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ABSTRACT
The traditional hypothesis that extreme attitudinal

positions on controversial issues are likely to produce low
understanding of messages on these issues——-especially when the
messages represent opposing views——-is tested. Data for test of the
hypothesis are from two field studies, each dealing with reader
attitudes and decoding of one news article on each of two issues. One
survey was in St. Paul and dealt with open housing and police
enforcement of laws. The other was in Monticello, Minnesota area
northwest of Minnearolis and was concerned with the DDT banning issue
and a controversy over construction and operation of a nuclear
generating plant. Each respondent in the two studies was asked to
read and state from recall his understanding of two articles which
had actually appeared in one of the Twin Cities metropolitan
newspapers in months preceding the studies. Position on each issue
was measured according to summated responses to seven agree-disagree
items selected from statements attributed to various interest groups,
public officials, and spokesmen. Understanding was defined
operationally as the number of accurate statements offered by a
respondent about an article after reading it. The most relevant data
for the narrower selective understanding hypothesis are the eta
coefficients for the association between attitudes and understanding.
It was found that for DDT and the two St. Paul issues, there 1S no
consistent relationship between position and understanding. =Zducation
and open-mindedness remain the principle correlates of understanding

on these two issues. (CRK)
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POLARIZATION, DEFINITION, AND SELECTIVE MEDIA IEARNING

P.J. Tichenor, Judith Ericksen, C.N. Olien, and G.A. Donohue*

Polarized attitudes have frequently appeared to present & barrier to
accurate decoding of relevant information, especially when the information
is discrepant with the person's attitudes. Apparent selective distortion has
been explained in terms of premature decoding resulting from attitudes rather
than message input.l Some sort of “jamming" action may occur when &
person attempts to decode material wvhich does not f£it with his beliefs.2

While the selective perxception principle has bzen acknowledged for decades,
it has received considerable recent attention in various "balance" theory con-
texts.3 The general assumption is that persons are motivated to decede
’select'v:ly to support their curxent pocsitions, especially when their attitudes
are polarized.

In the related process of self-exposure, several aspects of selectivity
and its balance theory basis have come under sharp criticism.4:5 carter,
Pyzka and Guerrero argue, for example, that it may be an error to over-
emphasize the supportive aspects of information selectivity, since communica-
tion behavior may also sexrve other purposes such as value formulation. In
many cases, their subjects seemed equally interested in messages attacking

and supporting their views.

*Professor of Journalism and Mass Commumication and Research Assistant,
Assistant Professor, and Professor of Sociology, respectively, at the University

of ‘iinnesota.




A Field Test

The intent here is to examine information decoding where exposure
has already occurred, to.test, undex field conditions, the traditional
hypothesis that extrems attitudinal positions on controversial issues are
likely to produce lower understanding of messages on these issues--especially
when the messages represent ovposing views. The data are f£rom general
populaticn samples and represent media messages which ordinarily appear
on current issues--in this case, rather routine news articles.

A corollary intent is to raise the question whether the narrower hypothesis
of sclective understanding and @istortion based on peolarization is less tenable
than a broader hypothesis based on totzl definition of the situation, as
conceptualized by symbolic interactionists such as Thomas and iead.® Ppol-
arization is only one aspect of prior defiriticn. Salience and sgheer existence
of clements in the definitional configuration are other possibilities. In this
visw, message decoding might be determined less by how polarized the re-
ceiver's position is than by what he expects in a message about an issue.

A polarization hypothesis, for example, would predict that persons strongly
opposed to open housing would be less likely to understand media content

about this issue than more neutral persons, particularly if the content appears
to favor open bousing. The situation-definition hxpothésis. however, would
predict understanding in terms of how the person defines the issue, the

actors, and their pasitions. If a person expects open housing propoaents to
advocate open occupancy laws, he is more likely to recognize cuch statemonts

in mcdia messages.




