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Agenda-setting asserts that audiences take note of the saliences of the
news media, note what is emphasized, what receives heavy play, and incorporate
a similar sect of weights into their persoanl agendasg While the production of
these salicnces is largely a by-product of journalism practice and tradition,
they nevertheless are attributes of the messages transmitted to the audience.
And, asscrts the idca of agenda-setting, they arc among the most important
message attributes transmitted to the audience.

This notion of an agenda-setting function of the mass media is,a_rciatinnﬂl
concept specifying a strong positive relationship between the cmphases of mass
communication and the salicnce of these topics to the individuals in the audience.
This concept is stated in causal terms: increased salience of a topic or issue
in the mass media influences (causes) the salience of that topic or issuc among
the public. Not only does the press bring these issues to a level of political
awarcness among the public. Agenda-sctting asserts that the prioritics of the
press to some degree become the priorities of the public. What the press cempha-

sizes is in turn cmphasized privately and publicly by the audicnces of the press.
Fmpirical Evidence of Agenda-Setting
‘Many have asserted an agenda-setting function of the press. In his book

Public Opinion, Walter Lippmann (1922) long ago cloquently described the necessary

connection between mass communication and individual political cognitions. But
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like much of our folk wisdom about politics and human behavior, it was not put
to empirical test for ﬂvér half a century.

The first attempt at cmpirical verification of agenda-setting was carried
by McCombs and Shaw (1972) during the 1968 U. S. Presidential clection. Among
undecided voters in Chapel Hill, North Carolina there were substantial correla-
tions betwcen the political issues emphasized in the news media and what the
voters regarded as the key issues in that election. TInterestingly, the voters'
beliefs about what were the major issues facing the country reflected the com-
posite of the press coverage, cven though the threce Presidential contenders in
1968 placed widely divergent emphasis on the issues. This suggests that voters--
at lcast, undecided voters--pay some attention to all the'political news in the

In fact, further analysis of the 1968 Chapel Hill survey showed that
among those undecided voters with leanings toward one of the three candidates,
there was less agreement with the news agenda based on their preferred candidéte’s
statcments than with the news agenda based on all three candidates.

Although the 1968 Chapel i1l study was the first empirical investigation
couched specifically in terms of agenda-setting, there is other cmpirical cvidence

in the mass communicaticn/political behavior literature which can be interpreted

in agenda-setting terms. Berelson, Lazarsfeld and McPhee (1954) found that Elmira
voters with minimal interpersonal contacts were more in line with the national
trend toward Truman that occurred and was reported in the ncws during the 1948
presidential campaign. In a stﬁdy of an Iowa reappartianment referendum Arnold

and Gold (1964) found their hypothesis that :@ﬁnties would vote their self-interest

(a strong correlation between county population and proportion of votes for rcappor-




tionment) was most strongly supported where agenda-setting agencies--local news-
papers and organized committees supporting reapportionment--had made the issue
salient to voters. A similar necessary condition role for agenda-setting was found
in Denohue, Tichenor, and Olien's (1975) study of the distribution of knowledge
among populations where there was a monotonic relationship between mass media
coverage of issues and the strength of the cducation/knowledge correlation. Nor
is the role of the press in these various agenda-setting situations limited to
that of a conduit for the interests and assertions of news sources. Funkhouser's
(1973) study of the major issugf of the 1960s found a strong correlation betweenr
press coverage and national public opinion, but little correlation betwecen cither
of these agendas and objective indicators of the actual situations. Both press
coverage and public concern about Vietnam, campus unrest, and urban riots, for
example, peaked a year or two carlier than did the actual situations thcmselves.

Organizing the Studies

Beyond establishing an cmpirical link between the day-to-day coverage of
the mass media and what individuals consider important, the proliferation of
recent research also has introduced important new conceptual distinctions and
attacked key methodological problems. To achieve an overview of these advances

this review of the litcrature has been organized under seven broad headings.
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Contingent Conditions

No onc contends that agenda-setting is an influcnce process operating at
all times and all places on all people. One psychological concept which begins
to explain individual variation in attention to mass comnunication is nced for -
oricentation (McCombs, 1967), a psychological variable postulating an inherent
curiosity about the surrounding environment.

Using data collected from a large sample of Charlotte, North Carolina
voters during the 1972 Presidential cémpaign, McCombs and Weaver (1973) and
Weaver (1976), found that cxtensive use of mass communication to follow the
campaign increased with the strength of neced for ﬂfiéntﬁtiOﬁi The greater the nced
for oricntation, the greater use made of mass communication to learn about the
the higher the correclation between the voters! agenda of key issues and the tele-
vision agenda of public issues.

