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MEDIA EXPOSURE, INTERPERSONAL COMMUN; CAT1ON
~AND THE ELECTORAL DEClSIEy.PROCESS

Introduction

ln.'attemptlng to explain the relatlonships between
communication and voting behavior, several scho!ars have.
suggested that the electoral decision process might ba
viewed as a form of Innovation-decls]on maklng.' Genera1]y;'

innovation-declsion studies concern themselves with how the -

~Individual goes about deciding whether or not to make use of

a new"oﬁ]EEt;’suoh as hybrid seed corn or the birth control
pi11. However, the basic model may be applicable to‘other
decisional environments.

The declision to vote for a political candldate s
perhaps analogous to the decision to adopt an Innovat!on.
Rogers and Shoemaker (1971) indicated that their i'mode] is
applicable to the electoral process. Sanders and Kraus
(1973) suggested that such an applicatlon would be a
valuable contribution to the understanding of the political
communicat lon prooess. | ‘

Rogers and Shoemaker (1971) provide a strucfure, In the

form of sets of emplrlcally derived propositlons for the

'analysrs of communicatlon varlablez In declislonal contexts;

This paper appllies two of these,proposltlons to electoral

decision meklng. Rogers ‘and Shoemaker reported a
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substantial number of studies. which. conclude that
indivliduals who adopt an lﬁnovatlon early In the persuasive .
campaign associatedhwlth the object of Innovation tend to be
di fferent from‘}ndlvlduals who adopt the Innovation later In
several specific ‘ways particularly more media exposure.
This paper posits ' that earller adopters of lnﬁovat!ons are
very much ilke individuals who declide for whom they will
vote early In the campaign, and that late adopters of
innovations tend to be llkgl individuals who decide for whom
to vote late In the campaign.

These relatlionships were tested by comparing the
percelved exposure to communicatlon media and Interpersonal
contacts of decided versus undec!déd”voters at two points In
time, one month before the elegtlon”4and one week before the
e]ectidn.  The hypotheses for this study are derlved
substantially from the generallzatlons reported by Rbge}s’

and Shoemaker (1971). The hypotheses for this study were:
HYPOTHESIS 1, The amount of perceived

exposure to.mass media for early declders
will be significantly greater than the
amount of perceived exposure for 1late
declders. - :

HYPOTHESIS 2, The amount of percelved
exposure 'to Iinterpersonal communicatlion
channels for early deciders wlll be
signiflcantly greater than the amount of
percelved exposure for late deciders.

Methodology
The data used in this study were gathéred In a study of
the 1974 Election In the I11inols 24th Congresslonal

- Congressional  District. The sample consisted of 500

4
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subjects selected at random from ﬁhe telaphone dlrectorlep
of the flve"countles comprising over sixty per cent of the
population of the 'dlstrlct. The sample was stratlfled
proportlonally by county. The _respondents were Interviewed
by felephone at two polnts In time. Only. indlviduals who.
reported that they were reglstered voters and who lnd!cated
that they intended to - vote were Interviewed. Time one
occurred during the first week of October, 197% and time two
occurred durlng the week precedlng the election on November
5. Of the original sample drawn, 141 subjects provided
ccmplete data on both waves. The telephone Interviews
averaged 12 minutes In length.

For this analysis, only tHe questlons regarding
perceived expospre to'communlcatfon medla and Interpersonal
commun ication were -analyzed. Those questlons requlred the
Individual to estimate the number of times he or she could
recall seeing or hearing somethlng In the newspaper, on
television, on the radlo or in a conversation about Paul
Simon (the Democratic candidate) or hls campalgn. The
format of the questions was: '"'How many times have you seen
something about Paul Simon or hls campalgn on television?*!
Thls was also asked for newspapers, radlo and conversations.

The hypotheses were tested“ln the following manner:
(a) a series of t-tests were used to.eompare the mean number
of percelved'exposures to media for declded voters at time
one to undecided voters at time one; decided voters at time
two to undecided voters at time two; declded voters at time

one to decided voters at tlme two and undeclded voters
r
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at time one to undeclided voters at tlma two. (b) a serles
of t-tests were used to compare the mean number of percelvéd
Interpersonal communicatlon encounfer; for the fodr palrs of
gZroups llsted above.

ggédl;s

Early campalign: Early versus late deciders. - Using

t-test It was found that the number. bf”berceived exposures
' to communication media for ..decided voters during the week
one month prlor to the election fs signiflcantly greater
than  the number of percelved -exposures to .communlcation

media for undecided voters at that time (see Table 1).

