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[Clynicism is epidemic right now,* wrote nationally syndicated columnist David Broder in The
Washington Post in early July [July 6, 1994, A 18], It saps people's confidence in politics and
public officials, and it erodes both the standing and the standards of journalism. If the
assumption is that nothing Is on the level, nothing is what it seems, then citizenship becomes
a game for fools and there is no point in trying to stay informed.” A July Washipgton Post-
ABC News Poll seemed to justify Broder's concern [Washington Post , July 3, 1994, A1/AB8]. it
found that:

--“Overwhelming majorities say they think that members of Congress care more about

special interests than about 'people like you' and care more about keéplng power

than about the best interests of the nation.*

~"Large numbers say most candidates for Congress make campaign promises they

have no intention of fulfiling and quickly lose touch with the people after coming to -

Washington.*

-*More than a third of those interviewed-37 percent—consistently offered the most

negative evaluation when asked their perceptions of the work habits, honesty and

integrity of Congress. Less than one-fifth expressed few reservations.*

This poll was consistent with nineteen earlier ones done in the past haif decade during
the tenure of three congresses and two presidents. In thess, ‘the average scores for
Congress have been 33 percent approval and 62 percent disapproval.” The July 1994 poil
showed 34 percent approval and 61 percent disapproval.

Similarly, a poll for the Assoclated Press [July 27) showed more agreeing that the
parties to the health care reform debate were "mostly trying to gain poiitical advantage’ than
thought that they were trying to “do best for country.*

None of this would be worrisome were it not that these figures represent a significant
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drop from the not too distant past. A Time magazine survey reported that where 60%
believed in 1964 that the government would generally try to do the right thing, in 1994, 10%
do. *Distrust in government has increased over time,* writes Eric Uslaner in The Decline of
Comity in Congress [1993] *and the correlation is aimost as impressive, desplte the much
smaller sample size, as that for trust in people.”

A rich tradition of inquiry asks what such signals mean. In early work, Miller saw
decline in “trust of government” indicators as a sign of erosion in the legitimacy of the political
system [Miller, 1974]. But subsequent research showed that many who expressed low trust
in institutions also expressed strong support for democratic norms [Bames and Kaase et al,
1979]. A comprehensive survey, encompassing the jump in confidence during the early
Reagan years, ultimately led Lipset and Schneider [1987] to conciude that ‘the confidence
gap never amounted to a full-scale legitimacy crisis. Americans retained their faith in the
country's basic institutional order. The polls always showed a deep-seated allegiance to the
values of democracy and free enterprise.”

How such indicators came to be, also aroused curiosity. Were they, as Schumpeter's
work would suggest [(1950) 1975) a reflection of the delivery of services by the state, with
over-promising undermining political support? Were voters dissatisfied with the policy
alternatives set before them by the major parties [Miller, 1974), with, as Miller showed, the
mstcynbalmemeswhodbapprovedofmopdbyanennﬂmoﬁoredbybommmplmy
in Nixon in 19687 Was i, as Citron argued, that cynicism was the byproduct of dissatisfaction
with the incumbents not the poiicy alternatives they offered [Citron, 1974], a conclusion that
seemed to be bome out by the correlation in 1972 data between approval of presidential
performance, positive affect for the president and trust.

Since at least part of what we know of presidential performance and of policy
alternatives is brought o us by the press, one might well ask , what effect if any does how
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candidates and public policy debates are covered have on public cynicism about leaders and

their performance? In The Confidence Gap [(1583) 1987], Lipset and Schneider argue that the
news media are “primarily responsible for conveying to the public an impression of how the
nation’s institutions are performing.® The media figure in Leone’s account of confidence in
government as well [Leone, 1994].

How Candidates and Policy Debates are Covered

If media coverage is one of the possible reasons for cynicism and mistrust of
politicians, then the nature of media coverage of campaigns and public policy debates must
be understood. In the past twenty years, media critics of news have noted a fundamental
change in the distribution of media coverage from issue-based stories to stories which
emphasize who Is ahead and behind, and the strategles and tactics of campaigning
necessary to position a candidate to get ahead or 1o stay ahead (Jamieson, 1982; Pattersan,
1983).

Clearly, there is a story to be told about the relative positions of candidates in an
election. An election is after all a race whose outcome is the most important feature. The
story of the race must be told and is. The problem occurs when strategy stories dominate
the news hole, crowding out discussions more relevant to the Issues of govermnance.

Take for example a hypothetical election for mayor. One of the candidates seeks 1o
solve part of the city’s financial problems by privatizing city services. This story can be
covered by emphasizing the problems that the city faces and how privatization will help to
solve these problems or make them worse. The same issue can be covered by emphasizing
how privatization alienates certain voting constituencies and appeals to others, positioning
candidate X favorably and candidate Y unfavorably with the electorate. When the
privatization issue Is told from the latter perspective, an issue is treated in a strategic style
which we hypothesize increases cynicism.




Two authors recently have made the argument that media coverage of politics has
taken on a strategic format more than a policy {or problem-solution) format in recent years.
In Dirty Politics (1992), Kathleen Hall Jamieson vigorously pursues the distinction between
*strategy” coverage and *problem-solution" coverage. Thomas Patterson in his 1993 book
cails the distinction ‘game® or "horse race* coverage and policy coverage.

Jamieson argues that strategy coverage is marked by several features: (1) winning
and losing as the central concem; (2) the language of wars, games, and competition; (3) a
story with performers, critics, and audience (voters); (4) performance and style and
perception of the candidate are central: (5) polls and position are weighed heavily in
evaluating campaigns and candidates.

Patterson characterizes strategy in almost identical fashion emphasizing that (1) the
game of the campaign provides the piot of a story; (2) that polls promote and support
strategy coverage; (G)Mmmmismmumdmmmm
performers. Pattenonnomﬂutboeausejoumalistamlmmudlnatodumddecﬂon
campalgmovolvoashoobbandﬂowofpos!ﬂonlnﬂnraoo.Ith'naharal'tomojouma!wc
endeavammehappomwwmd\bmeraceboomofmopmmyobjmofma«.

