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Key issues and questions

I Does the media inform and engage the public in political
debate?

I Does it change public opinion?

I If so, how and in what ways?

I To what extent and in what ways are (parts of) the media
biased?

I Do the media get to choose entirely for themselves what to
cover?

I To what extent are media effects just reflections of public
reactions to events rather than editorial spin?

I What kinds of people are most likely to be influenced by the
media?

I How has the internet changed things?



Key methodological issues and problems

I Direction of causality
I Was it The Sun wot won it? or was The Sun just a

weathervane?
I i.e. does the media influence people or follow them?

I Selection Bias
I Does The Mail make people right-wing or do right-wing people

read The Mail?

I Identification of treatment effects
I How do we know what it is about the media content that

influences people?



Key methodological approaches

I Cross-sectional survey analysis
I Most prone to the problems of causal direction and selection

bias

I Panel surveys: repeated interviews with the same people over
time

I These help to identify causation from individual-level change
over time

I Still problems of limited data, panel conditioning and attrition

I Lab Experiments
I Enable us to control the treatment and randomise them to

make credible claims of causal effects.
I But their artificial environment makes for dubious

generalisability

I Field Experiments
I The virtues of lab experiments in the real world, e.g. randomly

allocating advertising campaigns
I However, treatments often non-partisan



Broad types of media effects

I Cognitive Engagement

I Emotional Engagement

I Persuasion

I Personalisation of politics
I Framing

I Changing the way someone thinks about an issue

I Agenda setting
I Changing the importance of different issues

I Priming
I Changing the importance of different issues for evaluating a

candidate



Zaller (1992) Receive, Accept, Sample (RAS) Model I
A theory of opinion formation based on the following axioms

1. Reception Axiom: The greater a person’s level of cognitive
engagement with an issue, the more likely he or she is to be
exposed to and comprehend - in a word, to receive - political
messages concerning that issue.

2. Resistance Axiom: People tend to resist arguments that are
inconsistent with their political predispositions, but they do so
only to the extent that they possess the contextual
information necessary to perceive a relationship between the
message and their predispositions.

3. Accessibility Axiom: The more recently a consideration has
been called to mind or thought about, the less time it takes to
retrieve that consideration or related considerations from
memory and bring them to the top of the head for use.

4. Response Axiom: Individuals answer survey questions by
averaging across the considerations that are immediately
salient or accessible to them.



Zaller (1992) Receive, Accept, Sample (RAS) Model II



On-line versus accessibility models

I Zaller’s RAS model is an accessibility model

I But instead of people storing information and then evaluating
it when asked their opinion they may keep a running tally of
their impressions of someone or something—an on-line model
(e.g. Lodge et al. 1989).

I the information on which the tally is based is discarded

I Political sophisticates are more likely to show on-line
preference formation

I On-line preference formation is more likely to be relevant for
candidate evaluation while the accessibility model is more
appropriate for social attitudes



Media consumption

I Different kinds of media vary over time in usage rates over the
post-war period:

I Newspaper readership has declined dramatically in some
countries but not others

I Radio still common
I Television rare until 1970s and then a move from broadcasting

to narrowcasting starting in the 1980s in US
I Internet only really significant since 2000, and still a biased

usage to younger and richer people

I The political impact of these media depend on nature of
regulation and journalistic traditions which vary between
countries, e.g.

I Britain: Radio and television news heavily regulated, but press
highly partisan

I US: Major TV broadcasters ownership regulations relaxed in
1996. Newpapers unregulated but typically non-partisan.

I Continental Europe: typically regulated TV news and variation
in the degree of partisanship of newspapers.



Declining Newspaper readership in Britain

Source: British Election Studies 1963-2010; British Social Attitudes Surveys 1983-2015.



Varying Newspaper readership trends cross-nationally

Source: Norris (2003)



Media bias?

I The media don’t simply report the news

I There is sometimes overt partisan or ideological bias, but
sometimes more subtle biases, e.g. towards the zeitgeist

I Events matter but there are often substantial omissions and
biases

I Puglisi and Snyder (JOP 2011) show that Democrat leaning
papers are more likely to cover scandals involving Republican
politicians and vice versa, even controlling for readership.

I Althaus et al (JOP 2011) show that even the New York Times
had surprisingly little coverage of US war deaths and the
reporting didn’t follow the frequency or pattern of deaths, just
the chances of winning.



Althaus et al. (JOP, 2011)

relationship with the probability of mentioning
American deaths in any of the models. Although we
expected that newspaper mentions of war deaths
should be more sensitive to recent changes in casualty
rates than to actual numbers of deaths, it appears that
the news hole for casualty information is so rigid
during major wars that even casualty trends have no
effect on the likelihood that deaths are mentioned in
the news.

Although casualty coverage across the wars was
independent of rates or trends in actual war deaths,
Table 1 shows that cues about the likelihood of victory
exert a strong impact on casualty coverage across wars.
The level of optimism in daily coverage is negatively
related to mentions of dead Americans, and this
relationship is statistically significant in five of the six
models (in the sixth model, it is correctly signed but
only marginally significant). When the war is going
well and prospects are bright for eventual victory, news
stories become less likely to mention American deaths.
When America suffers setbacks in battle, news atten-
tion shifts to emphasize the human cost of war. The
estimated effects of this variable on the daily propor-
tion of war stories mentioning American deaths can be
read from the rightmost columns of Table 1. Although
the average likelihood of victory variable theoretically
ranges from –1 to +1, averaging these story-level scores

produces a more compact distribution at the level of
sampled days (M 5 .03, s.d. 5 .13, max 5 .46, min 5
–.20). When the level of optimism is set to two
standard deviations above the mean, the pooled model
across all wars predicts that American deaths will be
mentioned in 14% fewer stories than they would be if
the likelihood of victory variable were to take the
neutral value of 0. At two standard deviations below
the mean, the pooled model across all wars predicts
that American deaths will be mentioned in 11% more
stories than if cues about the likelihood of victory were
evenly balanced. As the other two pooled OLS models
show, the estimated effect of optimism about the war’s
eventual chances of success was larger in the three
more recent wars (b 5 –.63) than in the two world
wars (b 5 –.25).

The daily proportion of stories mentioning com-
bat is significantly related to whether American
deaths are mentioned in the news. For the wars in
Korea, Vietnam, and Iraq, combat coverage is pos-
itively and significantly related to whether American
dead are mentioned in the news at both the story
level and the daily level. In the separate model for the
two world wars, the daily proportion of stories
mentioning combat appears statistically unrelated to
casualty mentions. However, further inspection re-
veals that the nonsignificance of this relationship in

TABLE 1 Predicting Mentions of American Deaths in War Stories

Mentions of American Deaths
in Individual War Stories

Daily Proportion of War
Stories Mentioning American Deaths

All Wars WWI and
WWII

Korea,
Vietnam,

Iraq

All Wars WWI and
WWII

Korea,
Vietnam,

Iraq

Marginal # Of U.S. Deaths
In Past 30 Days (100s)

.004†

(.002)
-.003
(.004)

-.008
(.016)

.000
(.000)

-.000
(.000)

-.003
(.002)

Trend In Marginal American
Deaths (–1, 0, +1)

.04
(.09)

.09
(.19)

.04
(.10)

.01
(.01)

.00
(.01)

.01
(.02)

Daily Average Likelihood Of
Victory (–1 - +1)

-3.14*
(.89)

