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Abstract 

This study investigates the role of news frames and individual predispositions in the politicization 
of European immigration policy in the public sphere. By means of a two-wave experimental set-
up, collected in June and July 2011 among a representative sample in the Netherlands, no direct 
framing effects are found. It is only when individual predispositions about European immigration 
policy are taken into account that significant framing effects become visible. Higher levels of 
incongruence between the tone of the message and individual attitudes causes the negative to 
decrease in issue salience and the positive to increase through (respectively, a decrease and 
increase of) risk perceptions. Incongruence also yields significant change in the direction of the 
message for the initially negative. Among the positive an insignificant change in the direction of 
the message shows. The results indicate how important it is not only to look at direct framing 
effects, but also to take predispositions into account. 
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Frame of Mind: How Predispositions Moderate Framing Effects and Contribute to 

Politicizing EU Immigration Policy 

Several societal processes have led to a common European migration policy: “Migration 

has increasingly been presented as a danger to public order, cultural identity, and domestic and 

labour market stability; […].” (Huysmans, 2000: p.752). The foresight of social disturbance, 

financial and cultural deprivation, deterioration of living conditions in cities gave rise to 

xenophobic parties and movements, and added to the fear and danger of a changing status quo. 

The politicization of the issue of immigration developed into a security and safety issue, as shows 

at the domestic level (e.g., fear of losing national identity or changing welfare standards), the 

international level (e.g., The Third Pillar of Justice and home affairs, Schengen agreements and 

the Dublin Convention)(Huysmans, 2000) and in the media (greater visibility of negative frames 

like the Islam-as-a-threat frame)(e.g., Vliegenthart & Roggeband, 2007). 

Nevertheless, a clear consensus amongst European countries on how to deal with 

immigration appears to be nonexistent. This showed only recently when the European authority 

on migration policies was placed under scrutiny when the Danish People’s Party (DPP) pleated 

for border controls between Schengen countries. Acting against the 1995 Schengen agreement 

Denmark introduced custom-controls on (among other things) illegal immigration later that year 

(BBC, 2011). Another recent event on the Italian Island Lampedusa revealed the undermining of 

EU authority. After president Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali’s resignation, thousands of mostly 

Tunisian immigrants arrived on the Island. The Italian president Berlusconi operated against EU 

regulations by not offering the immigrants a fair trial and handing out temporary Schengen-visa 

to some of them. Thereby allowing them to travel freely to other Schengen countries (nu.nl, 

2011a, nu.nl 2011b). Both events added to the politicization of the European immigration issue. 

Still, Politicization is a quite a vague term with a wide variety of meanings, which mostly 

depends on the direction and aim of the researchers. In general it may refer to a certain level of 

conflict or disagreement about a political issue that needs dealing with (Hooghe & Marks, 2008), 
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the degree to which rules and regulations are openly contested, (Epstein, 2005) or to individual 

awareness and involvement in politics (Goldrich, 1979). My aim is to study the causal link 

between politicization in the media and public domain. Hence, in this research politicization 

refers to public awareness of the issue’s political importance and the level of open debate and/ or 

polarization on the issue.  

   The linkages between the public, political and media domain are not always direct or 

clear (Hayes, 2008). Though politicians aim responsiveness to the public, the opinion of this 

same public is often driven by a group of select elites who use media as an arena to expose their 

opinion. Thereby, politicians’ responses to the media are not a response to the public, but to the 

powerful elites. In order to know who politicians are really responsive to (the public or the elites 

as their opinions are mirrored by the public), I need to find out how susceptible the public is to 

elite opinions (made public through the media) and in what way they respond to it.  

Media are known to be a main source of political information, especially with concern to 

European political matters (European Commission 2004a, 2004b; Mazzoleni and Schulz, 1999). 

Deliberately or not, every decision made or angle chosen to describe an incident in the media can 

encompasses different effects on public opinion (Valkenburg, Semetko & de Vreese, 1999). 

Hence, the way media shape or position the truth can affect the way people think about 

immigration, the importance they assign to it, or in what way they discuss it with others. Media 

literature distinguished various news frames (e.g., Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000; Valkenburg, 

Semetko & de Vreese, 1999; Vliegenthart & Roggeband, 2007); however, conflict (or competition) 

framing will receive specific attention in this article.  

Conflict framing is widely apparent in news on political elites and is easily applicable 

during presidential election campaigns (Patterson, 1993) as it emphasizes disagreement between 

the elites who are portrayed in the message (Neuman, Just, & Crigler, 1992). Semetko and 

Valkenburg (2000) showed how conflict framing in the Netherlands was the second most visible 

news frame (after the attribution of responsibility frame) of the five they investigated.  
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Nevertheless, there has been an almost universal ignorance among scholars of the 

importance of elite competition in today’s media (Hayes, 2008). Though framing effects are 

frequently found in one-sided stories (see for example Chong and Druckman, 2007a), it is much 

more realistic to confront people with multiple sides. That way people encounter several political 

arguments of an issue by different elites, which is more representative to real life. Zaller (1992) 

argued that through competition the public gets divided over the issue and this limits framing 

effects. The theoretical importance seems overwhelming (see for example Sniderman & 

Theriault, 2004), yet there is little empirical evidence of the role of this conflict and the tone of 

the elites in media messages. That is why I aim to answer the following question: Do conflict framing 

and the tone of the elites in the news message play a role in the politicization of the issue of European Union 

migration policy?  