Most research on seléctivc deczoding has dcalt with admittedly extreae
and contrived situations. Donohew studied rcaction to bogus "poll reports"
providing incongruent information; the "Mr. Biggott" cart~ons were ad- <
ministered by Kendall and Wolf to a hand-picked group of subjects, and
the pro and anti-~communist materials in the Levine and Murphy experiments
were administered to student graups.7'8 Each of thesc studies involved

groups that wexe zpparently fairly homogenous in level of cducation and

occupation.

Socioeconomic Status

Socioeconormic status raises something of a contradiction for the narrower
selective decoding hypothesis. On the one hand, more educated persons are

more interested in controversial iceoues, learn more about them and take

(i}

more firm positions.9 O the other hand, axtrame positluis are nypothesized
to lead to distortionr in decoding. Both accurate and inaccurate decoding, of
course, could occur Simultaneously. In any case, status must be controlled

in field tests of this hypothesis.

The Tv.2 Studies

Data for test of tha hypothesis are from two fianld studies, each dealing
with reader attitudes and decoding of onc news article on each of two issues.
One survey was in St. Paul and dealt with open housing and police enforce-
ment of laws. The other was in the tonticello, Hinnesota area northwest
of !innecapolic and was concerned with the DOT banning issue and a con-
trovorsy over congtruction and oporation of a nuclear genorating plant.

The St. Paul sample included 115 adults interviewed in the Surmit-




University arca of that eity, which contains its highest proportion of non-—
white populatien.lo The news articles on open housing referred to a pre-
vious housc-to-house canvass vhich purported to show considerable local
fear of nondiscriminatnry renting. The police controversy surrounded re-
ports of an official investigation into the way pclice handlcd a civil dis~
turbance with racial overtones.

The ronticello sample included 435 adults in & 20-mile-widec arca
stxetching 50 miles along the Mississippi River immediately noxthwest of
Hinneapolis, with lMonticello in the center. Both the DDT and the nuclear
power plant had received considerable publicity in months preceding the
study.}l Some articles quotec: findings of DDT residuc in fish and other
wildlife. Others reported more pro-DDT positions of agriculturists and
chemists. The nuclear power issue concerned a gencrating plant which vas
under construction and was schoeduled for operation a year later. The
Principle issue was the level of radiation emission under which the plant
would operate and wvhether the state or federal government should specify

those levels. Both curveys were conducted between early April and late

June, 1969.

Moasurces of Attitudeg and Message Decoding

Each respondent in tho two studics was acked tc roead and state from
recall his understanding of two articles wvhich had actually appeared in one

of the Twin Citics metropolitan nowspapers in months Preceding tl» studies.
T™vo articles on cach isgsuo wore used in the St. Paunl study and 15 on each




issue were used in the tonticelle study. Cach individual article was pre-
sented to about S7-60 respondents in the St. Paul study and to about 27-30
in the Monticello survey.

Position on each issue was mecasured according to summated responses
to scven agrec-disagree- items selected from statements attributed to various
interest groups, public officials, and spokesmen. News articles were ad-
ministered ncar the end of the intervicw. Each respondent was asked to
read a particular article as he would any news articlco. When he f£inished,
the intcrviewer tock the article back and asked “that, as you recall, does
this article say?"” Two prodes were uscd for each article. Responses were
analyzed for the number of different content statcments for each article and
these statements were compared with article content to determine theirx

accuracy. Understanding was defined opcrationally as the number of accurate

statements offerced by a respondent about an article after rcading it.

Undexrstanding and Related Factors

Understanding in general was more highly correlated with education and
opon-mindedness in the St. Paul study than in the ronticello study.l? (rable 1)
Powarlessness was a rathexr weak correlate of understanding in both studies.

