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Although politicians prefer to communicate directly with the public, political
sound bites in the nightly news are shrinking and primetime presidential
press conferences are becoming increasingly uncommon. Instead, people pri-
marily receive the messages of politicians as interpreted by journalists. What
are the consequences of this interpretation for how citizens evaluate political
messages? This article compares how people evaluate mediated political
accounts and those delivered by politicians directly. Using a set of experi-
ments, this article considers whether the power of politicians to inform and
persuade people is limited or enhanced through the interpretation of journal-
ists. This article finds that although people respond similarly to message con-
tent, whether from the politicians or from the media, evaluations of the
message source and political processes are improved when politicians com-
municate directly with the public.

Keywords: political communication; source cues; mass media; message
reception; persuasion; news coverage

The political news that people see is not a perfect reflection of the uni-
verse of current events. Constraints such as limited space, the need to

market news to consumers, and institutional patterns of media organizations
lead the media to transform information into a distinct news product (Cook,
1998; McManus, 2005; Patterson, 1993; Tuchman, 1978). What are the effects
of this media interpretation for how people evaluate political information?
Most studies of media effects for citizen understanding compare reactions
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to different amounts, kinds, or formats of news presentation—such as the
differences between television and newspaper coverage (Neuman, Just, &
Crigler, 1992; Norris & Sanders, 2003), horserace versus issue-based news
(Cappella & Jamieson, 1997; Valentino, Beckmann, & Buhr, 2001), or
higher or lower news consumption (Chaffee & Kanihan, 1997). Yet, to fully
understand the consequences of media interpretation, it is important to
know not just how people react to different media interpretations, but how
people evaluate media accounts versus unmediated direct accounts from
politicians.

We investigate how people evaluate policy stories when presented in
these two different formats—from politicians directly and through medi-
ated news coverage. Using an experimental design, we compare and con-
trast evaluations of the accounts of the journalists versus the accounts of the
politicians. On one hand, the systematic differences in how politicians and
the media present information may lead people to evaluate issue arguments
in distinctive ways. On the other hand, citizens may ultimately evaluate the
substance of arguments on their merits, with little consideration of the
sources and presentation of the arguments.

Our explanations for how people evaluate these different messages are built
on prior research about the utility of source cues. Studies of citizen decision
making suggest that how people react to a political message depends on the
source of the information and evaluations of the speaker’s credibility and
trustworthiness (Lupia & McCubbins, 1998; Popkin, 1991). By this logic,
those who trust politicians will be more open to the direct messages of
members of Congress, whereas those impressed with the credibility of media
will be more likely to be influenced by news coverage. However, we argue that
the source of the message not only acts as a cue to inform individual reception
to a message, but also determines the structure and content of the message
itself. In this way, sources serve not simply as a heuristic in peripheral pro-
cessing, but can also influence how people interpret and evaluate political
accounts. Different sources construct their messages in different ways. The
partisan rhetoric of a politician discussing welfare reform will look quite dif-
ferent than the account offered by a journalist covering the same story—the
persuasive appeals of the politician are not subject to the same norms of bal-
anced coverage and expert sources that a journalist faces. The two sources
have different strategic motivations for crafting their versions of the story, and
the structure and content of their messages reflect this.

By contrasting citizen reactions to political news and the rhetoric of
politicians, we inform the mechanisms by which media accounts affect cit-
izen reactions to political information. The tendency of the press to focus
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on political conflict and strategy has been argued to promote negativity
about government (Cappella & Jamieson, 1997). But less clear is whether
these effects are enduring to conflict of any type, or specific to the kinds of
tension typically seen in political press accounts. By holding the content of
policy arguments constant across these two information presentations, we
explore the consequences of these different accounts for citizen reception.

Our approach also informs the effects of media interpretation for recep-
tion of political messages. For politicians, the institutional norms of the
media mean that political viewpoints are often presented as the product of
journalistic interpretation. Perhaps media interpretation weakens the per-
suasiveness of the claims of politicians. Alternately, this kind of message
mediation may increase the likelihood that people will give consideration
to this information. Comparing these two ways of learning about politics
speaks to the consequences of media interpretation for how people receive
the messages of politicians. In recent years, politicians have increasingly
sought media venues that might be more favorable than the critical cover-
age common from the national press—from appearances on entertainment
programs to satellite interviews to personal Web sites (Graber, 2006, p. 226;
Wattenberg, 2004). With this study, we can compare how the public inter-
prets these direct communications compared to media accounts—informing
what politicians gain by going public. Are talk shows and interviews on
local news simply other outlets for politicians to communicate the same
messages to voters, or do these appearances give politicians the opportunity
to present positions in a way distinct from how a journalistic account would
be perceived? By considering differences in citizen reception to two of the
most common ways people can receive political messages, we investigate
how different ways of presenting the same information affect the way
people respond to political messages.