-3.89†

(2.05)
-3.44*
(1.07)

-.47*
(.14)

-.25*
(.11)

-.63*
(.19)

Daily Proportion of Stories
Describing Combat Ops (0 - 1)

1.50*
(.66)

-2.47
(1.60)

2.42*
(.72)

.27*
(.09)

-.05
(.09)

.32*
(.11)

Elapsed Time Since Start Of U.S.
Involvement (Years)

-.05
(.05)

.64*
(.32)

-.06
(.05)

-.01
(.01)

.04
(.02)

-.01
(.01)

Constant -2.18*
(.41)

-2.91*
(1.15)

-2.72*
(.36)

.11†

(.06)
.05

(.07)
.07

(.05)
Log Likelihood -637.0* -209.3* -419.9*
Pseudo R2 / R2 .05 .04 .04 .27 .42 .27
Story N / Day N 1977 897 1080 125 30 95

† p , .10 * p , .05
Note: All models also contain dummy variables for individual wars (not shown). Cells in the left columns contain logistic regression
coefficients and cells in the right columns contain unstandardized OLS regression coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses.
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Framing

I Framing refers to the social construction of reality and the
provision of ideas that change the way we interpret events

I Equivalency frames differ but are logically equivalent
I e.g. a 1% chance of dying or a 99% chance of surviving

I Emphasis frames present different considerations for an issue
I e.g. a building development might be portrayed as an

economic growth issue or an environmental issue
I these kinds of frames are basically just different arguments and

considerations



Framing of racial issues in US media

I Kellstedt (AJPS, 2000) shows that Newsweek has applied
individualist (self-reliance) and egalitarian frames at different
rates to articles about race.'<1$0,&6� 2)� 5$&,$/� 32/,&<� 35()(5(1&(6� ����
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DQG�ILQDOO\��VWRULHV�WKDW�GHVFULEH�VHJUHJDWLRQ��:KHQ�PDN��
LQJ�UHIHUHQFHV�VXFK�DV�WKHVH��WKH�QDWLRQDO�PHGLD�ZHUH�
IUDPLQJ�WKHLU�FRYHUDJH�RI�UDFH�LQ�HJDOLWDULDQ�ODQJXDJH�
�,\HQJDU�DQG�.LQGHU��������SRUWUD\LQJ�$PHULFDQ�VRFLHW\�
DV�RQH�LQ�ZKLFK�EODFNV�DUH��RU�KDYH�EHHQ��WUHDWHG�DV�OHVV��
WKDQ�IXOO�FLWL]HQV��DV�XQHTXDOV��

7KURXJK�D�VLPLODU�SURFHVV��LQGLYLGXDOLVWLF�YDOXH�FXHV�
DUH�GHWHFWHG��IRFXVLQJ�RQ�WKH�IROORZLQJ�WKHPHV��FRYHUDJH�
WKDW�GHVFULEHV�DQ\�W\SH�RI�JRYHUQPHQW�SROLF\�GLVFULPL��
QDWLQJ�DJDLQVW�ZKLWHV�LQ�LWV�HIIRUW�WR�KHOS�EODFNV��VHQ��
WHQFHV�WKDW�GHSLFW��UHYHUVH��GLVFULPLQDWLRQ��VWRULHV�WKDW�
SRUWUD\�EODFNV�DV�OD]\�DQG�XQGHVHUYLQJ�RI�DVVLVWDQFH�RU�
HTXDOLW\��DQG�SKUDVHV�WKDW�GHVFULEH�LQGLYLGXDOV��EODFN�RU�
ZKLWH��DV��HDUQLQJ��RU��GHVHUYLQJ��WKH�EHQHILWV�RU�JRRGV�
WKDW�WKH\�UHFHLYH��7KHVH�VWRULHV�IRFXV�RQ�WKH�YDOXH�RI�
SHRSOH�JHWWLQJ�DKHDG�RQ�WKHLU�RZQ�HIIRUW�DQG�DERXW�

ZKHWKHU�SHRSOH�DUH�GHVHUYLQJ�RI�DVVLVWDQFH��7KH�NH\�LVVXH�
KHUH�LV�PHULW��$UH�SHRSOH��ERWK�EODFNV�DQG�ZKLWHV��JHWWLQJ�
ZKDW�WKH\�GHVHUYH"�'HVHUYHGQHVV�RI�HFRQRPLF�VXFFHVV��
RI�JRYHUQPHQW�DVVLVWDQFH�LV� GHWHUPLQHG�E\�HIIRUW��
7KRVH�ZKR�OLYH�WKH�3URWHVWDQW�ZRUN�HWKLF�DUH�H[DOWHG�DV�
YLUWXRXV��ZKHUHDV�WKRVH�ZKR�GHSHQG��HVSHFLDOO\�RQ�WKH�
JRYHUQPHQW��ODFN�FKDUDFWHU��

2I�WKH�������1HZVZHHN�VWRULHV�WKDW�ZHUH�GRZQORDGHG�
IURP�1H[LV��������FRQWDLQHG�DW�OHDVW�RQH�PHQWLRQ�RI�HLWKHU�
LQGLYLGXDOLVWLF�RU�HJDOLWDULDQ�YDOXHV��$QG�IURP�WKH�������
DUWLFOHV�IURP�WKH�SUH������SHULRG��������PHQWLRQHG�LQGL��
YLGXDOLVWLF�RU�HJDOLWDULDQ�YDOXHV��)LJXUH���GLVSOD\V�WKH�UH��
VXOWLQJ�WLPH�VHULHV�RI�HJDOLWDULDQ�YDOXH�PHQWLRQV��PHD��
VXUHG�DQQXDOO\�IURP������WR�������$OWKRXJK�1HZVZHHN
V�
FRYHUDJH�RI�UDFH�FRQWDLQHG�PDQ\�HJDOLWDULDQ�UHIHUHQFHV�LQ�
WKH�����V��WKHLU�SUHYDOHQFH�H[SORGHG�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�����V�
DQG�FRQWLQXHG�XQWLO�WKH�HQG�RI�WKDW�GHFDGH��(JDOLWDULDQ�
UHIHUHQFHV�EHFDPH�OHVV�FRPPRQ�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�����V��EXW�
WKH\�QHYHU�GLVDSSHDUHG�DOWRJHWKHU��,QWHUHVWLQJO\��1HZVZHHN�
PDGH�DQ�LQFUHDVLQJ�QXPEHU�RI�HJDOLWDULDQ�UHIHUHQFHV�LQ�LWV�
FRYHUDJH�RI�UDFH�DV�WKH�����V�SURJUHVVHG��

)LJXUH���DOVR�GLVSOD\V�WKH�WLPH�VHULHV�RI�LQGLYLGXDOLV��
WLF�FXHV��PHDVXUHG�RYHU�WKH�VDPH�SHULRG��$OWKRXJK�LQGL��
YLGXDOLVWLF�UHIHUHQFHV�ZHUH�XQFRPPRQ�EHIRUH�WKH�����V��

I After controlling for persistence (autocorrelation), the
likelihood of an egalitarian frame was higher when economic
expectations were higher.