Iyengar (1991) stated that political problems are particularly susceptible to framing 

effects, as politics are complex and constantly varying. In general, framing was found to affect 

issue interpretation, emotional elements, lines of thought and recall (de Vreese, 2004; Price, 

Tewksbury and Powers, 1997; Valkenburg, Semetko & de Vreese, 1999). Framing mobilizes, 

hence; stimulate the inactive into action in order to avert risk (Lau, 2007; Schuck and de Vreese, 

2009; Tversky and Kahneman, 1979). It can have a stronger or weaker effect, depending on issue 

importance (Lecheler, de Vreese and Slothuus, 2009). However, in most of these studies the 

focus has been on framing effects across the board.  

However, it is well known that individual morals and beliefs are on the basis of framing 

effects. Individual predispositions such as values and opinions are known for constraining 

framing effects (Barker, 2005; Chong & Druckman, 2007c, and Shen & Edwards, 2005).  

Especially in an era where media exposure has become more individualized individual differences 

need to be taken into account (McLeod, Kosicki, & McLeod, 2002). In this study individual 

values are used as moderators of framing effects. Even though, this is not the first study to do so 

(see for example Brewer, 2003; Chong & Druckman, 2007b; and Gross, 2000), there is not much 
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knowledge about how incongruence between the message and individual predispositions affects 

one’s attitudes. Hence, it is in desperate need of further exploration. Therefore, I wonder: Can 

predispositions moderate framing effects and thereby enhance politicization of the issue? The innovation in this 

paper is that I control for the moderating individual values and I do so by the use of a 

longitudinal experimental set-up.  

In succinct summary, this research focuses on how conflict framing in newspaper articles 

affects saliency of, and attitudes toward European Union migration policy among the public. 

Additionally, it looks at how individual predispositions tone can moderate these framing effects. 

My aim is to understand how people respond to conflicting elites in the media, how the tone of 

conflict framed messages interacts with personal attitudes, and under which conditions framing 

effects do, or do not take place.  

Theory and Hypotheses 

Conflict and the Public 

Simple unobtrusive alterations in form and wording of survey questions can drastically 

affect opinions. These effects were found among all layers of society, hence framing effects are 

not limited to a certain group of ignorant or naïve (Iyengar, 1991). For example, Iyengar showed 

that people are generally tolerant towards dissent when it is framed as a democratic right, 

however tolerance drops when the questions are directed to dissenting groups (hence, conflict 

now has a face). Whenever a media message is framed in terms of conflict two or more sides to a 

story are discussed. The lack of a single clear direction in a newspaper article should challenge 

readers to think about their own opinion, at least more so than when there is a clear and single 

ready-made position to replicate. The side to which one feels most attracted may differ 

depending on personal preferences background and context, or even the person, party or other 

type of actor that represents the position.  

Meanwhile, people are more likely to ponder over the issue a while longer because of this 

division of positions portrayed on the issue, especially when they do not have a strong 
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predisposition. However, when they do have an opinion about the issue there is this initial 

uncertainty of how to relate the views represented in the newspaper to one’s own attitudes. 

Which means readers will have to invest more time and thought into an issue, making it more 

likely for them to give greater importance to the issue then before. In short, conflict stimulates 

contemplation about your own viewpoint on an issue; thereby you will give the issue more 

emphasis than in a situation where no conflict is present. 

H1a: People who are exposed to a higher level of conflict will judge the issue as being 

more salient. 

If Zaller (1992) was right and if competition reduces framing effects, greater conflict 

should do so to a larger extent, as the positions are wider apart. However, this should also create 

a more polarized audience. If this is so, and if random distribution over the two sides of a story 

takes place, greater levels of conflict in a news story should lead to greater levels of disagreement 

among the public.  Hence, I formulate the following hypotheses: 

H1b: A greater level of conflict in a news story about EU migration reduces framing 

effects, and c) will lead to a more polarized audience. 

Tone and the Public 

 The list of criteria for newsworthiness of an event by media and audience as set in the 

1970s by Galtung and Ruge (1973), though often subject to scrutiny (e.g., Harcup & O’Neill, 

2001), is still commonly mentioned in modern Western societies as a basis to set aside news from 

“less relevant events”. It is a crude predictor of the attention that will be given to an event by the 

media and the audience1. Perhaps, one of the most important criteria in their list is negativity, as 

bad news is considered to be good news. Let me explain: When an event scores high on 

negativity one can almost guarantee a good result on some of the other Galtung and Ruge 

criteria, since bad news is: “[…] generally unexpected […], unambiguous […], it happens quickly […], 

it is consonant […] with general expectations about the state of the world, and hence its threshold 

[…] is lower than that for positive news.” (Hartley, 1982: p 79). Subsequently, bad news is 
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considered to be more important by the media, at least more so than good news and found more 

salient by the audience, hence it is more often put on the public agenda.  

 So, does newsworthiness imply that the issue is considered to be more salient in general 

and thereby add to the politicization of it? And subsequently, if the same event is described in a 

positive way will the audience consider it as less salient than when it is framed in a negative way? 

And thereby, can the tone by which an issue or event is described add to the politicization of it? I 

argue that it could, since discussing EU migration policies in a positive manner is less exciting, 

less unexpected and does not fit the social norms of how political news is discussed as well as 

negativism. Hence the threshold to publish or read it becomes higher. Taking a negative tone 

could add to the newsworthiness of the issue and therefore to the salience that people assign to 

it. 