The Role of Source Cues

Traditionally, studies that consider the sources of political messages com-
pare how people interpret the same message when offered by different
speakers. When people are exposed to political messages, the perceived
credibility and trustworthiness of the message’s source affect how people
respond to the messages (Lupia & McCubbins, 1998; Popkin, 1991).
Appraisals of a message source can influence the effectiveness of heuristics,
media primes, and issue frames (Druckman, 2001; Kuklinski & Hurley,
1994; Miller & Krosnick, 2000; Mondak, 1993). In the social psychology
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tradition, sources have primarily a heuristic value. Individuals do not always
engage in deliberative, systematic evaluation of arguments based on their
relative strength. Instead, when individuals are unmotivated or unable to
consider the arguments at hand, they rely on less effortful evaluation mech-
anisms such as making judgments based on surface level characteristics—
most centrally, the nature of the source (Chaiken, 1980; Petty & Cacioppo,
1981, 1986). Knowledge of a speaker’s predispositions, expertise, and cred-
ibility provides information beyond the substance of the message.

Political science research on source cues follows in this social psychology
tradition. Given uninformed, nonideological citizens (Converse, 1964; Delli
Carpini & Keeter, 1996) and a dense, noisy information environment (Graber,
1994), informational shortcuts in the form of heuristics offer a way that citi-
zens might be able to make rational decisions in the face of low information
(Popkin, 1991; Sniderman, Brody, & Tetlock, 1991). Knowing the position of
an interest group on a ballot initiative can inform preferences (Lupia, 1994),
as does knowing the positions of trusted or favorably evaluated politicians
(Carmines & Kuklinski, 1990; Kuklinski & Hurley, 1994; Mondak, 1993).
People’s reception of issue frames and media primes also depends in part on
evaluations of the source (Druckman, 2001; Miller & Krosnick, 2000).

These studies highlight how different sources inform citizens’ reception
of messages. But in politics, different sources leave their imprint not only
on the perceptions of voters but also on the structure of the message itself.
The news media and politicians present information in systematically dif-
ferent ways, reflecting the institutional norms and incentives for each.
Although some have investigated related matters such as incongruity
between source and message (Iyengar & Valentino, 2000), we know little
about the opinion consequences of sources related to construction of polit-
ical messages. In this study, we consider the imprint of different sources on
the content of political messages, and how citizens respond to these varia-
tions in how different actors present policy information.

According to Lasswell (1948), persuasive communication concerns who
says what to whom with what effect. Of these parts, we know a good deal
about the variations in how individuals take in political information, based
on factors such as interest, motivation, and political sophistication (Zaller,
1992). We also have an increasing appreciation for the “who says”
element—and the role of the source in signaling the nature of the political
information. But we know comparatively little about the effects of message
construction. As McGuire (1985, p. 269) noted, “for two and a half millen-
nia, rhetoricians have been analyzing types of arguments, but surprisingly
little empirical work has been done on the comparative effectiveness of
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different argument structures.” What do we know about argument struc-
tures? In social psychology, researchers have considered factors such as the
order of arguments presented (Rosnow & Robinson, 1967; Smith, 1982). In
political science, Cobb and Kuklinski (1997) explored the difference
between easy and hard, pro and con arguments in political debate, finding
important differences in how individuals evaluate each. In this article, we
extend our understanding of the consequences of argument structure by
explicitly considering argument structures common to the political world—
those generated by the media as well as those crafted by politicians.

Differences in Message Construction

We consider how the source of political messages defines the structure
and organization of the message sent. Different political actors are driven by
different motivations. Politicians want to communicate with voters, to
inform and persuade them. They are concerned with how they are perceived
by constituents and hope to build a positive image that will appeal to voters.
As representatives of political parties, their rhetoric will often be partisan
and ideological in nature. Journalists, however, are driven by very different
motivations. The desire to be perceived as objective and credible sources of
information limits the expression of partisan rhetoric and promotes balanced
and two-sided news stories (Ansolabehere, Behr, & Iyengar, 1993). Like
politicians, news organizations are also concerned with how they are per-
ceived by their audience. But rather than securing votes, the media are seek-
ing consumers who will support the news as a commercial enterprise.
Hence, the media must present news that is interesting, compelling, infor-
mative, and easily understood so that people will buy their newspaper or
tune into their broadcast.

When politicians communicate directly with constituents, they will
often structure contentious issues in partisan terms. But this political spin
will not necessarily be represented in the final news product. Reporters do
not want to be a simple conduit for politicians, and instead they aim to pro-
duce news stories that include some additional expressive element (Zaller,
1999). Although the media often convey to the public the arguments raised
by the candidates and the interest groups, they will also introduce their own
voice as well (Callaghan & Schnell, 2001). This element of political jour-
nalism helps distinguish news coverage from the rhetoric of politicians.

The result is a news product that reflects the interplay between the strate-
gic concerns of both politicians and journalists. Although politicians would
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like to speak directly to the people, they must instead typically dialogue
with the public through the news media. Not only are opportunities for
direct messages limited, but politicians must also be interested in how their
messages are parlayed. Politicians hope to control the spin of a message,
but journalists have strategic considerations of their own, such as a desire
to convey news that sells.