PﬂmonpdnbouLhowever,Ms&atogycoveragohnot]uﬂanaspoamm
eov«ugedpouﬂawbbooonﬂngmdommmtmodoofoowago.ﬁom 1988 to 1962
homracocovoragoofdocﬂonwonbonhn@:ﬂynmm&%fmmﬂ%htsea.
Tracking polls accounted for ancther 33%. Policy coverage was down from 40 % in 88 to
33% in 92. Plttﬂson’smdlecofmeNewYorkﬂmesftontpagoheadﬂnuﬁom 1960 to 92
(see his figure 2.1, p. 74) show a stark contrast from 1972 forward with policy headlines
taking a back seat to strategy coverage. |

J&nhmhauguedﬂmmwaugytmbbdngmdludbywmm
campaigns to governance and discussions of public policy issues. In the Health Care




debate, our own content analyses of print and broadcast coverage in major media markets
show that fully 54 percent of newspaper articles were strategic while 35 percent were
primarily issue oriented or factual.

Strategy Coverage and Cynicism

There is a simple theory of human behavior behind the strategy approach to
coverage. The theory goes like this. People do things for reasons. Some reasons are
simple, some complicated; some are seif-interested, some are altruistic; some are aimed at
controlling others, some at being controlled. So too for politics, and political actors.

in the eyes of the electorate, politics is not an abstract, rational process, it is people.
As people, politicians can and should be understood in the same way that other people are
understood-- by their motivations.

The central goal of campaigns, candidates and elections is winning. Alf actions are -
placed in this interpretive frame so that the motivation for action (of any sort whether a policy
choice, personal style, and 8o on) is to be understood by a single, simple human motivation -
- the desire to win and to take the power which elected office provides. In such an
interpretive frame all actions are tainted -- seen not as the desire 10 soive social ills, redirect
national goals, or make a better future for our offspring but rather seen in terms of winning.
Winning Is equivalent to advancing one's own agenda, one's own self-interest, and so the
actions stand not for themseives but for the motivational system which gave rise 1o them-
seif-interest. In this way, actions are re-interpretable as serving the candidate’s underlying
motivations.

in the strategy structure, policy postions are interpreted as a means of gaining a voter
block to advance the candidacy or retain a posstion in the polls. Candidate words and
actions are seen as the outward signs of strategec intent and cast as maneuvers rather than

the forms of seif expression.




This analysis is not meant to suggest that journalists reason this way or that they
believe that candidates are only driven by a single motivation, self-interest and the desire to
win. However, if candidates are presented as if this were the case and if peopie’s experience
of the political process is only through the vicarious experience provided by the media, then
people’s experience of candidates, campaigns, and perhaps even govemance may become
dominated by this interpretive frame. |

This frame encompasses the strategy typology because winning and losing is central,
polls tell who is winning and losing, the story or plot line is always present through the
conflict between the candidates whose self-interests are at odds, the hnguagé of war,
competition and sports is the language of all self-interests which are in conflict in 0-sum
events. In short, understanding politics as a human endeavor with simple human motivations
(and the motivation is that of winning and pushing aside one’s opponent), invites precisely -
the kind of stories that journalists want to write about.

Patterson, Jamieson and others have argued that one of the potential consequences
of excessive strategy coverage is cynicism in the electorate. Both argue that this cynicism
results from the spectatorship that the strategy format engenders. An alternative hypothesis
is that cynicism is a likely outcome of strategy coverage but not because of spectatorship.

On the contrary, strategy coverage may engender involvement with the story, the candidate
andmecampdgnhpmbmuuﬂnstaybahumanstory.aoonﬂu.ampeﬂﬁonhom
which winners and losers emerge. There is tragedy, pathos, and joy. But the story being
told is one with a particular set of motivations driving the characters. It is the story of men
and women driven to win at all costs.

This consistent story line can have negative consequences for the audience. People
use news coverage as a part of the basis of their decision-making about elections. Who shali
| vote for? If | don't vote, who shall | back or lean toward? Decision-making involves choices




among alternatives and a weighing of costs and benefits in consequences to the individual
(and perhaps the larger society).

it all candidates are described as motivated by self-interest, and alil their actions as
calculated to advance that self-interest, then all candid&tas could come to be seen to have
negative attributes tainted fundamentally by self-interest rather than commitment to the
greater good.

Three consequences follow from an analysis by the public of political actors seen as
primarily self-interested: choose the lesser of two evils under the assumption that both actors
are self-interested but one less so than the other. One solution is 1o choose to side with a
candidate whose seif-interests seam to be similar to one's own. This strategy fails in the
extreme case because all fronts portrayed by the candidate are interpreted as mere artifice.
Or choose not 10 vote because no candidate is any different from any other, ail being driven
to act only to advance their own self interest. Or in the worst case (which George Will
[Newsweek, July 11, 1994] might call the realist case), reject the whole political process as
fundamentally flawed since it requires candidates to act in ways that maximize the chances 1o
win and hence lying, misrepresentation, and play-acting are endemic.

Strategic coverage may, in other words, invite the attribution of cynical motives to
poiitical actors in campaigns and in public policy debates, not because the electorate is
dbuncedwmnmeprocessunpradselybwausemoeledumhdrawnlmmepm
and through a rational analysis of the politicians they have come 1o know through strategic
coverage, bagin to reject the actors and ultimately the process.