H2: A negative tone in a news message will positively moderate the positive effect of 

conflict framing on issue salience. 

Personal Values as Moderators  
 

Up to now the focus of this paper has been on what framing can do to the public as a 

whole. In accordance to Coleman (1986) who argued in his article on micro foundations and 

macro-social behavior that in order to fully comprehend the bigger picture we need to explore 

the mechanisms at the lower level, the focus will now shift to individual attitudinal transitions as 

a consequence of news frames and tone. Further exploration is necessary on how the public form 

their opinion about an issue and how this can or cannot lead to greater emphasis on, change in 

attitude and consequently more or less polarization of the issue in the public sphere. The next 

section comprises issue salience; where after attitudinal divergence on the issue will be discussed.  

Issue salience and risk perception. In 1979 Kahneman and Tversky demonstrated 

how effects of framed messages relate to people’s risk averting. When a problem is framed in 

potential gains, people are more likely to avert from risk; however, they tend to seek risk when a 

problem is framed in potential losses. One of the scholars’ most infamous examples is that of the 
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“Asian disease” where people were asked whether to apply a (risky) treatment or not. Both 

treatment groups were told the exact same information but in different words. Some were told 

the treatment would lead to a certain number of survivors (positive framing), while others were 

told the same outcome in terms of deaths (negative framing). The researchers found the majority 

of the people who were exposed to the positive frame more inclined not to implement treatment 

(risk-avert), whilst people exposed to the negative frame were more likely to implement treatment 

(risk-seeking). 

In the Kahneman and Tversky study the focus of attention was on human lives, deceases 

and eventually deaths or survivors. One could argue that by putting the same facts in a risk-less 

and a risky frame, they are bound to create anxiety and emotional response when it concerns 

human lives. However, risk-less and risky frames proved right in various occasions and situations, 

related and unrelated to life and death situations (e.g., Dunlop, Wakefield & Kashima, 2008; 

Morton & Duck 2001; Schuck & de Vreese, 2009). Schuck and de Vreese (2009), for example, 

found that perceived risk mobilizes people to vote during EU elections. They found that with the 

potential implementation of a new policy the change in status quo is perceived as a risky. In order 

to avert this risk people have to come into action and vote against it. With this research they 

confirmed Marcus, Neuman and MacKuen (2000) and Martin’s (2004) findings that people more 

easily get mobilized to avoid risk rather than to achieve possible gains. 

Adding to existing research, I am particularly interested in if and how, through a 

mechanism of risk perception, a news frame can put an issue on the public agenda. The influence 

of tone of the message and any incongruence between the respondent’s attitude and this tone 

could induce risk. In this case the direction of the respondent’s predisposition is important. 

Greater risk is induced when the message is negative relative to your own opinion, as things are 

worse than you expected. Greater risk induces higher levels of salience. So, when media portray 

an image that is more positive to one’s attitude this will result in a lower risk perception (things 

are better than expected) and therefore decrease issue salience. Among those who read a message 
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that is more or less in line with their predispositions there will not be a shift in salience prescribed 

to the issue, as their risk perception is not affected.     

H3a: Incongruence between one’s attitudes and the tone of the newspaper will enhance 

salience among those initially positive b) and reduce salience among those initially 

negative about European immigration policies. 

Attitudes and cognitive dissonance. There are two potential things that could happen 

after someone has read an article about the topic European migration. Either they change their 

opinion or they do not. As simple as this may seem, trying to understand who does what and 

under which circumstances is much harder to capture. Also, if they do change their opinion, 

what’s the direction they change it to? Nevertheless, the aim of this paper is to understand exactly 

that. First, because I have measured respondents’ attitudes and the strength of those attitudes, 

much information is already known about the respondents before they were exposed to any sort 

of manipulation. This is valuable information as it is the key to understanding whom, how and 

why people change their opinion after manipulation has taken place. 

 We know from marketing communication theories that negative attitudes, under certain 

circumstances, can provoke even more negative attitudes towards products and brands. When 

people are repeatedly confronted with a product or brand of which they already have a negative 

attitude, this repetitive confrontation may cause agitation, which produces even more negative 

attitudes towards the product (Pechmann & Stewart, 1988). On the base of these effects lays the 

cognitive dissonance theory. The bottom-line of Pechmann and Stewart’s findings is that people 

do not like to be confronted, especially not repeatedly, with something they disagree with. The 

clash between one’s own cognition and the portrayed image causes feelings of irritation and 

aggravation, which causes people to feel even more negative than before. Especially when these 

predispositions are very strong (Chong & Pechman, 2007c). 

Cognitive dissonance, according to Festinger (1957), is a condition in which a person 

holds two opposing cognitions. The inconsistency between these cognitions causes pressure, 
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which acts as a motivator to remove the dissonance. This can be done in various ways, people 

can simply remove one of the two cognitions by ignoring or avoiding the opposing message, or 

by waving it away by saying it is just not truthful, right or as unimportant. A second option to 

decrease cognitive dissonance is to change one’s own cognition by resigning towards the 

direction of the message. If, in accordance to Pechmann and Stewart (1988), cognitive dissonance 

creates aggravation, the reading of an opposing argument in a newspaper article should make 

negative opinionated people less negative, and positively opinionated people less positive.  

H4a: Incongruence between one’s attitudes and the tone of the message will pull existing 

attitudes towards the direction of the message. 

