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Expanding the Methodological Toolbox: Factorial Surveys in
Journalism Research
Lukas P. Otto a and Isabella Gloggerb

aAmsterdam School of Communication Research (ASCoR), University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The
Netherlands; bSchool of Journalism and Mass Communication, TU Dortmund University Dortmund, Germany

ABSTRACT
Experimental designs to examine attitudes and behavior are crucial
to make causal inferences. However, studies that assess attitudes
and behavior of journalists are still dominated by correlational
designs, such as used in surveys with journalists. Elaborating on
historical and practical reasons for that, we argue in this paper
why journalism scholars may benefit from including a certain
experimental approach to their toolbox: the factorial survey
experiment. Using data from a factorial survey with German
newspaper journalists, we illustrate the application of factorial
surveys from their conceptualization to the data analysis.
Suggestions for further fields of application are made.
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Ever since journalism became an empirical discipline within communication research,
scholars are interested in how journalists work: how they decide which news to select,
how to frame certain events, or which stories to publish (Hanitzsch and Wahl-Jorgensen
2009). Journalistic decision-making, thinking, and behavior are the focus of journalism
research; consequentially, some of the most important theories in the field describe jour-
nalistic thinking and behavior, be it agenda-setting, framing, or gatekeeping (see for an
overview, Wahl-Jorgensen and Hanitzsch 2009). Despite the importance of the investi-
gation of journalistic perceptions, decision making, and behavior, journalism scholars scar-
cely make use of a methodological design that is especially suited to describe and predict
these kinds of processes, to draw causal inferences and, in turn, to test theories – exper-
imental designs. Among these experimental designs, the factorial survey experiment is
particularly unknown, not only in journalism studies, but in communication research in
general (Reineck et al. 2017).

Factorial survey experiments or factorial surveys (FS) are widely applied in other social
sciences such as sociology (Wallander 2009). They are particularly suitable to test models,
theories, and hypotheses in journalism studies since they: allow for testing multidimen-
sional situational influences, come with high power, and can include higher-level variables
on the person, organization, or even country level. They combine the advantages of exper-
iments, which have been rather rarely applied so far to study journalistic behavior, with the
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widely used survey method in this field (Hanitzsch and Wahl-Jorgensen 2009; Steiner and
Atzmüller 2006). FS, in contrast to the “traditional” survey experiment, can investigate
complex situations and, at the same time, carry the strength of causal inferences
(Auspurg and Hinz 2015a). Given these advantages, this paper is concerned with the appli-
cation of FS in journalism research, to be precise with studying attitudes and behavioral
intentions of journalists. We argue – based on a review of literature on FS in communi-
cation science and an empirical example of an FS with newspaper journalists – why jour-
nalism scholars should add FS to their methodological portfolio.

To draw this conclusion, we will briefly discuss historical but also practical reasons why
journalism scholars might so far have refrained from using experimental designs when
studying journalistic attitudes and behavior. After which, we show that some of these chal-
lenges journalism studies face can be solved by using factorial survey experiments. Finally,
we introduce this design and illustrate its application in a study on hard and soft news per-
ception of print journalists in Germany.

The Method Repertoire in Journalism Studies

When describing the field of journalism studies, many research questions, models, and
theories focus on journalistic decision making, such as, news values, agenda setting,
and the question of how researchers can explain and predict journalistic working pro-
cesses. To explain and predict these processes, scholars make use of the whole (social
science) method repertoire. Scholars use content analyses, for example, to infer from
the journalistic product to journalistic selection processes (e.g., news values (Harcup and
O’Neill 2001)). Qualitative interviews with journalists are especially suitable to gain in-
depth knowledge about the work in the newsroom since these very complex situations
are hardly measurable in surveys (Dupagne and Garrison 2006) and the amount and
quality of data accompanying digital journalism make it possible and necessary to
apply big data and automated methods to the field (Boumans and Trilling 2016).1

However, the usage of research methods and designs in a discipline is not always a
deliberate and logical decision, but rather reflects historical developments and self-con-
ceptions of a field. The sociological turn in the 1970s and 1980s has brought about an
extensive repertoire of qualitative approaches, reflecting critical standpoints and theories
in journalism (Hanitzsch and Wahl-Jorgensen 2009). The global comparative turn in the
1990s and technical developments of the decades after made it easier to establish com-
parative large scale surveys and comparing journalistic norms and cultures across
countries (Hanusch and Hanitzsch 2017).

Yet, when investigating and describing the methods used in journalism research, it
becomes obvious that designs other than experimental designs are dominant. For
example, when searching the abstracts in the database “Communication and Mass
Media Complete”, and entering “journalism” in combination with “content analysis”
there are four times more hits than for “journalism” and “experiment”; nine times more
hits for “journalism” and “survey” as well as for “journalism” and “interview”. 2 Of course,
this can only be a subtle hint for an unequal distribution of methods in journalism
studies. Yet when comparing the same methods to the neighboring discipline of political
communication, the method distribution is less skewed towards non-experimental
designs.3
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This trend and composition of methods in the field are confirmed by systematic reviews
and content analyses of published journalism research in the last decades. Covering the
period from 2000 to 2007, Cushion (2008) was not able to find any experimental
approaches in the journals “Journalism Studies” and “Journalism: Theory, Practice and Cri-
ticism”. A recent content analysis of published research in the realm of journalism studies,
covering a period from 2000 to 2015 and a variety of communication journals, showed that
only around 2% of articles used experiments (Hanusch and Vos 2019). In contrast, covering
the whole field of mass communication in the 1980s and 1990s, Kamhawi and Weaver
(2003) state that 13% of all studies apply experimental designs.