The most relevant data for the narrower selective understanding hypoth-
esis are the ota coofficients for the association betucen attitudes and under-
standing. All are nonsignificant gtatistically except for the nuclear power
plant igsue. In this ons case, a curvilinear rclationship appears but is
directly contrary to the selectivity hypothesis. Instoad of understanding less,
persone with extreme pocitions tend to show higher understanding than persons




with more neutral attitudes. (Figurc 1) Furthermore, the basic curvilinear
relationship betwecn pocition and understanding remains wiﬁh education con-
trolled. (Tzble 2) In this casec, then, understanding rises both with cd-
ucation and with extrenity of the stand which the pcrson takes.

Rather than assume that extremity and intensity arc cquivalent, a
measure of personal concern was used in the Monticello stuly. Persons
vho disagrecd with the statement "X+ makes little difference to me personally
whether electricity is produced at lionticello with nuclear energy or not"™
were treated as more concerned. The three-way effect of position, education,
and concern is apparent. (Table 3) Here, it appears that the curvilinearity
betwaen position and undeorstanding is largoly confined to less concerned
persons. For those expressing concern, there is little or no relaticnship
botween polarization and underctanding.

For DDT and the tvo St. Paul issues, there is no consistent relationship
betvreen positicn and understanding. Education and open-mindedness (which
in both studics are positivily correclated with each other? xcemain the principle

corrclates of understanding on thoase two issues.

Undcrstanding and Article Position

The findings above dcal with undorstanding for 21l persons regardless
vhother news article coantent was discrepant with their positione or not. To
control for thke content factor, articles were tcored according to the proportion

of statemeonts adbout positions taken by various indivicdual and interest groups.

This made it possidle to compare understanding, for exanplo, of articles



with a high proportion of anti~-DDT statements by persons who are more
favorable toward DDT. Rowever, for both issuecs in the Monticclle study,
there was no differcnce in underctanding of axticles according to proportion
of "pro” and "con" statements in the articles, with or without education
and the person’s ova position held constanv. In the St. Paul study, such

a comparison was not feasibdle, since only two articles were used on cach
issue, and trcatment of the issues varied too little for a test of article

position effects on understanding.

Inaccurate Staterents

This analysis has dealt primarily with the number of accurate statements
made by respondents; one might expect, however, that if message distortion
occurs it might be apparcnt in the inaccurate statcments. On both issues,
however, ncarly two-thirds of the respondents nade no inaccurate statcments
at all. The tendency for the majority was to either recall content accurately
or not at all. The inaccurate responses that did occur were not associated

with position of the person on either issue.

Type of Content Recalled

While no 3distortion was aprarent as a result of attitudes, one might
nevertheless expect selecéivity in type of content recalled, particularly in
recall of supportive information. Respondents’ statements were analyzed
for presence of accurate and inaccurate statements that mentioned potential

dangers from the nuclear plant or DDT, solutions to the isgsues, and public




affairs aspects of the is;ues. Again, contrary to the supportive aspect of
the sclectivity hypotheciz, there was no tendency for morxe anti-nuclear
plant persons to perceive "danger” €rom nuclear plant news articles. There
was, instead, a slight tendency for persons at cither extreme to produce
more accurate statements about “danger,“ although the differences were not
significant.

Therxe was, however. some apparent selectivity operatang on the "public
affairs” issues. The most prominznt public aff;irs issue in these articles
was the federal'state jurisdiction question, with nuclear plant opposition
groups favoriig state control. Accurate statements about such public afiairs
aspects of the nuclear plant issue were made by 38.6 percent of the more
"anti™ nuclear plant respondents and by 25 percent of the more "pro” nuclear

- plant grovp. The overall difference is significant at the .0l level.

Situation Definition and Selectivity

The alternative to the narrowcr polarization hypothesis, mentioned
earlier, is the broader hypothesis that predicts selection of content elements
that fit one's prior d=2finitional configuration. Such a definition, even though

13 In the abscnce of

homogeneous, may or may not inciude polarization.
severe threcat to a person's self-esteem, one might at least expect selection
to be based on what « person expects in a media situation, regardless of-his
need for supportive information.

