View metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk brought to you by fCORE

provided by DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska

University of Nebraska - Lincoln

DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln

Faculty Publications: Political Science Political Science, Department of
4-1-1998

The Media's Role in Public Negativity Toward Congress:
Distinguishing Emotional Reactions and Cognative Evaluations

Elizabeth Theiss-Morse
University of Nebraska Lincoln, etheissmorse1@unl.edu

John R. Hibbing
University of Nebraska-Lincoln, jhibbing1@unl.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/poliscifacpub

b Part of the Political Science Commons

Theiss-Morse, Elizabeth and Hibbing, John R., "The Media's Role in Public Negativity Toward Congress:
Distinguishing Emotional Reactions and Cognative Evaluations" (1998). Faculty Publications: Political
Science. 9.

https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/poliscifacpub/9

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Political Science, Department of at
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. It has been accepted for inclusion in Faculty Publications:
Political Science by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln.


https://core.ac.uk/display/17223558?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/poliscifacpub
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/politicalscience
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/poliscifacpub?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fpoliscifacpub%2F9&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/386?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fpoliscifacpub%2F9&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/poliscifacpub/9?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fpoliscifacpub%2F9&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages

The Media’s Role in Public
Negativity Toward Congress:
Distinguishing Emotional Reactions
and Cognitive Evaluations”

John R. Hibbing, University of Nebraska-Lincoln and Rice University
Elizabeth Theiss-Morse, University of Nebraska-Lincoln

Theory: The nature of political news as presented by the mass media in the modem
United States is such that it affects people’s emotional reactions more than their cognitive
evaluations of political actors and institutions.

Hypotheses: People who rely on electronic media for their news and people who con-
sume a great deal of news from the mass media will not be more likely to evaluate Con-
gress negatively but will be more likely to have negative emotional reactions to Congress.
Methods: Regression analysis of data from a 1992 national survey (N = 1430) on public
attitudes toward political institutions, inter alia.

Results: People who primarily obtain their news from television or radio are not any
more or less likely to evaluate Congress negatively than are people who primarily obtain
their news from newspapers. Similarly, people who are exposed to news a great deal do
not evaluate Congress more negatively than those who pay little attention to the news.
The same cannot be said for emotional reactions: a primary reliance on television and es-
pecially radio for news and a generally heavy exposure to news generate significantly
more negative emotions than newspaper use and low exposure to the news.

Congress is currently held in low regard by the public. Given Congress’s
status as the people’s branch as well as its influential position in the consti-
tutional structure of government, it is appropriate, maybe necessary, to at-
tempt to determine why. Explanations abound, but one is particularly in
vogue: the media did it (see Fallows 1996, for the clearest statement of this
position). While blaming the media for Congress’s poor standing with the
public has prima facie appeal, we urge caution. Theory and evidence on the
topic are difficult to locate and the relationship may not be that which is
widely anticipated.

In this article, we argue that interpretations of the media’s impact on pub-
lic negativity toward Congress depend on both the type of medium people
use and the reactions being measured. While researchers have been fairly
diligent about distinguishing among the various types of media (television,

*An earlier version of this paper was presented at the annual meeting of the American Political Sci-
ence Association, August-September 199S. Funding for this project was provided by the National
Science Foundation (Grant SES-9122733). The survey data in this article, along with the codebook
and SPSS documentation necessary to replicate the analysis, are avajlable from the authors at
eat@unlinfo.unl.edu.
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radio, newspapers, and news magazines), they have been lax in distinguish-
ing among the specific reactions of people to Congress. We contend that the
media have an impact on people’s emotional reactions toward Congress but
not on their cognitive evaluations of Congress. This distinction has important
ramifications for, among other things, understanding public opinion toward
Congress.

Different Public Reactions to Different Aspects of Congress

Central to our contribution is the recognition that both Congress and
public attitudes toward Congress are multifaceted. While this may sound
trite, much of the survey work on the topic unthinkingly asks about “leaders
of Congress,” “the job being done by Congress,” or just “the Congress,”
without considering that disparate aspects of Congress may engender dispar-
ate reactions. Similarly, pollsters ask the public about their confidence, trust,
approval, warmth of feeling, and so on, and the results are often presented as
interchangeable indicators of whether or not the public supports Congress.

But attitudes toward Congress are not dichotomous and Congress is not
monolithic. If we are to make progress in understanding the manner in
which the public relates to Congress and in understanding the role of vari-
ous entities, such as the mass media, in affecting that relationship, we must
exercise much more care in specifying both referent and attitude. We stress
this point because we believe casual approaches to the wording of survey
questions partially account for our current, somewhat muddled, under-
standing of the public mood. Accordingly, our contribution hinges on rec-
ognition of the widely varying ways the public can respond to Congress
and its many components.

Referents of Congress

Turning first to Congress itself, Fenno (1975) alerted us some time ago
to the fact that people often think more highly of their own member of Con-
gress than they do of Congress as a whole. This situation remains today, al-
though approval of individuals’ own incumbent has decreased somewhat. To
Fenno’s distinction we might add that people have vastly different attitudes
toward Congress as an institution than they do toward Congress as a collec-
tion of members. If people think of Congress as a body with history, build-
ings, and a constitutional role in government, they are much more favorable
than when they think of Congress as a group of 535 breathing, fallible poli-
ticians. This is further indication of the importance of being clear in specify-
ing the feature of Congress with which the researcher is concerned.

The leaders of Congress are yet another possible referent. In fact, this is
the referent found in the Harris battery of questions on confidence in the
leaders of various institutions—a battery that has been widely employed in
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many time-series evaluations of the public mood.! Asking about the leaders
could possibly yield very different assessments from the other referents
mentioned to this point, yet an experiment by Lipset and Schneider (1987,
89-93) suggests that people’s thoughts about the leaders of Congress may
not be much different from their thoughts about the congressional member-
ship generally. Both conjure up visions of politicians other than “my own,”
and both may therefore elicit less than enthusiastic responses.

