i ty more sal i en t i n a tex t i n order  to

promote a par ti cu l ar  “problem defi n i ti on, causal  i nterpretati on, moral  eval uati on

and/or treatment recommendati on for the i tem descr ibed” (Entman, 1 9 93 , p. 5 2 )—

has gi ven r i se to the argument that i t i s not the sheer  quanti ty of i nformati on abou t

a topi c that dr i ves  i ts impor tance. Rather , i t i s how  media di scus s a topi c that

foster s changes i n publ i c opi n ion. Scholar s have l ong argued that j ournal i s ts ’ char -

acter i z ati on of an i s sue shapes i ts real i ty for  an audi ence, creati ng the acceptabl e

range of meani ng (B al l -R okeach &  Rokeach, 1 9 8 7 ; Gamson, 1 9 8 5 , 1 9 9 2 ; Gi tl i n ,

1 9 8 0 ; Graber , 1 9 8 9 ; H al l  et al . , 1 9 7 8 ). T h i s per specti ve contends that medi a atten -

ti on to di screte features of an i ssue w i l l  al ter  the publ ic’s under standi ng of the i ssue

and the impor tance they ass i gn to i t.

F rami ng, then, provides a means of descr i bi ng the power of communi cati on to

di rect i ndi v i dual  cogn i ti ons toward a prescr ibed i nterpretati on of a s i tuati on or ob-

j ect. Several  empi r i cal  ex amples tes ti fy to the ins i ghts  that the frami ng approach

can provi de regardi ng media effects on opi n i on (Iyengar , 1 9 9 1 ; Z al l er , 1 9 9 2 ). B y

fram i ng i ssues i n cer tai n ways, the medi a infl uence the way peopl e percei ve a

probl em or i ssue and i ts consequences , pos s ibl y al ter i ng thei r  fi nal  eval uati on of

the i ssue. F or exampl e, research sugges ts  that frami ng economi c and foreign pol i cy

questi ons i n terms of gai ns ver sus l osses (Q uattrone & T ver sk y, 1 9 8 8 ) or fram ing

affi rmati ve acti on i n terms of unfai r  advantage ver sus jus t compensati on (K i nder  &

Sander s , 1 9 9 0 ) can change the bas i s of pol i ti cal  j udgment. S imi l ar l y , sh i fti ng the

new s frame of heal th care reform from a focus on econom ic cons i derati ons to

eth i cal  cons iderati ons al ter s how voter s i nterpret the i ssue and use i t i n electoral
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deci s i ons (Shah et al ., 1 9 9 6 , 1 9 9 7 ). M edia fram i ng can al so shape opi n ion i n times

of i nternati onal  pol i cy di sputes . P resentati on of the Gu l f W ar i n terms of patr i oti c,

technologi cal , and euphemi sti c l anguage, as opposed to di ssent, er ror , and human

l oss , shaped publ i c opin ion about Amer i can i nvol vement i n the confl i ct (Al l en et

al ., 1 9 9 4 ).

T hese frami ng studies demonstrate that the way in w hich the media di scus s an

i s sue infl uences publ i c opi n ion. Agenda-setti ng research that does not di rectl y draw

upon a frami ng perspecti ve sti l l  touches on the impor tance of th i s “second level ” of

agenda setti ng (Atwater et al . , 1 9 8 5 ; Y agade &  D oz ier , 1 9 9 0 ). I n par ti cu l ar , re-

search i ndi cates that i ssues w i th a high degree of confl i ct have a greater  i nfl uence

on the agenda than woul d be war ranted by the sheer  amount of coverage gi ven

to them (M acK uen &  Coombs, 1 9 8 1 ). Ex pl or i ng the rel ati onship between stor i es

w i th hi gh l evel s of confl i ct and the publ i c agenda, W anta and H u (1 9 9 3 , p. 2 5 1 )

concl uded that “the agenda-setti ng infl uence of the mass media on the publ ic [ i s ]

conti ngent to a great degree upon the sub-i ssue, or new s frame, repor ted.” H ow -

ever , thei r  s tudy cons idered 15  i ssue-speci fi c categor i es  of i nternati onal  new s (such

as m i l i tar y/nucl ear  arms, ter ror i sm invol v i ng the U ni ted S tates , or cr ime/drugs ) and

not abstract frames or par ti cu l ar  rhetor i cal  devi ces . T hus, they focused on the sub-

i ssues across  the broader  topic of i nternati onal  new s rather  than the nature of the

controver sy w i th i n a more di screte i ssue. F ur ther  i nves ti gati on needs to cons ider

the di ffer i ng pol i ti cal  language used to character i z e a s i ngl e i ssue and to explore, i n

combinati on w i th the amount of coverage the i s sue recei ves , the impact of these

new s frames on the impor tance as s igned to that i ssue by the publ i c.

I n th i s ar ti cl e, w e use a model  that accounts for both tradi ti onal  agenda-setti ng

effects and “second-l evel ” frami ng effects i n order to provi de a r i cher  account of

changes in aggregate publ i c opi n ion. Speci fi cal l y, we exam ine the controver sy over

the 1996  federal  budget and argue that changes i n both the quanti ty and nature of

media coverage predict sh i fts i n the impor tance ass i gned to th i s i s sue by the Amer i -

can publ ic. M ore speci fi cal l y , we bel i eve that an agenda-setti ng per specti ve, whi ch

emphas i z es how much coverage a s i ngl e i ssue recei ves , i s enr iched by a media

fram i ng per specti ve, w hich cons i der s what type of coverage that i ssue recei ves .

T h i s contenti on was tes ted through the ideodynam ic model  and the InfoT rend

conten t anal ys i s computer  program (F an, 1 9 8 8 , 1 9 9 4 ). T h i s approach uses  content

anal ys i s of the mass media to model  changes in publ i c opini on—in thi s case, changes

i n the impor tance of the federal  budget defi ci t.

I n the 1994  el ecti ons and conti nuing i nto the 1996  campai gns, the federal  budget

was a topic of much debate among pol i cymaker s i n W ashington . B ased on the

“Contract w i th Amer i ca,” the new Republ ican maj or i ti es i n the H ouse and Senate

j ousted repeatedl y w i th Pres ident Cl i nton over competi ng pl ans for  bal anci ng the

budget. R epubl i cans claimed that D emocrats were not ser i ous about reducing the

defi ci t. D emocrats  i ns i s ted that R epubl i cans were real l y i nterested in di smantl i ng

popul ar  social  programs such as M edi care.