If the broader defiritional hypothesis holds, we would expect persons who

are aware of certain aspects of an issue to be more likely to decode elements




relating to those aspects from relevant media content. There is mild
support for this hypothesis from a further analysis of the nuclear plant
data. Respondents were asked, before reading news articles, what they
knew about the issue. These responses were examined for statements about
"danger" (such as radioactive waste dumping into the river); about "public
affairs" issues (such as state vs. federal control); and about ''solutions"
{such as the proposal to prevent operation). Recall responses from article
reading were examined independently for the same type of content.

Although differences are slight, there is a consistent tendency for per-
sons previously aware of an issue to be more likely to recognize that issue
in the news article which they subsequently rezd. (Table 4) The largest
observed difference is on "solution" statements, which were recalled from
articles by fewer than a third of the persons who did not mention solutions
previous to reading the articles, and by half of those who did mention solutions

earlier. These differences were largely independent of education and attitu-

édinal position.

Selectivity and Communication

Much as recent investigations have cast some doubts on the dgenerality
of the narrower "selective avoidance” hypothesis of self exposure, these
data suggest that selective misunderstanding after exposure, based on
polarization, may be a too limited view of the communication process.

It may be well, therefore, to reconsider scme of the earlier studies
that appear to demonstrate selective misunderstanding. The well-known

Kendall and Wolf studies {(6f reaction to the Mr. Biggott cartoons) show
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more misunderstanding among pexrsons identified as more highly prejudiced
against minority persons. However, the Kendall-Wolf report indicates that
many of these individuals recognized what the cartoonist: was txying to do
(ridicule persons with prejudices) but then became so intent upon disidenti-
fying with Mr. Biggott (the caxicatured cartoon character who expressed
discriminatory views) that full understanding was “sidetracked," to use

the investigators' terms.14 The Levine and Murphy experiments on learning
and forgetting deal'entirely with persons who have strong beliefs; there

are no relatively neutral or middle-ground subjects in the study, with the
possibility remaining that learning among such persons would have been lower
than among persons at either of the two extremes.l® Donohew in his pilot
study presented subjects with information which was contradictory in that

it presented information about the public opinion situation, which, if accepted

would presumably be threatening to the individual. The measure of decoding
was the subject's ability to £il11 in blanks wherse words had been taken out
through an adaptation of the "Cloze" procedure. What is not clear is whether
the more politically active subjects in the Donohew study possessed prior
factual information about the popular support of their candidate that pro-
vided them with a rather concrete and rational reason for misunderstanding
the alleged poll report.16 Similarly, the Levine and Murphy article does

not inaiéate the prior state of knowledge and beliefs of the pro- and anti-
communist subjects oa topics relevant to the messages used. That is, the

two messages used varied not only in direction but also in focus. The anti-
Soviet Union selection emphasized general characteristics of the total Soviet

economic and political system:; the pro~Soviet nion. selection dealt more with
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specific aspects of Soviet lifc. Thus, the possibility rcmains that the de-

monstrated differences are a function of prior definition and .knowledge.
Levine and MMuxphy, it should be added, did not attribute their differences
to polarizatioa differences alone, but referred instead to the broad “"frame

of reference” which the individual poss-sses at the time of perxception.

Forms of Selective Decoding

As others have pointed out, there may be more than supportive motives
operating in information processing. A desize to formulate a point of view
may be a more significant motive in some situations. There are additional
motives wvhich should@ be considered, such as the wish to know what opposing
groups are saying so as better to answer their arguments.

Selective decoding may take differert forms, i_ncluding:
1. Differential reccynition of cues or assextions;

2. Differential avoidance of cues or assertions;

3. Differential distortion of information, and

4. Perception of acceptance or rejecrion of stated positions.

In data reported here there was some measurable tendency for (1) but
very little for (2) or (3) to occur. The studies lacked measures of agree-

ment or disagreement with article content; thus whether type (4) decoding occurrod

was not taken into account.