That different referents do indeed engender different public responses is
apparent in Figure 1. These data, like most of the data used in this project,
come from a random sample of over 1,400 voting age residents of the United
States. The survey was commissioned explicitly for the purpose of determin-
ing public attitudes toward political institutions and was conducted over the
telephone in the summer of 1992.2

In the figure, we see that people react much more favorably to Congress
as an institution and much more negatively to the leaders of Congress and to
the membership generally. Clearly, the kind of evaluation people proffer de-
pends upon the congressional referent they are given.

While we should not lose sight of this fact, it can also be noted that, for
the most part, when people reflect in a nonspecific way on Congress, they
generally envision the current membership, not their own member and not a
sterile institution. We determined the correlates of approval of each of the
distinct aspects of Congress represented in Figure 1 as well as the correlates
of approval of Congress generally and discovered that the signs and signifi-
cance levels were nearly identical for “members of Congress” and “Con-
gress generally” (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 1995). The public reacts differ-
ently to different parts of Congress, but for most people “Congress” is the
membership. Consequently, we will focus in this article on the current mem-
bership of Congress rather than the other referents.

'The best and most retevant study for our purposes is by Patterson and Caldeira (1990).
Patterson and Caldeira used both the Harris poll question on confidence in the leaders of Congress
and content analysis to record the number of references to Congress found each day in The New York
Times to determine if public approval of Congress is inversely related to the number of times Con-
gress is in the news, or at least in the 7imes. The rationale for expecting a negative or inverse rela-
tionship is that media coverage of Congress tends to be negative. Their time-series analysis covers
the ycars 1963 to 1985. Patterson and Caldeira’s results are decidedly mixed, with the various types
of media references affecting people's evaluations of Congress only about half the time.

2The Public Perceptions of Congress survey was administered to 1,430 adults living in the
United States. The Bureau of Sociological Research at the University of Nebraska, Lincoln, ran-
domly selected respondents using a purchased list of telephone numbers from a national random
sample to which they randomly generated the last digit. When a household was reached, interview-
ers asked to speak with the person in the household who was at least 18 years old and who had cel-
ebrated his or her birthday most recently (Salmon and Nichols 1983). The interview lasted approxi-
mately 30 minutes and had a 57% response rate.
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Figure 1. Evaluations of Congressional Referents
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Source: Public Perceptions of Congress survey.

Cognitive Evaluations and Emotional Responses

Just as answers to questions about the public mood are sensitive to con-
gressional referents, survey respondents’ answers are also sensitive to the
type of popular reaction in which researchers are interested. It is unfortunate
that the reactions asked about in surveys are so disparate and that so little ra-
tionale has been given for the selection of particular words. Support, job ap-
proval, trust, confidence, respect, warmth, and emotional reactions should
not be viewed as measuring the same reaction, yet they are often used inter-
changeably without much thought.

Rather than attempt to sort out the implications of each and every type
of reaction solicited in surveys on attitudes toward Congress, we intend to
address what we believe to be the most important categorical distinction:
cognitive evaluations and emotional reactions. Social psychologists and po-
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litical scientists have focused primarily on cognitive evaluations and the
cognitive processes that people use when confronted with information
(what is known as information processing) (e.g., Ferejohn and Kuklinski
1990; Hastie 1986; Lau and Sears 1986). Sensing that something was being
missed by this emphasis on cognition, psychologists and political scientists
have more recently turned to the study of emotions. As a new area of study,
researchers have struggled with how emotions ought to be conceptualized
and measured (as unidimensional or bipolar, for example) (e.g., Diener and
Emmons 1984; Marcus 1988; Watson and Tellegen 1985). The literature
also contains a debate on the relationship between affect and cognition, try-
ing to pin down whether cognitions happen before, after, or at the same
time as emotions (e.g., Lazarus 1982, 1984; Tsal 1985; Zajonc 1980, 1984;
Zajonc and Markus 1982).

A question more pertinent to our concerns, though, is whether people’s
cognitive evaluations can differ from their emotional reactions. Can a reli-
ance on cognitions or on emotions lead people to make different judgments?
While only a handful of researchers have addressed this question, they have
found that people do indeed often make different judgments when they rely
on cognitions rather than emotions when making a decision (Kuklinski et al.
1991; Millar and Tesser 1986, Ottati et al. 1989; Wilson et al. 1989). Social
psychologists Wilson and Schooler (1991) found that students made judg-
ments significantly different from experts when they focused on cognitions
rather than on their instincts. Research in political science has shown a simi-
lar cognition versus emotion effect (e.g., Kuklinski et al. 1991). For ex-
ample, Marcus et al. (1995) found that people who were instructed to rely on
their feelings were significantly less tolerant than people who were in-
structed to rely on their thoughts when making a tolerance judgment.

The difference in the judgments people make may be due in part to the
different processes they use when relying on cognitions as opposed to emo-
tions. When people make a cognitive judgment, they are more likely to be
thoughtful and deliberative, trying to determine the reasons for their judg-
ment. When people make judgments based on emotions, however, they react
from the gut, which means they often react instinctively. Several studies
show that there is greater consistency between attitudes and behavior when
people make judgments based on emotions than when they make judgments
based on cognitions (Millar and Tesser 1986, 1989; Tesser and Clary 1978;
Wilson et al. 1989). These findings suggest that emotional reactions, unclut-
tered as they are by reasoned deliberations, may be a better indicator of
people’s true inclinations.

This distinction between cognitive evaluations and emotional reactions
is an important one and may help to clear up much of the current confusion
regarding the nature of the public mood and its causes. Questions on both
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trust and support could be viewed as containing primarily cognitive but also
some emotional components. For example, lack of trust could be related to
the emotion of fear—*I have no trust in Congress and am fearful of what the
members might do”—and thus may conflate cognitive and emotional reac-
tions. To provide the most pristine cognitive evaluative measure, we will uti-
lize responses to a question focusing on whether or not people approve of
the way the members of Congress are handling their job. This question is a
straightforward assessment of Congress and does not entail much in the way
of specific emotions. As such, it contrasts markedly with emotionally-laden
questions asking respondents if, for example, they have ever felt “anger,”
“unease,” “fear,” or ““disgust” toward members of Congress. These latter
questions compose our emotional reaction measure.