In N ovember 1 9 95 , P res ident Cl i nton and congress ional  R epubl icans coul d not

agree on long-term defi ci t reducti on pl ans. In an effor t to pressure the pres i dent,

congress ional  Republ i cans refused to pass a bi l l  author i z i ng s top-gap spending unti l

T he B udget D ef icit  Con t r over sy
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a budget agreement had been reached. T hi s forced the government to shut down,

fur l ough i ng 800 ,00 0  federal  employees . T emporary spendi ng measures  maintai n i ng

expendi tures at the previ ous year ’s l evel  are routi nel y used to avoid such shut-

downs ; budget agreements are then passed after  the new fi scal  year  has begun. I n

th i s i nstance, the congress i onal  leader sh ip deci ded to use the cl os i ng of the gover n-

ment as a weapon to draw  attenti on to the di sagreement over defi ci t reducti on

pl ans. T hus, whi l e there was no necessary or logi cal  connecti on between the two,

the shutdown was constructed by el i tes and under stood by the publ i c i n terms of

the budget defi ci t.

T he in i ti al  shutdow n l asted 7  days, after  whi ch stop-gap spending was impl e-

mented. T he pres i dent and Congress conti nued to battl e over the bal anced budget

time frame and whether to use the projecti on s and assumpti ons of the Congres-

s i onal  B udget O ffice or those of the W hi te H ouse’s O ffi ce of M anagement and

B udget. B udget tal k s , whi ch began on N ovember 2 8 , 1 9 9 5 , w ere cut shor t j ust

after  they commenced, as negoti ator s  “threw  up thei r  hands” on N ovember 3 0  and

canceled negoti ati ons w i th a loom i ng D ecember 1 5  deadl i ne (H ager , 1 9 9 5 ).

A l though tal ks  resumed on D ecember 4 , stop-gap fundi ng ran ou t at mi dni ght

of D ecember 1 5 , before any k i nd of agreement coul d be reached. Contenti ous

pol i ti cal  debate and an unprecedented second government shutdown of 2 1  days

dom inated the pol i ti cal  di scour se of the hol iday season. T he Congress and the

pres ident agreed on th ree s top-gap spendi ng bi l l s to send fur l oughed worker s back

to thei r j obs on January 6 , 1 9 9 6 . H owever , addi ti onal  contenti on and shutdown

deadl i nes conti nued through the end of January and the fi r s t few months of 1 9 9 6 .

I n addi ti on to pol i ti cal  debates and maneuver i ng, publ i c opin i on on the i ssue

of the federal  budget shi fted over th i s  per iod of time (from the summer of 1 9 9 4

through the spr i ng of 1 9 96 ). In par ti cu l ar , survey margi nal s  from the Roper  Center

i ndicate that the percentage of the publ i c cons ider i ng the federal  budget defi ci t to

be the “most important problem” faci ng the countr y i ncreased from 5  percent dur-

i ng O ctober  2 7 – 3 0 , 1 9 9 5 , to 2 0  percent by the fi r s t par t of 1 9 9 6  (see F i gure 1 ).

T he publ i c’s response to the i ssue of the budget defi ci t i s not the same as a re-

sponse to the government shutdown as an impor tant problem. W e measured publ ic

opi n ion from N ovember 1 9 94  through Apr i l  1 9 9 6 ; the shutdown was a smal l  par t

of th i s time frame, w i th onl y one pol l  questi on bei ng asked dur i ng the shutdown

per iod. In addi ti on, the pol l  conducted dur i ng the shutdown reveal ed that when

both the budget defi ci t and the shu tdown were coded as separate response opti ons

to the most impor tant probl em questi on, 1 9  percent chose the budget defi ci t, whi l e

onl y 1  percent mentioned the shutdown.

T he change in publ i c opi n i on concerning the budget defi ci t and the l i terature

on medi a agenda setti ng and fram ing sugges t the need for an in-depth anal ys i s of

medi a content on th i s i s sue. H ow were the media presenti ng coverage on the

budget i ssue? W as th i s coverage affecti ng publ i c percepti ons of th i s i s sue as the

most impor tant probl em? W e conducted an ex tens i ve content anal ys i s of the de-

bate sur roundi ng the federal  budget from a di ver se sample of new spaper s  across

the countr y . T h i s anal ys i s was used to determ i ne whether  changes in the media

coverage sur roundi ng the federal  budget had an impact on publ i c opi n ion over

time. M ore speci fi cal l y , w e focused on changes in how new s media character i z ed

the pol i ti cs sur roundi ng the budget debate and how th i s coverage contr i buted to

shi fts i n the publ i c’s percepti on of the most impor tant problem faci ng the nati on.

T o do so, we determ i ned domi nant media frames of the budget debate, ex am-
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F igur e 1 . Percentage of the publ i c cons ider i ng the budget to be the most impor tant problem

faci ng the countr y . Sur vey data are taken from the R oper Center  publ i c opi n ion pol l  data-

base for the ques ti on “W hat i s the most important probl em faci ng the countr y today?” Sur -

vey sponsor i ng organ i z atons i ncl ude: CN N /U SA T oday , CB S /N ew Yor k T imes , the W ashing-

ton Pos t, CB S N ew s, AB C/W ashi ngton Post, and AB C N ew s . T he w idths  of the hash mark

symbol s cor respond to the begi nning and endi ng dates of the surveys, and the heights i ndi -

cate 95  percent confi dence i nter val s .

i ned changes i n new s frames over time, and model ed these frames agai nst var iati on

i n publ i c opi n i on found in the Roper  Center  pol l  data. Publ i c opi n ion was mea-

sured by responses to the questi on “W hat do you th ink  i s  the most impor tant prob-

l em faci ng the countr y today?” R esponses from 12  pol l s ask i ng th i s  questi on dur i ng

the per i od of time exami ned i n th i s study (N ovember 1 9 94 – Apr i l  1 9 9 6 ) were re-

tr i eved from the R oper Center  at the U ni ver s i ty of Connecti cut and used for th i s

anal ys i s . W e began ou r conten t anal ys i s i n N ovember 1 9 94  to captu re al l  medi a

conten t fol l ow i ng that year ’s  congress i onal  el ecti ons . T he confl i ct between Con-

gress and the pres i dent over the federal  budget defi ci t began when the R epubl icans

took con trol  of Congress  and began di scuss i ng the Contract w i th Amer i ca.

O ver  the cour se of the budget debate i n the new s, the medi a repeatedl y used

par ti cu l ar  frames, or ways of representi ng the meaning of the budget i ssue. As

noted by M cCombs (1 9 9 7 , p. 6 ), “a r i ch var i ety of frames infl uence the detai l s of

our pictu res  of the obj ects i n the new s,” many of these draw i ng upon rhetor i cal
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tool s such as tone and drama (Patter son, 1 9 9 4 ). W e i denti fi ed four speci fi c frames :

a “tal k ” frame, a “fight” frame, an “impasse” frame, and a “cr i s i s” frame. T hese

frames represented vary ing level s of i ntens i ty i n how the budget i ssue was di s -

cussed and i ts  status i n pol i ti cal  di scour se. F or exampl e, pol i ti ci ans engaged i n

tal k s about the budget. O nce there was di sagreement over budget opti ons, fi ghts

erupted betw een the var ious s i des and conti nued unti l  there was a breakdow n i n

communi cati on, or an i mpasse. U l timatel y , the i ssue reached cr i s i s propor ti ons ,

unti l  the chai n of events was broken by a resol uti on. T hese frames represent the

range of depi cti ons w i th i n the pol i ti cs sur roundi ng the budget i ssue; together , they

refl ect the total  amount of coverage devoted to the di scu ss ion of budget resol uti on

effor ts .