However, seeing how attitudinal strength could moderate the incongruence effect, it 

needs to be taken into consideration. Not all attitudes are of the same quality (Krosnick & Smith, 

1994); this quality tells us something about the level of attitudinal adaptability. Hence, people 

with very strong attitudes are less likely to switch sides than people who feel less strongly about 

something. Consequently, cognitive dissonance may result in different effects, depending on the 

strength of the predisposition. Incongruence can make people with weaker attitudes not feel 

exasperated but rather insecure about whether their initial attitude was right, which is another 

element of cognitive dissonance. Insecurity is an unpleasant feeling; hence, it creates an urge to 

solve the dissonance between one’s attitude and the message. Given the lack of strength of your 

predisposition, the easiest way to relieve yourself of this feeling is to adapt to the message. 

However, people with strong attitudes are less flexible and less likely to change position. They 

should be more likely to see the message in the media as wrong or misleading and will either 

retain or even strengthen their attitude as a counter reaction to the tone in the message. 

H4b: The weaker one’s attitudes the more likely it is that incongruence between one’s 

attitudes and the tone of the stimulus material will cause you to change your opinion. 

Method & Design 

Sample 



Running Head: FRAME OF MIND 

 

11 

 

The data were collected by TNS-Nipo, who set out the online survey among a 

representative sample of the Dutch population drawn from their online-web panel. The first 

wave was collected between the 17th and the 23rd of June, the second from the 11th to the 19th of 

July 2011. 700 Respondents were invited to participate in a two-wave survey of which the 

response rate was 91% (n=637) at t1. The non-response at t2 was 116, resulting in a total response 

rate of 74.4% (n=521) with a gender division of 51% men and 49% women between the age of 

18 and 91. Financial incentives were given to avoid non-compliance at wave 2.  

Stimulus Material 

The stimulus was given in the form of a newspaper articles on the issue of European 

Union migration (see appendix a for stimulus material). There were two different types of 

conflict and three different types of tones to the four articles that were shown to the 

respondents. Each article started with the exact same introduction, summing up simple facts on 

the current situation of how the EU is dealing with immigration. Then I created two people who 

gave their opinion on this situation and the EU. Both were highly educated people in the field of 

European politics and no claim was made about their age, gender or background. Again, the final 

paragraph of the newspaper article was the same in every condition. To increase ecological 

validity, the material looked as though they were cut out and scanned articles from a real 

newspaper (see appendix a). 

Conflict framing and tone were combined in the stimulus material, resulting in an article 

with: condition A) High conflict which reflects in the attitudes of the actors in the message: One 

taking a very negative position towards the topic and another taking a very positive position 

(n=97); condition B) low conflict, again with a positive and negative position of the actors in the 

newspaper message, but this time the taken positions were slightly more mild (n=105); condition 

C) low conflict which shows in a mildly negative against a very negative position of the actors 

(n=109); and condition D) low conflict with one actor being mildly positive and another being 

very positive (n=101). (See a schematic overview of the conditions in appendix a, Figure 1). 
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Design 

The mixed-factorial design used for this paper is not a clean 2x3 design, since the two 

factors (conflict and tone) could not be combined in each article, (it is impossible to create a high 

level of conflict whilst the general tone of both actors needs to be positive) tone could only vary 

in low-conflict articles. The frame/tone combination differs per condition and this is the 

between-subject factor. The level of congruence between one’s predisposition and the tone of 

the message differs per person and is therefore the within-subject factor.    

Procedure 

During the first observation the respondents were asked (with no prior manipulation) to 

fill out a small online questionnaire about their opinion on the main topic (EU migration policy) 

and other political related topics. Two and a half weeks later, at t2 the participants were randomly 

assigned to a treatment. Directly after they were requested to fill out a second questionnaire, 

which contained a condensed version of the first questionnaire with additional stimulus-check 

and control questions. The control group received a shorter version of the questionnaire, without 

the questions that were related to the stimulus material. All groups were compatible with regard 

to background characteristics. 

Manipulation Check 

One argument against the approach I have taken is that conflict in itself can be perceived 

as negative and therefore the tone of the issue is irrelevant. Therefore, after being exposed to the 

material people were asked to indicate on an eleven-point scale whether they thought the tone of 

the article was rather negative (1), balanced (6), positive (11) or completely neutral (coded 

separately)2.  

Results show significant differences between the four stimulus groups (F=29.32, p < 

.001). Respondent of condition A (M=5.94, SD=1.51) and B (M=6.16, SD=1.12) should and do 

hover around the mid-category, as both negative and positive positions show in these conditions. 

Condition C shows significantly more negative results (M=5.53, SD=1.32) and condition D 
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(M=6.88, SD=1.51) more positive. So far the tone of the message seems to be picked up as 

expected. Secondly, the respondents were asked whether they experienced any disagreement 

within the article (conflict) and if they could indicate on a ten-point scale whether they thought 

this disagreement on the topic between the two people in the article was little (1) or large (10).  

The differences between the four groups are significant (F=47.64, p <0.01). In line with 

my expectations, those who read scenario A noticed the most conflict (66%). The participants in 

this condition indicated that the conflict was fairly strong (M=7.22, SD=1.46). In condition B 

38.1% of the participant noticed disagreement, the average level of conflict was significantly 

lower than in condition A (M=5.86, SD=1.31). A somewhat larger portion of the participants of 

condition C indicated they noticed conflict (56%), the average was again somewhat higher than in 

condition B (M=6.13, SD=1.20). In the final condition (D) only 28.7% indicated disagreement, 

with the lowest average of all (M=5.00, SD=1.55).  