The institutional norms of the news media also leave an imprint on how
issues are presented. As Cook (1998) argued, press operations have become
increasingly organizational over time. Collective-based routines of journalism
and the need to collaborate news accounts induce homogeneity across news
media. The consequences of an institutional media are certain durable, struc-
tural biases in the ways news is constructed. As Tuchman (1978) argued, the
news media must “routinize the unexpected” to produce the daily amount of
news needed to fill papers and the airwaves. Practices such as newsbeat jour-
nalism help achieve this (Gans, 1979) and contribute to a heavy reliance on
government sources. The composition of news stories is also shaped impor-
tantly by norms of balance and objectivity. In order to preserve credibility,
journalists wish to appear objective. Norms such as deferring to expertise and
presenting two sides to an issue helps journalists write objective stories that
appear unbiased (Gans, 1979; Tuchman, 1973, 1978). News coverage of polit-
ical debates tends to cover representatives from both sides of the issue, regard-
less of the relative strength of the competing camps (Cook, 1998). Another
way to achieve objectivity is to focus on neutral political processes rather than
the substance of the issues. The tension of competition and congressional con-
flict can also attract the attention of news consumers as the horserace does in
campaign seasons (Patterson, 1993).

Thus the information produced by both journalists and politicians are driven
by distinct goals and are produced under different kinds of institutional con-
straints. As a result, the manner in which journalists cover a political issue will
differ from how politicians themselves would communicate the same message.
The institutional and organizational norms of the news media influence the
composition and style of political media coverage—emphasis on government
viewpoints, a tendency to focus on the division lines between chambers of
Congress and branches of government, and strict balance in views presented.

The Consequences of Presentation Style

We consider the effects of two different ways that people might
encounter policy news—directly from politicians or mediated by journalists
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in traditional political media coverage. We argue that people will respond
differently to policy issues presented by each, not simply because of the
source of the message, but because of the manner in which each source
uniquely constructs political messages. We consider three kinds of effects
for how people evaluate debates about policy issues—evaluations of the
source, evaluations of the policy, and evaluations of the policy process.

Source Evaluations

We begin by considering how people evaluate each source. Previous lit-
erature on source cues suggests that these evaluations will be driven by
assessments of the trustworthiness and credibility of the source (Lupia &
McCubbins, 1998; Popkin, 1991). In American politics, neither politicians
nor the press inspire particular public confidence, where confidence in both
has tended to decline over time. Comparing the confidence in government
versus the news media, the press generally enjoys less confidence than the
institutions of government (Gronke & Cook, 2007).1,2

When asked to assess the persuasiveness of a source, we expect people to
report unmediated messages from politicians as the most influential. Building
from previous literature, sources have particular utility for their heuristic
value. Knowing that a message is from a politician carries more information
than knowing that a source is the news media, as inferences can be easily
made about the motives and ideological leanings of the speaker. Although
assumptions about the objectivity or credibility of the news media might
carry more weight in promoting learning or consideration, we expect that
people will report politicians to be more persuasive than media accounts.

Policy Evaluations

Next, we consider the consequences of political news for appraisals of
public policy, specifically the level of political learning from reading the
stimuli as well as the degree of opinion change that follows. In the case of
opinion change, seeing an endorsement from a partisan politician sets the
stage for persuasion. If this speaker is seen as more convincing, then we
expect to see a strengthening of preferences and greater certainty in
people’s policy evaluations. The accounts of journalists, on the other hand,
leave open greater opportunities for consideration and learning. Lower con-
fidence in the media relative to politicians means that strengthening of atti-
tudes and persuasion will be less common. The policy accounts of elected
officials can trigger partisan priors and close the door to consideration of
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any new information (Redlawsk, 2002; Taber & Lodge, 2006). News
accounts, on the other hand, are often perceived as more balanced and
objective. We expect that when presented with media accounts, people will
be more willing to learn more about the issue.

Process Evaluations

Next, we investigate the consequences of politicians’ accounts versus
media accounts for evaluations of policy processes. Previous studies sug-
gest that standard styles of media coverage can have negative consequences
for how people evaluate political processes. When campaign stories are
framed in strategic, horserace terms rather than focusing on the issues, cit-
izens are less motivated to participate and more cynical about politics
(Cappella & Jamieson, 1997; Valentino et al., 2001). When debates are
characterized by incivility rather than politeness, trust in government can
fall (Mutz & Reeves, 2005).

We expect that political media coverage will promote public pessimism
about government processes compared to the unmediated accounts of
politicians. A significant result here would help explain why media inter-
pretation generates cynicism. We expect that public negativity about the
procedures of government is rooted in exposure to these routines. When
coverage of public policy focuses on elements other than congressional
debates or political strategies, greater optimism about process considera-
tions should emerge. However, a rival expectation would be that mistrust
and cynicism in government are the result of encountering conflicting issue
positions. Although conflict lies at the center of politics, it is seldom cele-
brated. When looking at government, Americans are often disappointed by
the disagreements and arguments they see (Hibbing & Theiss-Morse,
2002). If this is true, the mere presence of conflict will raise negativity.
Observing differences in cynicism will confirm that the manner in which
reporters interpret and frame political conflicts creates negativity, not sim-
ply the conflict of competing views.

Research Design

We consider two different information presentations—policy messages
directly from politicians and political coverage in the news media. Using an
experimental design, we explore how people react to information presented
in these kinds of message presentation styles. An experimental approach is
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useful here in that it allows us to develop information presentations that
mirror how politicians and journalists each construct their messages, while
holding the substantive issue content of each presentation constant. By ran-
domly assigning participants to view one of the stimuli, we can explore the
consequences of manner of presentation apart from the content of the pol-
icy arguments or individual differences across participants.