T hese frames car ry di ffer i ng meani ngs for the ser i ousness of the budget con -

fl i ct. T herefore, the di ffer ent frames shoul d have di ffer en t impl i cati ons for  the

impor tance ass igned to the i ssue of the budget i n the mi nds of j ournal i s ts and the

Amer ican publ i c. Journal i s ts ’ or  thei r sources ’ character i z ati on—the spi n, or frame,

of a stor y—can have dramati c consequences for how the i ssue i s defi ned and what

l i nkages are made between i t and other  i ssues . An anal ys i s that focuses on changes

i n parti cu lar  frames of the budget i ssue, i nstead of focus i ng onl y on the sheer

presence of the i s sue i n the medi a, may provi de a clearer  under standi ng of the

impact of medi a coverage on publ i c opi n ion. W e do not cl aim that the rel ati onship

betw een the sheer  amount of coverage an i ssue recei ves and the impor tance at-

tached to i t by the publ i c w i l l  be absent. Rather , we bel ieve that cons i der i ng both

the quanti ty and nature of coverage, as sugges ted by the “compel l i ng arguments”

per specti ve (Ghanem &  Evatt, 1 9 9 5 ), offer s a cl earer  psychol ogi cal  mechani sm for

under standing why the publ i c agenda may change.

W e offer  tw o hypotheses to tes t both level s of agenda setti ng and to compare

the resu l ts . T he fi r s t hypothes i s focused on the fi r s t l evel  of agenda setti ng and

sugges ted that changes in the sheer  amount of coverage devoted to budget resolu -

ti on effor ts w i l l  s ign i fi cantl y account for  var i ance over time i n publ i c opin i on con-

cerning the relati ve impor tance of the budget defi ci t, i r respecti ve of the nature or

frame of the coverage. T he second hypothes i s tes ted the combined agenda-setti ng

and frami ng approach (i .e., a combi nati on of both the “fi r s t level ” and “second

l evel ” of agenda setti ng). T h i s approach sugges ts that changes  in the quanti ty of

frames refl ecti ng more ser i ous or confl i ctual  meaning—such as the “fi ght,” “im -

passe,” and “cr i s i s ” frames—may play a greater  role i n accounti ng for var i ance i n

publ i c opin i on concerni ng the budget i ssue. T hi s  second hypotheses was based on

the bel i ef that a fur ther  theoreti cal  el aborati on of the agenda-setti ng perspecti ve

w i th a second level , or  fram ing per specti ve, offer s a r i cher  ex planati on of changes

i n publ i c opi n ion .

M ethod

M edia Content

T o study media presentati on of federal  budget resolution efforts , we randomly sampled

new s stor i es from a number of maj or Amer i can new spaper s avai l able through the

N EX I S  el ectr oni c database. Speci fi cal l y, th i s research looked at the content of 1 9

di fferen t new spaper s : the Atl anta Journal  Consti tuti on, B oston Gl obe, Chi cago T r i -

bune, D al l as M orni ng N ew s, H ous ton Chronicl e, K ansas Ci ty S tar , Los Angel es
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T imes, M inneapol i s S tar  T r ibune, N ew O r l eans T imes P i cayune, N ew York  T imes ,

Phoeni x Gaz ette, R ock y M ountai n N ew s (D enver), Sacramento B ee, San D iego

U nion T r ibune, Seattl e T imes, San F ranci sco Chronicl e, S t. Peter sburg T imes, W ash-

i ngton Post, and W ashi ngton T imes . T he l arge number of new spaper s was chosen

to avoid any bi ases that mi ght be present i n a s i ngl e paper . N ew spaper s w ere

sel ected to refl ect the i nformati on contai ned i n l eadi ng new s sources from al l  re-

gi ons of the countr y and from var ious pol i ti cal  per specti ves .

T he N EX I S database was searched for any stor i es per tai n i ng to the federal

budget defi ci t that appeared between N ovember 8 , 1 9 9 4  (1  day after  m idterm el ec-

ti ons ushered i n a R epubl i can maj or i ty i n the H ouse and Senate), and Apr i l  2 0 , 1 9 9 6

(near l y a month after  the fi nal  conti nui ng resoluti on). T he or igi nal  search i denti fi ed

42 ,6 9 5  stor i es related to the federal  budget defi ci t.1 A random number generator

was then used to retr i eve 10 ,0 0 0  stor i es as  a sampl e from the or igi nal  search. T ex t

was retr i eved w i th i n a 50 -word w i ndow  sur rounding the tagged content.

Computer  Content  Analysi s

A computer  method was used to anal yz e stor i es (F an, 1 9 8 8 , 1 9 9 4 ). 2 T he codi ng

uni t for  th i s study was the paragraph. Conventions of new spaper  j ournal i sm dictate

that the paragraph has the smal l es t uni t of meaning. T he sentence typical l y rel i es

on the contex t of the paragraph for i ts meaning. T he paragraph may contai n several

i deas , and each i s coded indi v idual l y .

T he content anal ys i s was di v i ded into two steps wherei n var ious content anal y-

s i s ru les were appl i ed to the tex t (see Appendi x ).3 W hen we compared the com-

puter  content anal ys i s w i th our hand codi ng of random l y sel ected paragraphs, we

achi eved an agreement score of approx imatel y 9 0  percent (1 3 7  out of 1 5 1  para-

graphs). I t i s impor tant to note that al l  paragraphs that remai ned after  the i n i ti al

fi l ter  were i ncl uded i n the rel iabi l i ty check , not s impl y the paragraphs that charac-

ter i z ed the federal  budget defi ci t controversy . Even after  cor recti on for chance, cod-

i ng rel i abi l i ty was 8 6  percent (Scott, 1 9 5 5 ).

M eaning of  F r ames

B ecause we argue that four frames captu re the pr imary character i z ati ons of the

di scour se sur roundi ng the budget i ssue, i t i s impor tant to elaborate on the concept-

ual i z ati on of each frame. Operati onal l y, al l  four frames w ere defi ned by phrases

and word combi nati ons refl ected by the words or word fragments “budget,” “defi -

ci t,” “pol i ti c,” or “fi scal ,” i n combinati on w i th other  words determi ning par ti cu lar

frames categor i z ati ons . F i r s t, our defi n i ti on of the tal k frame concerned noncon-

frontati onal  communi cati on betw een the pol i ti cal  l eader sh i p invol ved i n attempts

to resol ve the budget i ssue. T hi s frame was defi ned by the precedi ng general  defi ci t

phrases i n combinati on w i th “tal k ,” “negoti at,” “debat,” “resol v,” “agreement,” “di s -

cuss ,” “consul t,” “deal ,” or “confer .” W ord fragments were used in order  to captu re

al l  i nstances  of the word endi ng in di ffer i ng su ffi x es . An occu rrence of the tal k

frame can be seen in the fol l ow i ng excerpt from a N ew York  T imes ar ti cl e:

R epubl ican l eader s i n Congress  are tr y i ng to fi nd a route to a balanced

budget by mak ing a deal w i th middl e-of-the-road D emocrats . (N ew York

T imes , January 1 1 , 1 9 9 6 , p. B 8 )
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D eal  captu res the di scuss i on occur r i ng on the budget. T h i s frame does not i ndi cate

any great i ntens i ty over the nature or tone of the budget debate but, rather , s impl y

repor ts that di scus s ion i s  happen i ng.