Effects of framing of racial issues in US media

I Kellstedt (AJPS, 2000) shows that egalitarian frames lead to
more liberal racial policy preferences but individualistic ones
had no effect.
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Experimental Evidence for Framing Effects

Chong and Druckman (APSR 2007) provide field experimental
evidence that framing effects depend on (the balance of) the
strength of arguments and how they relate to the receiver’s values.)UDPLQJ�3XEOLF�2SLQLRQ� 1RYHPEHU� �����
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Persuasive effect of British Newspapers
Ladd and Lenz (AJPS 2009) show that with panel survey data,
those who read newspapers that switched their endorsement to
Labour in 1997 (mainly The Sun) subsequently moved more
towards Labour than others.EXPLOITING A RARE COMMUNICATION SHIFT 399

FIGURE 1 Persuasive Effect of Endorsement
Changes on Labour Vote Choice
between 1992 and 1997

This figure shows that reading a paper that switched to Labour
is associated with an (15.2 ! 6.6 =) 8.6 percentage point shift to
Labour between the 1992 and 1997 UK elections. Paper readership
is measured in the 1996 wave, before the papers switched, or, if
no 1996 interview was conducted, in an earlier wave. Confidence
intervals show one standard error.

Among those who did, it rises considerably more: 19.4
points, from 38.9 to 58.3%. Consequently, switching pa-
per readers were 6.6% more likely to vote for Labour in
1992 and 15.2% more likely to do so in 1997. Thus, read-
ing a switching paper corresponds with an (15.2 ! 6.6 =)
8.6 point greater increase in the likelihood of voting for
Labour. This statistically significant estimate of the bi-
variate treatment effect, presented in Column 1 of the top
section of Table 2, suggests that the shifts in newspaper
slant were indeed persuasive.

Of course, readers of the switching papers potentially
differ from control individuals on a myriad of attributes,
and these differences, rather than reading a paper that
switched, could be inflating this bivariate relationship. By
design, we reduce the possibility that such differences re-
sult from self-selection by measuring readership before
these papers unexpectedly switched to Labour. Neverthe-
less, differences could still exist. As is evident in Figure 1,
for instance, switching paper readers were more likely to
vote for Labour in 1992, which may also be indicative
of a greater predisposition among these readers toward
switching to Labour in the future.

To address the possibility that differences on other
attributes, not the slant changes, caused switching pa-

per readers’ greater shift to Labour, we condition on a
large number of potentially confounding variables. We
searched the literature and conducted our own analy-
sis to determine what other variables are associated with
shifting to a Labour vote. In all cases, we measure these
control (or conditioning) variables before the endorse-
ment shifts to avoid bias that can result from measuring
control variables after the treatment (posttreatment bias).
Unless otherwise specified, these are measured in the 1992
panel wave.10 Based on our analysis, the best predictor of
shifting to Labour is, not surprisingly, respondents’ prior
evaluations of the Labour Party (see Appendix Table 1).
Respondents who did not vote for Labour in 1992, but
who rated Labour favorably, are much more likely than
are others to shift their votes to Labour in 1997. To ac-
count for any differences in evaluations of Labour, we
include Prior Labour Party Support as well as Prior Con-
servative Party Support as controls. We also include indi-
cator variables for Prior Labour Vote, Prior Conservative
Vote, Prior Liberal Vote, Prior Labour Party Identification,
Prior Conservative Party Identification, Prior Liberal Party
Identification, and whether their Parents Voted Labour.

In addition to support for the parties, we find that a
six-item scale of Prior Ideology (Heath, Evans, and Mar-
tin 1994; Heath et al. 1999) proves a good predictor of
switching to a Labour vote. Given the housing market
crash earlier in John Major’s term (Butler and Kavanagh
1997, 247), we expect that a self-reported measure of
respondents’ Prior Coping with Mortgage might explain
vote shifts.11 We are also concerned that the tabloid for-
mat of the Sun and Daily Star might attract readers of a
lower socioeconomic status—Labour’s traditional base.
One might expect these readers to return to the rein-
vigorated Labour Party, which had been out of favor for
two decades. To account for such differences, we include
Prior Education, Prior Income, Prior Working Class Iden-
tification, whether a respondent is a Prior Trade Union
Member, whether he or she identifies as White, a six-item
scale of Prior Authoritarianism (Heath, Evans, and Mar-
tin 1994; Heath et al. 1999), as well as Prior Profession
and Prior Region. We also account for differences in Age
and Gender, both of which Butler and Kavanagh (1997,
247) find to be associated with switching one’s vote to
Labour in 1997. Finally, to account for further differences
between the treated and untreated groups on variables
that might moderate persuasion, we also include Prior

10For detailed descriptions and coding of these variables, see foot-
note 2.

11Since the housing market crash occurred after the 1992 interviews,
we also tried controlling for 1995 responses to this question, and
the results remained unchanged. This question was asked only in
1992, 1995, and 1997.



Framing Fiscal Policy in the UK (Barnes and Hicks (AJPS
2018)

I The Conservative led coalition government implemented
austerity after the 2010 election and the Tories won a majority
in 2015 despite little economic growth.

I Most of the media, including the BBC, accepted the need for
deficit reduction

I Big differences in the tone of newspaper content.
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FIGURE 3 Relative Frequencies of Most Common
Words within Respective Topics

(a)

(b)

(c)

Note: Word frequencies are scaled such that low values indicate more dis-
proportionate numbers of appearances within the Guardian and high values
likewise within the Telegraph.

Figures 3a–3c allow us to examine these expecta-
tions. They plot the words with the highest probability of

on average, 7.4 percentage points more prevalent in the Guardian
than the Telegraph (with 95% credible intervals of 6.23–8.62). As
with the other two main topics we discuss, the presentation of
this Euro/Debt topic, rather than its presence, seems to be most
empirically relevant.

occurring in each topic that also vary most in this prob-
ability across newspapers. The x-axes measure the differ-
ence across papers in the probability of a word being in
the relevant topic, scaled by the overall probability of the
most common word in the topic. Negative values corre-
spond to relatively more appearances in the Guardian,
with positive values to more Telegraph appearances. The

High scores more Telegraph, low scores more Guardian



How necessary do you think it is for the UK Government to
eliminate the deficit over the next 3 years — that is, close the gap
between what the government spends and what it raises in taxes?

I It is completely unnecessary
I It is not necessary but it would be desirable
I It is important but not absolutely necessary
I It is completely necessary
I Don’t knowMAKING AUSTERITY POPULAR 345

FIGURE 1 Estimated Coefficients from Ordinal Logistic
Model of Attitudes toward the Deficit

Guardian
Mirror

FT
Times

Telegraph
Mail

Labour
SNP

Liberal Democrat
Conservative

−1.0 −0.5 0.0 0.5 1.0

Note: Higher values indicate greater priority on deficit reduction. The top four bars
show the estimated coefficients for parties, compared to those who report no affilia-
tion. The lower bars are coefficients for newspapers, compared to those who do not
read a paper. Black lines indicate 95% confidence intervals.

Our core interest is in how these responses vary with
exposure to different ways of framing the deficit. We oper-
ationalize exposure to ideas by considering the newspaper
that respondents most often read. We also consider the
differences across partisans of different political parties,
as paying attention to different political leaders’ artic-
ulations of the deficit issue may affect the information
respondents receive, as well as their propensity to accept
it (Zaller 1992). The resulting differences by newspaper
readership or party identification should hold even net of
other factors that might determine attitudes toward the
deficit, and we exploit the large sample size and avail-
ability of control variables to assess this. Nevertheless, we
cannot rule out that people choose their party or paper
based on their preferences over austerity, or that other
unobserved characteristics drive both outcomes. We con-
sider this unlikely in the case of the newspapers, given
the difficulties people have in independently deducing
their preferred fiscal stance discussed already. There are
also many other reasons to choose a newspaper, such as
sports coverage, jobs listings, and favorite supplements.
But these alternate causal paths are more of a concern
regarding party identification.