Our basic theoretical expectation is that the way people cognitively re-
act to Congress is not the same as the way they emotionally react to Con-
gress. Thus, when observers speak loosely of the public's “support” for Con-
gress or of the public’s mood, we cannot be sure about what exactly they are
speaking. By distinguishing between emotional responses and cognitive
evaluations, we should be able to clarify the nature of the public’s reactions
to Congress and, therefore, the potential sources of these reactions.

Relating this line of thought to the central independent variable of this
study, media usage, we hypothesize that a person’s cognitive evaluation of
Congress will be little affected either by the particular medium people most
often use or by the overall extent to which they pay attention to the media for
news. On the other hand, we hypothesize that the medium most often used
by a respondent and the overall exposure of that same respondent to news
media will be closely related to emotional reactions to Congress. The mod-
ern media, we argue, are generally only weakly connected to the kind of in-
formation a person uses to form evaluations of politics, and are likely merely
to reinforce existing positive or negative inclinations. Most media presenta-
tions are not chock-full of new information on Congress of the sort that is
likel]y to be used to update and significantly change previous evaluations.
When opinions are weakly held, media exposure can lead to opinion change
over the long term. But changing stable cognitive evaluations is difficult at
best. Among preexisting opinions that are highly stable, “the political infor-
mation required to produce systematic changes in these opinions must be
very distinctive” (Bartels 1993, 274). In terms of cognitive evaluations, me-
dia presentations are usually confirmatory.

On the other hand, when it comes to emotions we believe the modemn
mass media, especially the electronic media, are uniquely capable of affect-
ing reactions to political actors and institutions. “Among various types of
media, television is the most unique. It appears to be a more potent stimulus
than print sources for stirring emotions and creating vivid mental pictures”
(Graber 1984, 137; see also Graber 1996). This argument has intuitive ap-
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peal. Reading a story in a newspaper about atrocities committed in Bosnia or
Rwanda seems likely to evoke less emotional intensity than watching pic-
tures on television of war-ravaged houses, mass graves, and families dealing
with loss and death.

Despite the intuitive appeal of this reasoning, previous research has
raised questions about it.3 Much of this past research, however, has failed to
take into account the variation in audience attentiveness to different media. In
everyday life, the media must compete with dinner preparation, telephone
calls, children’s needs, and so on. Research that takes into account the vari-
ability of attentiveness has found that vividness affects attention and learning
(Taylor and Thompson 1982). Neuman, Just, and Crigler (1992; 92) use ex-
periments to show that the vivid video presentations on television break the
attention barrier, which helps to make more apparent the personal relevance
-of issues. Once the attention bartier is broken, people are then in a position to
be emotionally aroused by what they see (Graber 1996; Owen 1991). Ac-
cording to Graber (1996, 90), “Visual stimuli excel in creating a sense of
drama. Drama enhances learning because it attracts and holds attention by
engaging the viewer’s emotions” (see also Heuer and Reisberg 1990).

Unfortunately, most of the research to date has been concerned with
television’s cognitive impact rather than its emotional impact. For example,
Ansolabehere, Behr, and Iyengar (1993), in their discussion of media ef-
fects, focus on cognitive effects, including learning and persuasion (see also
Neuman, Just, and Crigler 1992). Yet if intuition and the implications of re-
search on attention and vividness are correct, we would expect televiston to
be especially well positioned to arouse emotions, certainly more so than
newspapers. Radio may also be emotionally arousing given the recent trend
toward talk radio, controversial commentators, and often inflammatory po-
litical rhetoric. We therefore expect people who rely heavily on television
and radio to be more emotionally aroused than those who rely primarily on
newspapers for their news. We do not expect these same individuals to have
fundamentally different cognitive evaluations.

Reactions to Congress Over the Past Quarter Century

The value of separating emotional reactions and cognitive evaluations
concerning Congress is further suggested by a brief inspection of recent his-
tory concerning media trends and shifts in the public mood. At first glance,
it may seem nothing is amiss. After all, is it not the case that public regard

3For example, Neuman, in a review of the literature, found that “there is no evidence of consis-
tent or significant differences in the abilities of different media to persuade, inform, or even to instil}
an emotional response in audience members” (Neuman 1991, 99). lyengar and Kinder's (1987) di-
rect test of the vividness hypothesis—that personalized, vivid stories are more persuasive than im-
personal stories—shows that vivid stories are generally less persuasive, perhaps because people get
so caught up in the story that they lose sight of the issue itself.
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for Congress declined just as Congress bashing by the media increased, thus
preserving the strong possibility that there is a causal link? Upon closer in-
spection, the situation is not nearly this clean.

We have little quarre]l with the contention that media coverage of Con-
gress has become more hostile over the course of the last few decades. To be
sure, negative coverage of Congress is hardly new, although in the days of
the partisan press it may have been easier for citizens to put the criticism in
perspective. Today, with a less overtly partisan and more overtly investiga-
tive press, Congress is short on defenders in the media. Certainly, the chang-
ing incentive structure in the world of mass media would not seem to pro-
duce defenders of Congress. In this post-Woodward-and-Bernstein era,
rewards seem to flow toward reporters who expose or accentuate “‘scandal
and sloth” (Ornstein 1983, 201). David Broder, for example, has described
how much easier it is to convince editors to publish a story on petty scandal
than a story of larger consequence (1987, 216).

Hard evidence for this trend is present in both print and electronic me-
dia.* Mark Rozell performed a detailed content analysis of three major
weekly news magazines and three national newspapers and concluded that
“negative and superficial congressional coverage is nothing new but in re-
cent years the extent and tone have become more severe, more disturb-
ing. . . . Many reports resort to humiliating caricature” (1994, 109). By 1992
(the last year covered by his analysis), criticism of Congress was “unrelent-
ing” and “left the overwhelming impression of the institution as self-indul-
gent, scandal ridden, incompetent, and corrupt” (1994, 108). All told, Rozell
found that increasingly “influential editorialists and columnists had nothing
positive to say about the institution” (1994, 108). The pattern uncovered by
Rozell also appears in content analyses of the print media. Charles Tidmarch
and John Pitney analyzed 10 major dailies and concluded that the nature of
congressional coverage stressed perceived breaches of trust and only served
to “harden the image of Congress as a defective institution™ (1985, 482).