T he second frame in our anal ys i s , fight, di ffered from the tal k  character i z ati on

i n that the tone of the debate was more i ntense, s ign i fy i ng a more immedi ate

concer n abou t the budget con fl i ct.  O perati onal l y , th i s  frame was defi ned by

the general  defi ci t words or word fragments i n combinati on w i th “fi ght,” “di sput,”

“battl ,” “sk i rm i sh,” “war,” “contes t,” “struggl ,” “confl i ct,” “confront,” “w rangl ,” or

“cl ash.”

Just a day after suspendi ng budget tal ks w i th words of optimi sm, President

Cl i nton and Republ i can l eaders  of Congress  were sounding more con -

frontati onal  and tal k i ng about fi ghti ng out thei r di fferences in the N ovem -

ber  el ecti on. (N ew York  T imes , January 2 2 , 1 9 9 6 , p. A1 )

T hi s ex ampl e demonstrates how  the character i z ati on of the budget debate i n terms

of tal k s moves beyond a placi d descr ipti on of the attempts  to reach a comprom i se

to a more confl i ctual  one. B ecause of the phrase “budget tal k s ,” th i s paragraph

woul d be coded as contai n i ng both a tal k  and a fight frame. T he fi ght frame

el evates the i ntens i ty of the i ssue, i ncreas ing the negati ve tone of the confl i ct. T here-

fore, i t shoul d have a greater  impact on publ i c opi n ion than a s trai ghtforward char-

acter i z ati on of budget tal ks .

T he th i rd frame, impasse, i ndi cates a fur ther  stage i n the budget di scus s ions . I t

i s di s ti nct from the fight frame i n that i t encompas ses  the idea that fighti ng has

reached a temporary break i ng point, and tal k s cannot proceed. Y et, attached to the

impasse frame i s a s imi lar  sense of urgency about the budget i ssue as ex i s ts  w i th

the fi ght frame. Impasse frames were operati onal i z ed by the general  defi ci t words

or w ord fragments i n combi nati on w i th “impas se,” “standoff,” “gr i dlock ,” “s tal e-

mate,” “broke down,” “breakdow n,” or “stal l .”

T he pol i ti cal  s tandoff has turned fi scal  pol i cy ti ghter , says T im T ay l or ,

edi tor  of the Journal  of Economi c Per specti ves  i n M i nneapol i s (R ocky

M ountai n N ew s , Apr i l  8 , 1 9 9 6 )

F i nal l y, the cr i s i s frame captu res a four th component character i z i ng di scuss i on

of the budget i ssue. T he cr i s i s  frame s i gn i fi es  the medi a’s  por trayal  of the i ssue as

deter i orati ng into chaos . T h i s frame goes beyond a s impl e repor ti ng of di scuss ions ;

i t constructs the meani ng of the i ssue by focus i ng on the inabi l i ty of pol i ti cal  leader -

sh i p to take acti on to resol ve the probl em. O perati onal l y , th i s frame was defi ned

by the general  defi ci t words or word fragments i n combinati on w i th “cr i s i s,” “chaos,”

“emergency ,” or “fi re.”

T he cur rent budget cr i s i s i n the federal  government once agai n proves

that “i ns i de the bel tway” i s total l y rotten and cor rupt. (Phoeni x Gaz ette,

D ecember 2 7 , 1 9 9 5 )

I n al l  of these stor i es , i t i s apparent that the spi n, or frame, of a stor y i s not

automati c. Instead, the fram ing refl ects el i te sources  or journal i s ts ’ choices of how

to character i z e the events that occur.
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U sing I n f oT r end to M odel  O pin ion

A total  of 4 ,1 5 8  paragraphs contai ned at l east one of these frames . T he resu l ts

i ndicate that the medi a were most l i kel y to repor t the budget i ssue in terms of the

tal k  frame (6 1  percent of the paragraphs), fol l owed by the fi ght frame (2 2 .5 . per-

cent), the impasse frame (9 .5  percent), and the cr i s i s  frame (6 .9  percent).

U s i ng the InfoT rend program to model  the impact of such stor i es on publ ic

opi n ion, the cumulati ve impact of al l  new s paragraphs was pl otted every 2 4  hour s ,

w i th the val ue of any gi ven paragraph exponential l y decreas i ng over  time. P lots

were created for each of the four frames ex am ined here. Each plot y i el ded a

per suas i ve force functi on. T he per suas i ve force functi on indicates  the amount of

i nformati on regardi ng a par ti cu l ar  frame avai labl e at a gi ven time to infl uence pub-

l i c opin i on. T he resu l t i s four persuas i ve force functi ons, one each for tal k  (F T ,t),

fi ght (F F ,t) impasse (F I , t), and cr i s i s (FC,t) (t i n each functi on refer s to time). Each

functi on F  for time t i s the sum of the number of paragraphs i n new s media cover-

age of a par ti cu l ar  frame, w i th each one gi ven i ts max imal  val ue on the stor y date

fol l owed by an exponenti al  decay w i th a 1 -day hal f-l i fe. T h i s  exponenti al  decay

rate has been appl i ed in more than 50  pr i or  studies of the impact of the pres s on

opi n ion. I t provi des  a good fi t for  the rel ati onshi p between medi a coverage and

publ ic opi n ion pol l s (D omke et al ., i n press ; F an, 1 9 8 8 , 1 9 9 6 ; Fan &  T im s, 1 9 8 9 ;

F an et al . , 1 9 9 4 ; H ertog &  Fan, 1 9 9 5 ). 4

O veral l , the amount of attenti on to the budget i ssue i n medi a coverage in-

creased as key events took  place (see F i gure 2 ). Par ti cu lar l y noti ceabl e i s the dra-

mati c jump i n coverage in the week s fol l ow i ng October 3 0 , 1 9 9 5 . F or ex ampl e,

new spaper coverage of the tal k frame i ncreased greatl y after  the week  of N ovember

6 , 1 9 9 5 , i n preparati on for the N ovember 1 3  m i dnight deadl i ne before the govern-

ment shutdown, and i t remai ned high unti l  the end of the shutdown on N ovember

2 0 . T al k  coverage al so surged before the second shutdow n, w i th the ex cepti on

of the per i od around D ecember 2 5 , the Chr i s tmas hol i day. F i nal l y , tal k coverage

peaked agai n around January 6 , 1 9 9 6 , the end of the second government shut-

down. A l though quanti ty of coverage var i ed over time, i t did not do so equal l y for

al l  frames; di fferent frames were used more or l ess at di fferent points i n time.