These are notable observations since experimental research has not only become one of
the most intensively used approaches in communication research as a whole (Matthes et al.
2015) but also carries strengths that cannot be provided by other methods. Experiments are
(a) the research design to establish causal relationships, and (b) the most suitable for testing
theories (Thorson, Wicks, and Leshner 2012). Explaining the investigation of causal inferences
goes well beyond the scope of this paper, but establishing a causal relationship between
two or more variables usually needs experimental designs (Leshner 2012). A consequence
of this notion is that theories, representing a description of the relationship between a
set of variables, are to be tested within experimental designs.

Concerning this, experimental designs should be one tool in the toolbox of journalism
scholars. Yet, the question of why they are less prevalent than in other disciplines remains.
From our point of view, there are at least five reasons for this observation. First, there is the
historical development of journalism studies, which, in contrast to other sub-disciplines of
communication science, is characterized by qualitative approaches. This should of course
not be criticism, but a strength of the sub-discipline, especially in a time where qualitative
research is scarce and scholars and journal-editors call for high-quality qualitative approaches
(Haven and van Grootel 2019). While the historical development and self-conception of jour-
nalism studies close the gap for qualitative approaches, it might explain why experimental
designs are still less prominent in the field. Of course, this is not to say that – until now –
there are no experiments with journalists.4 There are, of course, some remarkable exceptions.
For example, Patterson and Donsbach (1996) applied a quasi-experimental design to identify
partisan bias in news selection and journalistic decision processes. In this study, they even
used short vignettes, similar to what this paper presents, however, without making use of
a factorial design. More recently, Mothes (2016) also applies a quasi-experimental “vignette
design” to investigate how confirmation bias and objectivity values shape perceptions of
news for journalists and laypersons. Additionally, in a field experiment using a vignette
within amail to journalists, Graves, Nyhan, and Reifler (2016) examine the usage of fact-check-
ing in journalism. Furthermore, in applying a within- and between-subject approach, McGre-
gor and Molyneux (2018) investigated the influence of tweets vs. headlines on the perceived
newsworthiness of a news item. These seminal examples show that experiments can contrib-
ute to the field and are certainly able to answer long-standing questions about journalistic
bias, as well as more recent developments of digital journalism.

Second, researchers might argue that journalism scholars are often interested not only
in situational influences on journalistic thinking and behavior, but (maybe even more) in
variables on the person-level, e.g., education or attitudes of journalists, the organizational
level, e.g., market-orientation of a medium, or the country-level, e.g., the media system in a
country. In fact, experimental designs are most suitable when it comes to the interplay of
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situational, personal, and higher-order factors on the organizational- or even country-level.
After all, experimental designs are the only research designs that can precisely distinguish
these influences since some of these variables can be manipulated and the interplay
between different levels of variables can be determined, as we will see in this paper.

Third, journalism scholars might claim that journalistic processes are too complex to
explain in a simple experiment that manipulates a few factors without addressing the
complex situations journalists face. After all, “traditional” (between-subjects) experimental
designs are limited in terms of factors they can manipulate and are, therefore, not able to
carry the characteristics of very complex situations.

Fourth, a very practical reason to refrain from using experimental designs is the neces-
sity to use journalists as participants when aiming to investigate their behavior. Journalists
are – depending on the definition of the population, the country, and the circumstances –
not a large group and not easy to access for journalism scholars. If you now imagine a clas-
sical between-subjects experimental design, dividing your very valuable, busy, and small
sample into groups of (at least) two, this seems to be a very high effort for such a high-
value sample.

Fifth, the external validity of experiments is a major concern for scholars (Hanasono
2017). While other disciplines like psychology often use simple stimuli, which allow for a
highly controllable experimental design, communication scholars are interested in the
effects of media content which is – by nature – more complex, and its reception and pro-
duction is embedded in an as equally as complex social setting. However, real-world media
stimuli decrease the internal validity of an experiment. A solution to this problem is using
media stimuli that are less complexed and only designed for the experiment – an
approach that faces the criticism of being highly artificial (Klimmt and Weber 2013).

In sum, many of the aspects that keep journalism scholars from conducting experimen-
tal research with journalists can be faced by using a certain experimental design – the fac-
torial survey experiment. We now describe the method and design, explain strengths and
weaknesses for journalism research, and show an application of the research design.