TABLE 1

Communication Exposure For
Declded and Undecided Voters
Early In the Campalign

std. ' -

- declded und d error df < t-value
3.67 1.77 1.08 139 1.76
(n=89) (n=52) (N=141) (p<.05)

These resuits support the findings. of Rogers and Shoemaker
(1971), aﬁd place those findings In a political context.
That ,15, early adopters of Innovatlons tend to expose

themselves to communication media significantly more than

.
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late adopters. In the Innovatlon-declslon context these

resﬁlts Indlcated that the Individual has reached the"

''declislonal stage'' of the process. That Is, the decided

voters early 1In the campélgn have already been exposed to -

the-Jnnovatlon (knowledge stage), which In this context Is
the candldate, and the Individual has formed attitudes about
the candidate (persuaslon stage). Thls analysis suggests
that one month before the electlion undeclded voters are
either in the khowledge_or persuasion stage, .
late campalen: Early versus late declders. Using
t-tests It was found that the.number of percelved exposures

to communication media for decided vdters durlng the week of

‘the election 1Is not slgniflcantly ‘different from the

perceived exposures to communlcation media for ~undeclded

voters at that time (see Table 2).

TABLE 2

Communlcatlon Exposure For:
Declded and Undecided Voters
Late in the Campalgn:

std.

declded undecided | error daf t-value
12.2- 11.04 3.72 139 1.16
(n=35) (n=106) (N=141) (p>.05)

These results suggest that the undec!ded voter one week
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* PAGE 6
before the electlion Is not exposed to more Comﬁuhlééﬁfon
than the decided voter at that time. In terms of
informat ton flow: from the candidates and the medla, It fs
quite clear that there Is more of an opportunity for
exposure to political Eommunlcatlon at this point In t ime
théniat earlier poln;s in the campaign. With the campalgn
Intensifying as it draws to a close, the individual who has
declded to. vote but does not yet know for whom, s just
énterlng the decisional stage. The declded voter, on the
other hand, is In the conflrmational stage of the decislonal
brocess, and thus tends to seek Information only in a
reinforcement mode, ’

Examining the comparisons made early In the ;ampalgn'ln
lléht of the findings of the comparlson late lﬁ ‘the
campalign, lt_appears that thé difference between decided and
undecided voters tends to become smaller as the point of
decislon (electlon day) draws nearer. In order to examine
this phenoménon more closely, two addltlichal analyses were
conducted, '

| it 1Is apparent that the pollt[cal communication
environment of the individual one month before the electlon
Is different from that during the week of théw election.
leferences ln-pol1tlcal Information flow across these time
perloas were observed by Hantz and Kimsey (1976) an? Sarders

and Atwood (1975),

Early de;iders over time, A signiflcant difference was
observed between declded voters one month before ‘the

election  and decided voters during the week before t*he

3
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;ngm;mummwe]eéthnm(see-Tab]e~3):~w o | |

TABLE 3

Communlcatlon Exposure For
Decided Voters Early
'And Late In the Campalign

std.,

late early error df t-valu
11.0 . 3,67 1.7 193 5,23
(n=106) (n=§9) ° (N=195) (p<.05)

These results suggest that those Individuals who have “}
decided early in the campaign continue to expose themselves
to political communication after making the decision. This
behavior Is consistent with that posited by  the
conflrmatlonai' stage' of the Rogers and Shoemaker mdd;l

Léte deciders over time, A significant dlfference was

o

found for' undecided 'voters early ”In the campaign and

~ undeclded voters late In the campaign (see Table 4),

e
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CTABLE &

Communication Exposure For
Undeclided Voters Farly
And Late In the Campalgn

std.

late "early error df t-value
12,2 1.77 3.8 85  2.72
(n=52) (n=35) (N=87) (p<.05)

These results Indicate that the undeclded voter (theilate
adopter) reacts to the Infbrmatlon‘ln the envlronment_guch
that as electlon day draws nearer, and more Info;hation Is
placed In the environment by the.ﬁedla and the candldates
the late adopter pays more attentlon to those stfmull.

Early campalgn: Early versus late decliders. In testing

the second hypothesis, the same sets of tests were applled

to early and late adopters at the two points In time, and

simllar results were obtalned. It was found that the .

percelved exposure to Interpersonal communicatlon channe]s
for decided voters one month before the election 1Is
slgnificantly greater than the amount of percelvad exposure

for undeclded voters at that time (see Table 5),

“1;’0 .
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TABLE 5
Interpersonal Communication Exposure

For Declded and Undeclided Vaters
Early In the Campalgn

. std,
declded undecided eryor df t-value
.845 .096 43 139 1.74
(n=89), : (n=52) (N=141) (p<.05)

These results are consistent wlth those repqrted by Rogers
and Shoemaker ('97i). The declded voter, becauée he ‘has
‘taken a pdsition cne month prior to electlon day Is probably
called.upon to defend'.that early decision by his family,
friends and co-workers. The undecided voter; however, Is
probably not yet concerned enough about the election to
Initiate a significant amount of'lnterpersonal Interaction,
and unlike the decided voter, he has no éet positlion that

can be challenged tn eVery day conversation.

