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Introduction.

This memorandum argues for an expanded study in pre-election surveys

of relationships between communication about, and knowing about political

affairs. This relationship should be ﬁetailed in ways that.recognize the
environment of media and their content and relevant aspects.of citizens’
behavior.

Data about this relationship should expand theoriea of politic&l
‘behavior and communication~~and help inform 5ouraalists so that they

5 ' ' -
may conduct public communication in more rational and effective ways.

The aeed for data about communiaation and knowing.
Since 1952 the Michigan election surveys have accumulated a wealth .

. of important findings about citizens' voting ahoicaa- The.changiﬁg dy~

namics of dlfferent pr251dent1al and off-year elections have been examlned;

Secondafy analy51s has dissected the structure of palltlcal 1deoloéles

and the correlates of political system trust, among many othexr toplcs.
Comparatively few findings have been generated about the acquisition

and development of political 1nformat10n. 'Sfudies-havé beea ahsorbad

-~ with explaining attltude formataon and candldate choice, rather.than

with the 1nformat10nal maps that may shape evaluatlon and preference.

'The scholarly éreoccupatlons ev1dent in the surveys are.undersLanda-
‘abie-and have been vastly.productave.' But they have llmlted the app1x~
.cablllty of data tothelﬂprovenent of Journallsm about political campaigns.

To be sure, the content of journalistlc 21ECt10n coverage has proflted from
a2 richer understanding of vote decision. Bua paactitionars of journaliam
havé not seen their acaivities iliuminated often‘in.survey findings;_

The most recent studies, starting with 1974, have Eegun to'correat
for .this ommission. More detailed measuras of aommunication variablas-aava

been included. This welcome development desexrves expansion.




Practitioners in the mass media will see even greater value in the
surveys if euestionnaires and study designs atteed more fully to the
goals of jouenalism. Ideally news professionals seek to create an informed
public. - . : B -

It may eeem odd——or even presumptuoue*~to intrude thelinferests of
an outside group ieto scholarly affairs like election sufveys. Two rea-—
sons prompt ee to speak for these eutsideré; |

Long and continuing discussions with journaliets and with echolarl&
-colleagues convince me that both‘groqpe share.an interest in “cegnitive
structuree"zm;criterion veriables. And second, thefe is urgent need fof_'
'1mproved Journallstic performance, 1mprovement must rely, I am persuaded,
 on an emplrlcally baeed understandlng of“the medla s educatlcnalhrole.
If the national surveys are 1nstrumenta1 tuward advanc1ng this under—

standing, researchers who take part can gain a new form of satisfaction

from contributing to the public good.

Measuring political information.

)

The study of what people koow ebout politics requires more sophistl-.
eeted concepts than heretofore measured 1n most sanple surveys.. The o
typical analysis (see attached,paper, "Newspapere, Television and Poii—
tical Reasoning") examines the'gross‘distribetion_of awareness aboet |
eandldates or publlc issues. | |

A more dlfferentlated view should be sought, one that is not cramped
into a mold limited by campaign ingredients. At least three foci should

be considered:



How people cognize institutions in the political system and the
most fundamental procedures by which these parts operate.

How people cognize political actors, including candidates, and
relationships of similarity or distance among them.

How people cognize political problems, order them according tu

inportance,. and asscociate them with pollt1ca1 actors and parts

of the polltlcal system.

The Conference on Issue Votlng, Cognltlve Processes and Rational
Choice will want tn explore theoret1ca1 models that capture the re-~
lational properties of cogn1t1ve maps, as well as thelr compunentsﬁ-
And ﬁiscussions_should address the'trade—nffs in measurement strategy.
Fixed-response scales enable elegant statistical treatment-—and crush
respondents into the obsexver's cpnceptual scheme. Open~end andtideo-_
A'graphic‘approaehes wreak less uamage inlueasurementreacpivity. But 
they pioduee coding headaches -and yield date susceptible'tq_relative}y
simple.analytic:%echniques. | | ]

X hope that as these arguments are waged the voice of the Jour—
nalist mlght be heard. How surveys deflne the dlmenslons of informa«
tion w111 control whether or not results w111 relate easily to the
worL of profe331onal news peopie,

" An example from our research may help 111ustrate.. We heve been"1~
interested in the way communication processes link dliferenrly to what

people know about local, compared to national political issues.) We

used an ideographic approach in one study of 400 adults in Toledo, Ohio.