Hypotheses

The research presented in this paper examines the eflects of strategic and issue-
based coverage of political campaigns and public policy debates on the electorate’s Cynicism
about political actors and ultimately government. We expect that strategic coverage will tend
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to activate cynical reactions over baseline levels of cynicism and over that of groups exposed

to issue-oriented coverage. Both print and broadcast media should exhibit similar effects.
OVERVIEW

To test the effects of various styles of news coverage on cynicism about political
actors and institutions, three major studies were undertaken. The first, reported in part earlier
(Jamleson & Cappella, 1993), studied the effects of print and broadcast news coverage of a
political campaign on audience members’ cynicism about the candidates. Two fleld
experiments were conducted and are reported here. This research was sponsored by the
Markle Foundation. The second research project, funded by the Robert Wood Johnson
Foundation, tried to extend the results of the éampaign cynicism study to a public policy
debate - health care reform. Two studies are presented. The first is a field experiment of the
effects of various styles of print news coverage on cynicism about the actors and groups
involved in health care reform. The second is a aiso a field experiment centered around the
NBC Special "To Your Health. Because the results of three separate studies are covered,
many of the details of the research will be glossed in this paper. These detalls will be made
avallable in later publications.

POLITICAL NEWS, CAMPAIGNS, AND CYNICISM

Two ﬂaldexpeﬁmonhwaluaﬂngmeaﬂectsoﬂssuoandstratogymon
cynicism in the context of a political campaign were conducted during a week in March,
1993. One was done on-site in 7 US cities but only included exposurs 1o Broadcast materials
(Broadcast-only). The other was aiso on-site in the same 7 cities and included exposure to
Broadcast and Print (Broadcast-Print) news.
METHODS

Subjects. 276 participants were recruited in Minneapolis, Salt Lake City, Cleveland,
Detroit, New York Clty, Portland, and Ft. Lauderdale, by posting noticss In church
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newsletters, community centers, and so on. Although the sample is not random, every effort

was made to make the sample representative of the population of voters. Subjects were paid

for volunteering.

stimuli. The topic of the stories was the Philadelphia mayoral election of 1991. With the
cooperation of a local newspaper and a local TV station in Philadelphia, several news stories
pertaining to the mayor's race were selected and evaluated for their issue or strategy
orientation.

When the segments were clearly of one type or the other, they were left unchanged.
The newspaper stories were rewritten by a national pofitical reporter to the alternative
structure; strategy became Issue and vice versa. Every effort was made to retain as much
continuity in content as possible. Six print news stories were selected for use in the studies.

The broadcast segments retained almost all of the original visual material but the
introductions of the nawssegmentsandmevolcooversweredmngodtoemphaﬂzebsuo
orientations, rather than the more typical strategy orientations. Five broadcast segments
were used in the studies, simulating a week's programming.

The print segments were reset using the same font and column layout of the original
stories. Thebroadcastsegmentswmombeddedlnatypicdmnﬂnmbcalmm
mestoryaboutmomayoralelecﬁonuwaystmieadstay.

Storiaforthooomrolgroupowere of equivalent length, complexity, and tone to the
election storle.moyroplacadbmmocontomm iTelevant to the mayoral election.

Finally, one of the televised debates &maong the four mayoral candidates was edited to
30 minutes. The debate was shown 1o all participants prior to completion of the final
questionnaire.

DResign and Procedures. Bomestgroupounployedammonlydeﬂonma
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control group. A pretest questionnaire was administered which obtained demographic

information, reports on political sophistication, and (with regard to the presidential election of
1992), measures of political cynicism and personal narratives about the election.

In the two fleld experiments, a researcher was dispatched to each of the seven sites.
Participants first filled out the pretest questionnaire. They received news materials for 5
consecutive days which they watched and/or read in their own homes. On the sixth day,
everyone in the research site came together as a group to watch the final debate and fill out
the posttest forms.

A broadcast-only version was employed because most voters get the majority of their
news about politics from television. To simulate this situation, it was necessary 1o require
exposures solely 1o broadcast materials. Three experimental groups were formed via
random assignment while trying to equalize distribution by race, sex, age, and education
across groups. The groups received only broadcast news, one half hour segment a night for
five nights, issue versions, strategy versions, or control versions.

A broadcast-print version exposed participants to print and broadcast materials over a
five day period. Five groups were run: control (C); broadcast-issue, print-issue (Il);
broadcast-strategy, print-issue (SI); strategy-issue (Si); strategy-strategy (SS). Otherwise, this
experiment was identical to the broadcast-only version.

RESULTS

The only results presented here are those concerned with cynicism. Self reports of
likeilhood of voling were presented previously (Jamieson & Cappella, 1983). Findings related
to learning, media consumption, poiitical sophistication and 8o on will the subject of future
papers and a book under contract to Oxford University Press.

Sample and Stimull
Demographic characteristics of our nonrandom sample are presented elsewhere
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age, race, and gender, but are more educated.

Random assignment to condition was successtul as no differences across
experimental groups were found in any demographic category or in political $ophistication or
Cynicism about the presidential election of 1992,

appropriate. Four groups of fesponses emerged: a forced choice measure (labeled
CYNFC), a selection measure (CYNSELECT), and two agree-disagree measures (6 tems,
CYNADS, and 3 items, CYNADS3).
Aumesoindicatonofcynldsmconelatemmonommfﬂvdy(rang.m to .52,
P < .000 in alf cases) suggesﬂngmeyaremeasuﬂngasimllarooncept. Also, when these
measures (oronesveryslmuarhstuctureandoornem) &6 compared to NES measures of
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cynicism about government, correlations range from .37 {0 .44, p < .000 suggesting that the

indices have a degree of construct validity in addition to their face validity. The proof,
however, is in the predictions.
Cynicism and Issue-Strategy Coverage

First consider the resuits from the broadcast-only study. Table 1 presents the mean
Cynicism scores at post-test for each of the four indices for each condition. Table 2 gives the
significance levels for all t-test comparisons hypothesized.? Our hypotheses were that
cynicism in the strategy condition would be elevated over that of the control and that the
issue coverage would yield lower cynicism than the control.

Cynicism scores for those receiving strategy coverage in the broadcasts is greater
than the controf in 3 of 4 indices, 2 reaching normal levels of significance. None of the 4
indices show cynicism lowered in the issue condition. The six item agree-disagree measure
of cynicism is insensitive to variations in the style of news coverage.

Tables 1 & 2 here

In the broadcast-print experiment, participants received both broadcast and print
exposures to issue or strategy styles of coverage. The consequences of these exposures are
presented in Tables 3 and 4 which present the mean cynicism scores over four indices and t-

tests evaluating hypothesized eflects.