Tracing the cffect of extensive media Watergate coverage from October 1972
until May 1973, Weaver, McCombs, and Spellman (1975) also {ound the major impact
these voters exposure to the heavy media coverage of Watergate led both to the
increased salience 6f Watergate and increased interpersonal discussion. Frequency
of interpersonal discussion itself mediates ageénda-setting influence. Howevéi‘j
the evidence is contradictory. McCombs, Shaw, and Shaw (1972) fcund that the
agenda-sctting relationship was strongest among Durham, North Carolina voters
with a low, level of interpérsanal communication, thlg Mullins (1973) found that
the agenda-setting relationship was strongest among college students wi 7 a high

level of interpersonal discussion of politics.
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Another con ingent condition for the appearance of agenda-setting is
high exposure to the mass media. Since the concept of agenda-setting asserts that
individuals learn agendas from the mass media, it is reasonable to hypothesize
better lcarning among those most exposed. Several small-scale studies conducted
by McCombs, Shaw, and Shaw (1972) in North Carolina documented a positive relation-
ship between amount of exposure to a news medium and the level of agrcement with
its agenda of public issues. This relationship has been replicated by Agnir

(1976) using data from the Syracusec Sophomore Survey.
Causal Tffccts Across Time

Beyond specifying some of the conditions on which the appearance of agenda-
sctting!is contingent, what evidence is there of a direct causal link between press
coverage of issucs and the public's ageﬁdé of issues? Tipton, Haney and Baschart's
(1975) failure to find this causal evidence with a cross-lagged corrclation analysis
of punel data from a Kentucky gubernatorial campaign may well have rcsulted from
use of un inappropriate time lag. |

fo determine the appropriate time lag and the cumulative impact of the press
across time Stone (1976; also see McCombs and Schulte, 1975; Hcﬁomhs, Becker and
Weaver, 1975) content analyscd media agendas for the si; months prior to the field-
work of two public opinion surveys. When the media agendas are systematically
correlated with personal agendas, a striking pattern emerges. In gencral, the
correlations rapidly rise was we move back in time from the interviewing dates to

a period about two months carlier. Then from month two to month six prior to the

interviewing there is only a slight increase in the correlations. Beyond six
months prior to the interviewing, there is little corrclation between press and

personal agendas.




Using this knowledge of the time lag (and amount of cumulation)
apparently involved in the agenda-setting proccess, McCombs (1976) cxamined
the agenda-setting cffccts of the mass media on Charlotte, North Carolina
voters during the 1972 presidential campaign. Using a pancl design and
cross-lagged correlation, he consistently found effects across time on voter
agendas by ncwspapers. However, there was no cvidence of a television cffect
across time, suggesting that the wass media medium used for public affairs
information may be another major contingent condition for the appearance

of agenda-setting.

Newspapers Vs, Television

Onc of the cspecially intriguing questions arising from agenda-
setting rescarch is the relative efficacy of television and newspapers
in influencing personal agendas. The original McCombs and Shaw study found
no significant differences between the influcnce of television and newspapers.
But scveral later small-scale studies reported by McCombs, Shaw, and Shaw (1972)
suggest that there may be differences under some conditions. 1Tn many instances,
there were no differcnces at all in the strength of the agenda-setting corrcla-
tions. But whenever there were differences, almost without exception, the
correlations with voters' agendas were higher for newspapers than for televi-
sion.

These findings were replicated in tﬁé 1972 Charlotte V;ter Study
where McCombs (1976) found étrcng ceffects across time for the local news-
papers, but not for nctwork television. The match between the ncwspaper

agenda and voters' agenda also was str@nger'during the carly part of the
8 :
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campaign. lowever, television showed a better match with the voters' agenda

in October. From this evidence McCombs concluded that newspapers and television
play distinct roles in the shaping of the public agenda. Newspapers take the
initial lcad. But in the latter stages of public opinion formation necwspapers
share the stage, and television with its wide appeal scems to dominate. This
latter stage of agenda-setting is clearly one of sharing rather than réinforce;
ment, noted McCombs. Ilis findings from the 1972 Presidential election essential-
ly replicate those of the Tipton, Haney and Baschart (1975) study of a Kentucky
gubernatorial campaign. While their evidence for the direction of effect was
quite mixed, thecre were consistent strong correlations between the newspaper
agendas and personal agendas. lHowever, the correlat ‘ons both across time and
synchronously between television agendas and personal agendas were weak or even
negative. This was the case cven when the analysis was carried out separately
for survey respondents who said they depended mainly on television for their
political information.