lpnilip Palmgreen and Peter Clarke, "HMedia Ageuda Setting for'Lucal
and National Issues," Communication Research {in press); Philip
Palmgreen, Mass Communication and Political Knowledge: The Effects
of Political Level and Mass Media Coverage on Political Learning
-{Ph.D. dissertation, University of Michigan, 1975); Peter Clarke
and Philip Palmgreen, "HMedia Use, Political Knowledge and Partici—
pation in Public Affairs," paper presented at the Internatlonal

Sociologlcal Associatiom, August 1974.
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Half the people were asked to nominate an important public issue facing
the national government; the rest were asked to specify a local issue,

With both groups our measure of information followed conceptual

dimensions we hoped would offer journalistic rewards as well as theoreti-
cal insights. We distinguished between three types of cognitions abour -

problems and asked separate, open-end questions eliciting information

about each.
Y

Respondents were asked for salience information. Questlons 1nqu1red

whether the nonminated problem affected the person or his famlly s property,
their health or how they spent their free time.

Questions also sought actor 1nformation. Were there any individuals

or group5*«1n51de or outside government-—thought to be at worL oT flghtlng

over how the problem should be solved9

Finally, the interv1eus elicited proposal information. Did the

respondeot koow of ony ideas that had been put forward for dealing
with the problem? | .

| Saliences,‘actoos and proposals reproseot different targéts-for
journalistic energy. And we find that the cognitions are structured
- 1nteresting1y in the public mlnd._ There is a rather'strong Guttﬁan pat—
Vtern (R- 87 by Edwards crlterlon) suggestiog a sequence by whlch in—'“::'
formation about public lssues may_be acquired. | N

Aside from pexrsons with no iofo;mation at all, the_loast.informed

possess onlylsalience information. They see personal impacts, bot nothiﬁg

more. Persons a little better informed combine salience with proposal .

information. They've become aware of how the problem might be solved.



Only the inférmatidnél elite know about polirical actors, inside or
outside government, who are worxking on the problem. One supposeé that
this informational elite is best equipped to petition their éovernment.

We speculate that perception of an issue's peisonal impact {on
property, health or spare time) constitutes a pre—;onditicn to acquiring
?nformation about the machinery of public policy‘(actqrs and their ideas)
tbat m;ght resolve tﬁe problem. |

Here 1£e§ a problem.for jdurnﬁlistic performanqe; The habité‘of
news coverage are not aﬁuned to reporting about issue.éalienca. Yor
example, we have. content ;nalyzed press accounts of issues like air pol—
lution to find only scattered references to the effects pollutants have on
house and auto paint, yard shrubbery and the public 5 health. Our survey g
results conflrm the susp1c10n that Journallstlc 1nattenr1on to issue

sal1ence blocks the spread of public understandlng about polltlcal actors

B

and policy alternatives. Correlations arxe higher between use of news
redia and possessing actor and proposal information, than between media
use and salience information.

Other findings from thls research éould b; ciﬁéd- Bur my purpoée
he;e.ié hot to-urge these dimensions of information féf ;doption.by-thé |
"ﬁétionai_sﬁ}ﬁéys. insgeéd;i ﬁépe'fé.iliustrate.é point of:view about'ﬁoﬁl
criterion variaﬁies miéht be defined. The Conference'will's;reiy éeek
theoretical coherence and analyﬁic flexibiliﬁy. 'Surveys should also be
.invesﬁed with the capacity to discover how cognitive structures arise.
Familiar distinctions between candidate characteristigs and issues, while

fascinating to the academic community, may bear little rebSewblence to the

way politics is conveyed in media.




Communication structures are likely to be repeated in cognitive

structures, and will suggest criteria by which vote decisions are reached.

Measuring communication and its effects. . R ..

As the attached report and other recent research make clear, news
media exert visible and impprtgnt effects'op public underspanding of
campaigns and politics. But tracing these.effects requixes forms of
measurement more sophisticated than conventionally presenéed in survey
research designs. | ) |

Interviews should be used to captpre;peoples' reconstruction of the
messages about politics to.which they have beén exposed. HESsage dls—
crimlnatlon behav1or can be segmented accordlng to aspects that are

appropriate to the study of cognltlve structure and vote decision.

The 51mp1e measurement'of tlme people.spend with dlfferen;_;;ﬁla
will not suffice.

Contextual épta should be assembled abopt featuréé of the media
environment in which people are imbedded. Tﬁesé features include ﬁedia.
competition (see attached paper),laudienée reach and humber.andpkind of
" outlets. . - |

j'g Contén; éﬁéi&siﬁ_must Bé nséd'to_agdquﬁt for thé focpsftha§ ﬁedia
coverage takés and for sﬁruétural cpntingenciép ink&ﬁ?coﬁtqn; of ﬁéésaééé ::
about: campaigns, political coptenders and issues. - | .