In our study, participants were recruited from a participant pool of under-
graduate students enrolled in introductory American government courses.
Relying on an undergraduate sample can raise concerns about external valid-
ity (Sears, 1986). However, other studies of people’s reactions to media
frames fail to find significant differences between undergraduates and adult
participants (Druckman, 2004; Simon & Jerit, 2007). Furthermore, as Miller
and Krosnick (2000) noted, there is no evidence that priming operates
differently among student samples than nonstudents.

In the first study in fall 2001, 191 people participated, and in the second
study in spring 2002, 123 individuals participated.3 Participants completed
a pretest questionnaire about political attitudes and demographic informa-
tion online a few days before arriving in a computer lab to complete the
central part of the study. After reading a set of instructions on the screen,
participants were randomly directed to one of two experimental stimuli.
The stimulus page was in the template in the style of a regional newspaper’s
Web site. After reading a story about a policy issue, participants were
directed to an online posttest. Next, individuals answered a set of political
knowledge items as a distractor task. Then they read a second policy story,
completed a posttest questionnaire, and were debriefed.

Stimuli

We consider three different issues—affirmative action policy, environ-
mental policy, and stem cell research. In the first study, participants viewed
stories on stem cell policies, whereas in the second study participants
viewed stories on affirmative action and the environment. The affirmative
action stimulus concerned a Bush administration proposal to reconsider the
guidelines for evaluating federal affirmative action programs in hiring and
contracting. The environmental policy stimulus concerned the question of
opening the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR) in Alaska for oil
drilling. The stimulus about stem cell policy dealt with debates whether
research based on embryonic stem cells should be allowed and federally
funded.
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Arguments for and against each policy were derived from actual news-
paper coverage of these issues and from press releases issued by the
members of Congress. These sources also informed general elements of
how the stimuli were designed, concerning issues such as tone and struc-
ture. The politicians construct took the form of an unmediated debate
between Democratic and Republican members of Congress. Journalistic
interpretation was absent, though the text of the debate was placed within a
basic newspaper editorial template. The format is shown in Figure 1. The
article featured two side-by-side editorials, one from Republican House
member Tom DeLay and one attributed to Democrat Dick Gephardt.4

Whether the Republican argument was featured in the right or the left col-
umn was randomized. In the affirmative action stimulus, the title read,
“Affirmative action: Exploring the controversy—Politicians debate the pros
and cons of the issue,” with column headings labeled as Democratic Voice
and Republican Voice.

The political media coverage stimulus, shown in Figure 2, was written
as a newspaper story emphasizing partisan controversies and congressional
debates. Policy disagreements between the House and Senate as well as
Democrats and Republicans were discussed, and some element of interpre-
tive journalistic voice was included as well. The politicians highlighted in
the previous construct are quoted in the article as party representatives.
Source cues were again included, illustrated with a photograph of legisla-
tors debating in a hearing, and emphasized again with the subtitle,
“Affirmative action: Exploring the controversy—Congressional leaders
debate a Bush proposal to rethink federal affirmative action rules.”

In designing the stimuli, we made every effort to ensure that the stimuli
differed in presentation style only, keeping the other substantive elements
as similar as possible. The arguments used were balanced in number and
consistent across the different versions of the stimuli. Length of the articles
according to the number of words was similar across the stimuli.5 We were
careful that the arguments and facts of each stimulus matched across all
three variations, so that the general persuasive elements were identical
across all the three. Differences between the stimuli came in the structure
of the information and the language used in connecting the arguments. In
the political media stimulus, issue arguments were interspersed with dis-
cussion of the strategic process of the issue debate, such as statements in
the affirmative action stimulus that noted, “Looming above all political cal-
culations in the debate over affirmative action is the upcoming midterm
elections.” In the stimulus of only the politicians, such statements were
absent. Instead, the level of political rhetoric was higher. For example, a
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Figure 1
Screenshot of Political Stimulus
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Figure 2
Screenshot of Political Media Stimulus
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statistic about environmental conditions would be included as a legislator’s
argument in the politicians construct versus a rebuttal to an opposing parti-
san’s claim in the political media construct.

These kinds of stimuli have high experimental realism. Visually, the for-
mat of the news presentations closely resembles the kinds of policy infor-
mation people encounter in the news. Substantively, our stimuli resemble
the kinds of distortions common to journalistic news coverage, as docu-
mented by others (Capella & Jamieson, 1997; Lawrence, 2000; Patterson,
1993). However, it is important to acknowledge some of the limitations of
our research design. One concern is that there are some subtle differences
across the stimuli, such as the order of arguments, that are not fixed across
the stimuli. It is possible that experimental participants will respond to these
differences, and that the effects we observe will not be solely the result of
the intended variations in the stimuli. However, we argue that the use of
three different issues allows us to assess the robustness of any presentation
effects. Even if some factor like word choice or the sequence of the argu-
ments influences responses in the case of one issue stimulus, a robust pat-
tern of results across all three issues will provide reassurance of effects
beyond the idiosyncratic variations within a particular stimulus. Another
limitation to our study is that we lose some experimental control in our
design of the stimuli, in that we cannot precisely identify which elements of
media construction are most consequential. For instance, in our political
media stimuli, we include elements of journalistic voice as well as empha-
size procedural elements of policy debates. With this design, we can identify
the consequences of journalistic presentations versus the direct accounts of
politicians, but we cannot isolate the unique effects of particular facets of
journalistic presentation. We leave these for exploration in future work.