Factorial Surveys

Factorial surveys (FS) belong to the family of multifactorial experiments which all aim at
assessing participants’ attitudes, preferences, and behavioral intentions (Auspurg and
Hinz 2015b). To reach this aim, multifactorial experiments make use of short descriptions
of objects, situations, or individuals which or who are composed of a set of characteristics
(also called dimensions). These dimensions can have various values. Next to factorial
surveys, conjoint analyses and choice experiments are the most prominent representa-
tives of the multifactorial experiment family (Auspurg and Hinz 2015b).5

FS, also known as vignettes studies, have been introduced as early as in the 1950s. Peter
Rossi was confronted with the problem of describing the relationship between social
status and socio-demographic variables for his dissertation. His advisor, no one less
than Paul Larzarsfeld, suggested “to create ‘vignettes’ describing fictitious families
whose essential status characteristics…would be described in thumbnail sketches”
(Rossi 1979, 178). These thumbnail sketches or vignettes are the centerpiece of FS and rep-
resent fictitious descriptions of objects, individuals, or situations. In vignettes, character-
istics of these objects, individuals, or situations are systematically varied.
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In FS, participants get presented with the vignettes and asked to evaluate them, stating
their attitudes or judgments towards the described object in the vignettes (Auspurg and
Hinz 2015a). The systematic variation of the characteristics of the objects or situations
allows analyzing the impact of each characteristic individually on the participants’ evalu-
ation of the vignettes (Jasso 2006). FS are incorporated in a survey that allows, further-
more, assessing the influence of characteristics of the participants on this evaluation.

FS are described as a mix of experiments and surveys, combining the best of both in one
approach (Steiner and Atzmüller 2006). Like experiments, FS use a manipulation of an inde-
pendent variable which allows making statements about the causal relationship between
the independent and dependent variables (Auspurg and Hinz 2015a). Due to randomization,
the influences of confounding variables get eliminated and the independent variables
manipulated in the vignettes are not correlated with respondent characteristics (Alexander
and Becker 1978). In contrast to experiments, participants in FS get presented with several
stimuli (Auspurg and Hinz 2015a). Like surveys, FS make use of questionnaire items to
assess, for example, characteristics of the participants, such as journalistic political leaning
(Helfer and van Aelst 2015). Contrary to surveys, FS “force respondents to make judgements
based on trade-offs” (Auspurg and Hinz 2015a, 11). For example, rather than stating which
factors impact publication decisions and probably raking all of them equally important, par-
ticipants in a FS are forced to decide based on the given factors simultaneously. Hence, the
combination of the experimental design of a FS incorporated in a survey makes it possible
to observe decision-making processes in a more direct way (Nisic and Auspurg 2009).

Communication scholars, for example, have used FS in the realm of political communi-
cation. Henn, Dohle, and Vowe (2013) were interested in the very concept of political com-
munication and assessed what communication scholars and students understand by it.
Others focused on the effects of news on politicians (Helfer 2016). Kruikemeier and Leche-
ler (2018) analyzed how news consumers evaluate digital sources news, while Engelmann
and Wendelin (2015) concentrated on recipients and looked at the influence of news
values and the amount of user comments on online news selection. In the realm of
studies with journalists, which is the focus of the paper at hand, Helfer and van Aelst
(2015) were interested in news values and examined how they influenced how political
journalists perceived the newsworthiness of party press releases. Vos (2016) used vignettes
to determine whether or not journalists would mention certain members of the Belgium
parliament in a news item. Glogger and Otto (2019) analyzed the journalistic understand-
ing of hard and soft news. Lilienthal et al. (2014) applied a FS to determine which charac-
teristics of tweets influence journalists’ and bloggers’ trust and intention for interaction
with the tweeter.

In sum, the broad range of applications shows that FS are not limited to one field of
communication studies, but seem to be suitable for various research purposes. Why FS
are – from our point of view – particularly suited to conduct research on journalists is
subject to the following.

Factorial Surveys for Journalism Research

As outlined above, there are historical and practical reasons why we only find few exper-
iments on journalists to examine their attitudes, intentions, and behaviors. How can a FS
help to overcome these problems?
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First, FS allow for assessing situational as well as individual and structural influences on
journalistic thinking and behavior (Reineck et al. 2017). While the systematic variation of
the characteristics of the variable of interest enables researchers to elicit situation-based
reaction on the vignettes, the survey part of FS can address: (1) person-level variables,
such as education, (2) organizational-level variables, such as market-orientation of the
medium the journalists work for, and (3) country-level variables, such as the media
system in a country. This is of particular value when we think of the various sources
of influences on media content (e.g., Shoemaker and Reese 1996). When considering
appropriate sample sizes on the different levels (Maas and Hox 2005), FS are well
suited to analyze the influences stemming from all these levels in one study
simultaneously.

Second, we emphasized that journalistic processes are sometimes too complex to be
explained in a simple experiment by varying only few variables of interest. FS address
this shortcoming of traditional experiments since they vary more than one factor
within one stimulus. But not only journalistic products are too complex to be explained
when varying only one factor per stimulus. This also holds true for the choices and judg-
ments journalists make. Above, we have argued that FS allow to assess influences on, for
example, news selection from different hierarchical levels. FS also enable us to include
various factors and to vary them within one vignette, that is, the situational influence
in such studies. Consider a study about selection decisions in the context of the news
value theory. Journalists will not base their selection decision on one news value but
on the simultaneous influence of several news values. In FS, we can measure the
impact of these different news values on a multidimensional choice at the same time,
detangling the effects of the individual news values on the decision statistically (Nisic
and Auspurg 2009).