We estimate ordinal logit models with the four-level
factor for deficit aversion as our outcome. Here, we focus
on the main substantive results for newspaper readership
and party preferences. Figure 1 shows the coefficient es-
timates for selected papers and parties, along with their
95% confidence intervals. These estimates come from a
model that includes newspaper and party identification
simultaneously, as well as controls for the log of house-
hold income, age, gender, education, marital status, and

housing status, views on redistribution and on how the
deficit should be reduced. The coefficients indicate the
difference in the linear predictor between readers or sup-
porters for the selected papers and parties indicated, and
the omitted category in each case: those who do not read a
daily paper and those with no partisan affiliation, respec-
tively. The differences between (these) newspapers are of
the same order of magnitude as those between partisans.

The coefficient estimates indicate clear differences
between the readers of (some) newspapers and those who
read no paper. Guardian readers are much less prone
to deficit-averse responses, whereas readers of both the
Telegraph and Daily Mail are much more deficit averse.10

These inferences are robust to a wide number of alter-
native choices regarding model specification: whether we
measure party preference by stated identification or by
vote in the previous election, or include or exclude mea-
sures of preferences over redistribution, satisfaction with
democracy, and level of attention to politics. The same
substantive effects are also recovered by linear models of
the four-category outcome, and in binary logistic models.

More intuitive than coefficient estimates are changes
in expected values. Because our outcome variable has
four levels, each respondent’s expected values consist of
four probabilities—one for each outcome category. We

10For reasons of space, we do not display the coefficients for all
papers and parties. The Guardian and Daily Mail are those with the
largest absolute effect sizes. We also recover statistically significant
coefficients for the Glasgow Herald, the Independent, and the Scots-
man (negative); and the Star and the Sun (positive). For parties, we
show only the four largest parties in terms of 2015 parliamentary
seats.
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TABLE 1 Experimental Conditions for Experiment 1

Group(s) Treatment: Text Shown

Control,
Guardian,
Telegraph

Recent official statistics show that UK government debt is around £1,600 billion, which is equivalent to
around 88% of annual national income. This amounts to approximately £24,600 in debt for each
and every person living in the UK.

In the year to March 2015, new borrowing by the government—also known as the deficit—was around
£94 billion, which is equivalent to 5.1% of annual national income. This amounts to
approximately £1,450 in new borrowing in that year for each and every person living in the UK.

Guardian Politicians and experts disagree on how quickly borrowing should be reduced. Some say that in times
of economic difficulty the government should borrow more in order to maintain growth and
allow the economy to recover. This would make cuts to public services unnecessary.

Telegraph Politicians and experts disagree on how quickly borrowing should be reduced. Some say that if we fail
to reduce public borrowing quickly the country may face further major economic difficulties,
including similar problems to those recently experienced by Greece.

impact of the message on those who would choose to
be exposed to it through their selection of paper (Leeper
2017).

We conducted a survey experiment in the United
Kingdom in November 2015. YouGov fielded the survey,
returning 1,687 respondents. The experiment comprised
three experimental groups: a control group, one treat-
ment group receiving a frame based on Guardian themes
from the content analysis, and one treatment group re-
ceiving a frame based on Telegraph content. The protocol
is detailed in Table 1.

All three experimental groups thus received common
factual information, to isolate the framing effects as far as
possible from differential knowledge. It also minimizes
the impact of priming—where differences between
groups could be driven by differential engagement (in
the survey) with UK public finance. The Guardian and
Telegraph treatments add additional text using the topics
from the previous section: the Guardian focusing on
potential cuts to public services, and Keynesian bene-
fits of debt; the Telegraph highlighting macroeconomic
penalties associated with debt, and the Eurozone crisis via
the Greek example. The content of these treatment texts
is designed to keep them close to real-world information,
rather than to allow us to estimate causal effects of specific
components of topics or frames. This does mean that
some ambiguity in interpreting the Guardian treatment
needs to be borne in mind: it may induce opposition on
the grounds of opposition to cuts per se rather than fiscal
balance.

Our respondents see the treatment texts and then
proceed directly to answer the question on deficit reduc-
tion, which is our dependent variable. For the latter, we

use the same question as in the BES, allowing for direct
comparison between our causal and observational effects.

By construction, the pretreatment characteristics that
predicted attitudes in the observational analysis are unre-
lated to treatment assignment, generating good balance
across our experimental conditions (Mutz and Pemantle
2015). However, the observational tests indicate a number
of characteristics that help explain variation in the depen-
dent variable; we include them as covariates in (some of)
the analyses to improve efficiency.

Figure 4 presents the core results in graphical form.
It shows the ordered logit coefficient estimates for three
specifications: first including only the experimental con-
ditions, then adding controls for newspaper readership,
and finally also including (recalled) 2015 vote choice and
income.

Compared to the control group (who saw only factual
information), those in the Guardian treatment are less
deficit averse, but there is no significant effect for our
Telegraph treatment. The point estimates are very stable
across specifications—consistent with the randomization
procedure working well across observables.

In terms of outcomes, the expected probabilities of
each of the four response categories are 0.12, 0.26, 0.39,
and 0.24 in the Telegraph group, as illustrated in Figure 5.
However, framing government borrowing as a support
to the macroeconomy does make people less concerned
about the size of the government deficit: The two least
deficit-averse response categories receive an expected 14%
and 28% of responses, respectively, from the Guardian
treatment group.

We can better understand the size of the Guardian
treatment effect by comparing it to the estimates of the
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FIGURE 4 Coefficient Plot Illustrating Treatment
Effects from Experiment 1 for a Range
of Specifications

−0.75 −0.50 −0.25 0.00 0.25 0.50

Treatment: 
 Guardian

Treatment: 
 Telegraph

Note: The top (darkest) bars of each trio are estimates from models with
no controls, the middle bars from models controlling for newspaper read,
and the bottom (lightest) bars from models including newspaper, income,
and 2015 vote. Black lines indicate 95% confidence intervals. Higher values
indicate greater priority on deficit reduction.

FIGURE 5 Expected Values of Deficit Preferences

Telegraph
Control

Guardian

0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 1.0

Note: The darkest (leftmost) category is the predicted share of “It [eliminating
the deficit in the next 3 years] is completely unnecessary” responses, the lightest
(rightmost) the “It is completely necessary” responses, and the intermediate blocs
(and colors) the share of responses in intermediate categories, in order.

coefficient on the (observational) indicator of Guardian
readership in our survey, as well as in the BES data.
Controlling for vote choice, income, and other newspaper
readership, the experimental Guardian effect is about
41% of the magnitude of the observational Guardian
coefficient. Similarly, the experimental treatment effect
is 48% of the coefficient in the British Election Study
analysis.24 We infer that the impact of reading a short
paragraph consistent with the Guardian’s coverage is of
considerable substantive importance. This experimental
effect does not translate directly to the “real world,” but it
highlights one specific causal mechanism underpinning
the differences observed in observational data.