Similar findings of an agenda-setting effect for newspapers, but ﬁat tele-
vision, have becn reported by McClure and Patterson (1974 and 1976) from their
study of voters in Syracuse, New York during the 1972 Presidential campaign; by
Mullins (1973) from his study of young voters on the University of North Carolina

campus during the 1972 election; by Agnir (1976) from his study of Syracuse

There are at least three potential explanations for these preliminary -
findings (McCombs and Bowers, 1976):

o The uncven nature of the media competition in the city studied.

o Demographic differences in tﬁe audiences for television and newspapers.

0 The nature of the medium itself.
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Agenda-Scetting Models

There are many ways to describe the agenda-setting process. The simplest
version is the 0/1 or awarcness model. liere the question is simply one of aware-
ness vefsué ignorance. This basic, primitive notion of agenda-setting is a truism.
If the media tell us nothing about a topic or event, then in most cases it simply
will not cxist on our personal agendas or in our life space.

But the concept of agenda-setting--especially as empirically developed--
urges a more detailed model: 0/1/2...N, namely that aﬁcng the many topics or

attributes transmitted by the media, the same basic distinctions as to prioritics

will be transferred from the media agenda to the individual's agenda. More simply

it amounts to this: we judge as important what the media judge important. The
media's priorities become our own. This holder hypothesis is :!:2 one cmphasized
in most of the rescarch to date.

There is, of course, a very finite limit to how far this priorities model
can be cxtended. Somewhere around five, six, or seven is the likely cutoff point
for this 0/1/2...N model of agenda-sectting. It is the magic number scven plus or
minus two revisited (Miller, 1956).

Intermediate between the 0/1 awareness and the 0/1/2...N prioritics model %%

RSy

emphasized in the media. A discrimination is made by the audicnce as to high and
low importance items, but the exact priorities of the media are nost rcproduced within

personal agendas.

Empirical comparisons of the salience and priorities mndels;imdicate.thaﬁ

gsiﬁg data from t}

agendas and press agendas (MéCambs? 1976,




[T

study) and that the appropriate agenda-setting model for data analysis appears
(Agnir, 1976) to interact with other theoretical variables, such as the distine-

tion betwcen intra-personal and inter-personal agendas.

Personal Agendas

The influence process described by the agenda-sctting function can be
conceptualized in either intra-personal or inter-personal terms (MclLeod, Becker
and Byrnes, 1974). The intra-personal agenda consists of those issues that cach
person Eﬁnsiderspersonally most important while the inter-personal agenda consist
of those issues that cach person discusses most frequently with others. A com-
parison of the two agendas shows considerable, but far from perfect, overlap in
the two agendas (McCombs, 1974). Agnir (1976) also féund that the priorities
model of agenda-setting held only for interpersonal agendas while the salience
model Ecrréctly described both types of personal agendas. The cxact fit of each
type of ﬁersanal agenda to the analysis models, medium used for public affairs

information, etc. are major questions for future rescarch.

11




10.
Objeects and Attributes

In addition to the salicnce of a topic, issue, or pgrsnn; there is also
the sslicn%c of their many attributes. To what extent is our view of a stimnlus
shaped or influenced by those attributes which the media deem newsworthy? Consid-
eration of agenda-setting in terms of the corresponding salicnces of both “opics
and attributcs allows the concept to subsume similar ideas presented in the past.
The concepts of status-conferral, stercotyping, and image-making all deal with
the salience of stimuli and their attributes. (Sce McCombs and Shaw, 1974; McCombs
and Bowers, 1976)

Two recent studies have documented the agenda-sctting influence of the
press on the perceived attributes of public issues as well as on the overall set
of issues that arc salicent to voters. Cohen (1975) cxamined the attributes of a
local .environmental issue in Indiana, while Benton and Frazier (1975) studied the
salient attributes of a national issue, the economy, among Minneapolis residents.

Specifically comparing the agenda-setting infiﬁcnte of television and
newspapers, Benton and Frazier (1975) conceptualized three levels of agenda-setting.
At level one where moét agenda-setting research has focused is a set of broad issues.
Levels two and three concern the attributes of this issue. The sccond level con-
sisits of sub-issues, including specific problems, causes, and proposcd solutions.
At level threce is specific information about thése sub-issucs, sucﬁ as e and con
arguments for the proposed solutions or people and groups connccted with the pro-

posed solutions. ‘

At both levels of the attributes of a majar public issue, the ecoromy, the .

newspaper sets the agenda for newspaper readers.. Telcvision did not influence
: -

the salience of attributes of the cconomic issue among television respondents,

again pointing up the nced for comparative media research on the learning. process

H
£
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- involved in agenda-setting.