Are electrontc media any better? Hardly. Doris Graber notes that stories
usually picture Congress as “lobby-ridden, incompetent, and slow” (1989,
265). S. Robert Lichter and Daniel R. Amundson undertook the time-con-
suming task of content analyzing television news stories from 1972 to 1992,
They found that stories about Congress and policy matters fell nearly 20%
while stories about Congress and scandals increased 400% (1994, 133-4).
Moreover, when Lichter and Amundson looked for judgmental or evaluative
statements in the news about Congress they found that by 1992, nine out of

“On the general trend toward negative reporting, Thomas Patterson notes that “since the Jate
1980s, news coverage of [Congress and the presidency have) been highly negative in tone™ (1996,
105; see also, Sabato 1991; Patterson 1993; and Jamieson 1992).
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10 evaluations were critical of Congress. Coverage at the beginning of their
time period (1972) was also negative but not nearly as negative (74% of the
stories then were deemed negative in tone) (1994, 137-8). This conclusion
meshes nicely with earlier work by Michael Robinson and Kevin Appel.
They, too, found that network news coverage of Congress was quite critical
of the institution, even during Watergate (1979, see also Gilbert 1989;
Ornstein 1989). Television, with its fixation on stories of sensational wrong-
doing, with its ability to incite visceral reactions from viewers, and with
widespread public reliance on it for news and information, is in all likeli-
hood the most dangerous medium in the minds of those who worry about
public perceptions of our political institutions.

Still, the “other” electronic medium—radio, and especially talk-show
radio—has garnered even more attention of late than television. Observers
often detect an “alarming . . . level of hostility” on these shows (Parker 1994,
163). In a recent survey, radio talk-show hosts were found to give Congress
lower ratings than any other group working in mass media (Parker 1994,
160). The audience of these shows has been “growing steadily in number
and diversity” (Owen 1995, 60) and “one can only assume that some of them
are buying the messages the shows are sending” (Parker 1994, 166). On bal-
ance, while Congress is not portrayed favorably by any mass medium, most
observers would agree that the electronic media tend to be even more unfa-
vorable than the print media. Further, previous research makes it clear that
for all media, “press coverage of Congress has moved from healthy skepti-
cism to outright cynicism” (Rozell 1994, 109).

And is it not the case that Congress has become less popular over the
very time period during which the negativity of congressional media cover-
age has been increasing? Lichter and Amundson write that “public support
for Congress is at its lowest since the onset of scientific polling” (1994,
131). Pundits all seem to agree since they maintain that in the 1990s the
American people “hate Congress” (Morin and Broder 1994), that the people
are “ready to revolt” (Balz and Morin 1991), that “the signs of discontent are
everywhere” (Lind 1992), that the country is being washed with “tidal waves
of discontent” (Hook 1990), that “Congress is in trouble” (AEl/Brookings
1992), and that Congress is “under siege” (Mann and Ornstein 1994). Sim-
ply by reading recent articles on the topic, one would conclude that public
support for Congress has undoubtedly fallen off the table since Watergate
and the Vietnam War.

But before we embrace this conclusion, we should look at the data. As
mentioned, the Harris question on “confidence” has been the most consis-
tently posed question and thus has been the subject of most time-series
analyses of the topic. We present in Figure 2 the results of the Hams ques-
tion for the last 25 years. Despite the claim of Lichter and Amundson and
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Figure 2. Confidence in Congress, 1971-96
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despite the implications of so many pundits, the truth of the matter is that the
trend in public confidence in Congress has been mostly flat since 1971.

To be sure, there were times prior to 1971 when confidence in Congress
(and virtually everything else in society) was higher. The mid-1960s was one
such time, as was the mid-1950s. Still, though it is difficult to tell because
the pertinent question was asked only sporadically prior to 1971 (when an-
nual soundings were regularized), the proper conclusion would seem to be
that periods of public confidence in Congress are typically ephemeral. Con-
gress has never been consistently popular with the public (see also Parker
1981). This general conclusion certainly fits the data presented in Figure 2,
with the possible exception of the Reagan feel-good year of 1984.

So how do we explain the widespread belief that public support for
Congress has decreased dramatically when Figure 2 suggests instead that at
most it has inched down from never-particularly-high levels? We believe
there is a ready explanation for the inconsistency between conventional wis-
dom and the data. Survey questions utilizing terms such as “confidence” are
useful but also limiting. To be specific, they do not capture the emotional as-
pects of public attitudes toward Congress and, as we argue, it is this more
emotional negativity that the pundits and others are sensing when they write
of the dire straits facing members of Congress who dare to venture out
among the people. The public, we believe, has maintained roughly constant
cognitive evaluations of the job being done by Congress even while negative
emotional reactions to Congress increased dramatically. The new style of
media coverage led the public to react to Congress more negatively from an
emotional point of view, not necessarily from a cognitive point of view.
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Differential Media Effects on Cognitions and Emotions

But of course these hypotheses cannot be tested over time. Ajthough the
works cited above have attempted, usually via content analysis, to provide
evidence of changes in the nature of coverage provided by one medium or
another, there is as yet no composite measure of media coverage and how it
has varied from year to year. More tellingly, annual soundings of the emo-
tional side of the public’s reaction to politics and political institutions are
simply unavailable over time.