We had hypothesized that cynicism would be elevated in the SS (Broadcast strategy
and Print strategy) condition over Il and that SS levels of cynicism would be greater than
control levels of cynicism, while il would be less than control. We assumed further that
broadcast strategy coverage alone would raise cynicism over that of the controt while the
same effect wouild be found with print strategy coverage alone. We had no clear
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expectations about the mixed conditions of strategy and issue Coverage across media.

Tables 3& 4 & 5 here

The most consistent patterns are found once again with strategy coverage. Strategy
coverage tends 1o elevate cynicism of readers or watchers over that of the control on three of
the four indices used (again the 6 item agree-disagree measure is not sensitive). Issue
coverage depresses cynicism relative to the control on one index but not on the others. This
effect is not consistent however. Cynicism in the SS conditions is greater than cynicism in
the Il conditions on all four indices with 2 of these 4 differences statistically significant. In
two-way ANOVAS no significant interactions between print and broadcast coverage were
found. |

Overall, strategic coverage of campaigns tends to elevate people's cynical responses
to the political actors in the campaign. This is especially true of the broadcast news
coverage in our study and less true of print Coverage. Issue coverage in either medium does
not consistently produce reductions in cynicism relative to the control, although the cynicism
ofmoseexposedtolsaueoovemgeseemsmmelikelytohabwermanmmexposedw
strategy coverage.

PRINT NEWS, PUBLIC POLICY, AND CYNICISM

Thehypomeaeaabaucynldsmandnmooveragemalsotestodhmooommof
a public policy debate - the health care reform debate%ichhasragedforﬁnpastyear. In
March, 1994, a fleld experiment testing the effects of various styles of news coverage on
people’s cynicism (among other outcomes) about the health reform debate was carried out.
In June, 1994, asacondﬂoldexpeﬁmentwasconductodasmalngmoeﬂmofbroadm
coverage of health care reform on cynicism through the vehicie of NBC's special, “To Your
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Heaith." The results of both of these studies are reported here.

EFFECTS OF PRINT NEWS
METHODS

Subjects. Approximately 350 people from six media markets (NYC; Philadeiphia;
Washington, DC; Dallas; LA and Chicago) were recruited to participate in the fleld experiment
through notices posted in fraternal, social, and religious groups, work and other settings.
The sample was not random and participants were recruited for pay.

Stimuli. The types of news coverage tested were chosen to reflect our reading
of the kinds of coverage which journalists had been giving to health care reform from
September 1993 through March 1984. These included:

-ISSUE: articles focusing on problems facing the country's health care system and

their solution.
-GROUPS: articles focusing on which soclal and institutional groups wouild be
harmed and benefitted by various health care reform proposals.

~-STRATEGY: articles focusing on winning and losing the health care reform debate;
strategic maneuvering for advantage in advancing one’s own program or
undermining that of an opponent.

-PROCESS: articles focusing narrowly on specific legislative tactics by various

congressional committees as heaith care reform moves forward.

-GSP: a combination of group, strategy and process articles.

-IGSP: a combination of all 4 types of news articles.

--CONTROL: news articies on current affairs other than heaith care reform.

Fourleen articies were selected for use in the Issue, Groups, Strategy, and Process
categories. The GSP and IGSP groups were created from the other four groups of articles.

The articles were recent contributions from major newspapers and news magazines
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circulating in each of the six media markets studied. Some op-ed pieces were included as

well. The articles in each category were chosen to provide a balanced treatment of the
various plans for health care reform. When an op-ed piece attacked the need for reform, an
article with the opposing position was also included. The study was not interested in
changing people's attitudes so balanced treatment was important.

Design and procedures. A research assistant was on-site for a full week in each of
the media markets. He or she administered a pre-test questionnaire to each of the
participants before any news articles were read. Everyone received 15 news articles, 3 per
day, to read. One factual article on the basic issues in health care reform was common to all
groups inciuding the control. The control received 14 other news articles on current affairs
but not on the health care debats.

At the end of the week, all participants meet together to watch an edited, 20 minute
debate on health care which had previously appeared on C-Span. They filled out the final
questionnaire, and were debriefed.

Seven experimental groups were formed in each location. The various conditions
were determined by type of news articles read. The types were chosen to reflect our reading
of the kinds of coverage which journalists had been giving to health care reform from
September 1983 through March 1994. These are described above and labeled ISSUE,
GROUPS, STRATEGY, PROCESS, GSP (a combination of group, strategy and process),
IGSP (a combination of all 4 types of articies), and CONTROL.

The final questionnalre was designed to elicit information on leaming, attitudes,
political sophistication, media consumption, and cynicism as they related 10 health care
reform. Only the cynicism data are reported here.
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RESULTS

Sample and Stimull

Space limitations prohibit a detailed discussion of the demographic characteristics of
the sample but the chief characteristics may be summarized as follows. Our participants
were more highly educated (58 percent eqllege degree or higher), more fernale (50 percent),
and more Democratic (47 percent) than national samples. With regard to age and race they
were roughly comparable to national norms.

Random assignment to condition was successful for various demographic variables,
as well as media consumption, attitude, political sophistication, and cynicism varlablu The
participants reported following instructions about reading news articles (or were dropped from
analysis). They also found the news articles realistic, like the ones they normally find in
newspapers, but they reported reading them somewhat more closely than they normally
would have.

The news articles themselves were carefully evaluated before taking them Into the
field. Evaluation took two forms: a structural and syntactic analysis of the stories and a
student sample’s judgments of the stories. Again space limitations only allow us to present
the conclusions from these tests. Readability, long sentences, and average word length of
the articles do differ between experimental and control conditions, but experimental groups
are more readabie than the control. Lowered readability of the control is due to longer words
used and more passives. The differences across conditions works against hypothesis since
the less reacabie texts in the control group could make it more difficult to leam, frustrating
the reader and increasing the cynical response of the controis. The opposite is true of these
news stories: those related to health are more readable and 80 should be less frustrating.