T o get a clearer  pi ctu re of the impact of these character i z ati ons , each frame’s

paragraph scores were entered into the ideodynamic model  (Fan, 198 8 , 19 95 ; H ertog

&  Fan, 1 9 9 5 ). F or the computati on , al l  four per suas i ve force functi ons i n F i gure 2

were assumed to contr i bute to publ i c opi n ion that the budget cr i s i s i s an impor tant

probl em . H owever , i t w as poss ibl e that the four types of i nformati on had di fferen t

wei ghts , as sugges ted by frami ng studi es . T herefore, a total  persuas i ve force func-

ti on F T F I C,t favor i ng the impor tance of the budget cr i s i s  on the nati onal  agenda

was constructed as the sum of the i ndi v idual  forces , w i th each force havi ng i ts own

wei ght speci fi ed by a per suas i bi l i ty constant k  so that

F T F IC,t =  k T  (F T ,t) +  k F  (F F ,t) +  k I  (F I , t) +  kC (FC,t).

T h i s equati on s impl y s tates that the per suas i ve force of al l  of the frames taken

together i s  the sum of each i ndi vi dual  frame wei ghted accordi ng to i ts impact rel a-

ti ve to the other  frames. In addi ti on, there was al so as sumed to be a di s tracti ng

per suas i ve force FD  w i th no time var i abl e because the di s tracti ng i nformati on was

assumed to be constant over  time.
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F igur e 2 . Pres s paragraphs cover i ng four  di fferent frames of the budget debate.
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T hese per suas i ve forces  were entered into the fol l ow i ng i deodynami c model :

B B ,t –  B B ,t –  1  =  F T F lC,t (1  –  B B ,t –  1 ) –  FD  B B ,t –  1 .

I n th i s equati on, B B  i s the bel i ef or opi n ion that the budget cr i s i s i s  the countr y’s

most impor tant probl em. T hi s equati on i s a mathemati cal  ex press ion of the argu-

ment that a change over time i n opi n ion that the budget i s  the most impor tan t

probl em (B B ) i s due to two phenomena (gi ven by the two terms on the r ight s ide of

the equati on). T he fi r s t term on the r i ght refl ects  the total  per suas i ve force affecti ng

those w ho do not yet bel i eve the budget cr i s i s i s the countr y’s most impor tan t

probl em . T he per suas i ve force term, F T F IC,t, i s mul ti pl i ed by the percentage of

peopl e who are not yet i n agreement that the budget i s the most important prob-

l em (1  –  B B ,t –  1 ). Conver s ion can occur onl y i f there i s  persuas i ve i nformati on

(F T F IC,t), and i t can change onl y those w ho are not yet per suaded (1  –  B B ,t –  1 ).

T he second term on the r i gh t i s  di s tracti ng i n formati on (FD ) affecti ng those

who were previou s l y i n agreement that the budget i s the most impor tant probl em

(B B ,t –  1 ), so th i s term has the same form as the fi r s t term but i s preceded by a

m inus s i gn to indi cate per suas i on away from the opi n ion that the budget i s the

most impor tant problem .

T he usual  method for implementi ng th i s equati on w ould be to use empi r i cal

values of opi n ion on the budget at t –  1  to predi ct opin i on at t. H owever , we were

abl e to use a di fferent method. After the fi r s t publ i c opin i on pol l  poi nt u sed to

i n i ti al i z e the computati on, the enti re time trend i s dr i ven by persuas i ve i nformati on

alone, so there i s no constrai nt that there be opin ion measurements at each cal cu l a-

ti on time inter val . F ur thermore, el im inati on of publ i c opin i on pol l s  from the com-

putati on means that the R 2 val ue accuratel y gi ves the impact of the per suas i ve

i nformati on. T he rati onal e and stati s ti cs of the computati on are gi ven i n Fan et al .

(1 9 9 4 ), H er tog and Fan (1 9 9 5 ), and Fan (1 9 9 5 ).

T he parameter s of the model  are the di s tracti ng i nformati on, FD , and the rel a-

ti ve strengths of the tal k , fi ght, impasse, and cr i s i s paragraphs (k T , k F , k I , and kC).

Ideodynam ics was used to predi ct opi n ion for two hypotheses . T he fi r s t was a pure

agenda-setti ng model  i n whi ch al l  rel evant types of per suas i ve in formati on w ere

gi ven the same weight k  so that k =  k T  =  k F  =  k I  =  kC . T he second hypothes i s

was a combi ned agenda-setti ng/fram ing model  i n whi ch k T , k F , k I , and kC coul d

al l  have di fferent w eights . T h i s model  recogn i z ed the frami ng condi ti on that di ffer-

ent types of i nformati on coul d have di fferent per suas i ve pow er s .

F indings

T est  of  H ypothesis 1

T he fi r s t hypothes i s predi cted an agenda-setti ng effect on publ i c opi n ion. As just

s tated, the four types of frames w ere gi ven the same wei ght k to tes t th i s hypoth -

es i s . T he resu l ti ng parameter s were k  =  0 .2 0  (0 .1 5 , 0 .2 5 ) and FD  =  31 .6  (2 3 .1 ,

4 5 .1 ), w i th the number s i n parentheses representi ng the 95  percent confidence

i nter val s i n the non l i near regress i on. B oth constants are s i gn i fi cant, refl ecti ng the

fact that i nformati on about the budget i ncreased the i s sue’s impor tance whi le di s -

tracti ng in formati on decreased the i ssue’s  impor tance.

T he time trend predicted w i th these constants i s  shown i n F igure 3 . T he per-
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F igur e 3 . T es t of H ypothesi s 1 : tradi ti onal  agenda setti ng. T he top four  frames are plotted as

i n F igu re 2 , and the bottom  frame i s pl otted as i n F igu re 1 .
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centage of the publ ic cons i der i ng the budget defi ci t the most impor tant i ssue was

set at 1 2  percent on January 1 6 , 1 9 9 5 , s i nce th i s was the value provided by the

fi r s t avai labl e pol l .

T he top four panel s  of F igure 3  provi de the per suas i ve force functi ons for the

four frame categor i es , al l  mul ti pl i ed by the same weight k . T hese panel s are the

same as those i n F i gure 2 , except that al l  frames have the same ver ti cal  scal e. T he

bottom panel  gi ves the fi nal  predicti on of opi n ion that the budget i s  the mos t

impor tant probl em based on the tw o estimated parameter s and compares i t w i th

the con fi dence i nter val  for  each of the avai l able pol l s . Across the pol l s , the i deo-

dynami c model  representi ng agenda-setti ng effects accounted for 8 5  percent of

var iance i n publ i c opi n ion (R 2 =  .8 5 ).