Third, and in line with our second rationale of varying different variables within one
treatment, FS are regarded to be a resource-friendly method (Auspurg and Hinz 2015a).
In times of shrinking response rates (Sheehan 2001) and aiming at journalists as a popu-
lation which is often described as hard to access (e.g., Engelmann 2012) as well as to be
under great time pressure at the workplace (Reinardy 2011), this is an advantage of FS
over traditional experiments. Since FS participants are presented with more than one
experimental stimulus, rather small samples compared to multifactorial experiments are
sufficient to reach a satisfactory power.6

Fourth, we have pointed out why external validity is a concern of communication scho-
lars and why real-world media content, or the best approximation to it, is required to
resemble real-world media consumption and production. Of course, this is to the expan-
sion of internal validity (Hanasono 2017). Since in FS more than one factor is manipulated,
the stimuli used in FS are a closer reflection of real media content which is complex and
multidimensional.

Conducting a Factorial Survey Experiment

To show the application of FS, we use a dataset which has been gained with German local
newspaper journalists (Glogger and Otto 2019). We will use this example to illustrate the
necessary steps for an FS: (1) experimental design and vignette design, (2) vignette allo-
cation, (3) measures, and (4) analysis.
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Background Information on the Used Dataset: The Hard and Soft News Example
The concept of hard and soft news (HSN) is regarded as one of the key concepts in journal-
ism research (Esser, Strömbäck, and de Vreese 2012). It has developed from a one-dimen-
sional concept which only used, for example, the topic of a news item to distinguish hard
from soft news (Adams 1964) to a multidimensional concept. These multidimensional con-
cepts differentiate hard from soft news by referring – next to the topic – also to presenta-
tional dimensions (e.g., Reinemann et al. 2012). In its most recent academic
conceptualization, HSN is determined by five dimensions: the topic of a news item, how
it is framed, the relevance of the topic stressed, as well as the degree of emotionality,
and journalistic opinion expressed in the news (Reinemann et al. 2012). We conducted a
FS to investigate whether these theoretically assumed dimensions reflect in journalists’
thinking about news (Reinemann et al. 2012). Data that were so far not analyzed enable
us, furthermore, to assess individual differences in journalists’ understanding of HSN,
assessing whether the perceived readers’ interest in hard and soft news accounted for
differences in the journalistic understanding of HSN.

We used the PR-database Zimpel, which had been used in earlier surveys with German
journalists (Obermaier, Koch, and Riesmeyer 2015), to invite journalists to participate in our
study. After manually selecting only e-mail addresses that belong to individual journalists,
we randomly selected 1,500 addresses and sent out an email with the link to the online FS.
In total, 149 journalists from 73 German newspapers participated in the study. 69% of the
participants were male. The journalists were on average 48 years old (SD = 11.00) and had
worked as journalists for on average 22 years (SD = 11.11). The sample comprised journal-
ists from various levels of responsibility (chief editor: 4%, middle management: 31%;
editor: 54%; trainee: 6%; others: 5%).

Experimental Design and Vignette Design
The first step of FS is to decide on the experimental design and to design the vignettes. This
includes determining the dimensions of interest, hence the characteristics of a given
object or situation, and the values of these dimensions.

FS are mostly “motivated by specific social theories” (Auspurg and Hinz 2015b, 308)
which should guide researchers’ decision-making throughout the entire process. In our
example, we are interested in the concept of HSN, following a recent conceptualization
by Reinemann et al. (2012) which offers five dimensions of HSN: topic, framing, relevance,
opinion, and emotionality. Others, for example, used news value theory as their theoretical
foundation and derived the dimensions of interest from the large corpus of literature in
this area (e.g., Helfer 2016). Next, the values of the dimensions should be determined.
Taking the topic dimension as an example, one could think of an infinite amount of
values of this dimension – in other words: topics. Adams (1964), for example, provides a
list of various topics and categorizes dichotomously them into hard (e.g., politics) and
soft news topics (e.g., human interest). For our example, we decided for dichotomous
dimensions, that is, every dimension had exactly two values. Table 1 summarizes the
dimensions and values that we used in the FS.

Having determined the dimensions and values of interest, the second step in a FS is to
convert the value codes into vignettes. First, we combine the numerical codes assigned to
the values of the dimensions to unique identifiers for each vignette. Combining the
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dimensions and values illustrated in Table 1, we can think of an example vignette about
unemployment (dimension topic, value 1), in which the relevance of this topic for an indi-
vidual is stressed (dimension relevance, value 2), which is framed thematically (dimension
framing, value 1), reported opinionatedly (dimension opinion, value 2) and emotionally
(dimension emotionality, value 2). Second, the values for all dimensions must be operatio-
nalized. In our example, we wrote short text snippets that represented the HSN dimen-
sions and combined them to the full vignette. Reineck et al. (2017) emphasize that
vignettes used in communication studies should be as similar as possible to media
content to enhance external validity.

Figure 1 shows the example vignette in its final form. The text snippets are marked as
listed in Table 1. Since the topic of a news item is also a dimension of hard and soft news,
we decided to operationalize the topic not only by using different headlines in the vign-
ettes but also by adapting the text snippets we wrote for the different values of the

Table 1. Dimensions and values of HSN.
Dimensions Values Operationalizations
Topic 1 Hard topic: unemployment

2 Soft topic: neglected dogs
Relevance 1 Societal consequences emphasized

2 Individual consequences emphasized
Framing 1 Thematic framing

2 Episodic framing
Opinion 1 Opinion-free reporting

2 Opinionated reporting
Emotionality 1 Unemotional picture

2 Emotional picture

Figure 1. Exemplary vignette with answer scale (both translated).
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dimensions for both topics. For example, while in vignettes about the presumably harder
topic “unemployment”, the thematically framed text snippet used statistics about unem-
ployment figures. On the other hand, vignettes about the softer topic of neglected dogs
referred to statistics about how many pets get abandoned every summer.