Results

We begin by considering the differences in source evaluations across the
stimuli. To evaluate how people react to each source, we rely on a posttest
item that asks participants how convincing they found the arguments raised
in the material they read.6 We expect the politicians’ presentation to be seen
as more convincing than the media stimulus. Results are shown in Table 1.7

We find that across all three policy areas, participants found political
media accounts to be less convincing than messages delivered directly by
politicians, though the difference is significant for only the stem cells and
affirmative action issue, and only near significant for the environmental
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issue. Arguments delivered directly from politicians are seen as more con-
vincing than the same arguments attributed to the same speakers within a
political news presentation. Mediated accounts are considered less com-
pelling than the unmediated rhetoric of politicians. At the time the study
took place, stem cells were just receiving national attention due to President
Bush’s initiative, whereas talk of drilling in ANWR was on the periphery of
the 2000 presidential election. Couple these less-known and defined issues
with an issue with clearly defined sides, affirmative action, and the result
that participants evaluate the sources consistently differently across the
three issues is striking.

This pattern of results is a somewhat surprising finding, as we might
expect the arguments delivered by a neutral objective news organization to
be more compelling than those delivered by a politician driven by a parti-
san agenda. Yet, this result makes sense in context of previous source cue
research, where the identity of a political speaker carries significant value
as a heuristic. A Republican participant in the experiment sees direct and
unmediated arguments from both a Democratic and a Republican member
of Congress in the politician’s stimulus. In such a presentation, it is much
easier to figure out where one stands based on the positions taken by the
party representative.8 The implication of this is that the people will evalu-
ate information differently depending on whether they watch a debate on
the Cable-Satellite Public Affairs Network (C-SPAN) or read a news
account of that same discussion in the newspaper.9 The presence of media
interpretation makes politicians’ accounts less convincing.

142 American Politics Research

Table 1
Finds Arguments in Article Convincing

Stem Cells Environment Affirmative Action

Politicians Media Politicians Media Politicians Media

Very convincing (%) 14.9 3.5 25.6 15.4 7.9 4.9
Moderately convincing (%) 68.7 72.4 69.2 69.2 89.5 65.9
Not very convincing (%) 13.4 20.7 5.1 15.4 2.6 29.3
Not at all convincing (%) 3.0 3.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
N 67 58 39 39 38 41
Pearson χ2 5.32 3.00 10.21
Degrees of freedom 3 2 2
p value .07 .11 .00
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Next, we consider the consequences of these different stimuli for how
people evaluate the policy itself. We consider measures related to both issue
learning and opinion change. First, we consider whether exposure to each
issue presentation increases self-reports of knowledge about that policy
issue, measured on a 3-point scale reflecting whether the person reports
learning many new facts, some new things, or nothing new. We expect that
learning will be greater from the neutral source than the information from
the politicians. Results are shown in Table 2.

We do not find significant differences in self-reports of information gains
across the two constructs. In the case of the environmental issue, those read-
ing news coverage are slightly less likely to say they learned facts from the
article than those reading arguments from politicians. However, this difference
is only significant at the 0.1 level.10 On the whole, the greatest differences in
learning reflect the substance of the issue, not the manner of information pre-
sentation.11 Even if people report politicians as more convincing, this rhetoric
does not affect levels of political learning. People say they learn as much from
media accounts as they learn from the messages of politicians.

We also consider the effects of these stimuli on the amount of opinion
change between the pretest and the posttest. Because issue preferences are
measured on different scales for each issue, we collapse the difference
between pretest and posttest preferences to a nominal variable indicating any
opinion change versus no opinion change. Results are shown in Table 3.12

Again, we find the greatest difference in opinion change reflects the con-
tent of the issues, where change is greatest for the environmental issue and
smallest for the affirmative action issue. Whether the issue is presented as
direct politicians’ accounts or structured within a news article matters little
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Table 2
Learned Anything From Reading the News Story

Stem Cells Environment Affirmative Action

Politicians Media Politicians Media Politicians Media

Much (%) 38.8 39.0 43.6 24.4 5.1 5.0
Some (%) 41.8 44.1 35.9 53.7 48.7 55.0
Not much (%) 19.4 17.0 20.5 22.0 46.2 40.0
N 67 59 39 41 39 40
Pearson χ2 0.14 3.60 0.32
Degrees of freedom 2 2 2
p value .46 .08 .42
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for the level of issue persuasion. Although reading the arguments of politi-
cians may carry heuristic value, they do not necessarily influence the direc-
tion of policy preferences.13