The null finding for the Telegraph treatment also
merits discussion. One explanation is that people may be
generally averse to borrowing. Then, to the extent that
people were not already aware of it, the factual informa-
tion about the deficit and debt level may have provided

24We do not interpret the observational coefficient as a causal es-
timate. This illustrates how the treatment effect magnitude re-
lates to the conditional mean estimate for the broader Guardian
readership.

a deficit-averse treatment even without the added
Telegraph treatment emphasis. The control group may be
deficit-averse compared to people outside the experi-
ment, who lack information on government borrowing.

We investigated this possibility using a second sur-
vey experiment. In it, we compare a group given the
deficit/debt information that formed the control con-
dition in Experiment 1 to one that was, instead, given
information regarding the size of the UK economy, par-
allel in its textual and numerical form, but without the
association with debt. We find no evidence of a differ-
ence in deficit attitudes between these two groups, and
so conclude that our null finding for the Telegraph treat-
ment in Experiment 1 is not driven by inherent aversion
to borrowing.

Another explanation is that the null result comes
from the ideas that respondents hold before they enter
our survey. Here, the increased salience of public borrow-
ing over the past 5 years is of some consequence. Existing
coverage makes informational manipulations less conse-
quential, as respondents enter the study having seen more
coverage. If prior discussions are “one-sided” compared

Small effect magnitude, and no “Telegraph” treatment effect
might be due to people already clear what they think (c.f. Zaller).



Does newspaper coverage influence or reflect public
perceptions of the economy in the USA?
Hopkins et al (R&P 2017)

“Newspaper coverage does not systematically precede public
perceptions of the economy, a finding which analyses of television
transcripts reinforce. Neither national nor local newspapers appear
to strongly influence economic perceptions.”
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for descriptions of the data.) In sum, the results at the state 
level are less conclusive, and suggest that perhaps state-
level newspapers play more of a role in shaping public  
economic perceptions. Given that newspaper organizations  
are strategic actors which respond to both professional  
norms and economic incentives (Hamilton, 2004; George 
and Waldfogel, 2006), it is plausible that locally targeted  

newspapers may have more incentive to emphasize local 
economic changes.

Conclusion
Public perceptions about the economy do not appear to 
originate with the tone of national newspaper coverage. 

Figure 1. Public and media economic concern over time.
Note: It presents the average tone of economic coverage for the two national newspapers (The New York Times from 1980 to 2015 for the top 
panel and The Washington Post from 1978 to 2015 for the bottom panel) as well as public economic assessments. The y-axis on the left reflects public 
economic concern (the survey-based measure), while the y-axis on the right reflects media economic concern.



Priming or Learning? I

I Lenz (AJPS 2009) argues that some cases of apparent priming
are actually learning effects, including European Integration as
an issue at 1997 British election

I Following shows increase in correlation between EU attitude
and vote among those who learnt the party positions.

RECONSIDERING THE PRIMING HYPOTHESIS 825

TABLE 1 Priming or Learning? European Integration in the 1997 British Election

Place Labour as More Pro-European
Integration than Conservatives

Attitude towards
European Integration Coef.

1994 1997 N % 1994 1997 Diff.

All – – 796 100 0.76!!! 1.23!!! 0.47
(0.21) (0.21) (0.30)

Knew before Yes Yes 352 44 2.27!!! 2.36!!! 0.09
(0.38) (0.40) (0.55)

Learned from No Yes 172 22 0.20 2.24!!! 2.04!!!

(0.36) (0.40) (0.54)
Partially learned No Better 101 13 "0.43 0.56 0.99

(0.48) (0.47) (0.67)
Never learned No No 94 12 "0.88 "1.48!! "0.60

(0.68) (0.75) (1.01)
Forgot Yes No 77 10 0.91 "0.17 "1.08

(0.62) (0.65) (0.90)

!p < .10, !!p < .05, !!!p < .01. Probit estimates (standard errors in parentheses). The dependent variable is major-party vote choice:
Labour (1) versus Conservatives (0). Since the UK held no election in 1994, the question asks for vote choice “had there been an election.”
This table shows that the apparent priming effect (top row) occurs only among individuals who learned the parties’ positions, indicating a
learning effect, not priming. The first row shows the original priming finding: attitudes about European integration became more related
to vote choice between 1994 and 1997. The next rows show that the increased relationship arose among those who learned the parties’
positions on this issue by reestimating these models with interactions for each of the knowledge categories. See the data appendix for
control variables.

Did this issue-weight increase arise because the mes-
sages primed the issue or because they informed the pub-
lic about the parties’ positions? Data from the 1992–97
British Election Panel Study suggest that learning did in-
deed occur. To measure learning, I use questions that
ask respondents to place Labour and the Conservatives
on the 11-point, European integration scale—the same
scale on which respondents place themselves. With this
scale, I operationalize knowledge of the parties’ positions
as whether they place Labour as more pro-EU than the
Conservatives. I use this relative measure, as opposed to
an absolute measure, because it is probably less sensi-
tive to individual differences in responses to these scales.
To present the evidence on learning, I classify individu-
als into five categories: those who (1) Knew before, i.e.,
correctly placed the parties before and after the issue be-
came prominent; (2) Learned from, i.e., incorrectly placed
at least one party before, but both correctly afterwards;
(3) Partially learned, i.e., incorrectly placed both parties
before, but correctly placed one afterwards; (4) Never
learned, i.e., incorrectly placed the parties before and af-
ter; and finally (5) Forgot , i.e., correctly placed them be-
fore but incorrectly placed them afterwards. In coding
respondents into these categories, I treat nonresponses
to the questions about the parties’ positions as incorrect
placements. As Table 1 presents, about 44% already knew
the parties’ positions, 22% learned, 13% partially learned,
12% never learned, and 10% forgot. Thus, as expected,

the campaign and media emphasis on the issue of Euro-
pean integration corresponded with learning about the
parties’ new positions.

Is this learning behind the priming effect? The next
four rows present estimates of the issue weights among
each of the knowledge and learning groups. As is evi-
dent, the issue weight for European integration is already
high among those who Knew before and barely changes
between 1994 and 1997, rising from 2.27 to 2.36. In-
stead, the issue weight increases dramatically among the
22% of the sample that learns the parties’ positions, ris-
ing from .20 to 2.24. For completeness, this table also
presents estimates for the three other groups. For the Par-
tially learned, the estimates suggest a large but imprecisely
estimated increase. The Never learned and Forgot rows
present an intriguing pattern of coefficients, but they are
also estimated with little precision. Thus, almost all of
the issue-weight increase appears to occur among those
who learn the parties’ positions, indicating that learn-
ing, not priming, lies behind the effect. Based on these
results, the substantial increase in news media coverage
and campaign advertising apparently failed to prime at-
titudes about European integration. Instead, the issue-
weight increases researchers usually attribute to priming
appear to arise entirely because the exposure informed the
public about the parties’ positions. Campaign and media
attention to this issue thus apparently played a norma-
tively positive role, informing citizens about the parties’



Priming or Learning? II
I If this is priming then people won’t be changing their opinions

on the EU, just judging parties more on EU policy.

I Given initial EU attitudes, learners didn’t change their votes

I But learners did change their EU attitudes to align more to
their prior party preference832 GABRIEL S. LENZ

FIGURE 1 Do the Apparent Priming Effects Arise among the Learners
Because They Are Changing Votes to Match Issue Opinions
(Learning Effects) or Changing Issue Opinions to Match Votes
(Issue Opinion Change)? Cross-Lagged Plots among Those
Who Learned From.