To date the recsearch also has concentrated on public issﬁés’with little
distinction among differcnt types of issucs. Agendas usually have been considered
solely in terms of the "major" i55ue$ of the moment regardless of conterit. But
public issues can be arrayed along numerous dimensions: local versus national,
the perscnaliysclose versus the distant, cmotional versus ahstract, etc. It is

nut likely that the agenda-sctting Function of the mass media is concerned equally

wlth all types cf issues ceteris paribus. The salience of soume types of issues on

personal agendas are likely to show significant media influence while others show

1ittle or no such influcnce. Furthermore, intcractions between typgs of issues

- and other agenda-setting variables are highly 1ikeiy, A prnmising start in ‘this

direct1un 15 Sanders and Atwaad's (1975) examination of changes in Illinois voters'

ve maps during the 1972 campaign.

m.m.

cogni
Even a cursory Examination of the cbb and flow of diFFQrenct public opinion
items in our recent history revegls great variation in the natural hlstary of 155ues,»5i

. Public concern over Vietnam built slowly over many years, W:t;rgate taﬂk over six

months to establish itself as a matter of great concern. Dther-issucs like the"

energy CTlSlS appear quite qu1ck1y on agendas. Dlstjnctlcns amung the types af‘

.. issues -- and especlally haw public affairs tﬂplES come to he pc';ﬁiVQ§7as-ﬁi§
,—:s% afg key far spell;ng aut the agenda-settlng fun:tinn af the 1

Westley, 1976)

ERIC
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pomains for Rescarch

Agenda-setting rescarch, like political communication rescarch generally,
ﬂhas concentrated on presidential ele:t1an However, there are studies in
Dther polltlcal cammunlcatinn areas whlch at least demonstrate the patent1al
value of the agenda-setting concept in those settings. Tipton, laney and Basehazt
(1975) have the only voter study not focusing on the national clections. While
focusing his attention on the national elections, Bowers (1973 and 1976; also
sce Shaw and Bowers, 1973 and McCombs and Rowers, 1976) has concentrated on the
agenda-setting influence of political advertising. |
Several of the other studies cited Above have used the agenda-setting
conecept for nuneele:tion studies of public opinion: Benton and Frazier's (1975)
stuﬂy of the economic 1ssue Fahen's (1975) study af a local environmental con-
troversy; Martln (1976) -atudy Df opinions toward Victﬁam, drugs aﬁcf z%rtﬁdénrt
unrest; and Mullins' (1973) study of public Dpiniaﬁ among collcge students. Tn
yet another political communication setting, Gormley (1§75) examined the influ-
ence of ncwspaper agendas on North Carolina legislators; and in a qualitative
fashion Cahen (1963) cxamined the reciprocal agenda- 5ett1ng influence oE key

newsmékers and journalists in Washington. llnally, McCombs und Schulte (1975)

have extended the concept to a number of international communication topics.




Concepts and Theories

In the four years since publication of the original McCombs and Shaw
(1972) study there has been a proliferation of research. The basic relation-
ship asserted by the concept of agenda-setting has been frequently replicated,
and a hasﬁ of new felatcd concepts have been added to the political communi-

cation literature. I would term this the concept construction and testing

phase of agenda-sctting rescarch. New concepts relevant to the basic idea of
agenda-setting have been put forth and initial cmpirical evidence reported demo-
strating their ability to discriminate patterns of human behavior. 'Ear example, .
McCombs and Weaver (1973) conceptually linked psychological neced for orientation

to the agenda—setiing process and dem@nstfated_signifi:ant differences in media

use and, to a lesser degree, agenda-setting influence of the media among voters

differing in nced for orientation. Like the vast majority of social science re-

scarch the hard evidence remains at the level of bivariate statements. We can

speculate about the cxistence of this theoretical sequence of variables:

Nee& for Use of Match between

_ —_—

Orientation ~ Mass Media Media § Personal Agendas.