Next, we consider the consequences of these information structures for
how people evaluate political processes. We consider two measures. First,
we evaluate assessments of the representativeness of the arguments.
Participants were asked whether they believed that the points raised in the
articles reflected the views of ordinary Americans. We expect that those
who encounter the news media stimulus will be cynical about the represen-
tativeness of the views expressed in the article, but do not expect the argu-
ments of politicians to induce similar cynicism. Although the conflict
between the two politicians’ accounts may present discord that induces cyn-
ical views about representativeness, we expect that emphasis on govern-
ment procedures is necessary to generate negative process evaluations.
Results are shown in Table 4. We find that across all three policy areas, par-
ticipants viewing the politician stimulus found the sources’ views to be sig-
nificantly more representative of Americans compared to participants in the
newspaper condition. When the information sources are placed into a
media-moderated context, participants find the sources to be less represen-
tative of Americans’ views. Even though conflict is visually established in
the politician stimulus, participants found the views more representative of
Americans’ views. This suggests that it is the way the media presents polit-
ical conflict, and not simply the clash of competing viewpoints, that gener-
ates public cynicism about the processes of government.

Finally, we look at evaluations of the policy process itself by consider-
ing whom participants found to be more influential in government.14 Do
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Table 3
Any Opinion Change Between Pretest and Posttest

Stem Cells Environment Affirmative Action

Politicians Media Politicians Media Politicians Media

Opinion change (%) 49.1 41.5 57.1 52.8 3.2 0.0
No opinion change (%) 50.9 58.5 42.9 47.2 96.8 100.0
N 53 41 39 41 31 37
Pearson χ2 0.54 0.14 1.21
Degrees of freedom 1 1 1
p value .23 .35 .13
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they see the issue as one where one party controls influence over the policy
process, or is it a case where both parties have equal influence? Results are
shown in Table 5. We find that participants are more likely to see the issue
as controlled by one party when reading media accounts than when exposed
to the rhetoric of politicians in the case of both the affirmative action issue
and the environmental policy, though not in the case of stem cells.15

Although we may expect that those exposed to highly partisan rhetoric will
become more pessimistic of the policy process, we find here that excluding
the media from the policy discussion has the effect of making participants
feel that the process is more balanced. Although media accounts are no less
informative and no less persuasive than direct messages from politicians,
they do promote greater citizen cynicism. This is particularly interesting
given the importance of objectivity among the tenets of modern journalism.
Politicians are not strongly motivated by goals of objectivity, often content
to push partisan agendas. Journalists resist translating this partisan spin into
their stories, trying to create stories that appear objective and balanced
(Gans, 1979; Tuchman, 1978). Nonetheless, our experimental participants
see political debates as more balanced when presented by politicians than
when the press interprets events. This suggests that the media’s efforts to
appear objective may be failing to convince the audience of the news.

Discussion

Our results suggest that citizens relate better to politicians’ views and
arguments in a direct message than when the media filters the information.
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Table 4
Finds Arguments to Represent Views of Americans

Stem Cells Environment Affirmative Action

Politicians Media Politicians Media Politicians Media

Yes (%) 49.2 17.7 43.6 16.7 47.4 15.2
Somewhat (%) 46.0 60.8 48.7 69.4 50.0 69.7
No (%) 4.8 21.6 7.7 13.9 2.6 15.2
N 63 51 39 36 38 33
Pearson χ2 15.65 6.47 10.09
Degrees of freedom 2 2 2
p value .00 .02 .00
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One possible explanation for the differences we observe is that people are
ultimately reacting to the source more than the structure of the political
information. Our evidence, however, suggests that the differences between
mediated and unmediated accounts reflect more than just the difference in
the message source. First, evaluations of the trustworthiness of the two
sources, politicians and the media, have little moderating influence on the
relationships we find here. It does not appear that convincingness of the
policy arguments is due to only trust in the source. Second, if the primary
mechanism of influence was the heuristic utility of the source, then this
heuristic should be of varying utility depending on the familiarity and dif-
ficulty of the issue. Source cues will be especially useful for their heuristic
value when faced with an unfamiliar issue like stem cells, and less needed
when dealing with a familiar issue like affirmative action (Mondak, 1993).
However, we find quite similar patterns of results across all three policy
issues, whether it is an easy issue like affirmative action or a difficult, unfa-
miliar issue like funding stem cell research.

Third, we do not find this pattern of effects when only source cues are
varied and not the presentation style. In the fall 2001 study, we also investi-
gated the effects of source differences only, attributing identical text to both
political and journalistic sources in the case of an environmental policy
debate about river pollution. Whether the same editorial is attributed to a leg-
islator from one’s own political party, the opposing party, or an editorial
newspaper writer, we find that policy arguments are no more convincing
when attributed to politicians than when attributed to journalists. This sup-
ports the argument we make here that the ways people react to the stimuli
depends on how each source uniquely structures policy accounts. Certainly,
prior studies affirm the utility of evaluations of the message source as a
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Table 5
Feels Policy Influence to Be Balanced, Not Biased

Stem Cells Environment Affirmative Action

Politicians Media Politicians Media Politicians Media

Balanced (%) 46.3 39.0 64.1 39.0 63.2 43.9
Biased (%) 53.7 61.0 35.9 61.0 36.8 56.1
N 67 59 39 41 38 41
Pearson χ2 0.68 5.03 2.94
Degrees of freedom 1 1 1
p value .20 .01 .04
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shortcut to evaluating the content of the message (Carmines & Kuklinski,
1990; Kuklinski & Hurley, 1994; Mondak, 1993). However, we find that the
source of the message can also transform the structure of policy information—
in a way consequential to how voters understand political debates.

