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U ni ver s i ty of M i nnesota

R el ati vel y unexpl ored i n pol i ti cal  communi cati on research are the mental
proces ses i nvol ved w hen pol i ti cal  i s sues , par ti cul ar l y those framed by new s
media i n moral  terms , i nteract w i th i ndi vi dual s’ personal  val ues i n an elector al
context. T h i s s tudy explored how the process of candidate choice i s i nfl uenced
by interacti ons between (1 ) i ndi v idual s ’ val ues  and (2 ) new s frami ng of i ssues
i n terms of contendi ng values . Subj ects  were presented simul ated new spaper
ar ti cl es about an electi on contes t and asked to make a candi date choi ce. Acros s
four  otherw i se cons tant pol i ti cal  envi ronments , a s i ngl e i s sue—whi ch var i ed
i n the eth ical  dimens ions emphasi z ed—was systemati cal l y al tered to create
paral l el  exami nati ons of how voter s process , i nterpret, and use i ssue i nforma-
ti on i n choos ing among candi dates . D ata from two di ffer i ng subpopul ati ons ,
evangel i cal  Chr i sti ans and undergraduate students , were gather ed and pool ed
in anal ys i s . F i ndi ngs i ndicate that, i n combi nati on, an i ndi v idual ’s i nterpretati on
of i s sues and new s medi a frami ng of i ssues i nfl uence the type of deci s i on-
mak i ng process used, even after  accounti ng for  a var iety of demograph ic, or i en-
tati onal , i ssue impor tance, and i s sue pos i ti on var iabl es .

K eyw or ds construct acti vati on, deci s i on mak i ng, media frami ng, moti vati on,
moral  i s sues, val ues , voti ng behav i or

I n recent decades , scholar s have gi ven i ncreas i ng attenti on to cu l tural  and moral

di fferences in contemporary pol i ti cs, often refl ected in i ssues such as aborti on, school

prayer , gay r i ghts , and euthanas i a (Abramson &  Ingl ehar t, 1 9 9 5 ; B rooke, 1 9 9 3 ;

B row n &  Carmi nes , 1 9 9 5 ; D work in , 1 9 9 3 , F l anagan, 1 9 87 ; L uker , 1 9 8 4 ; M oen ,

1 9 8 4 ; W uthnow , 1 9 89 ). For ex ampl e, several  s tudi es have found that abor ti on and

other i ssues ti ed to “deepl y held val ues ” s i gn i fi cantl y i nfl uence voti ng behavior

(H aider -M arkel  &  M ei er , 1 9 9 6 , p. 3 3 4 ; see al so Abramow i tz , 1 9 9 5 ; Cook et al .,

1 9 9 4 ; Smi th, 1 9 9 4 ). T he resu l ti ng cleavages  in many pol i ti cal  campai gns sugges t

that i ndi v idual s w i th contendi ng val ues often turn electi ons i nto what M onroe (1 99 5 )

cal l ed moral  “referendums.” H owever , relati vel y unexpl ored by schol ars  are the

mental  processes i nvol ved when voter s’ val ues  i nteract i n an electoral  contex t w i th

pol i ti cal  i s sues , par ti cu l ar l y those di scussed i n moral  terms .

O ur i nterest i n these rel ati onshi ps i s parti cu lar l y pi qued by the central  role values

pl ay i n the fram ing of pol i ti cal  i s sues . R esearch on new s di scour se about abor ti on

and heal th care, for  i nstance, i ndicates that media, often tak i ng cues from pol i ti cal

el i tes , commonl y frame i ssues  to emphas i z e the “value choi ces ” i nvol ved (B al l -

R okeach et al . , 1 9 9 0 ; B al l -R okeach &  L oges , 1 9 9 6 ). F ram ing an i ssue in terms of

competi ng val ues has great uti l i ty both for pol i ti cal  groups, who w i sh “to l egi timate
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to themsel ves and to communi cate to other s w hy thei r  choice i s  more moral  or

competent than thei r  opponents’,” (B al l -R okeach &  L oges , 1 9 9 6 , p. 2 7 9 ) and for

j ournal i s ts , who see val ues as central  to a good new s stor y because “they are lay

l anguage terms, they are effi ci ent, they speak to confl i ct, and they may be com-

municated i n dramati c terms l i kel y to generate cogn i ti ve and affecti ve responses”