Having followed this approach so far, the next step is building the vignette universe, i.e.,
the totality of all possible combinations of the values and dimensions (Auspurg and Hinz
2015a). Given our five dimensions and two values for each dimension, our universe com-
prised 2 × 2 × 2 × 2 × 2 = 32 vignettes. This shows how easily the size of the vignette uni-
verse can increase, given an exponential growth of the total amount of vignettes with
adding dimensions and values. For example, Reinemann et al. (2012) suggested a polyto-
mous operationalization of the HSN dimensions with four or three values. This could result
in 4 × 3 × 3 × 3 × 3 = 324 vignettes. Participants in a FS get asked to rate vignettes and to
state, for example, their attitude toward the described situation – or as in our case to give a
judgment whether a vignette represents a hard or soft news item.

Vignette Allocation
Vignette universes are rarely small enough for the participants to rate each vignette, and
researchers need to allocate vignettes to participants as a third step. There are different
strategies to allocate the vignettes to the participants. We illustrate how to allocate the
entire vignette universe, and – if this is not possible – how to draw different types of vign-
ette samples for allocation. Which strategies to choose, depend on the size of the universe.
The first strategy is to allocate the entire universe similar to a classical within-subjects
experimental design. However, we easily see the limitations of this strategy if we look
at the average reading time of one vignette in our example. It took the participating jour-
nalists on average 28.93 s (SD = 8.36) to read one vignette or an average of 10.43 min to
complete the study. Given a universe size of 32 vignettes, rating all vignettes would
have resulted in around 15 min on average to finish evaluating only the vignettes – far
too long for a study with journalists who regularly suffer from work stress. Auspurg and
Hinz (2015a) warn that large universes can result in “fatigue, boredom, and unwanted
methodological effects, such as response heuristics” (17).

To avoid this, vignette allocation comes into play, i.e., using samples of vignettes that
are allocated to participants. Samples can be random or fractionalized (Reineck et al.
2017). Drawing a random sample is accompanied by severe disadvantages. The confound-
ing structure of the study set-up renders interpretation of the main effects almost imposs-
ible since the main effects could be confounded with other main or interaction effects
(Atzmüller and Steiner 2010). This also holds true for the commonly applied strategy of
drawing an individual random sample for each participant without replacement (Su and
Steiner 2018). Therefore, so-called fractionized samples are recommended.

Compared to complete factorial designs, in which all combinations of the dimension
values are used, fractional factorial designs present only a fraction of the vignette universe,
e.g., a half, to the participants. However, this fraction is drawn systematically, based on the
aim to lose as little information as possible and to ensure an as equally as possible distri-
bution of the effects of interest (Steiner and Atzmüller 2006). In comparison to random
samples, fractional factorial designs show the advantage of only higher-order interaction
effects to be aliased with the main effects. These higher-order interaction effects are often
not of interest (Atzmüller and Steiner 2010). Compared to full factorial designs, fractions
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are also regarded to be more economical since fewer participants are needed and parti-
cipating individuals require less time to complete the study (Gunst and Mason 2009). As
the complexity of fractional factorial designs increases with the number of dimensions
and values, one can seek the help of statistical programs that offer this function to
build a fractional sample (e.g., Wheeler 2014) and refer to literature that discusses the
various sampling techniques for block-building in greater detail (Su and Steiner 2018).

Both strategies – fractional and random sampling – also become relevant when apply-
ing the third strategy to reduce the vignettes universe: set building (Auspurg and Hinz
2015a). Sets, also called blocks or decks, comprise a fraction of vignettes. Compared to
the strategies elaborated above, participants are presented with different sets. In our
example, the 32 vignettes were split into eight sets, comprising four vignettes each;
hence, each journalist had to evaluate one set of four vignettes. Set building is advan-
tageous over simple random or fractional samples since more vignettes in total can be
assigned to the participants, increasing the efficiency of the design (Auspurg and Hinz
2015a).7

If we are aware of the timely and cognitive constraints of participants in FS, one must
determine how many vignettes a participant can be exposed to. These constraints are
determined, on the one hand, by the amount of the vignettes one participant has to
rate. Auspurg, Hinz, and Liebig (2009) warn that FS can lead to learning effects and, con-
sequently, to consistent responses when the participants evaluate more than one vignette.
On the other hand, the complexity of a vignette increases the more dimensions and values
there are. Fatigue leading to inconsistent response behavior or response heuristics might
be the consequence. The authors suggest to manipulate around seven (+/− two) dimen-
sions and to apply not more than ten vignettes per participant (Atzmüller and Steiner
2010; Auspurg and Hinz 2015a).

Measures

While having determined the independent variables right at the beginning of the research
endeavor with deciding which dimensions and values to include, one also has to decide on
the dependent variable of the FS in a fourth step. Which option researchers have here, is
subject to the following section.