Late campalgn: Early versus late deciders. HNo support
was found that percelved .exposure to -lnterpersonai
 communicatlon channels for declded voters Is slgnfflcantly ~
dlfferent from that of undecided voters during the week

“

before the election (see Table 6). N
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o TABLE 6 |
.InterperSOnal Communication Exposure For

Declded and Undeclided Voters
Late In the Campalgn

: std. ' -
decided  wundecided error  df t-value
2.2 - .843 .92 13g 1.36
(n=106)  (n=35) ~ (N=181) (p>.05)

These results are similar to tkosz found In;thg earller
analysis of mass ﬁedla exposure, Just as ﬁass media
Information In the environment Is ‘greater aé the election
draws nearer, it would seem tha; the Interpersonal
communication Increases also, and that even the Individual.
who Is as yet undecided is effectedmpy this Increase. It is
Intérestlng to note that some Individuals are using
Information to conflirm a decision al ready made, while others
are using Information from the same environment as the
actual basis of their decision. This suggests that the
fncrease In political communlcatlon outbut in both mass and
interpersonal ' channets may serve to ''homogenize'' the
env ironment lh whiéh decisions are being made. That is,
while the amount of Information tends to expand over time,
the cﬁntenf. of that Information tends to contract. | Some
support for this notion was observed by Hantz and Kimsey
(1976). ‘heir study examined the content of the agenda for

decided and undeclided voters over time.

12




PAGE 11
Early declders over time, A signiflcant dl fference was
found between declded voters one mqnth before the election

and declded voters during the week of the election (see

TABLE 7

Interpersonal Communlcation Exposure For
Decided Voters Early And
Late In the Campalgn

std.
late early error daf t-valua
2.2 .854 .38 193 3.62
(n=106) (n=89) (N=195) (p<.05)

g5

These results are similar to the findlngs for mass medla_

exposure. In the Innovat ion~decl!s!on context thls analysls
suggests that the decided voter continuas to = seek
relnforcement and confirmation of his decislon iIn hlsg

conversations with other people.

Late declders over time, A significant difference was

found between undecided voters one month before the electlon

and undecldeq voters during the week of the election (see

Table 8).
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TABLE 8

Interpersonal COmhunlcatlbn Expoéure
. For Undeclided Voters Early And
" Late In the Campalgn

. std,
late early error df t-value
.94 .096 N 85 2.11

(n=35) (n=52) (n=87) (p<.05)

These results provide further support for the explanation
posited with regard to the mass media and late déciders. As
election day draws nearer, and the amount of Information in
the environment Is Increasing, the voters In the declsional
stage tend to communicate more frequgnt]y with othérs about

the éiectlon.

Summary and Conclusjons

This study was an attempt to shed 1Jight on the
relationship between the voter aﬁd the Information
environment In which hls decislons are made, It was found
that decided votefs one month before the electlion had been
exnosed to more Information than had undeclided voters fn'
both mass media and !nterpergonal channeis, However, one
week before the glectlon no difference was found "betwéeﬁ
decided and undecided voters in .terms of exposure to mass

media and Interpersonal Information,

14
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It Is Interesting to note that a. significant increase
in perceived éxposure to both mass media and Interpersonal
information was found for both groups over time. This
;mguggests that as the amount of Information in the
environment Increases, so does the. amount of information to
whléﬁ voters expose themsefves, regardless of whether they
have made up their minds. However, between the decided and
_ undecided groups.there Is a slgnlffcant difference early in
the campaign but no difference late in the campaign. This
suggests .that the Increase over time in communication
-éxposure for undeclided voters Is much more dramatfc. The
dec Ided voter Is probably engaged In confirmational
information seeking whllg tHe undecided voter, having become
interested In the electfon later in the campalgn, Is still
in the earller stages of the decisional process 'and must
catch up so that a decision can b§$made by or on election
day. - | |
It Is here that.a_major difference Is found between the
- electoral decision process and the uéual innovation-decision
process. The individual must decide whether or not to adopt
the Innovatlion in the context of a fixed point of decision,
that Is election day. Once the ballot has been cést, the
Individual must aécept his decision until the next electlon.
This fact provides a decislon pressure not found In most
other decls]onal envlronmenfs. This study has nevertheless
provided some evidence to support the propositions of the
Innovation-decislon model as a structure  for studying

electoral behavior and politlcal communication.
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