Ve can attain undefstanding of cqmmunication effects op,informétion
levels through‘reseérch'that embraces: a) the.institutions througﬂ ;hich
infofmation is transmitted; b) the shape in which information is presented;

and c) the ways in which information gains attention. Of course, collection

of both respondent data and “objective" data about communication multiplies



reséarch costs. The Conference wlll want to work toward identifying
the critical features of institutions and content tﬁat might constrain
or facilitate the distribution of information. :

Redesigned surveys will also wantlto account, for the differént
. character as well as magnitude of media effects acioss sub-groups in -
the population. 2Thié obvious principle is'iilustrated by an analysis
"drawn from the 1974 Michigén'data. Intervieus conéucted in states having
Senatg races éan be used to trace different patterns of informafipn ﬁuldm
ing among newspapér :eadéfs. |

The analysis focuées on two kinds of info;mation hbléing sbout the-
Senate COnFeét; they are statistically independent. fPeople were asked
to-gxplain why they wanted to vote for or against phe farty'éontenders;
responses‘conveyed iﬁpréssions of the candidates. Pgople.%eréAalso pre-
. sented with ; iigﬁ of politicél issueé (inflétion, faCe relations; etc.)
and asked to indicaté_any that ﬁere eﬁphésizéd in- the campaign; responses
can be summed to produce an issue awareness .score. -

People whg follow public affaifs and thé campaign in newspaperéh
possess greater amounts of goth kinds of informatioq——cgndidéte'attrim
butes and isshe éwérenessf  This shquié ndtisurprise.us. It is less
obvioQ; thaﬁ.néﬁépépér féédiﬁg-miéht yield éifféréﬁtgﬁattérﬁs of-inﬁorr: i.f.
mation, holding éonstantthe&evel of interest in politics each person
brings to reading. | |

Consider the newspaper users in Table.i, separated according to

their interest in following public affairs.




TABLE 1

Information Holding about the Senate Campaign, by
Interest in Public Affairs: Newspaper Users Only

Interest in Public Affairs

Pattern of Information holding: high medium low
Low information levels . 9%  20%  ° 40%

Mainly candidate atri-
butes = 36 26 15

Mainly issue awareness . 14 19 33

Both cand. attrib. & issue . _
awareness E 41 - 39 12

—— .

1007 1002 1007
Among persons highly interestéd in poli;ics, we observe a tendeﬁcy for
. candidatejattributés tonbe recalled with greater freqﬁency than is;ues
(36 per cent, éomparé&‘to 14 per cent). Thé Feverée holds among éersons
least interested in political actiﬁities (15 per cént, comparediqo 33 per'
- cent).

This bit of data-is.not conclusive, and ptﬁer variables neea‘to be
controlled. But it wqﬁld'appear thé motivation fo.attend to.ﬁolitics
helps;shape the character as wgll,as volume_oflinformé;iqn onelretainé from
ﬁééspabe;ﬂégcdﬁﬁt;. _ | : | l ‘

This may be explained by the predictability‘ﬁith whicﬁ campéign issués
- become apparent, year afte?'yearh~contrasted_againstAthe relative ﬁhange
and unce;tainly created by eﬁérging political figureﬁ.l'Hiéhlyvmotivated
persons may be quick t§ learn about the chénging parade of politicians,
vhile the disinterested newspaper users either learn little, or are only
able to repeat the familiar 1itagy_of pﬁblic questions dbminatiﬁg almost

any race for federal office.



The data in Table 1 suffer from 1imitétions tﬁat should be.reduceé
in future surveys. Information holding has not been measured through a
coordinated se; of items that lend themselves easily to detection of
error variance. The analysis does not account for.the content of news-
papex coverage. Nor have we distinguished between early campaign and late
campaign inthe;iifferent opportunities that sﬁrely exist for communication
and learning. :

But the most impoftant limitation stems from how variables ha;e been
defined. It is not clear why the measurement éf cognitive structure should.‘

be confined to candidates or should rest onthe emphasis acecorded to a

predetermined list of issues.

Conclusion.

Both academic and non-academic communities will welcome the range

. of imaginatidn that the Board of Overseers can bring to design of future

election studies. The Board's task is most challenging, considering the

intense competition that is bound to arise over queétionnaire space,

‘sample frames, and the advisability of data-gathering supplements to the'_

surveys.