Whether FS are used to elicit behavioral intentions or attitudinal judgments – partici-
pants’ reaction toward the vignette is the core variable in each study. They represent
the dependent variable and can be assessed by using several types of response scales.
Jasso (2006) distinguishes between dependent variables that define a total amount
(“How much would you pay for a subscription of this newspaper?”), a probability (“How
likely is it that you publish a text like this vignette?”), or a set of ordered categories
which we used in our study. To examine what journalists understand by hard and soft
news, we asked them if the news item in the form of the displayed vignette represented
hard or soft news from their point of view on a 7-point-scale.8 Figure 1 shows an exemplary
vignette and the corresponding answering scale.

A core advantage of FS is that we can implement the experimental module of the vign-
ettes in regular (online) surveys. That means, we are able to account for two sources when
trying to explain variance in the dependent variable: (1) the dimensions that we system-
atically varied in the vignettes, and (2) the characteristics of the participants that we
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measured with a questionnaire. This decomposes the sources of explanation into a situa-
tional factor, a personal factor, and further factors (e.g., organizational). Thus, the indepen-
dent variable can stem from different levels with the most basic level 1, where the
characteristics of the vignettes are located, to level 2 where we find the characteristics
of the participating journalists. Further levels, for example, when journalists from
different media organizations (level 3) or various countries (level 4) participate in the FS,
are possible (Figure 2).

The example study comprises a two-level structure. On level 1, we measured the vign-
ettes characteristics as our first independent variable. All hard and soft news dimensions
were operationalized dichotomously (Table 1). Characteristics of journalists are modeled at
level 2; we assumed the perceived interest of readers in hard and soft news might
influence how journalists evaluate the vignettes. We assessed the perceived influence
with a single item, asking the participants if their readers preferred rather hard (1) or
rather soft (7) news (m = 3.68; SD = 1.07).9

Analysis

Finally, we illustrate the basic steps to analyze factorial survey data. Data gained in FS is
distinct since, firstly, participants evaluate more than one vignette. In our example, the
journalists were asked to evaluate four vignettes in total, which means that the data for
the dependent variable was not independent but clustered in participants. Judgments
stemming from one journalist are more likely to be similar than judgments from
different journalists.10 When analyzing data from FS, it is particularly important to
account for this nested structure (Nezlek 2011). FS data are, secondly, special since the
independent variables can stem from different levels.

To account for the nested data structure, one can use ordinary least squares (OLS)
regression with cluster-robust-standard errors11 (Auspurg and Hinz 2015a) – but only
when just interested in the influence of level 1 predictors on the dependent variable.
Most researchers, though, might be interested in additional explanatory variables stem-
ming from further levels, such as characteristics of the participants. Multilevel modeling
is appropriate since this approach meets the needs of both peculiarities of FS data. It
does not only consider the nested data structure, but also allows phenomena to “be

Figure 2. Hierarchical levels in a factorial survey.
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examined simultaneously at different levels of analysis” (Nezlek 2011, 4) – in our case the
influence of independent variables stemming from the HSN dimensions varied in the vign-
ettes and characteristics of the journalists. Additionally, multilevel models enable research-
ers to analyze interactions between variables on different levels. In our example, this
means that, by applying multilevel modeling, we are able to determine (1) the influence
of the HSN dimensions, (2) the influence of the perceived readers’ interest in hard and
soft news as an individual characteristic of journalists, and (3) the interactions between
the HSN dimensions and the individual characteristic on journalists’ judgments of the vign-
ettes. Table 212 shows the results of a step-by-step approach which adds variables from
different levels to the model one after another.13 14

First, the so-called null model contains no independent variables. It allows, however, to
estimate the intraclass correlation (ICC) which states how much of the overall variation can
be explained by the clustering (Nezlek 2011). Table 2 shows that 13% of the overall var-
iance is accounted for the fact that journalists judged more than one vignette. Some
researchers recommend using the ICC as an indicator for whether or not multilevel mod-
eling is required in the first place (Bickel 2007), nevertheless, they warn that “even a very
weak intraclass correlation can substantially deflate standard errors of regression coeffi-
cients” (Bickel 2007, 9).

Second, we determine the influence of the HSN dimensions on journalists’ judgments
on the vignettes. In other words, we are interested in the situational component of these

Table 2. Results of multilevel modeling.
Model 0 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Fixed effects
Constant 3.51*** (0.09) 1.93*** (0.13) 1.93*** (0.13) 1.92*** (0.12)

HSN Dimensions (level 1) a

Topic (unemployment) 1.15*** (0.12) 1.15*** (0.12) 1.14*** (0.12)
Relevance (societal) 0.21* (0.09) 0.21* (0.09) 0.21* (0.09)
Framing (thematic) 1.43*** (0.10) 1.43*** (0.10) 1.43*** (0.10)
Opinion (opinion-free) 0.36** (0.11) 0.36** (0.11) 0.36** (0.11)
Emotionality (neutral) 0.02 (0.11) 0.02 (0.11) 0.03 (0.11)

Journalistic characteristic (level
2)

Perceived HSN interest 0.18* (0.07) 0.20 (0.11)

Cross-level interactions
HSN interest x topic −0.35** (0.13)
HSN interest x relevance 0.06 (0.09)
HSN interest x framing −0.03 (0.09)
HSN interest x opinion 0.24* (0.11)
HSN interest x emotionality 0.04 (0.12)

Random effects
Residual variance
HSN dimension (level 1) 2.73 1.56 1.56 1.49
Journalist (level 2) 0.39 0.68 0.64 0.66
HSN interest (freed slope) 0.004 0.004
ICC level 1 0.13 0.30 0.29 0.31

Notes: nobservation = 596, ngroups = 149; robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.
Answer to the questions: “Please indicate whether the news item was rather hard news (1) or soft news (7) from your point
of view” (7-point Likert-type scale).