Notes: This figure tests whether the apparent priming effects observed among the learners in Tables 1–4
occur because the learners are changing their vote to the party or candidate that, they have just learned,
shares their position or because they are changing their issue position by adopting their party’s or
preferred candidate’s position. It primarily finds evidence for the latter, that is, when people learn the
parties’ or candidates’ positions on these issues, they do not change their vote to the party or candidate
that shares their position on the issue (left column), but instead adopt the position of their preferred
party or candidate (right column). For example, the second row shows that individuals who support
investing Social Security funds (predebates) did not become more likely to vote for bush (relative to
people who were opposed) as they learned bush’s and gore’s positions. instead, people who said they
would vote for Bush before the debates became more supportive of investing, and people who said
they would vote for Gore before the debate became more opposed to investing. Neutral responses are
not shown. For the Reagan thermometer-Party ID Index, “strongly support” is coded as above .75 on a
one-point scale, and “strongly oppose” is coded as below .25. Error bars show 95 percent confidence
intervals. See data appendix for sources.

(excerpt from full figure)



TV raises the premium on candidate appearance
I Better looking candidates do better in elections
I Appearance effect is stronger for among low knowledge voters
I Lenz and Lawson (AJPS 2007) show that for these low

knowledge voters the appearance advantage is greater for
those who watch more TV.8 GABRIEL S. LENZ AND CHAPPELL LAWSON

FIGURE 2 Television Encourages Image-Based Voting among the
Ill Informed in 2006 Senate Races

Note: Candidate appearance better predicts vote intent in Senate races among less informed
citizens (bottom quartile of political knowledge) who self-report above-the-median TV
exposure. The figure shows that this difference is absent among somewhat more informed
citizens (low mid political knowledge quartile). The plots for other political knowledge
quartiles are not shown, though estimates from them are presented in Table 1. The dependent
variable is the share of respondents intending to vote for the Democratic candidate, excluding
nonmajor party voters, and the analysis is weighted by the number of respondents, so small
states like Wyoming and Rhode Island receive almost no weight. The explanatory variable
is Appearance advantage, an average of naı̈ve students’ ratings of unlabeled, black-and-
white photographs of candidate pairs, with higher values indicating a Democratic advantage.
Political knowledge is measured with a 21-item index of responses to factual questions. TV is
measured with a 9-item scale about frequency of watching in the previous week and is split
at the median. Source for individual-level data: 2006 CCES.

TV—the key statistical test of this article. Since it tests
an interaction, its coefficient shows the slope increase,
.21, and finds that this increase is indeed statistically sig-
nificant (p < .035). Applying the same model to Senate
races, Column 7 shows that this key triple interaction is
slightly smaller in size for these races, .15, and is also sta-
tistically significant (p < .032).12 Thus, the finding that
appealing-looking candidates benefit disproportionately
from television exposure among low-knowledge individ-
uals is unlikely to be due to chance.

Besides showing that these increases are statisti-
cally significant, the coefficients in these columns (3
and 7) also show that appealing-looking candidates

12To allow for separate intercepts for each knowledge quartile, we
include the political knowledge indicators (Low knowledge is the
omitted category) and the double interactions between these indi-
cators and High TV. We do not include the main effects of Appear-
ance advantage or High TV because, with this setup, we estimate
these separately within each knowledge quartile, as we did in the
graphical analysis. The main effects and double and triple interac-
tions between Appearance advantage, High TV, and the knowledge
indicators are thus captured by our specification.

do not benefit from television exposure in any of the
higher political knowledge quartiles. The triple inter-
actions between, for instance, Low mid knowledge !
Appearance advantage ! High TV are small for guber-
natorial and Senate races. As we hypothesized, therefore,
appealing-looking candidates primarily benefit from tele-
vision exposure among the less informed.13

To ensure that these findings survive the attitudinal
control variables, Columns 4 and 8 of Table 1 add these

13In general, higher-knowledge individuals appear less affected by
candidate appearance, as shown by the smaller double interac-
tions, e.g. (Low mid knowledge ! Appearance advantage), but the
effects are not zero, especially for mid-level knowledge individu-
als in Senate races. These individuals may still be influenced by
appearance because, despite being generally politically knowledge-
able, they may not know much about the specific candidates in
these races. Heuristics, such as appearance, may also continue to
bias their judgments even though they are also engaging in sys-
tematic processing about the races (Eagly and Chaiken 1993). One
anomaly is worth noting in Table 1: for Senate candidates, there is
a hint of our interaction for high-knowledge individuals. However,
this interaction is not present in the models without attitudinal
controls, nor is it robust to the controls used below (see Table 2).



Cognitive Engagement or Videomalaise? I

I Media increases political knowledge

I While some claim it also increases interest and political
participation, others say the political mud slinging puts people
off, leading to video malaise

I Bagehot claimed that the cure for admiring the House of Lords
was to watch it.

I Norris et al (1999) found little evidence for effects either way
in the 1997 British election campaign



Cognitive Engagement or Videomalaise? II

I Mutz and Reeves (APSR 2005) provide experimental evidence
that televised incivility between politicians increases political
interest but at the cost of trust.

American Political Science Review Vol. 99, No. 1

FIGURE 2. Effects of Incivility on Trust in Government and Politicians
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Source: Experiment 1.
Note: Differences between civil and uncivil conditions were consistently significantly different in the expected direction (F = 10.35,
p < .01; F = 6.00, p < .01; and F = 3.12, p < .05). Corresponding partial eta-squared values were .14, .08, and .05.

We have suggested that viewers are experiencing a
visceral, gut-level negative reaction to violations of so-
cial norms. But others have proposed what might seem
a far simpler explanation: people simply dislike conflict,
and they see it as particularly unnecessary when the
answers to many political problems seem obvious to
ordinary people (e.g., Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2002).
Perhaps, then, what we observe in Figure 2 is incivility
in public discourse leading people to lose respect for
the idea that free and open debate is an integral part
of our political process. If people often see poor exam-
ples of political disagreement, then attitudes toward
conflict and its importance in the democratic system
would naturally become more negative.

To evaluate this alternative explanation, we used two
scales tapping attitudes toward political conflict (see
Appendix for details); one of these tapped attitudes
toward congressional debate (including items such as
“Members of Congress bicker a lot more than they
need to”), and the second index tapped attitudes to-
ward the importance of free and open political debate
(e.g., “It’s very important that politicians air their dif-
ferences of opinion publicly”).

The civility of discourse in the experimental manip-
ulation did not have any influence on evaluations of
conflict in either case. People apparently differenti-
ated between the importance of public conflict—–that
is, the exchange of differing views, which remained
constant across the two presentations—–and the civility
of that conflict, which varied significantly. Popular dis-
cussions often conflate the extent to which disagree-
ment takes place with the civility of those interac-
tions, thus conflating greater hostility with greater

conflict. But in this study neither the combined
scales nor any one of the many individual items tap-
ping attitudes toward conflict varied by experimental
condition.