These results imply that there is a link between the tone of the message and the level of 

disagreement between the actors in the material. Though the experiment was set up to have 

similar levels of conflict in condition B, C and D and a higher level in condition A, significant 

differences show also between the first three. Conflict is noticed less often and is perceived as 

less strong whenever the tone of the actors is more positive. This could lead to smaller results in 

conditions B and especially D. Luckily there is still a large difference between conditions A and 

the other three. It is however wise to give more weight to the differences between condition A 

against B/C, as a larger portion of the participants noticed the conflict in these conditions. 

Measures 

Dependent variables. This study has two main dependent variables, one single item and 

one latent variable. The salience of our main issue (EU immigration) was answered on a ten-point 

scale (1 “no attention at all”, 10 “a lot of attention): “How much attention should the European 

Union give to the following policy issues?” Each person got a different set of policy issues, but all 

got the issue “immigration”. The second dependent variable was created out of two questions 
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about EU’s current performance with regard to immigration, (“The European Union has not 

taken enough measures to handle immigration towards Europe”, and “The European Union is 

adequately dealing with the immigration issue”). The questions were asked on a ten-point scale 

ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 10 (totally agree). The confirmatory factor analysis showed a 

clear dimension (eigenvalue >1) and factor loadings above .75 during both times of measuring. 

Both variables were recoded into the same (positive) direction and a mean value was calculated of 

the two items that loaded on the same scale, now measuring EU’s current performance. 

My interest is however not only in predicting attitudes, the flexibility of these attitudes is 

of grave importance as well. Hence the latter variable—measured at the two time points—was 

recoded into two change variables, the first being change to either the positive or negative 

(ranging from -9 “maximum change to the negative” to 9 “maximum change to the positive”). 

The second change variable ranges from 0 to 9 and is and indicator for the level change in either 

directions. Both variables are used in the last part of the results chapter. 

Grouping variable. Two more grouping variables were created next to the four 

conditions the participants were already divided into. Inconsistency between the message and 

individual predispositions plays a huge role in this paper; therefore, I created an incongruence 

measure for each individual, leading from 0 (total congruence) to 8 (total incongruence). This 

continuous variable was based on the distance between the tone of the article (negative, balanced 

and positive) and one’s own predisposition about EU’s performance on immigration (ranging 

from 1 “very negative” to 10 “very positive”). As this scale did not have a mid-point, I had to 

group together the people who scored a 5 or 6 to create a balanced category. Every step of 

attitude away from complete congruence (0) was added to the new incongruence measure (adding 

up to 8). This means that those who got a negative article and were completely negative scored a 

0 on the incongruence scale, those who were balanced a 4 and those were absolutely positive an 

8, the opposite held for the positive article. Those who read the balanced article and were 

completely negative scored a 4, as did those who were completely positive. So, the distance from 
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the article to your attitude determined your position of the scale. This variable was used on 

various occasions throughout the analysis. 

Mediating and moderating variables. To figure out the underlying mechanisms of 

how incongruence effects come into play, two potential mediating variables were included in the 

analyses. The first is risk perception, measured by asking the respondents to indicate on a ten-

point scale “To what extent do you think that the policies that were mentioned in the newspaper 

article will have negative consequences for Europe?” with 1 meaning “No negative consequences 

at all” and 10 “Very negative consequences”.  

The second mediator is cognitive dissonance, which is a latent-construct generated out of 

three variables that are connected to three different elements of cognitive dissonance: 

Uncertainty about the decision, annoyed with the incongruence, and doubting about the truth. 

The respondents were asked to indicate on a ten-point scale whether they thought their attitudes 

about the EU were in line with the image presented in the newspapers and how this made them 

feel. They were asked if they could indicate on a ten-point scale to what extent they agreed with 

the following statements “I wondered if I had made the right decision” (decision), “I find it 

annoying that my attitude was (not) consistent with the newspaper article” (annoyance) and 

“After having read the article, I wondered if this portrayed the truth” (truth). The answer 

categories ranged from 1 “this statement does not apply to me at all” to 10 “this statement 

completely applies to me”. The factor loadings of these items all showed to be above .83.  

As an addition to the mediating variables there are two moderators, which are the 

direction of the predisposition and attitudinal strength. For analytical purposes the respondents 

were divided into three categories, namely positive (attitudes ranging from 6.1 through 10; 4.6% 

of the sample), negative (attitudes ranging from 1 through 4.9; 34.7% of the sample) and 

balanced (attitudes between 5 and 6; 35.5% of the sample). Attitudinal strength was measured 

(again on a ten-point scale) by asking the respondents after every attitudinal question at t1 how 

strongly they felt about it. The higher they scored the stronger they felt about it. Hence, I 
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calculated the average strength for each of the dependent variable “performance of the EU”. 

Alike the direction of attitudes people, attitude strength was also divided into three: Weak (1 

through 4.9; 10.9% of the sample), average (5 and 6; 46.6% of the sample) and strong (6.1 

through 10; 17.3% of the sample). 