Ratings of news storles by judges found them to be generally consistent with what the
experimenters had assumed about the articles. Process stories toid the most about “tactics*
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while issue stories told the least. Issue stories gave the most information about which plan to

support, process stories least. Strategy and process stories made people feel most Cynical,
Issue stories least. Issue and group stories gave the most Informaﬂoh about how groups
were affected, process stories least. Issue stories were read most closely, process stories
least.

Overall the sample’s characteristics, the random assignment to condition and the
selection of news stories were sufficiently effective to carry out a far test of the hypotheses.
Cynicism Measures

Measures of cynicism used here were similar in format and content to those used in
the previous study. Obviously they were adjusted to the context of the health care debate.
The three formats - agree-disagree, forced choice, and selection ~ clustered into four groups
once again but the clusterings were slightly different. Eight agree-disagree measures
clustered to yield an index labeled CYNAD. The selection question yielded CYNSELECT.
The forced choice options produced two forced choice groupings CYNFC1 and CYNFC2.

The reliabilities for these four groups are reported in Appendix 2. The four Indices
intoroorrelate& positively at least at p < .01 for all pairs except CYNSELECT and CYNFC2
which correlated only at .09, Thomeasureshavesomeoonslruavandnyuwall. Three of
the four indices correlateposlﬁvelyandslgniﬂcenﬂywimmeNESmeasuroofgovemmm
efficacy ("govemment can't do anything right’) and correlate with the hypothetical I wouldn't
Vote for any of the plans" when faced with four other altematives. Only the CYNSELECT
scale falls both tests. The scale was retained anyway because of its successful performance
in the previous study on both construct and predictive validity.

Cynicism and Newspaper Coverage

Tableepresentsmemeansonfourindicatonofcynlchmacrmemon
experimental conditions. Our hypotheses were that strategy, group, process, and GSP




19
Ccoverages would all elevate cynicism relative to the control group and that issue and IGSP

Coverage wouid at worst yield cynicism equal to that of the control and at best lower it.

Table 6 & 7 here

The levels of statistical significance for t-tests comparing each experimental group to
the control are presented in Table 7. The results confirm Our assumptions about the

assumptions about the workings of issue-oriented Coverage. In effect, all forms of coverage
elevated cynicism above that expressed by the control group.

When the strategy-based éxposures are combined into g single group and the issue-
based coverages are combined into a single group, the results &re clearer still. Issue
Coverage was as “effactive’ in Increasing cynical responding as was strategy coverage.

The above results are unaffected by considering subgroups which are more politically
involved, more educated, more exposed to news, closer foliowers of health care debate,
more politically sophisticated, and so on, The effects are robustaerossmevarloustypesof
participants.

These conclusions must be considered Surprising at least and perhaps even
disturbing. They are consistent with our earlier findings aboutﬂuroloofstrategyooveragoln
adivaﬂngcynbdmponsobmdsosuggestmatatbasthmcomandﬂnheanhm |
reform deqato. issue coverage, t0o, may be an activator of cynical response.




EFFECTS OF BROADCAST NARRATIVE NEWS ON CYNICISM

In this section, the seffects on the audience's cynical responses to health care of the
NBC special "To Your Health" are presented.

Methodology

Subjects. Participants were solicited from the pool of participants in the heaﬂh care
reform fleld study conducted in March and described in the previous section. Interviewers
attempted to contact ali the original participants to request their participation in exchange for
a pay ($20 -$40 depending on condition). As a result of vacations, relocation, and changed
telephone numbers, interviewsrs could not contact the entire original group. Of the original
352 participants, 248 participated in this study.

Design. The participants were randomly assigned to one of three conditions.
Interviewers telaphoned participants in the first condition (PWP) the week before the NBC
Special (Pre-test), asked them to watch the program (Watch), and then telephoned between
2 and 3 days after the program (Post-test). In the second condition (WP), interviewers asked
participants to watch the NBC Special (Watch) and then interviewed them between 2 and 3
days after the program (Post-test). Participants in the final condition (P) were only
telephoned between 2 and 3 days after the program. There were 63 participants in the PWP
condition, 67 participants in the WP condition, and 118 participants in the P condition.

The NEC special. "To Your Health® was a two hour special produced by NBC's news
division and aired without commercial interruption. Theformatwasambtofporsonalsbdec.
interviews with paneis of pollticians, experts, and business leaders, questions from audience
members.andaboutSOmlnutesomea:yGlmon. The NBC special cannot be considered a
standardized news format. It was long, a mix of personalized stories, talking heads, town
meeting and factual information. it averaged approximately a 5.8 percent rating at 923,000
households per rating point.
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Our expectations about the effects of the special on cynicism depend In part on the

nature of the medium of television and in part on the content of coverage. We hypothesized
that the special would have the effect of reducing audience cynicism about health care
reform, at least in the short run, if the special meet certain criteria. 1t must avoid focusing on
political strategizing; it should emphasize personal narratives with real people in involving
situations; it should avoid confrontative debates between health care policy wonks?; the
political actors should present themseives as sincere individuals of good intention (a natural
consequence of the television medium if Hart's (1994) analysis can be believed). in our
judgement the special, whatever its other weaknesses, did all of these things.
RESULTS

Sample Characteristics

The participants, as before, were not a random sample but a recruited sample. They
were more educated (60 percent college educated or higher), more female (62 percent), and
more Democratic (52 percent) than the population as a whole. 76 percent were Caucasian,
17 percent African American, and § percent Hispanic, Asian-American or other. The average
age was 3645, ranging from 18-26 to over 75. About 48 percent said they had been
fonowhgmeheanhwodebatefaidyuvawdoselywhlhszpuoemmmeyhadbeen
following it not 100 closely or not at all,