Fortunately, all is not lost. Our goal of providing evidence that the me-
dia influence people’s emotional reactions to but not cognitive evaluations of
Congress can be attained by turning to specially-designed cross-sectional
individual-level data on media exposure and attitudes toward Congress. In
many ways, in fact, individual-level data are preferable for testing our hy-
potheses. The aggregate-level time-series data have question wording prob-
lems, are based on only once-a-year soundings, and afford no protection
against the ecological fallacy (i.e., we cannot demonstrate with certainty that
people noticing the more negative coverage are the ones who react more
negatively to Congress). Thus, we turn to the survey data described earlier in
order to estimate the following two equations:

Y, = ﬁcl + B02X02 + BC3XC3 +u [1]

where Y, = the public’s cognitive evaluation of members of Congress,
X,., =asetof control variables,
X.; = a set of media-use variables,
u, = stochastic disturbance term.

Ye = Bel + B32X82 + B63X23 +u, [2]
where Y, =the public’s negative emotional reaction to members of
Congress,

X,., =asetof control variables,
X.3 = aset of media-use variables,
u, = stochastic disturbance term.

We hypothesize that:

Hf:B.5 =0 H):Byy # 0
H$:B,, >0 HY:B,; €0

We identify the control variables presently, but the key point is that, with
other forces accounted for, we believe media-use variables will influence
emotional reactions but not cognitive evaluations; thus, we expect that B,
will not be different from O but that 8,; will be larger than 0 (additional me-
dia use will lead to more negative emotional reactions).
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The nature and strength of media effects should vary with the type of
media exposure. To be more specific, we believe that the corrosive effects of
the media will be the least apparent for those respondents who rely primarily
on newspapers for their news. While newspapers clearly contain many nega-
tive stories about Congress (Rozell 1994), stories in the electronic media are
likely to be more vivid and dramatic than stories appearing in daily newspa-
pers (Graber 1984; 1996). And within the category of electronic media, we
hypothesize that radio will be somewhat more negative than television (see
Parker 1994, 162-3, for some possibly supportive comparative evidence; see
Lichter and Amundson 1994, for non-comparative information on the nega-
tivity toward Congress found in television news; see Parker 1994, 163-6, for
non-comparative information on the negativity toward Congress on radio).

Even if certain types of media exposure are more negative than others,
we still believe that, ceteris paribus, the more overall exposure a person has
to the media, the more that person will register negative emotional reactions
to Congress regardless of the person’s primary source of news. Thus, we ex-
pect that the variables measuring number of exposures to media news in a
typical week will have an independent effect on negative emotional reac-
tions to Congress.

Who Uses What Medium?

With these general contours in mind, we now proceed to the specific
operationalization of the media-use variables. We employ four. Three of
these are dummy variables for the medium from which people “receive most
of their news about what is going on in the world today.” Survey respondents
were asked to choose one of five options—newspapers, radio, television,
magazines, and talking with others—but only a couple dozen people listed
magazines or talking with others so we have eliminated these categories and
focused on the remaining three. The final media variable is an indicator not
of the primary medium used but of the number of weekly exposures to news.
Respondents were asked how many days in the past week they had watched
news on the television. They were also asked how many days they had read
the newspaper. We combined these two measures (both ranging from 0 to 7)
to create our media use variable that ranges from O to 14, with the former be-
ing a person who typically does not see news on TV or in the newspaper and
the latter being a person who typically does both each day.’

Tuming first to the primary medium from which people obtain news, we
find that out of 1,371 usable respondents, 811 (59%) said they usually re-

STt may come as a surprise to some that the number of days per week a person watches news
on television is positively (r =.17) and significantly (p <.01) related to the number of days per week
that person reads a newspaper. Doing one frequently is directly related to doing the other frequently.
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ceived their news from television, 428 (31%) said newspapers were their pri-
mary source, leaving only 132 (10%) to cite radio as their primary source of
news. Despite all the attention that radio and talk-radio shows have received
in recent years, radio is still not a primary source of news for most people.

Are there important demographic differences in the people who rely on
different media for their news? A reasonable expectation would be that those
getting their news from newspapers, a slightly more demanding source than
electronic media, would be more educated, politically-active, well-to-do,
older, efficacious, and knowledgeable about politics. Profiles of those rely-
ing on different media for news are presented in Table 1.

This is not a central part of our study so we will not dwell too long on
these results. Still, it is interesting to note that people who rely on newspa-
pers for their news are indeed older (though just a little older than those who
receive most of their news from television), more male, more wealthy, more
educated (than television watchers and as educated as radio listeners), and
more knowledgeable about political matters than those receiving their news

Table 1. Most Frequent News Source with Demographic
and Political Attitude Variables

Usually get most of my news about what
is going on in the world today from:

Variables Newspapers Radio Television F
Mean Age 45.3 40.8 44.8 3.7
% Male 55.1% 46.2% 40.4% 12.4™
Income 8.3 8.0 6.8 326"
Education 5.6 5.6 49 22.9*"
Knowledge 2.5 24 2.1 15677
Ideology 3.1 3.4 32 0.9
Party: % Republican 32% 36% 29% 2.0
% White 89% 92% 84% 52"
External Efficacy 1.03 97 .83 8.9*
Pol. Involvement 3.79 3.73 3.21 1737
N 428 132 811

Source: Public Perceptions of Congress survey.

Note: *p < .0S; **p < .0l. Income: ] =under S thousand; 2 = 5 to 10 thousand; 3 = 10 to 15 thou-
sand; 4 = 15 10 20 thousand; 5 = 20 to 25 thousand; 6 = 25 to 30 thousand; 7 = 30 10 35 thousand; 8
=135 to 40 thousand: 9 = 40 to 50 thousand; 10 = S0 to 60 thousand; 11 = 60 to 70 thousand; 12 = 70
to 100 thousand; 13 = 100 thousand or more; Education: } = less than high school; 2 = some high
schoo); 3 = high school graduate; 4 = some technical school; 5 = technical school graduate; 6 = some
college; 7 = college graduate; 8 = postgraduate or professional degree; Knowledge: 0 = low level of
knowledge to 4 = high level of knowledge; /deology: 1 = Liberal, 2 = slightly liberal, 3 = moderate,
4 = slightly conservative, and 5 = conservative; External Efficacy: 0 = low efficacy 0 2 = high effi-
cacy; Political Involvement: O = low involvement to 6 = high involvement.
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from other sources. All this is largely in line with what might be expected.
Those receiving their news from the radio are much younger than the other
two groups, are just as educated and nearly as knowledgeable as newspaper
readers, and are much more likely to be white. Those relying on television
are more likely to be female, the most poor, the least educated, the least
knowledgeable, and the most nonwhite.