Further research is necessary to isolate exactly why people respond dif-
ferently to the accounts of politicians versus journalistic accounts, to see
whether emphasis on political procedures has distinct effects from journal-
istic voice. Future experiments could also extend this research beyond an
undergraduate sample. In the case of persuasion, a student sample provides
a tougher test, in that younger cohorts tend to have less stable views (Sears,
1986). For measures like cynicism about politics, it is not clear that younger
cohorts differ from older groups (Zukin, Keeter, Andolina, Jenkins, & Delli
Carpini, 2006). But for other effects like learning, the political awareness
and cognitive effort of a student sample may underestimate the effects of
the stimuli on information gains (Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1993; Kam,
Wilking, & Zechmeister, 2007).

Conclusion

In considering whether media interpretation is consequential for public
reactions to politicians’ messages, we find that people do evaluate messages
differently when presented as direct accounts from politicians than when
mediated by journalists. The consequences are modest for how people eval-
uate the policy itself, as we find few differences in self-reports of learning
or attitude change and persuasion across the stimuli. But when it comes to
evaluations of the source and policy processes, important differences
emerge. Direct accounts from politicians are not only found more convinc-
ing than the same arguments presented in a newspaper article, but they also
inspire greater optimism about the political process.

If we think about the way that politicians would ideally like to commu-
nicate with the public when using the media, we expect that it would most
resemble that of the politicians’ debate. It is in this construct that politicians
have the greatest control of the message. If we also think about the ways
that citizens would ideally like to receive political information, we might
suspect that common and familiar source of news coverage would be pre-
ferred. It is here that individuals can find independent interpretation of
political viewpoints and an easily digestible synthesis of information from
a variety of sources. However, our results suggest that people may favor the
accounts of politicians over those of journalists, just as politicians do. In
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our study, participants find direct political accounts more convincing and
more representative, although showing no particular disadvantages in learn-
ing compared to mediated accounts.

Politicians generally prefer those communication venues that allow them
to speak directly with the public. Journalists are courted for coverage by
politicians, but disliked for their potential adversarial tone. When politicians
must rely on journalists to advertise their positions, their arguments are
found less convincing by their constituents. Although this could disadvan-
tage politicians, media interpretation does not appear to dilute the informa-
tion value or persuasive power of politicians as much as they might think.
Strategies such as going public, appearing on entertainment programs, and
creating candidate Web sites can all increase the amount of public attention
they receive, but it is less clear that politicians are benefited by any result-
ing changes in how political messages are presented.

These results inform how people respond to the structural biases that
shape presentation of the news. Although levels of policy learning and opin-
ion change appear to depend mostly on the content of the policy information
and the substance of the arguments, evaluations of political processes appear
to depend more on the subtle differences in how this information is presented.
Although both stimuli present policy conflict and competing arguments, the
mere presence of conflict does not drive process evaluations. Instead,
the character of this conflict and how people encounter it drives reactions to
the stimuli. Although political messages are similarly persuasive and informa-
tive from both political and journalistic sources, journalistic mediation of
political accounts can have negative consequences for how people evaluate the
message source and the policy process. We expected that balance and objec-
tivity connected to journalistic accounts would promote learning in a way
political accounts would not. However, we do not find such normative bene-
fits. Instead, the unique effects of media interpretation tend to be negative,
boosting cynicism and weakening the perceived persuasiveness of claims.

Appendix
Question Wordings of Dependent Variables

Finds Arguments in Article Convincing

In general, did you find the arguments about (the policy) presented in the article to be
convincing? Very convincing, Moderately convincing, Not very convincing, Not at all
convincing, Don’t know or haven’t thought much about this.

(continued)
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Appendix (continued)

Learned Anything From Reading the News Story

From reading this article, would you say that you have learned anything new about
(the policy) controversy? That is to say, have you encountered novel or interesting
ideas and facts? A good number of new ideas and facts, A few new ideas and facts,
Not much new here.

Any Opinion Change (Measured as any difference
from pretest to posttest)

Stem cell policy. Recently, stem cell research has been in the news, as George W.
Bush announced that he will allow funding only for research on stem cells that cur-
rently exist in laboratories. These come from about 60 embryos that were left over
from fertility treatments and donated by the parents. Bush will not allow federal
funding for research on stem cells from additional donated embryos. What would
have been your own preference—broader federal funding, to include stem cells
from additional donated embryos, no federal funding for any embryonic stem-cell
research, or the limited funding announced by Bush? Broader funding, No funding,
Limited funding, Don’t know or haven’t thought much about this.

Environment. Some people think it is important to protect the environment even
if it costs some jobs or otherwise reduces our standard of living. Other people think
that protecting the environment is not as important as maintaining jobs and our stan-
dard of living.

Where would you place yourself on this scale? 1: Tougher regulations on busi-
ness are needed to protect the environment. 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7: Regulations to protect
environment is already too much, Don’t know or haven’t thought much about this.