. Theparﬂdpantswuorandomlyassignodtoﬂnﬂveegroupodm!bodabovo (PWP,
WP, and P). Noslgnmmmmographlcdmronoesacrmgroupchago,gendu.polmcd
party, race, or education resulted. A marginal difference between watchers and non-watchers
was found in reports of how closely the debate was being followed. Waichers were more
likely to say they were following more closely. These reports may have been the result of the
mmmwwwmmwwmmmnmmmwmwmm
debate.
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Ninety three percent of those who watched the program (120 recrulted to watch and

15 watched on their own) reported that they watched an hour or more with 76 percent
watching the entire program. Of the watchers, 85 percent said that they did not channel surf
and of those who did, only 5 percent switched channels more than usual. The vast majority
(92 percent) correctly identified the format of the special as a combination of interviews,
panels, and personal stories and only a very small minority (9 percent) incorrectly said that
Ross Perot personally had an opportunity 1o present his views on health care.
Cynicism and Narrative News

The telephone interviews necessitated using fewer Questions to assess audience
cynicism. Seven questions were selected from previous measures: 3 forced choice and 4
agree-disagree. These are summarized in appendix 3 under the names CYNFC and CYNAD.
A third index which was the average of the two was also caiculated - CYNTOT.

To determine whether or not general levels of cynicism decreased after waiching the
NBC special, paired t-tests were done. The results are presented in the Table 8 below and

show reliable decreases in cynicism on all three measures.

Table 8 here

Despnomesodwdoaeasesfrompretopomdesﬁng.ommigmygueﬂlatpm-
tesﬁngsendﬂzedmaudlammﬂnb«smcynidsmandmeymwmehcymdsmupon
second testing to provide the socially desirable response. Given the increasing tendency for
the American public to state their poitical cynicism on polls, it is a fittle disingenuous to
suppose that the part of the public making up our sample has suddenly become reluctant to
express its cynicism. In fact, an altemnative argument might be made that the socially

acceptable response Is the cynical one.




Nevertheless, in order to draw a strong conclusion about real as opposed to
artifactual effects of the special on cynicism, it is necessary to look at differences between
those pre-tested and those not pre-tested on their post-test scores on cynicism.

In table 8, means for post-test cynicism are presented for those who were pretested
and watched the special and those who were not pre-tested and also watched. Overall
cynicism and forced choice cynicism exhibit no differenoes. The implication is that the two
groups can be combined into a group of watchers but, more importantly, that test
sensitization cannot be used as the reason 1o account for post-test changes from pre-test
scores on these indices. The same is not true for CYNAD where there are significant
differances such that those who were pre-tested had significantly lower cynicism scores than
those who were not pre-tested.

Tabie 9 here

Whether the PWP and WP groups are equivalent or not, watchers may have lower
cynicism than non-watchers. Indeed, if they do not, then the case for the effect of watching
on cynicism is undermined. Tabie 10 tests for differences in cynicism between those who
watched and those who did not waich. Those who watched always have lower levels of
cynicism than those who do not watch with the effects at or very near to standard levels of
statistical significance. These results in combination with pre-post differences and the results
for watchers in the WP and PWP groups indicate that CYNTOT and CYNFC are real
decreases rather than artifactual effects of watching the NBC special.

But what about the CYNAD measure? is the pre to post drop in CYNAD scores and
the significant difference between watchers and non-watchers all an artifact of pretest
sensitization? The array of means across the three important groups for CYNAD are

= - e meer g e e e e mrem o = s
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instructive on this question, if not definitive: for pre-tested watchers M1 = 654, for watchers

not pre-lested, M2 = .701, and for non-watchers, M3 = .716. The order of the means Is as it
should be for a combined sensitization and a media effect that is M3 > M2 but the difference
is not refiable and so we cannot reject the hypothesis that the drop in CYNAD is due to test
sensitization, even though it is difficult to see how sensitization would work in this context
with these questions and difficult to understand why sensitization would operate in one case
and not the other.

In sum, there is a real possibility that the NBC special reduced cynicism (perhaps only
temporarily) about health care reform and the motivations of its chief architects and critics.
The results must be considered highly suggestive if not completely definitive.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

The three field experiments reported in this paper support several conclusions. (1)
Strategic campaign coverage activates audience cynicism In both print and broadcast media.
(2) lssue coverage in political campaigns does not consistently depress cynicism, although
neither does it elevate cynicism. (3) Strategy styles in print coverage of complex public
policy debates (such as health care reform) activates cynicism. (4) Issue styies in print
coverage of complex policy debates also activates cynicism. (5) Narrative news, such as the
NBC special, de-emphasizing strategy, and emphasizing simple, personalized, and involving
aspects of a complex controversy can buffer or reduce cynicism.

The consequences of sirategic coverage for increasing cynicism confirm our initial
expectations about this approach to reporting. Perhaps strategic coverage does induce a
distancing in the audience inviting it to accept the role of spectator rather than participant.
Spectatorship of a process whose outcomes fundamentally affect the spectator’s dally life
may indeed be the basis of cynicism.

An alternative account holds that strategic coverage constantly reminds the audience
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of the seif-interest of actors in winning the campaign or the public policy debate. When the

motivations of all sides in a campaign or debate are tainted by accusations of self-interested
action aimed solely at winning, a rational response in the long run is to dismiss both sides,
and eventually dismiss the process itself. In shor, cynicism may be a rational response to
the fiow of strategic messages.

But what about issue coverage? While it sometimes yielded less cynical reactions
than strategy coverage in the campaign context, these results were not consistent. Worse, it
had the same effects as strategic coverage in the health care context. Why should issue
coverage increase cynicism in the health care debate?

One possible account takes into consideration the complexity of the health care
debate and its "oppositional® character in print news articles. MHealth care reform is a
complex issue, beyond the understanding of most citizens, who after aimost a year of intense
media coverage, still show low levels of accuracy about the President’s plan and those of his
competitors. Even when knowledge about health care reform Is faidy good, people do not
feel comfortable reaching a decision about what approach wouid be best. We are all
somewhat confused about this monumentally important issue. At the same time, much
ordinary news coverage and the kinds of articiles we gave our participants is oppositional in
the sense that every position taken is immediately countered by a critical rejoinder. Even the
issue-based op-ed pieces we gave our participants were balanced by contrary op-eds.