The fact that viewers did not become more nega-
tive toward conflict lends support, albeit indirect, to
our assertion that viewers’ reactions stem from a vis-
ceral, gut-level negative reaction to incivility, one that
originates in face-to-face social norms, but that is ap-
plied without thought to televised politicians as well. In
order to examine evidence bearing more directly on
this hypothesis, we made use of a scale from the pretest
questionnaire that assesses the extent to which individ-
uals approach or avoid situations involving conflict in
their everyday face-to-face discourse with others. The
Conflict Approach/Avoidance Scale was developed to
predict an individual’s willingness to make interper-
sonal conflicts explicit. It is known to have high relia-
bility levels, minimal social desirability bias, and pre-
dictive validity based on willingness to participate in
conflict-related interventions, such as mediation. The
scale is also sensitive to different cultural norms re-
lated to conflict-related communication (see Goldstein
1999). The items included in this scale tap the extent
to which an individual enjoys challenging the opinions
of others, feels upset after an argument, and so forth
(see Appendix for details). If our theory is correct,
this individual difference should exacerbate reactions
to incivility. But if watching politicians on television
as purely a third-party observer bears no relation to
how people react when they themselves are personally
involved in disagreements, then reactions to televised
political incivility should not be contingent on what

7



Effects of the Internet on politics

I Various claims have been made for major effects of the
Internet

I Good for democracy, e.g. facilitating Arab Spring protests
I Polarizing US politics

I Farrell (An Rev Poli Sci, 2012) argues that the effects of
Internet are best understood as a series of mechanisms

I lowering of transaction costs
I cheaper and easier communication reducing the need for

hierarchical organisation of protest activity
I e.g. Theocharis (Parly Aff. 2011) shows role of social media

in university fees protests

I homophilous sorting
I easier for people with the same (possibly extreme) interests to

find each other

I reduced preference falsification
I e.g. people more honest about wanting regime change in

autocracies



Mobilization on Facebook. (Bond et al. Nature 2012)

who received the social message were 0.39% (s.e.m., 0.17%; t-test,
P5 0.02) more likely to vote than users who received no message at
all. Similarly, the difference in voting between those who received the
social message and those who received the informational message was
0.39% (s.e.m., 0.17%; t-test, P5 0.02), suggesting that seeing faces of
friends significantly contributed to the overall effect of the message on
real-world voting. In fact, turnout among those who received the
informational message was identical to turnout among those in the
control group (treatment effect 0.00%, s.e.m., 0.28%; P5 0.98), which
raises doubts about the effectiveness of information-only appeals to
vote in this context.
These results show that online political mobilization can have a

direct effect on political self-expression, information seeking and
real-world voting behaviour, and that messages including cues from
an individual’s social network are more effective than information-
only appeals. But what about indirect effects that spread from person
to person in the social network? Users in our sample had on average
149 Facebook friends, with whom they share social information,
although many of these relationships constitute ‘weak ties’. Past
research indicates that close friends have a stronger behavioural effect
on each other than do acquaintances or strangers9,11,13,21. We therefore
expected mobilization to spread more effectively online through
‘strong ties’.
To distinguish users who are likely to have close relationships, we

used the degree towhich Facebook friends interactedwith each other on
the site (see Supplementary Information for more detail). Higher levels
of interaction indicate that friends are more likely to be physically
proximate and suggest a higher level of commitment to the friendship,
more positive affect between the friends, and a desire for the friendship
to be socially recognized29. We counted the number of interactions
between each pair of friends and categorized them by decile, ranking
them from the lowest to highest percentage of interactions. A validation
study (see Supplementary Information) shows that friends in thehighest
decile are those most likely to be close friends in real life (Fig. 2a).
We then used these categories to estimate the effect of the mobil-

ization message on a user’s friends. Random assignment means that
any relationship between the message a user receives and a friend’s
behaviour is not due to shared attributes, as these attributes are not
correlated with the treatment (see Supplementary Information). To
measure a per-friend treatment effect, we compared behaviour in the
friends connected to a user who received the social message to beha-
viour in the friends connected to a user in the control group. To
account for dependencies in the network, we simulate the null distri-
bution using a network permutation method (see the Supplementary
Information). Monte Carlo simulations suggest that this method
minimizes the risk of false positives and recovers true causal effects
without bias (see Supplementary Information).

Figure 2 shows that the observed per-friend treatment effects increase
as tie-strength increases.All of the observed treatment effects fall outside
thenull distribution for expressed vote (Fig. 2b), suggesting that they are
significantly different from chance outcomes. For validated vote
(Fig. 2c), the observed treatment effect is near zero for weak ties, but
it spikes upwards and falls outside the null distribution for the top two
deciles. This suggests that strong ties are important for the spread of
real-world voting behaviour. Finally, the treatment effect for polling
place search gradually increases (Fig. 2d), with several of the effects
falling outside the 95% confidence interval of the null distribution.
To simplify the analysis and reporting of results, we arbitrarily

define ‘close friends’ as people who were in the eightieth percentile
or higher (decile 9) of frequency of interaction among all friendships in
the sample (see the Supplementary Information). ‘Friends’ are all other
Facebook friends who had less interaction. A total of 60,491,898 (98%)
users in our sample had at least 1 close friend, with the average user
having about 10 close friends (comparedwith an average of 139 friends
who were not close).
The results suggest that users were about 0.011% (95% confidence

interval (CI) of null distribution 20.009% to 0.010%) more likely to
engage in an act of political self-expression by clicking on the I Voted
button than they would have been had their friend seen no message.
Similarly, for each close friend who received the social message, an
individual was on average 0.099% (null 95% CI –0.042% to 0.048%)
more likely to express voting.
We also found an effect in the validated vote sample. For each close

friendwho received the socialmessage, a user was 0.224% (null 95%CI
–0.181% to 0.174%)more likely to vote than they would have been had
their close friend received no message. Similarly, for information-
seeking behaviour we found that for each close friend who received
the socialmessage, a user was 0.012% (null 95%CI –0.012% to 0.012%)
more likely to click the link to find their polling place than they would
have been had their close friends received no message. In both cases
there was no evidence that other friends had an effect (see
Supplementary Information). Thus, ordinary Facebook friends may
affect online expressive behaviour, but they do not seem to affect
private or real-world political behaviours. In contrast, close friends
seem to have influenced all three.
The magnitude of these contagion effects are small per friend, but it

is important to remember that they result froma singlemessage, and in
many cases it was not possible to change the target’s behaviour. For
example, users may have already voted by absentee ballot before
Election Day, or they may have logged in to Facebook too late to vote
or to influence other users’ voting behaviour. In other words, all effects
measured here are intent-to-treat effects rather than treatment-on-
treated effects, which would be greater if we had better information
about who was eligible to receive the treatment.
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Figure 1 | The experiment and direct effects. a, b, Examples of the informational message and social message Facebook treatments (a) and their direct effect on
voting behaviour (b). Vertical lines indicate s.e.m. (they are too small to be seen for the first two bars).
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I Similarity of the two right-hand columns means no
information-only effect.

I A negative finding for the classic media civic engagement
thesis.

I Positive (albeit small) effect of the social message indicates a
social media effect.