Results 

 In this part the results are shown of how conflict framing and the tone of media messages 

affect the politicization of the EU immigration issue. Following the same line as in the theory 

section, I will first give attention to direct framing effects and how these influence attitudes and 

potentially the increase or decrease of issue salience among the public. Second, the role of 

predispositions comes into play, when I look at the conditions under which people are the most 

or least likely to change their attitudes and increase or decrease in issue salience.  

Conflict and the Public 

The first test is based on direct framing effects on the public as a whole. To test whether 

people who are exposed to a higher level of conflict will judge the issue as being more salient 

(H1a), and whether a greater level of conflict reduces framing effects, but will lead to a more 

polarized audience (H1b). Though the absolute difference (see Table 1) in issue salience between 

condition A and the other conditions is larger and in the expected direction, the effect is marginal 

and insignificant (F= 0.43, p= .65); hence, it these results do not support the very first 

hypotheses. Significant differences in the mean scores are found between all groups in EU 

performance, however this seems to be unrelated to the level of conflict in the message. There is 

no decrease in the framing effect on EU performance when conflict framing becomes more 

extreme (F= 1.62, p= .20). Also against expectation, there is barely any change in the standard 

deviation of attitudes between t1 and t2, which should show the amount of polarization among 

the respondents. The minor change that is visible shows within each condition. This means 

Hypothesis 1c is also refuted. 
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In the second hypothesis I expected there to be a main effect of conflict on issue salience, 

which would be positively moderated by the tone in the message. However, no main effect was 

found and looking at the effects of the different tones, the differences between t1 and t2 for each 

condition is tiny, not in the expected direction and highly insignificant (F= 0.32, p= .81) 

Table 1  Salience and attitudes of European Union migration policy by type of frame and tone 

  Salience (n=425) EU’s performance (n=376) 
  M µ2- µ1 SD Ma, x µ2- µ1 SD 
Control t1 7.00 

0.11 
0.203 4.47 

-0.13 
0.180 

t2 7.11 0.197 4.34 0.182 
A: Large conflict t1 6.88 

0.23 
0.224 4.36 

0.30 
0.191 

t2 7.11 0.217 4.66 0.193 
B: little conflict, balanced tone t1 7.36 

-0.20 
0.211 4.18 

0.49 
0.182 

t2 7.16 0.204 4.67 0.184 
C: little conflict, negative tone t1 7.03 

0.05 
0.207 4.54 

-0.20 
0.177 

t2 7.08 0.201 4.34 0.179 
D: little conflict, positive tone t1 7.19 

0.06 
0.217 4.66 

-0.48 
0.192 

t2 7.25 0.211 5.14 0.194 
Note. a The differences in the means between t1 and t2 are significant over the conditions at least at p < .01 (one-

tailed). b The differences in the means between t1 and t2 are significant over the conditions at least at p < .10 (one-

tailed). x The differences in the means between t1 and t2 are significant between conditions A against B, C and D at 

least at p < .10 (one-tailed). 

Issue Salience and Risk Perception 

As Zaller (1992) said, conflict reduces framing effects and maybe this is what we are 

witnessing in this analysis with the complete absence of framing effects as all conditions had a 

certain level of framing in them. However, I expect more effects will appear when individual 

predispositions on the issue are taken into account. I predicted that incongruence between one’s 

attitudes and the tone of the newspaper would enhance issue salience among those initially 

positive, and reduce salience among those initially negative about European immigration policies 

(hypothesis 3a and 3b). These hypotheses were tested with the use of structural equation 

modeling, which enables me to clearly see the different mediating and moderating effects. 

The total n of this model is 275, and in order to test the different effects for the people 

who were positive, balanced and negative I calculated separate models for each group, with an n 

of 16 in the positive category, 126 in the balanced and 133 in the negative. The CFI of the entire 
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model without the moderating effect of attitudinal direction taken into account was 1 with an 

RMSEA of .067, which is a reasonable model fit. No visible direct effect of incongruence showed 

on issue salience (β=0.02, p(one-tailed)=.40), there was however an indirect significant effect through 

risk, which could explain the absence of the direct effect. Apparently incongruence between 

message and attitude decreases risk perceptions (β=-0.10, p(one-tailed)=.05), while risk significantly 

increases issue salience (β=0.12, p(one-tailed)=.02).  

As our data mainly consists of people who are either balanced or negative about the way 

the EU is handling the immigration issue, this could explain these findings. To be completely 

sure, I tested the moderating effect of tone in the model. The CFI of this model was 1 and the 

RMSEA 0.049, which indicates a very good model fit. The results provide the expected 

information: Two out of the groups (with the exception of the people who are balanced (β=0.12, 

p(one-tailed)=.09)) show a significant direct effect of incongruence on issue salience. Among the 

positive it shows a significant positive effect of incongruence on perceived risk (β=0.36, p(one-

tailed)=.06), which is significantly negative for the balanced (β=-0.15, p(one-tailed)=.04) and the negative 

(β=-0.12, p(one-tailed)=.08). These effects showed to differ significantly between the three groups at 

p=.07. The estimates of risk on issue salience was insignificant for the positive (β=-.21, p(one-

tailed)=.21), and significantly positive for the balanced (β=0.12, p(one-tailed)=.095), and negative (β=0.11, 

p(one-tailed)=.095).  

These results comply with hypothesis 3b and 3c, since for those who are positive 

incongruence leads to higher risk perceptions. Even though this does not translate into higher 

issue salience among the positive (possibly due to the small n), we did see a positive effect of risk 

perception among the entire group. It is therefore more likely that in general a higher risk 

perception does lead to higher salience4. 