HSN = hard and soft news; ICC = intraclass correlation;
aReference categories in parentheses.
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judgments based on the HSN characteristics varied in the vignettes. Model 1 in Table 2
reveals that four out of five HSN dimensions had a significant influence on whether the
participating journalists regarded the presented vignettes as hard or soft. For example,
vignettes about the presumably softer topic of abandoned pets were more likely to be
evaluated as soft news than items about the harder topic of unemployment (b = 1.15, p
< .001). The emotionality dimension, in contrast, did not influence significantly how the
journalists judged the vignettes.

Third, next to the situational aspect, FS also allow considering higher level influences.
Based on the assumption that hard and soft news are regarded as one way to attract
the audience (Patterson 2000), we were interested in whether or not the perceived audi-
ence interest in hard and soft news influenced journalists’ evaluations of the vignettes.
This perceived interest represents a level-2-variable which is located at the individual
level. In Model 2 (Table 2), we see that the perceived interest of the audience indeed
influenced how journalists judged the vignettes. The more interested in soft news the jour-
nalists perceived their readers to be, the softer they rated the vignettes (b = 0.18, p = .01).
This result, however, is of little empirical value since it only gives us a general idea about
how the individual journalistic characteristic of perceived audience interest in HSN
influenced the judgment of the vignettes. It does not, though, incorporate the situational
component of the vignette characteristics. So-called cross-level-interactions allow – as a
fourth step – to make assumptions about the interplay of participant and vignette
characteristics.

We, therefore, included interaction terms of the perceived audience interest and the
HSN dimensions of topic, relevance, framing, opinion, and emotionality to the model
(Model 3, Table 2). Two cross-level-interactions yielded a significant result. Journalists
who perceived their readers as preferring hard news were more likely to evaluate news
items about unemployment as hard news than journalists writing for an audience with
soft preferences (b =−0.35; p = .006). In contrast, we found a positive interaction effect
between the opinion dimension and the perceived interest of the readers (b = 0.24;
p = .009).

Discussion

Investigating journalists’ attitudes, values, or behavior lies at the heart of journalism
studies. This field is, to date, dominated by correlational designs (Weaver 2008). In this
paper, we have discussed potential reasons why journalism scholars may have refrained
from experiments with journalists and suggested FS – a research design that combines
the advantages of experiments and surveys – as a solution to these problems. We
believe that FS will – once added to the methodological toolbox of journalism scholars
– advance our understanding of journalistic thinking and behavior.

We illustrated the advantages of the method by using data from a FS with German
newspaper journalists (Glogger and Otto 2019). However, assessing journalists’ under-
standing of concepts is only one possible field of application. We see further directions
of applying FS in studies with and on journalists. First, the question of how and why jour-
nalists make certain selection decisions is a core question in journalism research (Hanitzsch
and Wahl-Jorgensen 2009). FS can extend our understanding of these decision-making
processes by using stimuli in which we manipulate various characteristics simultaneously.
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Thereby, researchers can get closer to the multi-dimensional decisions that journalists face
in their job (e.g., Helfer and van Aelst 2015). Since journalists do not only decide which
news to publish or which picture to select in photojournalism, but also how to present
news, we regard FS also suited for studies on the latter decisions. Fields of the application
might be journalistic framing, journalistic objectivity, or sensationalism.

Second, we see a possible application of FS in studies that examine journalists’ atti-
tudes. Take for example ethical considerations on controversial journalistic research
methods (Reineck et al. 2017; Sanders 2003). Under which conditions do journalists, for
example, justify paying for information? While traditional surveys can face the problem
of social desirability when assessing such moral issues, FS are less prone to this phenom-
enon (Auspurg and Hinz 2015b). To analyze journalistic attitudes like moral judgments,
researchers can also create vignettes in which, for example, a journalist is portrayed in a
situation in which he or she makes a questionable decision like bribing officials for infor-
mation. FS as “dry runs” (Reineck et al. 2017, 103) allow participating journalists to judge
fictive colleagues’ behavior without being in the situation themselves.

Finally, comparative studies in journalism research are a field in which scholars can
apply FS, following calls for more experimental designs (Hanitzsch 2009). As discussed
earlier, FS enable us to assess influences on various levels simultaneously. In our
example, we limited the influencing factors to two levels, only assessing situational and
individual levels. However, given appropriate sampling strategies to gain enough partici-
pants on an organizational or even country level, FS are suitable to compare journalistic
behaviors and attitudes across media organizations, types of media, and media systems.
Such a detailed comparative judgment is not possible within a traditional survey as
both the situational and personal influences are affected – and thus confounded – by
the country context. Only cross-cultural experimental designs can overcome this short-
coming of a correlational design.