As noted, our other media variable measures the number of exposures to
media news in a typical week with a possible range of O to 14. By categoriz-
ing respondents into high (10-14 exposures in a week), medium (5-9 expo-
sures in a week), or low (0—4 exposures in a week), we can provide a quick
indication of the traits typically associated with news junkies, news flunkies,
and those somewhere in-between. Impressively, and perhaps suspiciously,
662 of 1,424 respondents (46%) claim to fall into the high category, 535
(38%) are located in the medium category (so had more or less daily expo-
sure to the news), and just 227 (16%) are found in the low category. Not sur-
prisingly, exposure to news increases with age, income, education, and po-
litical knowledge. On the other hand, media exposure does not seem to have
a relationship—or at least a linear one—with gender, race, partisanship, or
ideological differences.

Media Exposure and Reactions to Congress

We are now well-positioned to turn to the main event which is determin-
ing if variations in media use are related to people’s evaluations of Con-
gress.® We use the variables listed in Table 1 for the battery of control vari-

SAn alternative hypothesis is that people’s evaluations of Congress affect the media outlets pre-
ferred or the extent to which media news is consumed, whereas we maintain that media news may
be a partial cause of people’s reactions to Congress. We believe existing theory and common sense
back us up in our assumptions about causal order. It seems more reasonable to expect exposure o
certain media and overall level of media news consumption to affect reactions to Congress than to
believe that people decide which medium to use and how much news to be exposed to based on how
they feel about Congress. “I hate Congress so I am going to watch television rather than read the
newspaper’ seems an unlikely process to us. Just to make sure we were not off track, though, we re-
gressed each of our media variables (news exposure, television use, radio use, and newspaper use)
on the control variables listed in Table 2 along with the cognitive evaluations measure or the emo-
tional reactions measure. Neither the cognitive evaluations measure nor the emotional reactions
measure was significantly related to any of the media use variables. Thus. we remain confident that
the causal relationship we suggest is the most logical one.

Another possibility is that people who get their news from newspapers are more cognitively
oriented to begin with while people who rely primarily on television for their news are more emo-
tionally oriented. Television users may be predisposed to react emotionally while newspaper readers
may be predisposed to react cognitively. This alternative hypothesis also suggests that the
cognitively oriented do not have strong emotional reactions whereas the emotionally oriented do not
have strong cognitive reactions, although this argument runs contrary to social cognition research
which finds that “experts” (the more cognitively sophisticated) generate greater emotion than “nov-
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ables required for Equations 1 and 2—age, gender, income, education,
knowledge, ideology, partisanship, race, efficacy, and political involvement.
This practice should help us to isolate the independent effect of media-use
variables on reactions to Congress. We first regress cognitive evaluations of
members of Congress and then emotional reactions to members of Congress
on the 10 control variables mentioned as well as on three of the four media
variables: a dummy for television as the primary source of news, a dummy
for radio as the primary source of news, and the news exposure variable. The
third dummy variable (newspapers as the primary source of news) is omitted
from the equation to avoid perfect multicollinearity; the effects for this
group are thus reflected in the constant.

The operationalization of cognitive evaluations employed here is the re-
sponse to the standard approval question on the way members of Congress
are handling their jobs (0 = strongly disapprove; 1 = disapprove; 2 = approve;
3 =strongly approve). The operationalization of emotional reactions involves
responses to four questions: Have members of Congress ever made you feel
angry? afraid? disgusted? uneasy?’ The emotional reactions scale ranges
from O to 4, where O indicates none of these negative emotions were felt and
4 indicates all of these negative emotions were felt. Our basic expectation is
that, once we have controlled for other effects on people’s reactions to Con-
gress, the nature of a respondent’s exposure to media news will be much

ices” (Schul and Burnstein 1988). To test the alternative hypothesis, we ran an ANOVA on emotional
reactions and political expertise, under the assumption that political experts are more cognitively ori-
ented and that they should have less strong emotional reactions than the less cognitively oriented.
We found a significant relationship between political expertise and emotional reactions, but in the
opposite direction from the one proposed by the hypothesis: the more knowledge people had, the
more strongly they reacted emotionally to members of Congress. People who got none of the politi-
cal knowledge questions correct had an emotiona) reaction score of .58, those with one correct .66,
those with two correct .67, those with three correct .75, and those with four correct .76 (p < .01). The
cognitively oriented are therefore not less likely to have strong emotional reactions, and in fact have
stronger emotional reactions as the social cognition literature suggests, so we again remain con-
vinced of the causal relationship we lay out and test in this research.

Self-reports of emotional reactions cerainly have their drawbacks, including the possibility
that people will falsely state their emotional reaction or falsely remember what their emotions have
been. Emotional responses are themselves complex. For example, Roseman (1984) has identified
five components of emotional response: subjective, physiological, body language, behavioral, and
emotivational goals. Self-reports only measure the first component. It is important to note, however,
that research comparing physiological and self-report measures of emotional response often find
high correlations between the two measures, suggesting that people have “‘a coherent style of re-
sponding to emotional events” (Grossman and Wood 1993, 1019; see also Notarius et al. 1982). Di-
ener (1994), in a study of subjective well-being, argues that self-reports are the measure of choice
when it comes to measuring emotions because they exhibit good levels of validity and reliability and
because their strong covariance with other measures suggests that they tap a shared variance in emo-
tional responses.
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Table 2. Explaining Variation in Cognitive Evaluations of and
Emotional Reactions Toward Members of Congress

Cognitive Evaluations Emotional Reactions
Variables B se B se
Age .059* 033 — 151+ .044
Sex —026%* .012 .0ls .017
Income —.092%*>* .025 -.008 034
Education .005 .025 002 033
Knowledge -.030* 018 059%** 024
Ideology -.036* 019 015 026
Party ID — 1 3*** .020 .029 026
Race -.004 .019 .042* 025
Extemnal Efficacy 133%%% .015 — [ 12%%x .021
Political Involvement -061** .025 148%*% .034
TV Use -019 013 .031* 018
Radio Use -.023 .022 (085X 031
News Exposure 022 024 .087*** 033
Constant 4ET**x 031 556*** 042
Adj. R? = .14 Adj. R2= .07
F(13,1081) = 14.38%** Fa1112) = 7.65***

Source: Public Perceptions of Congress survey.