Attitudes and Cognitive Dissonance 

Considering the effects cognitive dissonance can have, I hypothesized that incongruence 

between one’s attitudes and the tone of the message would pull existing attitudes towards the 
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direction of the message (H4a). Meaning it will cause positive to become more negative and 

negative to become more positive and balanced to become either negative or positive, depending 

on the direction of the message they got. This was first tested with a repeated measures model by 

comparing the difference of incongruence between the article and all predispositions at t1 and t2 

among the three types of predispositions. Confirming results of our hypothesis show a decrease 

in the average incongruence among the negative (M=2.89, SD=.17 to M=2.41, SD=.16) and 

positive (M=2.90, SD=.45 to M=2.84, SD=.43); however, also a minor increase among the 

balanced (M=2.19, SD=.17 to M=2.30, SD=.16). The results showed significant over categories 

and time (F=5.65, p<.01). 

However, this method does not show the mediating role of cognitive dissonance, and the 

results are fairly difficult to interpret. This is why the model is also tested with the use of 

structural equation modeling (see Figure 1). Separate models for each group, with an n of 19 in 

the positive category, 135 in the balanced and 143 in the negative. The dependent variable was 

calculated by subtracting the attitudinal scores (EU’s performance) at t1 from that of t2. The CFI 

of this model is above .95 and the RMSEA is .037, which indicates a good model fit. A significant 

direct effect of incongruence levels on attitudinal change was seen only among people in the 

negative category, which indicated a significant change towards a more positive attitude with the 

rise of incongruence (β=0.24). Among the positive and balanced there was an insignificant and 

minor change towards the negative side (β=-0.07 and β=-0.07). Though there is a minor direct 

effect, no mediating effect of cognitive dissonance showed and no significant effects of 

incongruence on cognitive dissonance were visible for any of the categories. However, a 

significant negative effect of cognitive dissonance was visible for those who were initially positive 

and those who were negative. Which indicates that independent of the direction of one’s 

predisposition, higher levels of cognitive dissonance lead to significantly more negative attitudes 

towards the European Union.  
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Figure 1 Path model: moderated mediation of predisposition, cognitive dissonance and incongruence on 

attitudinal change (EU performance) 

 

Though H4a is partly confirmed, since higher levels of incongruence do lead to 

adaptation in the direction of the message (although not always significantly so) mainly for 

people with negative predispositions, it is not because people feel higher levels of cognitive 

dissonance. And if people do feel higher rates of cognitive dissonance, this does not lead to 

adaptation, but to relatively more negative attitudes.  

Last, I hypothesized that the attitudinal strength of the respondents would explain why 

incongruence would lead to attitudinal strength from some but not for others. I expected that 

weaker attitudes would lead to bigger attitudinal changes. Hence, I created an absolute change 

variable (the higher you score the bigger the change either positive or negative) out of the 

directional one, which was used to test the previous hypothesis with. The exact same respondents 

who were included in the previous analysis are included in this one; again structural equation 

modeling was performed. The model fit was good with CFI above .95 and an RMSEA of .049. 

The results show some unexpected effects in Figure 2. Incongruence leads to more change 

among people with strong attitudes than among the one’s with average attitudes. 
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Figure 2 Path model: moderated mediation of attitude strength, cognitive dissonance and incongruence on 

attitudinal change (EU performance) 

 

Again we can see that incongruence does not lead to bigger cognitive dissonance for any 

of the groups and that a higher level of cognitive dissonance leads to significantly less attitude 

change only among those who have an averagely strong opinion. Consequently, the final 

hypothesis cannot be confirmed. 

Conclusion & Discussion 

Conclusion 

 The aim of this article was to figure out about how and under what conditions people are 

more or less susceptible to framing effects, and by doing this to find out more about the 

politicization of an important European issue: immigration. Since the Dutch are already quite 

skeptic about the EU (Harmsen, 2004), and as positive attitudes are crucial to the success of a 

new institution like the EU (Cichowski, 2000) negativism among the public can essentially induce 

unwanted stagnation of EU development. Hence, it is important to find out how the media play 

a role in creating and/ or maintaining this public attitude. For this I have looked at the role of 

conflict framing and the tone of news messages about European immigration policy. Conflict 
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framing as a common used frame of political issues in the news, and (in accordance to Hayes, 

2008) to make the situation more realistic as people are usually exposed to different sides of a 

story. The presence of tones enabled me to look at the level of incongruence between people’s 

predisposition and how this affected their judgment.  

 So, do conflict framing and the tone of the message in the news play a role in the 

politicization of the issue of European Union migration policy? No, it does not. At least not 

directly. Though the participants were able to set aside great disagreement from less fairly well, 

greater conflict did not lead to significantly different attitudes, greater diversity in attitudes, nor a 

shift in salience. Consistently, tone did not show any significant direct effects. However, 

indirectly tone did show an effect when interacting with predispositions. And, can 

predispositions moderate framing effects and thereby enhance politicization of the issue? Yes 

they can! First, I found how risk perception acted as a suppressor of incongruence on issue 

salience for those with negative predispositions. Though the effects of higher risk perceptions 

were not significant among the positive (probably due to the low power of this group) there is 

some ground to say that negative framing decreases issue salience when the initial attitude on the 

topic is positive. Second, I found how greater incongruence led to greater adaption towards the 

message—again especially among the negative— and how this had nothing to do with cognitive 

dissonance.  