Social Network Effect. (Bond et al. Nature 2012)

Moreover, the scale of the number of users, their friendship
connections and the potential voters in a given election is very large.
We estimated the per-user effect (the per-friend effect multiplied by
the average number of friends per user) and the total effect (the
per-user effect multiplied by the total number of users) on the
behaviour of everyone in the sample (see Supplementary Informa-
tion). The results suggest that friends generated an additional
886,000 expressed votes (11.4%, null 95% CI 21.1% to 1.1%),
and close friends generated a further 559,000 votes (10.9%, null
95% CI –0.3% to 0.3%). In the Supplementary Information we also
show that close friends of close friends (2 degrees of separation)
generated an additional 1 million expressed votes (11.7%, null 95%
CI –0.8% to 0.9%). Thus, the treatment clearly had a significant impact
on political self-expression and how it spread through the network,
and even weak ties seem to be relevant to its spread.
However, the effect of the social message on real-world validated

vote behaviour and polling-place search wasmore focused. The results
suggest that close friends generated an additional 282,000 validated
votes (11.8%, null 95% CI –1.3% to 1.2%) and an additional 74,000
polling-place searches (10.1%, null 95% CI –0.1% to 0.1%), but there
is no evidence that ordinary friends had any effect on either of these
two behaviours. In other words, close friendships accounted for all of
the significant contagion of these behaviours, in spite of the fact that
they make up only 7% of all friendships on Facebook.
To put these results in context, it is important to note that turnout

has been steadily increasing in recent US midterm elections, from
36.3% of the voting age population in 2002 to 37.2% in 2006, and to

37.8% in 2010. Our results suggest that the Facebook social message
increased turnout directly by about 60,000 voters and indirectly
through social contagion by another 280,000 voters, for a total of
340,000 additional votes. That represents about 0.14% of the voting
age population of about 236 million in 2010. However, this estimate
does not include the effect of the treatment on Facebook users who
were registered to vote but who we could not match because of
nicknames, typographical errors, and so on. It would be complex to
estimate the number of users on Facebook who are in the voter record
but unmatchable, and it is not clear whether treatment effects would be
of the samemagnitude for these individuals, so we restrict our estimate
to the matched group that we were able to sample and observe. This
means it is possible that more of the 0.60% growth in turnout between
2006 and 2010 might have been caused by a single message on
Facebook.
The results of this study havemany implications. First and foremost,

online politicalmobilizationworks. It induces political self-expression,
but it also induces information gathering and real, validated voter
turnout. Although previous research suggested that online messages
do not work19, it is possible that conventional sample sizes may not
be large enough to detect the modest effect sizes shown here. We
also show that social mobilization in online networks is significantly
more effective than informational mobilization alone. Showing
familiar faces to users can dramatically improve the effectiveness of
a mobilization message.
Beyond the direct effects of online mobilization, we show the

importance of social influence for effecting behaviour change. Our
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Figure 2 | The effect of mobilization treatment that a friend received on a
user’s behaviour. a–d, A validation study shows that at increasing levels of
interaction, Facebook friends are more likely to have a close real-world
relationship (a; see also the Supplementary Information). As the interaction
increases, so does the observed per-friend effect of friend’s treatment on a user’s

expressed voting (b), validated voting (c) and polling-place search (d). Blue
diamonds indicate the observed treatment effect. Horizontal grey bars show the
null distribution derived from simulations of identical networks in which the
topology and incidence of the behaviour and treatment are the same but the
assignments of treatment are randomly reassigned.
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Contrary to Gladwell’s doubts, there is variation in the strength of
ties online, but he is right that stronger ties matter more.



Kalla and Broockman (APSR 2018)

I Systematic meta-analysis of 40 field experiments.

I “The best estimate of the effects of campaign contact and
advertising on Americans’ candidates choices in general
elections is zero.”

I “Persuasive effects only appear to emerge in two rare
circumstances

1. when candidates take unusually unpopular positions and
campaigns invest unusually heavily in identifying persuadable
voters.

2. when campaigns contact voters long before election day and
measure effects immediately—although this early persuasion
decays.”



Fake News

I Oxford Internet Institute and others found junk news
concentrated in right wing groups

I People who consume fake news consume more real news

I Nyhan and others: intense partisans look for fake news to
confirm beliefs rather than to form them.

I Little evidence that fake news sways elections: just like the
classic Lazarsfeld “minimal effects” thesis

I So little basis for a draconian policy response, especially when
real news is sometimes mistaken

See e.g. Mudde 2018

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/feb/07/hysteria-fake-news-epidemic-distraction


Misperceptions: Flynn et al (AdvPolPsych 2017)

countries. Misperceptions like these are associated with anti-immigrant attitudes and policy preferen-
ces in Europe (Sides & Citrin, 2007, pp. 491–492), although this relationship has not been observed in
the United States (Hopkins, Sides, & Citrin, n.d.). More recently, U.K. citizens were widely misin-
formed about several facts related to the debate over the United Kingdom’s possible departure from
the European Union (“Brexit”), including the size of the immigrant population, U.K. payments to and
receipts from the EU, EU administrative costs, and others (Ipsos MORI, 2016). Misperceptions may
also promote extremism and intergroup conflict in regions such as the Middle East (Gentzkow & Sha-
piro, 2004).

The Effects of Misperceptions and Corrective Information

How do these mistaken factual beliefs affect public opinion? Hochschild and Einstein (2015) pro-
vide a useful typology for understanding the possible effects of misperceptions. They discuss four
sorts of factual beliefs which vary along two dimensions: whether they are correct or incorrect and
whether they are associated with distinct political choices or actions. The result is a four-category
typology, which consists of the active informed, inactive informed, active misinformed, and inactive
misinformed. Of particular concern are the active misinformed: people who “hold incorrect ‘knowl-
edge’ that is associated with distinctive involvement with the public arena” (p. 11). These are people
whose opinions and behavior are different from what we might observe if they held accurate beliefs.
Correcting misperceptions could thus alter their political views or behavior.

Unfortunately, research indicates that corrective information often fails to change the false or
unsupported belief in question, especially when the targeted misperception is highly salient.7 In some
cases, corrections can make misperceptions worse (Nyhan & Reifler, 2010; Nyhan, Reifler, & Ubel,
2013). Even the release of President Obama’s long-form birth certificate had only a brief effect on
beliefs that he was not born in this country (Nyhan, 2012). Moreover, people have difficulty accurate-
ly updating their beliefs after finding out that information they previously accepted has been discred-
ited (Bullock, 2007; Cobb, Nyhan, & Reifler, 2013; Thorson, 2015a). Other research shows that
reminders of social difference or cues about outgroup membership may also reduce the effectiveness
of corrections (Garrett, Nisbet, & Lynch, 2013). Empirical claims do not appear to be strengthened

Figure 1. European misperceptions of foreign-born populations. Survey data from ESS (2014 and Ipsos MORI* (2013).
Foreign-born population data from Eurostat (2014 data).

7 The studies cited below almost exclusively consider lab and survey experiments. Results might of course differ if
these studies were conducted as field experiments—an important consideration for future research (Jerit, Barabas, &
Clifford, 2013).

130 Flynn et al.

I Misperceptions about scientific, social and political facts
widespread

I E.g. on climate change, MMR vaccination and autism,
genetically modified food, public spending rates.

I Misperceptions linked to partisanship, e.g. on presidential
power to control petrol prices

I Reactions to corrections differ by partisanship
I E.g. Absence of weapons of mass destruction in Iraq 2003

interpreted as evidence they were never there by Democrats but
as having been destroyed by Republicans (Duefler 2004)

I Corrections can backfire most among those with high political
knowledge

I E.g. “death panel” corrections for high-knowledge Sarah Palin
supporters.



Conclusion

I Tempting to believe in big and decisive media and social
media effects, e.g. Brexit, Trump

I But . . .
I In close elections there are many factors that could have made

a difference and often unhelpful to fixate on a few
I The is a big gap between the prominence of the claims,

especially in the media, of (social) media power and the social
scientific evidence for the magnitude of the effects

I This is partly because of data and research design limitations,
so ultimately the extent of (social) media power is unclear, and
probably changing.