As a result of all this oppositional commentary, readers may be increasingly confused
or, worse, increasingly frustrated by all the contrary voices picking apart every solution put
forward to the problem of health reform. Just as strategic coverage paints the motives of
each actor in negative colors, and leads to the rejection of alil aitematives, so issue coverage
of a health care from an oppositional point of view may lead to the rejection of all altemnatives
in the debate. Just as cynicism may be the result of the rejection of all candidates as self-
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interested manipulators in campaigns, so cynicism may be the result of the criticism and

apparent rejection of all solutions to the problem of health care as ineffective,

Campaigns are usually about people rather than about policies. The elactorate may
feel quite comfortable in making up its mind about the personal qualities of a candidate to
take a leadership role. Strategy coverage undermines judgments of persons, impugning their
motives as self interested. Public policy debates invoilve persons and groups but are
fundamentally about issues. Strategy coverage in public policy debates can increase
cynicism by undermining the public's evaluations of the motives of the various political
actors. But issue coverage may do the same by undermining all available solutions leaving
the public frustrated, confused and ultimately cynical about the debate itself, no matter how
substantive it may appear to be.

The NBCspodalwascondemnedbysomecriﬂcsandopponontsassimpusﬁc,
insutficiently substantive, excessively emotional, and biased. At the same time, it seems 1o
have reduced our participants’ leveis of cynicism. Perhaps, the public needed a personalized
and simplified introduction to the issues of the heaith care debats. After all, one of the
fecognized functions of telavision news has been to provide frameworks for later leaming and
the motivation, through emotional activation, to learn more (Neuman, Just, & Crigler, 1992).
By failing to provide an in-depth analysis of the pros and cons of various plans, the NBC
spoc_ialmayhavohadﬂnaldob«nﬂtofdweasingcymdm.

Whawmearchdoeanotwggmisambleandeﬂocﬂveanemaﬂvotoissue-
based coverage. Incampalgns.issueooveragohatwontneutralhﬂseﬂacuonvoter
cynicism; in compilex policy debates, it may be counterproductive. Usable alternatives
remain to be discovered.
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Table 1

Means of four indices of cynicism and overall p values across Issue, strategy and control
conditions: Broadcast-only study.

I (N=36 to 39)* CB (N=25-30)
CYNFC 267 . 2.47

CYNSELECT . . 304

25.60

Table 2

CYNFC

CYNSELECT

CYNADS

CYNAD3
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Table 3

Means of four indices of cynicism and overall P values across I, IS, SI, SS, and C conditions:
Broadcast-Print study.

CYNFC

CYNSELECT

Probability level of t-tests on cynicism comparing Ii, IS, SI, and SS conditions to control and
Hto SS: Broadcast-Print study.

CYNFC

CYNSELECT




Table 5
Probability level of t-tests comparing issue broadcast and print and strategy broadcast and
print groups to control: Broadcast-Print Study.

29

I-BROAD vs
CBP

CYNFC 97

CYNSELECT 038 13 A2 32
(CBP > I-B)

CYNADS 27 .99 .28 97

CYNAD3
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Table 6

Means for 4 indices of cynicism across experimental and controi conditions: Print effects in

Health Care debate.




Table 7
Probability values for t-tests of experimental versus control group means on cynicism:
Print effects in Health Care debate

Ive
eve
8vce
PVC
GBP v C
IG8P v C

Table 8
Means and t-tests comparing pre and post cynicism for watchers of
NBC Special.
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Table 9

Means and p value for t-tests on Post-test ¢
in PWP and WP Groups: NBC Special.

' PWP WP p Value
N=58-59 N=59-61 2-tajiled .

CYNFC

ynicism for Watchers

.89

Table 10

Means on cynicism and p values for t-tests of difference between
watchers and non-watchers: NBC special.

Watchers Non- P Value

Watchers l1-tailead
N=132-135 N=198-110
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Appendix 1
MARKLE STUDY: DESCRIPTION OF CYNICISM INDICES
A CYNFC is based on 7 pairs of statements about the 1992 Phiadelphia mayoral race.

Respondentswereaskedtochosetheonestatementfromeachpalrtmtmostdosdyrepresmedthelr
own views. The 7 pairs of statements are as follows:

1. The campalign was concerned with policies to meet the city's needs. OR The campaign was
concermned with standing in the polls.

2. The candidates were grandstanding. OR The candidates were focused on problems.

3. The candidates’ concems were getting elected. OR The candidate’s concems were the clty’s
problems.

4. The candidates told the voters what they needed the hear. OR The candidates told the voters what
they wanted to hear.

5. The candidates were lying about their goals. OR The candidates were telling the truth about their
goals. _

6. The candidates were being manipulative In their campaigning. OR The candidates were being direct
and straight forward in their campaigning.

7. Omeanduatepmpoaedmathewaldeotablishwlmcuyhakamundﬁwcky.mostlybemuae...
he thought this wouki appeal to voters. OR he wanted to make clty government more responsive 10
neighborhoods.

The standardized ktem alpha of this 7-tem scale is .80. A factor analysis revealed the presence
of one factor, eigenvalue equal to 3.22, explaining 46% of the variance.

B. CYNADS is based on 6 statements about the Philadeiphia mayoral race with which the
respondents were asked 1o agree or disagree on a scale of 1 to 6. The six statements are as follows:

What they said depended on who was listening.

They only took chances when they were behind in the polls.

Nobody would talk about the hard lssuss, stich as taxes, because that would lose voters.
Money bought the beet advisers and advisers won the election.

The candidates were willing to do whatever I took to win.
mhmmwmmmmmmm'mm
etermined by the interests of those who gave them campaign funds.

DAL N
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A rellabliity test revealed the standardized Rem aipha of this 6-tem scale to be .78. A factor
analysis revealed the presence of one factor, elgenvalue equal to 2.85, expialning 47.5% of the variance.