But the evidence to date does not Empifigaliy»asseit ;his_sequgngeg- of Enurse;:

studies can be designed to yield three-variable ststemenfs;f

ERIC
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Rut oven three-variable statements fall short of moving us from concept con-

struction and testing into full-fledged theory construction and testing. The

distinct difference hetwcen the two can be succinctly described by the analogy
of a jigsaw puzzle. Concepts represent the discrete pieces of the puzzle; bi-
variate and limited multi-variate statements are cquivalent to a few pieces
linked together. At best, scattered pieces hint at interesting patterns, but
are far less than the full picture. Aatheory is the Fuii picture, or at least
the major portions of such a picture.

At the present time we cleafiy remain in the concept construction and test-
ing phase of agenda-sctting rescarch. This is not so surprising. Agenda-setting
is a very new concept in a young ficld of scholarship. Considering the short
span of time involved, there has been a rich and rapid accumutlation of Eﬁncépts
and empirical cvidence. Furthermore, social scicnce gencerally has not moved
into the theory phase. These are only a handful of comprchensive behavioral
theories in the literature with strong empirical backing. Ilowever, agenda-

setting research promises to yicld theoretical payoffs.

Research Stfaﬁegies .
In movirg toward the ‘theory canstruct;on and testing phase af agenda—

research two very different 5trategles will prave to’ be impertant- These fcsearch

:strategies_are:

o Matrix building approach -

-and

o ‘HypathetiﬁaeDedﬁétivexépp:éééh.;.”""“




15.

While the hypothetico-deductive approach is the texthook model, the mat rix-build-

ing approach is the modal bchavioral pattern in sécin] science rescarch.
Continuing éur earlier "need for orientation" cxample, imagine a 6 X 6 matrix

defined by these six variables: level of need for orientation; level of mass com-

munication exposure; nature of the personal agenda; intra/inter-personal; and

mass medium used; television or ncwspapers, While the original example encompassed
only three bhivariate statements of relationship, our larger!matrix incorporating
the conceptual contributions revicwed above now encorporatcs 15 bivariate state-
ments of relationship. For at least six of the bivariate statcments specified by
the matrix there is no cmpirical data at all! None of the multi-variate state-
xmgnts specified by the matrix have been examined empirically.

Since a thcc?é;{éai}dé;;fiﬁtian of the agenda-setting process (that is, a
theory of agenda-setting as contrasted to the concept éf agenda-setting) shnu}d
encompass the full scope of concepts or variables deffning-the matrix and incor-
porate the significant relationships specificd within the matfii, considerable
empirical work remains to be done. Even at the bivariate lcvel many of the re-
lationships remain empirically unspecified, mucﬁ less replicated. From the con-
éepts and variables in the literature review above onc could easily draw up a

10 X 10 matrix of the agenda-setting process. That would be 45 cells or pigeon~

numbers of cmpty cells or cells where only a single study can be cited as evi- .

dence.,

ERIC
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Given the large number of yet empty cells (read "researéﬁdSppcrtunities“)
many scholars at varying levels of sophistication and with vastly different re- -
scarch intecrests can profitably add to the array of cvidence on agenda-setting.
It especially means an opportunity for young scholars with limited financial
resources to contribute major picces of empirical evidence. By zeroing in on
a single uncxplored cell, a tightly designed survey, for example, could map
that cell with only a handful of questions.
Matrix building, the slow accretion of émpiricai evidence by numerous in-
vestigators in the modal pattern of mass communication rescarch. But for those
to wham the slowness of this strategy in arriving at a real theory of agenda=
setting is frustrating, the classical hypothetico- deduut1vc nppr@ach is rc;ammended
In this strategy the_s:halar assumes--on the basis of iﬁtuitian, informed
speculation about likely relationships, creative insight, or whéteverifthe basic
outlines of a theory. The hypothetical relationships believed to be most impor-
tant arc asserted and put to empirical test. On a sﬁaller scale the assertion
and testing of bivariate hypotheses follows this same strategy. But manykbivarif;’?gf

ate investigations do not (or can not) hypothesize precise‘rélaticnsbips and

settle for simply mapping what turns up.

. While matrix buiid?%g and the-hypathetiea—deductiVEfmgthod.éfé similar'(aﬁgi'

perhaps identical i



17.

attempts to creatively and insightfully speed up the appearance of useful, com-
prchensive theory by spotlighting and gamhling, if you will, on a fcw key cle-
ments. Matrix buiiding is a conservative, but sure, strategy that will pay of f
in time if cnough scholars persist. The alternative is a venturcsome strategy
that runs the risk of very small dividends on the investment made, but offers

the excitement and allure of major breakthroughs.
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