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 Public opinion is a driving force behind 
democracy

 In October 2013 the US government went 
into a partial shutdown

 The shutdown was caused by a polarized 
debate over the PPACA (Obamacare)

 The public by-and-large reflected this 
divide

 What influences public opinion?
◦ There are multiple theories on what shapes public 

opinion



 News media may be partially responsible
 Other demographic factors also play a part
◦ Region
◦ Gender
◦ Age
◦ Race
◦ Etc…

“The media clearly have a pervasive presence in the everyday life of 
most Americans.” Dautrich, K., & Yalof, D. A. (2009, 2012, 2014). The Eduring
Democracy (3rd ed.). Wadsworth, Cenage Learning.



 Second-Level (Attribute) Agenda-Setting 
Theory 
◦ Priming
◦ Framing
◦ Agenda-Setting

 Minimal Effects Theory

* No existing theory completely explains the relationship



 Thoughts, ideas, and memories are 
connected.

 One belief can be connected to another 
through an emotional reaction

 Most effective when the connection is close 
in time and is repeated

“Priming is providing a stimulus that influences the near-term 
future thoughts and actions, even though they may not seem to be 
connected.”  Straker, D. (2010). Changing Minds in Detail. Crowthorne.



 Message is characterized in such a way as 
to have a certain affect on the audience

 Values-based theory
 Media sources reflect common goals or 

ideas of their audience
◦ Appeals to beliefs of the audience

“[the media] promotes apathy, cynicism, and quiescence, rather than 
activate citizenship and participation”. Gamson, W. A., Croteau, D., Hoynes, W., & 
Sasson, T. (1992). Media Images and the Social Construction of Reality. Annual Review of 
Sociology, 18, 373-393.



 The media ‘sets the agenda’ for what the 
public thinks about

 The media puts importance on and issue 
and therefore the public believes it to be 
important

 Hierarchy in the media
◦ “Elite media sources”

“The media sets the public agenda for the issues and activities 
that many Americans choose to think and talk about.” Scheufele, 
D. A., & Tewksbury, D. (2007). Framing, Agenda Setting, and Priming: The 
Evolution of Three Media Effects Models. Journal of Communication, 57, 9-20.



 Elite media sources use concepts of framing 
and priming to set certain agendas for what 
the audience thinks about & how they feel

 Focuses on the ‘tone’ (attributes) of news 
coverage

“The media have a tendency to marginalize positive news.” Hester, J., & 
Gibson, R. (2003). The Economy and Second-Level Agenda Setting: A Time-Series Analysis of Economic 
News and Public Opinion about the Economy. Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, 80(73), 
73-90.



 The media does not have much effect on 
changing public opinion. 

 People will seek out news that supports 
their previously held beliefs. 
◦ Selective perception and retention

“[People] are stubborn and isolate themselves against contradictory 
messages.” Mensing, D. (n.d.). Media Effects Theories. Retrieved from Journalism 101; University of 
Nevada, Reno: http://www.jour.unr.edu/donica/101/effects.html



 I hypothesize that news information is primed 
and framed in such a way as to promote a 
specific agenda
◦ The ‘tone’ of the news

 The agendas differ depending on the news 
source

 The differing agendas are what cause the 
divide in public opinion.



 MSNBC 
website 
(3-20-
2014)



 Fox News 
website 
(3-20-2014)



 Data was collected by the Kaiser Family 
Foundation for their August and September 
2013 health tracking polls.

 The dependent variable was a measure of the 
favorability towards the PPACA (Obamacare)

 3 independent variables measuring:
◦ Most trusted news source (MSNBC/Fox News/CNN)
◦ Perceived tone of the media (control)
◦ Knowledge of the law



 Crosstab tables showing relationship between 
variable

 Clustered bar charts showing the direction of 
the relationship between variables

 Dependent Variable:
• Favorability towards 

Obamacare

 Independent Variables:
• Knowledge index
• Observed tone of 

news coverage

All results are statistically significant at the 
0.01 level (Chi-Square, two-tailed)



 How Much People Favor Obamacare Based on 
Their Most Trusted Health Care News Source



 How Much People Favor Obamacare Based on Their Overall Knowledge 
of the Health Care Law 





 There is a relationship between the news 
media and public opinion

 Tone of media coverage impacts public 
opinion

 One of the most important factors is how 
much people know about the law

 The hypothesis was supported by the 
findings



Are there any questions?
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