In summary, knowing that more people were negative about the way the EU handled 

European immigration than positive, if you want to put the issue on the public agenda the worst 

thing you can do is to spread the news in a positive manner. This will only make the negative 

think of the issue as less salient. However, if you spread negative news among the positive it is 

likely that the average salience level will increase. So, in case one aims to increase salience, putting 

it in a negative tone will show the best results. However, should you aim to create more 

polarization then spread a variety of different tones among the people who are balanced. They 

are most likely to change towards the direction of the tone and so the bigger the variety in the 
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news the greater the variety of attitudes among the public. However, one should not spread 

positive news among the negative or negative news among the positive. They will adapt in 

accordance to the message and end up more balanced than before. As polarization and salience 

both add to the politicization of an issue among the public, it is difficult to say what type of 

frame would enhance it the most. One thing I do know is that it will have the biggest effect 

among the strongest minded.  

Discussion 

 The final sentence in the conclusion sounds like a joke and though I wish that it was, it is 

not. Though on average people with weak attitudes changed their opinion the most, (followed by 

the people with strong and people with average attitudes) the incongruence-on-change effect was 

the biggest among the strongest minded. I did not anticipate on finding this effect; however, it 

could be due to the bigger shock effect. When you are so certain that what you think is right an 

opposite message will hit you harder than it will others, which causes you to change more than 

others. 

 Which brings me to the second unexpected finding and that is the lack of a mediating 

effect of cognitive dissonance. Apparently incongruence does not lead to higher levels of 

cognitive dissonance. But that might be because people are not always aware of the fact that 

there is incongruence between their attitudes and the message. Which shows in a rather weak 

correlation between people’s own indication of experienced incongruence and real incongruence 

(Pearson R =.13, p=.03). The former also shows bigger correlation with cognitive dissonance  

(Pearson R =.24, p<.001) than the latter (Pearson R =-.01, p=.83). I would not say that the 

perceived incongruence would be a good indicator to use instead of real incongruence in future 

research, because apparently unconsciously real incongruence most certainly effects you. I would 

say that cognitive dissonance is simply not why people change their attitudes and an alternative 

mechanism must be at play. We know for now that incongruence can change attitudes, since I 
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was not able to uncover the underlying mechanism of how this takes place it gives ground to 

subsequent research. 

 The experimental set-up that was used in this paper, as it is not very straightforward 

approach, needs some reflection. The two-wave approach creates problems that every panel 

study has and that is that people get used to the questions they were asked before and therefore 

change their opinion on it. Especially with political topics people are likely to feel embarrassed if 

they do not know anything about it or have no clear opinion about it. Knowing that they will be 

questioned about it again could make it more likely for them to either look up information or 

make up an opinion so they do not have to tick the “don’t know” box again. However, since 

these were no face-to-face interviews but online questionnaires the feeling of anonymity is much 

higher and therefore people are less likely to feel ashamed. Which reflects in the results of the 

control group in Table 1. They showed only a marginal insignificant change between t1 and t2 in 

both issue salience and attitude.  

 A final warning is in order. This research shows only short term framing effects and we 

cannot day anything about what happens in the long run. We live in a mediatized society and 

people are exposed to messages every day. It is hard to say if any long-term effects exist of these 

framing effects, as I did not test for it. Even if I did send out a third questionnaire, there are too 

many things that can influence the results that I could not control for. This does not mean that 

the results should not be taken seriously; it only means that I cannot say anything about the 

duration of the effects that were found in this study. 

Conclusively, even though it is well known that individual morals and beliefs form the 

basis of framing effects, not many scholars made the effort to control for this before. This study 

exemplifies the importance of individual values in framing research. The fact that no framing 

effects were not found directly but only when digging deeper and controlling for individual 

inclinations, is enough evidence to show that ignorance is no longer an option. People take with 

their predispositions when reading their newspapers. It is likely they also do so when listening to 
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the radio, watching television or while visiting a news website. These predispositions interact with 

thereby moderate framing effects. 

Notes 

1 For a full description of the twelve news criteria please consult the article by Galtung and 

Ruge (1973). 

2 Even though ‘neutral’ was not one of the options for one of the manipulations the 

respondents were given, I wanted to hand them this option in order to be able to distinguish 

between balanced and neutral. If I had not given them this option since there was no “don’t 

know” option, these people (13.8 %) would have probably ended up somewhere in the mid-

region. Forcing them to give a response they would not have felt comfortable about and would 

adding noise to the data.  

3 Everyone was asked the same questions, which causes some difficulties for the second 

question, as the content of this question differs depending on the experience of people. And the 

experience of people did not always mirror reality. The problems this may cause are discussed 

more thoroughly in the discussion. 

4 No apparent differences appeared between the balanced and negative, their results were 

very similar and both showed what I hypothesized for the negative category. Incongruence 

reduces feelings of risk for everyone who did not have positive predispositions. However, it is 

harder to interpret the results for the balanced category, as the level of incongruence for them 

could be due to either a negative or a positive message. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A - Stimulus material  

Figure 1: The different positions and levels of conflict in the four scenarios 
 
 

Positive            Negative 
 
 
 

P1        P2    P3      P4 
 

                   Scenario A 
 

                    Scenario B 
 

Scenario D                  Scenario C 
 
 

 
Scenario A and B (manipulated areas are marked): 
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Scenario C and D (manipulated areas are marked): 

 
 

 