Affirmative action. Some people say that because of past discrimination African
Americans and other minorities should be given preference in hiring and promotion.
Others say that such preference in hiring and promotion is wrong because it gives
people advantages they haven’t earned. What about your opinion-are you for or
against preferential hiring and promotion of African Americans and other minori-
ties? For, Against, Don’t know or haven’t thought much about this.

Finds Arguments to Represent Views of Americans

Do you feel that the views presented in the article reflect the opinion of ordinary
Americans on (the policy)? Yes, Somewhat but not entirely, No, Don’t know or
haven’t thought much about this.

(continued)
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Appendix (continued)

Feels Policy Influence to Be Balanced, Not Biased

Some people say that liberals in government are more influential on (the policy)
debate. Others say that conservatives in government are more influential. What
about your opinion? Liberals exert more influence than conservatives,
Conservatives exert more influence than liberals, Both are about equal, Neither is
influential.

Notes

1. In our sample, politicians enjoy greater confidence than the news media. Fifty percent
trust politicians to do what is right most of the time or just about always, whereas only 43%
trust the media to report the news fairly most or all of the time.

2. However, when asked whom they trust more, government officials or news reporters, the
media usually enjoys higher esteem. In a May 2005 ABC News/Washington Post survey,
respondents were asked whom they believed when the media disagreed with official govern-
ment accounts. Forty-six percent believed the media, whereas 26% believed the government.
In a July 2005 survey conducted by Opinion Dynamics, respondents were asked whom they
trusted more to tell the public the truth—government officials or news reporters. Eighteen per-
cent answered the former, whereas 38% responded the latter. (Thirty-three percent volunteered
the answer “neither.”)

3. In the fall session, 65% of the sample was female and 83% of the sample was White. In the
spring session, 62% were female and 83% were White. In the fall session, 40% of the sample was
17 or 18 years old, 34% were 19 years old, and 26% were aged 20 or older. In the spring session,
21% were 17 or 18 years old, 50% were 19 years old, and 29% were aged 20 or older.

4. The tone of the commentary was generally conversational, as if the members of
Congress were trying to dialogue with their constituents. In the fall 2001 study, the politicians
were Senators Edward Kennedy and Trent Lott. In the environmental issue in spring 2002, the
politicians were Senators Thomas Daschle and Trent Lott.

5. In the case of the stem cells policy, the length of the politician stimulus was 754 words,
compared to 764 in the journalistic stimulus. In the environmental issue, the length of the
politician stimulus was 571 words, compared to 528 words in the other, and in the affirmative
action policy, the length was 671 words in the politician stimulus versus 617 words in the jour-
nalistic stimulus.

6. The question wordings for the dependent variables are listed in the appendix.
7. We present tables of responses by experimental condition and chi-square tests as we feel

this approach provides the most intuitive way to present and interpret the results. We find the
same patterns of results when we instead use logit and ordered logit analyses.

8. Previous literature on source cues suggests that the utility of a cue will depend on the
trustworthiness and credibility of the source. We ran the same models with measures of media
trust and politician trust as controls and as moderators of the stimuli effects and found no sig-
nificant variation. We also considered other individual factors, including attitude strength, par-
tisan strength, and political knowledge. The only significant difference found concerned the
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affirmative action issue, where those with stronger attitudes were more likely to find the media
accounts convincing than those with weaker prior attitudes.

9. Research on source cues suggests that evaluations of how compelling the arguments
are should depend on one’s level of trust in the source. In results not presented here, we also
compared reports of how convincing the arguments were found according to levels of media
trust and levels of trust in government. We find that those who have high confidence in the
media are no more likely to find news accounts convincing than those with low media trust
across all three issues. In the case of trust in politicians, those with high trust are somewhat
more likely to find the politicians’ accounts compelling, but those with low trust in govern-
ment still find the politicians’ arguments more convincing than those offered in the media
account. In sum, prior levels of trust in the media and government have little influence in how
convincing people find the arguments offered in the stimuli.

10. This may be anomalous, or perhaps in this policy domain, respondents find politicians
especially informative compared to the news media.

11. It is possible that the use of a subjective measure of learning underestimates the poten-
tial effects of the stimuli compared to an objective measure of learning like a knowledge test.
However, we find a similar pattern of null effects for a related measure of one’s interest in
learning more about the policy issue (yes, maybe, or no). We found that participants’ interest
in future learning did not differ across the stimuli for any of the three issues (Stem cells:
Pearson’s χ2 = 1.09, df = 2, p = .58; Environment: Pearson’s χ2 = 0.76, df = 2, p = .63;
Affirmative action: Pearson’s χ2 = 1.04, df = 2, p = .60).

12. We also looked for any difference in posttest issue attitudes across the conditions and
found no significant differences.

13. We also fail to find significant differences across the stimuli in terms of change in the
strength of issue preferences between the pretest and posttest questionnaire.

14. This is a collapsed binary measure where 1 denotes those who felt that one side dom-
inated the policy issue, and 0 denotes those who felt neither liberals nor conservatives domi-
nated the policy.

15. It is possible that the format of the politician’s presentation with side-by-side presen-
tations from the two party representatives promotes a sense of balanced debate. But notably,
both media presentations were also carefully balanced to give equal space to Democratic
quotes and Republican viewpoints.
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