Note: *p < .10; **p < .05; ***p < .01. All of the dependent and independent variables have been
transformed to range from O to 1.

more influential in the area of emotions than in the area of cognitions. The
results contained in Table 2 indicate that this is precisely the pattern we find.8

The control variables deserve brief comment, although some of them
have been discussed elsewhere (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 1995) and some
of them indicate unsurprising relationships. Positive evaluations of Con-
gress, other things being equal, are more likely for the efficacious, females,

8Since our two dependent variables (cognitive evaluation and emotional reaction) have just
four and five possible values, respectively, one option would be to present probit or logit results
rather than the ordinary least squares results presented in Table 2. As is well-known, however, the
findings produced by these more complicated models are usually only trivially different from those
obtained with OLS (this is particularly true with large sample sizes, such as we have here, since in
such situations it is common for the binomial distribution to converge to the normal distribution
(Gujarati 1992, 421]) and interpretation is rendered significantly more cumbersome. For these rea-
sons, most recent work in this area—even that utilizing dependent variables with fewer potential val-
ues than are present in our study—opts for the “more accessible” linear formulation (Ansolabehere
and lyengar 1995, 184). We follow convention here. Probit results are available from the authors on
request as is a methodological appendix detailing issues involving multicollinearity, heteroske-
dasticity, and simultaneity,
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liberals, and Democrats (remember the survey was administered prior to the
changing of the congressional guard in 1995), the elderly, the poor, the po-
litically uninvolved, and the politically ignorant. For many observers, the
negative relationships between income, knowledge, and involvement on the
one hand and favorable evaluations of Congress on the other will be the
most surprising, but, consistent with recent research, we find 1t 1s simply the
case that more knowledgeable and involved people have higher expectations
and thus are more likely to believe Congress may have fallen short of expec-
tations (Kimball and Patterson, 1995).

For our purposes, the key findings have to do with the media variables.
A pnmary reliance on television as a source of news does not produce a less
favorable cognitive evaluation of Congress than does a primary reliance on
newspapers, which is the baseline: the coefficient is negative but is statisti-
cally insignificant. A primary reliance on radio similarly does not produce
lower approval of Congress than does a reliance on newspapers. Finally, an
overall heavy dose of media news, regardless of whether it is electronic or
print, does not lower approval. The coefficient is insignificant and not even
in the direction predicted by those assuming media exposure will make
people more negative in their cognitive evaluations of Congress.

When we shift attention to the results obtained by analyzing emotional
reactions to Congress, the signs should change direction since higher val-
ues on the dependent variable now mean negative reactions to Congress
(see the right half of Table 2) whereas with cognitive evaluations, higher
values meant a positive reaction. Thus, despite sign reversals, the young,
the knowledgeable, the inefficacious, and the politically involved still are
most likely to render negative judgments. The most noticeable difference
between the two columns of coefficients, however, has to do with the media
variables. Conclusions change dramatically when we compare media ef-
fects on cognitive evaluations to media effects on emotional reactions, just
as we anticipated.

Those who rely on television as a source of news may not be more likely
than those reliant on newspapers to evaluate members of Congress more
negatively but they are certainly more likely to have negative emotional re-
actions to members of Congress. The pattern for those who rely on radio for
their news is even more clear-cut: compared to those getting their news from
the print media (the constant), radio listeners are significantly more likely to
have negative emotional reactions to members of Congress, other things be-
ing equal. Finally, regardless of the source of media news, those who are
heavily exposed to the news are significantly more likely to admit to nega-
tive emotional reactions, even after we have controlled for the effects of po-
litical knowledge, involvement, efficacy, education, partisanship, and other
variables. The media may not influence whether we approve or disapprove
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of Congress but they do influence our emotions toward Congress. More ex-
posure to the media and, especially, more exposure to electronic media in-
creases negative emotional reactions.’

It may seem surprising that media exposure is not related to cognitive
evaluations of Congress but is related to emotionatl reactions toward Con-
gress. After all, is it not the case that emotional reactions toward Congress
are related to evaluations? If people are angry and disgusted with the mem-
bers of Congress, are they not also likely to disapprove of what Congress is
doing? Not necessarily. Negative emotions and cognitions are related, but
perhaps not as strongly as might be expected: the correlation coefficient is
-.27, a significant and properly signed but not terribly large correlation.
Emotional reactions may influence evaluations, but evaluations of the mem-
bers of Congress include cognitive assessments concerning policy out-
comes, the manifestations of democratic procedures used in Congress, and
so on. Our findings that media exposure affects emotional reactions but not
evaluations suggests, just as we theorized, that preexisting, stable cognitive
evaluations of Congress are largely unaffected by media use whereas the
provocative and often sensational media coverage of a “scandal-ridden”
Congress arouses strong negative emotions against members of Congress.