T est  of  H ypothesis 2

T he second hypothes i s , the combi ned agenda-setti ng/fram ing perspecti ve, assumed

that the character i z ati on of an i ssue can have di fferential  effects on publ ic assess-

ments of the nati on’s most impor tant probl em. T he same pol l  data were used to

tes t th i s hypothes i s as were used to tes t H ypothes i s 1 . T he estimated parameter s

(and thei r  9 5  percent confidence i nter val s) were k T  =  0 .0 0  (0 , 0 .1 3 ), k F  =  1 .6 6

(1 .2 3 , 2 .1 1 ), k I  =  0 .0 6  (0 , 0 .7 5 ), kC =  0 .0 0  (0 , 1 .4 5 ), and kD  =  56 .0  (4 3 .3 , 7 6 .5 ).

T hese data show  that the onl y new s con ten t s i gn i f i can tl y contr i bu ti ng to

change in publ i c opi n i on was the fi ght frame, s i nce i t was the onl y type of frame

s i gn i fi cantl y di fferent from z ero. T he di s tracti on cons tant was al so s i gn i fi cant. T hus,

fi ght frames about the budget i ncreased the i s sue’s importance, w hi l e di s tracti ng

i nformati on decreased the i ssue’s impor tance. T he fi nal  predi cti on i s  presented i n

F igure 4 .

T he top four panel s  of F igure 4  provi de the per suas i ve force functi ons for the

four frame categor i es , al l  of whi ch w ere gi ven at i ndi vi dual  w eighti ng constants (as

stated ear l i er ). T he bottom panel  gi ves  the fi nal  predi cti on of opin i on that the bud-

get i s the most impor tant problem based on the fi ve estimated parameter s . T he

equati on accounted for 9 2  percent of var i ance in publ i c opi n ion (R 2 =  .9 2 ).

D iscussion

T he fi ndings of our s tudy demonstrate that cons ider i ng both the way i n which an

i ssue i s framed and the frequency of coverage add to the abi l i ty to predi ct i ssue

impor tance in the mi nd of the publ ic. O ur data show that the r i se of the budget as

the most impor tant i ssue i n late 1 99 5  and ear l y 1 9 9 6  can be model ed vi a shi fts  i n

how the new s about budget pol i ti cs was framed. B y cons i der i ng onl y the total

amount of coverage the budget recei ved, research may m i ss the impor tan t impact

of medi a character i z ati on of an i ssue on publ ic opi n i on. W hi le the presence of al l

of the frames increased in the media over time, onl y the fight frame had a s i gn i fi -

cant impact on publ i c opin i on, caus i ng the budget i ssue to r i se dramati cal l y to the

top of the publ ic’s l i s t of the nati on ’s most impor tant probl ems. T hi s  occur red even

though the status of the budget defi ci t i tsel f never changed. W hat shi fted was the

pol i ti cs sur roundi ng the i ssue and, more impor tant, how the medi a framed the

pol i ti cal  effor ts of Congress and the pres i dent.

O ur fi ndi ngs i ndi cate that the agenda-setti ng approach i s able to ex pl ai n 8 5

percen t of the var i ance i n the 12  pol l  points anal yz ed, i ndi cati ng that fi r s t-l evel
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F igur e 4 . T est of H ypothesi s 2 : agenda setti ng and frami ng. A l l  frames are pl otted as i n

F igu re 3 .



F ram i ng and the Publ i c Agenda 219

agenda setti ng has strong expl anator y pow er i n predi cti ng opin i on. T he combined

approach, however , i s able to account for  9 2  percent of the var i ance vi a a theo-

reti cal l y r i cher  avenue of under standing medi a effects because i t i ncorporates th i s

“second level .” Speci fi cal l y, our resu l ts i nvol ve two interesti ng points . F i r s t, i t i s not

the most pl enti fu l  type of budget con tent—tal k frames (6 1 .1  percent of paragraphs

coded)—that i s predi cti ve. I nstead, the more dramati c and con fl i ctual  fi gh t frames

(2 2 .5  percent of the paragraphs coded) best ex plai n changes i n publ i c opi ni on. T hi s

fi ndi ng i ndicates that al l  frames or character i z ati ons of the i ssue are not equal l y

power fu l  i n terms of per suas i ve content. W hen an i ssue i s impor tant enough to

cause fi ghti ng among el i tes , i ts sal i ence w i l l  be hei ghtened. T herefore, the cues

presented to the publ i c by pol i ti cal  el i tes  pl ay an important rol e in i nfl uenci ng

publ ic opi n i on (Graber , 1 9 8 8 ). T h i s fi nding i s  s im i l ar  to research by other  schol ar s

regardi ng the impor tance of confl i ct i n edi tor s’ cr i ter i a for choos i ng a new s stor y

(G raber , 1 9 9 3 ) and i n i ncreas ing the sal i ence of par ti cu l ar i s sues i n the publ i c m ind

(M acK uen &  Coombs, 1 9 8 1 ; W anta &  H u, 1 9 9 3 ). Confl i ct among el i tes helps  to

rai se reader  i nterest and, as a resu l t, al so rai ses the percei ved impor tance of the

content of the confl i ct.

Second, the fact that impas se frames and cr i s i s frames do not s i gn i fi cantl y con-

tr i bute to change in publ i c opin i on i s  al so an important fi ndi ng. W hi l e the per sua-

s i ve content of these frames may be greater  than a tal k  frame in terms of confl i ct,

the frequency w i th whi ch each was used by the media was not great enough to

shi ft opi n i on on the budget. I n addi ti on, the quanti ty of the fight frames may have

overshadowed the quanti ty of impasse and cr i s i s  frames, thereby deflati ng the rel a-

ti ve contr i buti ons of these frames in ex pl ai n i ng the overal l  var i ance. T h i s fi nding

reasser ts the impor tance of quanti ty i n our ex am inati on and rei nforces the impor -

tance of fi r s t-l evel  agenda setti ng in ex planati on s of media i nfl uence on publ ic

opi n ion. In addi ti on, i t may be that these frames, i n terms of content, are too

confl i ctual , as sugges ted by dr i ve-r educti on model s of fear appeal s  (H ovland et

al ., 1 9 5 3 ; Jani s , 1 9 6 7 ; M cGui re, 1 9 6 9 ). T hese fi ndi ngs sugges t that the noti on

that confl i ct causes the greates t i ncrease in impor tance for the budget defi ci t i s sue

requ i res fur ther  cl ar i fi cati on. T he mos t ex treme level s of confl i ct do not cau se the

greates t i ncrease i n impor tance. R ather , messages contai n i ng l ow  to moderate

l evel s  of confl i ct are l i kel y to i ncrease persuas i ve impact, whi l e high l y confl i ctual

messages “stimulate defens i ve behavior s and therefore reduce per suas ion” (Eagl y &

Chai ken, 1 9 9 3 , p. 4 3 6 ). T he relati onship between confl i ctual  mes sages and persua-

s i on may be nonmonotoni c. T hus, when the i ntens i ty of the debate i s not arous i ng

enough (tal k ) or too arous i ng (impasse, cr i s i s ), the effect on the sal i ence of an i ssue

i s dim in i shed.