C. CYNADS3 is based on 3 statements about the Phladeiphia mayoral race with which the
respondents were asked to agree or disagree on a scale of 1 to 6. The three statements are as follows:

1. The campaign gave voters a real choice among candidates with different
2. The candidstes seriously discussed the major problems facing the clty and offered detalled soiutions

to those problems.
3. mmmwmbmmmwmmmmm.

A rellablity test revesled the standardized Rem aipha of this 3-Rem scale 10 be .68. A factor
analysis revealed the prasence of one factor, eigenvalue equal to 1.82, axplaining 60.8% of the variance.
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D. CYNSELECTIshasedontheaofspossiblestatammmoeenbymerespondmragardhg
what they leamed about the Philadelphia mayoral race. The six statements are as follows:

1 leamed which candidates looked most mayoral in the debate.

I learned how the candidates differ on at least one important issue.

| leamed of one area in which Egan and Rendell hold the same position.
t jearned who acted like the person who was ahead in the poils.

| leaared the strategy used by the front runner to appeal to Blacks.
| teamed who was ahead and behind in the polis.

LR e S




Appendix 2

BW4 FIELD STUDY: DESCRIPTION OF POST-TEST CYNICISM MEASURES

A CYNADlsbasedonsstatementsamhealthcaredebatewithwhlchﬂwrespondemswe:e
asked to agree or disagree on a scale of 1 to 6. The sight statements included in this index are as
follows: -

1. Whattheadvocatesofvarlousplanasaydopendsonmbllstenlng.

2. Fear tactics by advocates rather than reasoned discussion drive the debate.

3. Nobodywﬂtdkhonesﬂyabmﬂmomm&ues.suchasmxuammmewsemmm
support.

4. Money will buy the votes that will win the debate on health care.

5. Thocampalgngmspeopleanknpatamehdooamudﬁmmmnmplam

6. Advmdvaﬂauhodhmphnsmwﬂhgmdowfatmlhkeswlqokgoodwenil
means decelving the public.

7. Mvocetudvadoushea%camplamexﬂahhdmlwhymekplmoﬁmmbeasduﬂanmme
coumtry’s problems.

8. Theadvocatasdwbusplammeaﬂacmngoachoﬂmwmnnoﬂaﬂngdwsdtmmsmﬂn
country's health care problems.

Of these 8 statements, 2 are positively worded. in checking scale reliabiiity, the overall alpha =
72 Tuumdmwmwwmk.n.wmummmmm
statements is .40,

B. CYNFC1 is based on the S pairs of statements about the health care debate. The respondents
were asked to chooss the one from each palr that most ciosely represented their own views. The 5
pairs of statements are as follow:

1. Mhmdmummﬂwlhpdhbﬂmmhowmy‘sm OR Health care
advocates are concermed with approval ratings.

2. Advocates are focused on winning. OR Advocates are focused on problems.

3. The advocates tell the people what people need to hear. OR The advocates tell the pecple what
they want to hear.

4. The advocates are lying about thelr goals. OR The advocates are tailing the truth about thelr goals.
5. The advocates are being manipulative in their campaigning. OR The advocates are being direct and
straight forward in their campaigning.

Scale rellablity revealed an alpha= .77.

C. cmsmcrhbmdmmademmmumbyﬂnmmmmm
what they leamed about the health care debats. The six statement are as follows:

1. | isamed how lobbying takes place.

2. | leamed how the heelth care plans differ on at least one important issue.

3. | leamed which plan was ahead and behind in the polls.

4. | learned at least one reason why Clinton's health care plan should pass or not pass.
5. 1learned the strategy used by advocates to appeal to the middie class.

6. | leamed at least one possible solution to this country’s heeith care problems.

S e e e e S ——

e



35

D. CYNFCZIsbasadonﬂndpahdmtmmsdwhlchﬂnmpommmaskedtoplckthe
statement that best completes the sentence given. The four pairs of statements are as follows:

1. The heaith reform plans that don't require that businesses pay for the employee’s health benefits,
take this position because 1) they think this appeals to voters. OR 2) they think that requiring businesses
to pay for health will hurt the economy and jobs.

2. The health reform plans that would insure all Americans do so because 1) people have a right to
have their heaith neads met. OR 2) This Is popular with the voters who don't have health .

3. Some insurers have attacked Clinton’s health reform plan because 1) they would be harmed
economically by the plan. OR 2) they believe that the quality of health delivery will be hurt by the plan.
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were as follows:

1. Thepanlclpamslnthedebateqrefowsedonoawmpdﬁcaladvamage. OR The participants in
thedebatoarefocusedonsolvlng;problm

2. The participants in the debate t, the people what they peed to hear. OR The participants in the
debetetdlu\epeoplewmyﬂtohw.

3. The participants in the debate aj manipulating the public. OR The participants in the debate are
mdnmammmmmmpuuh ,

The standardized item aipha of this 3-item scale is .59,

B. CYNADhbasedonitdﬂm; aboumeheanhmdobatewmwmd\ﬂwmpondenuwm
askedtostronﬁyagree.&om.d igree, or strongly disagree. The4statmareasfollom:

1. The health care debate gives pe minpawnd\oleomwdﬂermhealm-mplm
2, Manywlmmmﬂmwmhdebuomhedmum

3. Participants in the debate will po-tlomtfmmbeuhrmyme.mt]uumm
4. None of the participants in the wltdkhoneetlyabutﬂnmwlmm,unhumw
mmmmmm

The standardized kem alpha of this 4-kem scale s .38,

C. CYNTOTIaaCMIbhaﬂonolCYmandCYNz. ﬂustandawdlzedlemdpluforhls?-ltem
scale .63.
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2. P valuesg Ireported in the tables are two-taileq for all tesgtg
where a direction wag not hypothesized and one-tailed for a1l
directional hypotheses.

3. This assumption jg based on our interpretations of our findings
from the Previous study. 1f oppositional issue Coverage can raige
cynicism in a complex policy debate, then perhaps guch a Structure