Political Knowledge and Media Effects

A sensible next step is to attempt to determine the kind of people who
are especially likely to have their emotional reactions or their cognitive
evaluations affected by media exposure. Following the work of Zaller
(1992) on the important differences between what have sometimes been
called experts and novices, Kimball (1995) hypothesized that responses to
current events will vary substantially depending upon the level of political

®We have assumed in this analysis that the relationship between news cxposure and ncgative
emotions is linear; that is, the more exposed people are to news media, the more negative their emo-
tional reactions toward Congress will be. An alternative way 1o look at the relationship is to assume
that people reach a saturation point beyond which their emotional reactions do not become more
negative. In this case, after a certain level more exposure to the news does not increase negative emo-
tional reactions because people have already seen or heard enough. The same argument can be made
concemning cognitive evaluations, To test this saturation hypothesis, we ran the regression analyses
from Table 2 but replaced our news exposare variable with the natural logarithm of that vaniable, al-
lowing us to test if there is a diminishing effect of news exposure on cognitive evaluations and on
emotional reactions. The results do not provide evidence that the curvilinear model is an improve-
ment over the linear model. With cognitive evaluations as the dependent variable, the logged news
exposure variable has a coefficient of .01, a standard error of .01, and a t-value of .96, and the model
has an R? of .15 and an F of 14.4 (virtually unchanged from the linear specification). With emotional
reactions as the dependent variable, the logged news exposure variable has a coefficient of .04, a
standard error of .02, and a r-value of 2.5, and the model has an R? of .08 and an F of 7.6 (actually a
little worse than the Jinear specification). We therefore present the linear model in our paper.
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knowledge and sophistication possessed by the individual involved. A cog-
nate hypothesis would thus be that media exposure could have differential
effects depending upon the individual’s level of political knowledge and so-
phistication. The anticipated relationship is that media exposure should
matter much more for political novices than for political experts since ex-
perts are more likely than novices to hold opinions that are difficult to
shake, regardless of their media exposure. Experts should therefore be bet-
ter able to dispute messages received from the media (Zaller 1992). While
we included political expertise as a control variable in Table 2, no interac-
tive terms were computed.

Consequently, we repeated the analyscs leading to Table 2 but this time
we included interactive terms: (l1/knowledge)*radio; (1/knowledge)*TV;
and (1/knowledge)*news exposure. The reason for taking the inverse of
knowledge instead of its actual value in computing the interactive term is
that we hypothesize it is novices (1/knowledge) and not experts (knowledge)
who will be most influenced by media. Thus, novices should be accorded
higher values. To save space we will only mention the key findings gener-
ated when interaction terms are included.

As has been the case throughout, when cognitive evaluation is the de-
pendent variable, television use and radio use do not matter, even when they
are allowed to interact with level of political knowledge (see Table 3). Rel-
evant coefficients are minuscule and statistically insignificant.'® The interac-
tion between news exposure and political knowledge, however, is significant
at the .10 level, but it should be noted that the coefficient is incorrectly
signed given our expectations. Surprisingly, the more exposed to news the
politically unknowledgeable are, the more they approve of members of Con-
gress. When negative emotional reactions are the dependent variable, the in-
teraction term for radio and lack of political knowledge is positive though
not significant, but the interaction terms for lack of knowledge and TV and
for lack of knowledge and overall news exposure are both positive, of rea-~
sonable size, and statistically significant. Here then is a preliminary indica-
tion that, as we anticipated, the emotional reactions of political novices are
particularly sensitive to media exposure, whereas political experts are less
likely to exhibit a relationship between their media use and emotional reac-
tions to Congress. Once again, a focus on emotional reactions rather than
cognitive evaluations permits expected patterns to materialize.

10]¢ should be noted, however, that given the high level of multicollinearity created when an
interaction term and the variables used to compute it are in the same equation, the variances are in-
flated and statistical significance may exist even when it appears it does not. While the variances are
inflated when there is multicollinearity, the coefficients themsclves remain unaffected. In other
words, multicollinearity makes significance tests overly conservative in this case.
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Table 3. Political Knowledge and Media Effects: Interaction Terms

Cognitive Evaluations Emotional Reactions

Interaction Terms B se B se

(1/Knowledge) * TV Use .000 033 071* 044

(1/Knowledge) * Radio Use -.012 061 071 .083
(1/Knowledge) *

News Exposure .103* 057 138% 076

Constant A43%x* 037 A96* >+ .050

R2=.15 RZ=.09
F(i6,1078) = 11.94%** F(i6,1109) = 6.55%**

Source: Public Perceptions of Congress survey.

Note: *p < .10; **p < .05; ***p < .01, All of the independent variables in Table 2 plus the interac-
tion terms listed were included in these regression analyses. The results for the vanables listed in
Table 2 changed little if at all, so we are only reporting the interaction results here.

Conclusion

Congress is held in low regard by the public, and media coverage of
Congress is almost invariably negative, but does this mean the negative me-
dia coverage is what has caused Congress to be held in low regard? While
our research does not permit a definitive answer to this important question,
it does afford a start. We find little evidence that, in a multivariate model, the
nature and extent of a person’s exposure to media news has an identifiable
effect on that person’s cognitive evaluations of Congress as a collection of
members. On this score, people relying on electronic media are not appre-
ciably different from people relying on print media, just as people who are
true news-hounds are not appreciably different from people who get little or
no media news.

All this changes when the topic shifts from the public’s cognitive evalu-
ations of Congress to the public’s emotional reactions to Congress. Our re-
sults suggest that media exposure is clearly related to negative emotional re-
actions. A reliance on electronic media for news, especially radio, produces
more in the way of negative emotions toward Congress than a reliance on
print media. And, regardless of source, the more media news a person is ex-
posed to, the more likely that person is to have negative emotional reactions
to Congress. The media, according to our data, cannot be blamed for
Congress’s low evaluations (as noted, these low ratings predate hostile me-
dia coverage anyway), but they can be blamed, at least in part, for the
public’s negative and often visceral emotional reactions to Congress.

Blanket condemnation of the media for the public’s lack of support for
Congress 18 easy—indeed, the media have served as an explanation for just
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about every recent societal problem—but are not appropriate in this case.
Negative cognitive evaluations of Congress seem to have their source some-
where besides the media. This does not mean, however, that the media can
escape all responsibility for the currently hostile public climate in which
Congress finds itself. The media have a singular ability to stir up public
emotions against Congress (and presumably other entities as well) and this
effect seems to be especially evident among the more politically naive seg-
ment of the citizenry. In the case of orientations to Congress at least, the
media play a role in shaping what people feel but not necessarily what they
think. Our theory of media effects on the public mood leads us to expect this
basic pattern will be repeated when scholars investigate media impact in
other areas.

Manuscript submitted 4 December 1996.
Final manuscript received 23 May 1997.
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