T h i s strongl y sugges ts the impor tance of adopti ng a theory that cons i der s media

i nfl uence both in terms of (a) the quanti ty of coverage and (b) the character i z ati on

of the i ssue, or the attr ibutes that j ournal i s ts choose to make sal i ent i n thei r  cover-

age. I n th i s way, both quanti ty (agenda setti ng) and qual i ty (fram i ng) are impor tant

pieces of a comprehens i ve expl anati on of media infl uence on aggregate opin ion on

the budget i ssue. Fur thermore, i ssues may not be s impl y stati c “types ,” as they have

been clas s i fi ed in past research. I s sues may be dynami c, as  wel l , i n the ways that

el i tes and media sources choose to present them to the publ ic. O veral l , our fi nd-

i ngs  show that onl y a par ti cu lar  l evel  of el i te cue gi vi ng in terms of content and

frequency w i l l  tr i gger  the publ ic to eval uate the probl em as impor tant.
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Conclusion

Empi r i cal  studi es of medi a effects may profi t by movi ng beyond fi r s t-l evel  agenda-

setti ng theory toward an approach that i ncorporates the nature, or fram i ng, of i ssue

coverage. As a theory of medi a effects , “fi r s t-l evel ” agenda setti ng may lack  a

cer tai n speci fi ci ty regarding media i nfl uence on publ i c opi n ion, gi ven our know l -

edge of psychologi cal  and mass communicati ons research on the i ntr i caci es of new s

presentati on and viewer sel ecti vi ty. T he “second l evel ” of agenda setti ng, or the

fram i ng concept, addresses the mul ti faceted ways an i ssue can be covered. I t ex -

pl ai ns how the sal i ence of par ti cu lar  attr i butes can be rai sed, thereby affecti ng the

way the publ ic under stands and pr i or i ti z es the i s sue. B y attending to how  an i ssue

i s covered, th i s  approach cons ider s the pol i ti cal  con tex t i n w hich i ssues  ex i s t, the

many ways i s sues can have meaning, and the struggl e over how i ssues are con-

structed by the media and conveyed to the publ i c.

O ur fi ndings expl ai n how  a hybr i d model  of agenda setti ng and fram ing can

better i l l ustrate the media’s effect on publ ic opini on. Future empi r i cal  research should

treat the agenda-setti ng and frami ng approaches not as competi ng theor i es  but as

complementary ones , as put for th theoreti cal l y i n recent l i terature (M cCombs &

B el l , 1 9 9 6 ; M cCombs &  Estrada, 1 9 97 ; Ghanem &  Evatt, 1 9 9 5 ; M cCombs , 1 9 9 7 ).

O ur ar ti cl e serves as an empi r i cal  tes t l i nk i ng the fi r s t and second level s of agenda

setti ng w i th the purpose of offer i ng a r icher under standi ng of how  the publ ic agenda

i s determi ned.

D eterm in ing how the media affect publ i c opin i on i s impor tant. Agenda setti ng

has been cr i ti cal  i n establ i sh i ng that the medi a do pl ay a rol e. N ow  theor i es that

offer a r i cher  psychol ogi cal  ex planati on of the ways i n whi ch medi a coverage i nfl u-

ence pol i ti cal  atti tudes shoul d be explored at both the aggregate and indi v idual

l evel s . T he combined per specti ve put for th i n th i s ar ti cl e offers  a par s imoni ous and

psychologi cal l y convi nci ng explanati on for changes i n publ i c opin i on. T he study of

human cogn i ti on has cl ear l y establ i shed the rol e s impl e heur i s ti cs and ex ternal

cues pl ay i n the formati on and mai ntenance of atti tudes . A more concer ted effor t

needs to be made in incl udi ng these cons i derati ons i n future assessments of change

i n publ i c opi n ion .

Appendix: Computer  I nst r uct ions

I n the fi r s t s tep, computer  i nstructi ons were impl emented to select federal  budget

stor i es from the or i gi nal  N EX IS  dow nload. Root forms or word fragments are often

used in place of fu l l  words i n the I nfoT rend content anal ys i s ru l es to captu re a

w i der  range of relevant words and phrases . T herefore, stor i es i n whi ch “school ,”

“county ,” “ci ty ,” “state,” “company,” “corporat,” “operati onal ,” “hospi tal ,” “house-

hol d,” or “rent a car ” appeared w i th i n 2 0  character s of “budget” w ere el im i nated.

O f the or igi nal  1 0 ,0 0 0  stor i es , 8 ,7 4 2  contai ned new s coverage of the federal  bud-

get. H owever , many of these remai ni ng stor i es menti oned the budget defi ci t onl y

i n pass i ng or as a s i ngl e i ssue among a l aundry l i s t of topi cs . Such s tor i es  w ere

removed dur i ng th i s nex t s tage of anal ys i s so that onl y rel evant paragraphs re-

mai ned.

T he nex t fi l ter  anal yz ed the remai ning tex t on the bas i s of the four frames

outl i ned (media coverage of budget resol uti on effor ts  i n terms of tal k , fi ght, im-

passe, or cr i s i s ). Ex amples of some operati onal  defi n i ti ons of the frame categor ies
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fol l ow . R u les w ere created to address the potenti al  for  a paragraph to contai n mul -

ti pl e frames; i n such ins tances , each frame was i ndi vi dual l y counted and used i n

subsequent anal ys i s . F ur thermore, when frames w ere negated by such words as

“no” and “not,” codi ng ru les were des i gned to fi l ter  them out. T herefore, onl y

paragraphs that focused expl i ci tl y on one of the four frames were anal yz ed.

“T al k” frames were concei ved of as paragraphs of new s stor i es contai n ing refer -

ence to budget resoluti on effor ts character i z ed in terms of measured di scuss i ons

among W ashi ngton el i tes . O perati onal l y , they were defi ned by phrases  and word

combinati ons i ndicati ng such character i z ati ons as refl ected by the words or word

fragments “budget,” “defi ci t,” “pol i ti c,” or “fi scal ,” i n combination w ith “talk ,” “negoti at,”

“debat,” “resol v,” “agreement,” “di scuss ,” “consul t,” “deal ,” or “confer .” R ules were

created to el im inate paragraphs contai n ing phrases such as “good deal ,” “great deal ,”

“new s conference,” “press conference,” “tal k  radio,” and “tal k  show .”