Despite these advantages, we cannot neglect that FS provide challenges to (communi-
cation) scholars and that they are not suited to answer every research question. Firstly,
since vignettes should resemble real-world media content which is evaluated by the pro-
ducers of media content – the journalists, the construction of the vignettes should be
given thorough attention to prevent implausible value combinations (Auspurg, Hinz,
and Liebig 2009). Pretesting of the vignettes with a journalistic sample is, therefore,
advised. Secondly, FS, of course, share disadvantages with other quantitative approaches.
Whenever scholars aim to gain in-depth insights, qualitative methods might be advan-
tageous. Especially an academic discipline which studies a subject which is in constant
change (e.g., Weaver and Willnat 2016), FS with their high degree of standardization do
not give us the possibility to, for example, explain new journalistic phenomena in an
exploratory way (Iorio 2014). Thirdly, traditional large-scale surveys might be advised
when scholars are interested in assessing more than one journalistic attitude or behavior.
Take as example studies that aim to describe the “profile of global journalists” (Weaver and
Willnat 2012, 529) and do not aim at explaining journalistic behavior or decision making.
Similarly, traditional experiments should be preferred over FS when one is interested in the
effect of only very few independent variables since the construction of the vignettes
comes with the challenges described above.

However, given the advantages of FS for studying journalistic behaviors and attitudes,
we believe that FS can be an enrichment to journalism scholars’ methodological toolbox.
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When accounting for the – admittedly – challenges when planning, conducting, and ana-
lyzing such a study in an appropriate way, FS will be more than a “flash in the pan” (Reineck
et al. 2017, 114).

Notes

1. It is beyond the scope of this paper to give a review of research designs used in journalism
studies – we rather would like to show that experimental designs are not as prevalent as in
neighboring sub-disciplines. Following this argument, we aim to introduce factorial surveys
as a further possibility to consider when researching journalists.

2. A Boolean search in abstracts of the database “Communication & Mass Media Complete” on
January 25, 2019, yielded 148 hits for “journalism” AND (“experiment” OR “experimental
study”), 438 for “journalism” AND (“content analysis” OR “content analyses”), 901 for “journal-
ism” AND “survey”, and 1072 for “journalism” AND “interview”.

3. When entering similar search strings for political communication, the method survey was
most prevalent (more than 1500 hits) – experiment, interview and, content analysis where
almost equal with 500–600 hits (abstract search).

4. We are, of course, aware of the fact that journalism research is not only concerned with study-
ing journalists. However, investigating the work, behavior, attitudes, and decisions of journal-
ists is at the core of the discipline and could benefit a lot from using FS designs, as we show in
this paper.

5. One has to be aware, though, that in the literature the terms are sometimes used interchange-
ably. To prevent confusion, we follow the terminology and threefold differentiation by
Auspurg and Hinz (2015b). Introducing conjoint analysis and multifactorial experiments
would go beyond the scope of this paper as they differ largely in research tradition, data struc-
ture, and, most important, data analysis. For introductions to (conjoint) choice experiments,
see, e.g., Knudsen and Johannesson (2018), to conjoint analyses, e.g., Green, Krieger, and
Wind (2001).

6. Of course, low response rates in factorial surveys are still a problem concerning the nonre-
sponse bias (e.g., Fowler 2013).

7. However, using only some vignette comes with statistical disadvantages. While in a complete
vignette universe the “all of the dimensions and interactions between the dimensions are
uncorrelated with each other” (Auspurg and Hinz 2015a, 16), fractions lack this desirable
feature. Furthermore, some dimensions might be oversampled in a fraction. Consequently,
the statistical strength of the FS is reduced.

8. The English terms of hard and soft news are familiar to German journalists since they are used
in text-books in journalism school (e.g., Hooffacker and Meier 2017). Nevertheless, we made
sure that our participants were acquainted with the terms by asking them before participating
in the study if they knew the terms. Only n=3 neglected this and were excluded from further
participation.

9. We group-mean-centered the independent level-2 variable. It is beyond the scope of the
paper to discuss the advantages and disadvantages of the group- and grand-mean centering
in multilevel modeling (e.g., Enders and Tofighi 2007).

10. As described above, journalists can also be clustered in news organizations or even countries.
We refrained from clustering journalists also in newspapers since the n of these clusters would
have been too small for an analysis (min=1, max=14; m=2) (Hox 2010).

11. We focus on statistical methods suited for a metric answer scale.
12. We report random intercept models with fixed effects for the predictors (level 1) and random

effects for the residual variance of the levels (Levels 1 and 2). It is beyond our scope to discuss
the possibilities in multilevel-modeling, but we refer the readers to appropriate literature, e.g.,
Bickel (2007); Nezlek (2011). Because the residuals of the full model were not normally distrib-
uted, we also decided for Huber/White/sandwich estimators using the xtmixed, vce(robust)
command in Stata 14.0 Hoechle (2007)
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13. It is beyond the scope of this paper to give a detailed description of how to conduct multilevel
analyses. Readers new to this approach may want to follow the rule of thumb though that multi-
level modeling “[is] just regression” (Bickel 2007, 1) when interpreting the results (Table 2) and to
pay less attention to random effects which account for clustering of data. For a comprehensive
description of multilevel analyses, see, for example, Raudenbush and Bryk (2002).

14. Within the sets, the vignettes were presented in random order. We, furthermore, checked for
potential influences of the sets, i.e., the so-called deck or set effect (Auspurg and Hinz 2015a),
by including the set numbers as independent variables to the model. Since neither the set
numbers yielded significant results nor did we see a notable change of the results, we
report the model without the set number.
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