Differential recognition of cues or assertions based on expectations
may reflect one of the more common forms of selective decoding of mass
.media messages in a social controversy. It is a shoxrt step from the
assimilation—contrast model of Sherif, et al. to the Proposition that persons

) 12
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exposed to information about {(or from) an opposing group will tend to Aif-

fercntially recognize the rost oxtreme positiong or attributes of that
group. 19

Intenscly anti-pollution organizations do not necessarily fail o
recognize statoments from industry; rather, they secem to recognize and recall
best of all those statements from industry leaders that applar post pro-
industry. In fact, if an industrial cxecutive today werae to make a public
statcment referring to “economic rights cver ecology”™ he might well provide
a rallying slogan for anti-pollution groupz. Such colorful historical inci-
dents as the "Pum, Romanism, and Rebellion” assertion of the Cloveland
carmpaign, and the current use by left-wing groups of the “effcte corps of
inpudent sncbs" quote indicate the readiness of groups to ramamber extreoma
opposition statements only too well.Z0

It is suggested here that further reoscarch on reception of mass media
infoxmation should go beyond the polarization hypothesis and concentrate
more on cxpectations, basod on a more adequate conceptualization of definiticn

of the situation.
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Table 1
Underctanding of Hewa Articles on 4 Issuves and Ascociatod Pactors

Correlation with article understanding

S5t. Paul Study (M:115) ronticello Study (W:4635)
Bousing Police poT Povor Plant
Blucation «A4Tnwe L85 ene + 187" 2550w
Opon-mindedness «4E1owe e 3340w «149%* «222%*
Powerlcsencss n.s. n.s. -o158%* -, 096*
Prior Knowledge — - .108* .278%*
Attitoudes (eta) n.s. n.S. n.s. n.s.

*** = p< L0001
** = p< L0
* =pg .05
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Pigure 1

Understanding of News Articles on Nuclear
Power Plant Issuc and Fosition on Issue

(Euaber of
accurate rocall
atatements)
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Table 2

Undarstanding of Xuclear Piant Articles Actording to Edncption
and Percon's Position on the Issue?

Low Modiun #igh
Education Education Education

Yore nnti- 2.2% 2.92 3.39 }
Nuclear Plant R:33) (N:51) {:58)
Modorate 1.5} 2.30 2.58

(1:43) (8:34) (N:29)
More Pro- 1.94 2.54 3.09
Nuclear Plant (N:64) (N:60) (N:55)

*The valus in each cell refers to the averagoe numbor of
accuratoe statements offercd after roading the asticle
about the nuclear powoer plant.
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Zable 3

Underz=tanding of Ruclear Plant Articlcs According to Education,
Concern Over the lsosue, and Person‘'s Position on the Issue

Low Education Mcodium Bducation Eigh Bducation
Kot v ‘ ROt Not -
Concernsed Concerned® | Concerned Concerned ‘ Concerned Concerncd
Position i I
’bm Mt‘.i- 1.8 208 i 2.8 3.1 302 305
Rocleozr !
Plant (19) (14) | an 32) an (39)
More 1.2 2.6 i 1.8 2.6 2.2 3.0
Reutral (33) (10) . (16 (18) (16) (13)
]
More Pro 1.9 2.2 i 2.5 2.7 3.0 3.2
2lznt (41) (23) (34) {26) (34) (21)
**Conccrned” persons are those who disagreed with the statement

"It makes little difforencs to me perconally whether eloctricity is
produced at Monticello with nuclcar energy or not."
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Table 4

Mention of Issues Prior to Reading and Recognition of Same Issues in
Articles about Nuclcar Power Plant

panger Issue Public Affairs XIssue Solutions
Ko Prior Prior Bo Prior Prior Ro Prior Prior
Mention Mention Mantion Mention Mention Mention
S Recognizing (8:273) (N:153) (N:269) (n:162) | (N:404) {(9:22)
Igsue in Article 58.9% 66.01% 17.8% 25.3% 32.4% 50%

p .05, .10, one tail p .05, one tail p .05, cne tail
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