“F i ght” frames were concei ved of as paragraphs of new s s tor i es contai n i ng ref-

erence to budget resoluti on effor ts character i z ed i n terms of heated di sputes among

W ashington el i tes . O perati onal l y , they were defi ned by phrases and word combi na-

ti ons i ndi cati ng such character i z ati ons by the use of the words or word fragments

“budget,” “defi ci t,” “pol i ti c,” or “fi scal ,” i n combinati on w i th “fight,” “di sput,” “battl ,”

“sk i rm i sh,” “war ,” “contes t,” “struggl ,” “confl i ct,” “w rangl ,” or “clash .” R ules w ere

created to el im i nate paragraphs contai n i ng phrases such as “star  war s” or “Gul f

W ar .”

“Impasse” frames w ere defi ned as paragraphs of new s stor i es contai n i ng refer -

ence to budget resoluti on effor ts character i z ed in terms of a breakdown in commu-

nicati ons among W ashington el i tes . Impasse frames were operati onal i z ed by phrases

and word combinati ons i ndicati ng such character i z ati ons , i ncl udi ng the words or

word fragments “budget,” “defi ci t,” “pol i ti c,” or “fi scal ,” i n combinati on w i th “im-

passe,” “s tandoff,” “gr i dl ock ,” “stal emate,” “broke down,” “breakdown,” or “stal l .”

F i nal l y, “cr i s i s” frames were paragraphs i n new s stor i es contai n i ng references to

budget resol uti on effor ts character i z ed i n terms of confus i on and di sorder  among

W ashington el i tes . O perati onal l y , they were defi ned by phrases and word combi na-

ti ons i ndi cati ng such character i z ati ons by the use of the words or word fragments

“budget,” “defi ci t,” “pol i ti c,” or “fi scal ,” i n combinati on w i th “cr i s i s ,” “chaos,” “emer -

gency,” or “fi re.”

N otes

1 . T hese stor i es were sel ected on the bas i s of a general  search s tr i ng. T h i s s tr i ng se-

lected al l  s tor i es di scuss i ng (a) “budget” w i th i n two words of “defi ci t” or  “federal ” or  “W ash-

i ngton” or  “cut!” or  “bal anc!” or  “reduc!” or (b) “defi ci t” w i thi n two words of “cut!” or

“reduc!” (! denotes any ex tensi on of a word [e.g., cutti ng, bal anci ng, bal anced, reduci ng,

reduced, etc.).

2 . U nl i ke a number  of other  computer  methods i n whi ch both the i nput and anal ys i s

techniques are preset (and therefore l im i ted) by the software search s trategi es , the InfoT rend

sys tem i s actual l y a high-l evel  programmi ng l anguage in which the researcher enter s words ,

word relati onsh ips , and phrases to ex tract meani ng from the tex t. U ser -defi ned di cti onar i es

are used to l ocate w ords i n the tex t, and then the mach ine impl ements a ser i es of user -

defi ned deci s i on ru les to ex tract i deas based on word relati onsh ips , not simpl y word counts .

Another strength of the InfoT rend sys tem i s the abi l i ty to “layer” succes si ve fi l ter s to sel ect

rel evant tex t. Paragraphs i denti fi ed as contai n i ng one set of i deas can be used as the input

for  a separate set of i nstructi ons to ex tract a second group of ideas. T he researcher  i s abl e to
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obtai n a level  of detai l  and speci fi ci ty typi cal l y associated w i th hand codi ng and yet i s able

to anal yz e large amounts of data that woul d otherw i se be time or cost prohi bi ti ve. T he

I nfoT rend program al l ow s researcher s to work  through a ser i es of i nducti ve and deducti ve

cycles i n on-screen tests to refi ne the dicti onar i es of word rel ati onshi p ru l es . In thi s way, the

rul es are tested paragraph by paragraph by the human coder  for accur acy and contex tual

rel evance. T h i s i nteracti ve s ty le of developi ng computer  i ns tr ucti ons al l ow s for  media con-

tent to gu ide the cons tr ucti on of the ru les rather than content codi ng bei ng based on the

researcher ’s ad hoc as sumpti ons .

3 . W e wanted the search s tr i ng to be i ncl us i ve rather  than ex cl us i ve, s i nce we cou ld

pare dow n the stor i es to di spose of i r r el evant ones us i ng fi l ter i ng; therefore, we used a

search s tr i ng that created a rather  broad cache of s tor i es (4 2 ,69 5  or igi nal  s tor i es). As de-

scr i bed ear l i er , 1 0 ,0 0 0  stor i es w ere then random l y sel ected. W e were s ti l l  l eft w i th a rather

broad group of s tor i es, many i r r el evant to our i nves ti gati on. B ecause of th i s, we fi l ter ed

more content to get r id of ex traneous stor i es . F or  ex ampl e, our  fi l ter ru l es removed tex t

deal i ng w i th school  budgets , ci ty budgets , corporate budgets , and i nter nati onal  budget

or defi ci t di scuss ions . Some s tor i es were deemed i r r el evant because they menti oned the

budget i s sue in pass i ng, as par t of a l aundr y l i s t of other i ssues. Al so, some s tor i es deal t

w i th the defi ci t but not w i th the effor ts  toward defi ci t resoluti on (i .e., some di scarded

s tor i es focused on var ious budget provi s i ons as opposed to effor ts  to resol ve the debate).

S i nce our  focus was on the budget resol uti on effor ts , not the pros and cons of the content

of the budget provi s i ons , w e ex cl uded these s tor i es . T he 4 ,1 5 8  paragraphs anal yz ed i n the

end al l  contai ned one of the frames that we identi fi ed as relevant to the topi c of budget

resoluti on.

4 . T he decay rate formul ati on repor ted in these s tudi es di ffer s from the agenda-setti ng

decay rate di scussed by W att et al . (19 9 3 ) i n two si gn i fi cant ways : F i r st, thei r  s tudy assumes

that, as i nformati on hi ts , i t immediatel y i nfl uences the agenda.  T hat i s, i nformati on acts

i ns tantaneous l y w i th no l ag time. I f the per suas i ve infl uence of i nformati on decays exponen-

ti al l y , thei r  model  assumes a hal f-l i fe of z ero. I nformati on does not per suade on l ater  dates .

T he ideodynami c model  used i n th i s ar ti cl e recogn i z es that persuasi on can occur  over  a

measurabl e time per i od, as two-s tep fl ow theor i es of medi a i nfl uence contend. T hi s model

takes i nto account th i s secondary i nfl uence by es timati ng that the persuasi ve infl uence of

i nformati on has a hal f-l i fe of one day. Second, W att et al . (1 9 93 ) are main l y concer ned w i th

how qu ick l y ideas go off the agenda.  T hey attr i bute th i s to an exponenti al  rate of forgetti ng

the or i gi nal  per suas i ve informati on. In contr ast, the i deodynami c model  makes no such

assumpti on. R ather , i t as sumes that new i nformati on mus t di stract or di rect publ i c opi n ion

toward a new agenda for  change to occur . T hus, the model  used here cons iders the dynam -

i cs w i th i n the informati on envi ronment.
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