(B al l -R okeach &  L oges , 1 9 9 6 , p. 2 9 2 ; see al so Entman &  Roj eck i , 1 9 9 3 ; Gans, 1 9 7 9 ;

Pan &  K os ick i , 1 9 9 3 ; Shah et al ., 1 9 9 6 ). I n turn, th i s k i nd of pol i ti cal  di scour se

almost cer tai n l y i nfl uences ci ti z ens , s i nce values functi on as a heur i s ti c devi ce for

a w i de var i ety of people—from the pol i ti cal l y unsophi s ti cated to the pol i ti cal l y

know l edgeabl e.

T h i s study expl ored how  the process of candidate choice i s  i nfl uenced by the

i nteracti on between (1 ) i ndi v i dual s’ values and (2 ) new s medi a frami ng of i ssues

i n terms of contending val ues . T o exam i ne these relati onshi ps , we systemati cal l y

al tered a s i ngl e i ssue—whi ch var i ed in the eth i cal  dimens ions emphas i z ed in media

coverage—across four otherw i se constan t pol i ti cal  i nformati on envi ronments to

create paral l el  ex am inati ons of how i ndi v idual s process , i nterpret, and use i ssue

i nformati on i n choos ing among candi dates . T he sampl e i ncl uded subj ects from two

subpopu lati ons : evangel ical  Chr i s ti ans and uni vers i ty undergraduate students . In addi -

ti on, we used two di fferent approaches to exam ine subjects ’ deci s i on-mak ing pro-

cesses , w hich are di ffi cu l t to measure w i th tradi ti onal  methodologi es .

L i ter atur e R eview

Insight i nto voter s’ i s sue interpretati ons and deci si on-mak ing strategi es may be gained

from research on i nformati on process i ng, par ti cu l ar l y the rol es  of val ues and moti -

vati on. M uch informati on process i ng research refl ects a groundi ng i n schema theory ,

whi ch pos i ts that, on the bas i s of ex per ience, peopl e organ i z e thei r  percepti ons of

the envi ronment i nto cogn i ti ve know l edge structu res , that i s , mental  cl u ster s of

i nformati on. O nce acti vated, schema faci l i tate and shape the process i ng of i nforma-

ti on, thereby providi ng the raw mater i al s upon whi ch indi v idual s form eval uati ons

and come to under stand the soci al  w or ld (F i ske &  T ay lor , 1 9 9 1 ; Graber , 1 9 8 8 ).

R esearch sugges ts that a number of factor s i nfl uence w hich schema are used

to gu i de informati on process i ng and deci s i on mak i ng— frequency and recency of

construct acti vati on, i nformati on process i ng goal s , and patter ns of pr ior  know l edge

(D omke et al . , 1 9 9 8 ; H i ggi ns &  B argh , 1 9 8 7 ; H iggi ns  &  K i ng, 1 9 8 1 ; T ourangeau &

Ras insk i , 1 9 8 8 ; W yer &  S ru l l , 1 9 8 9 ). For exampl e, rather  than draw i ng upon al l

appl i cabl e cogn i ti ve constructs to gu ide information process i ng, peopl e tend to over -

sample “acces s i bl e” schema. For fami l i ar  obj ects , the rel evant schema are hi gh l y

acces s i ble; however , when obj ects are more ambi guous, no schema are readi l y

acti vated, forci ng a search for rel evant cogn i ti ons (Chai ken, 1 9 8 0 ; Faz io, 1 9 8 6 ,

1 9 8 9 ; K rosni ck , 1 9 8 8 ). I n such instances , contex tual  factor s—such as medi a fram-

i ng of i ssues—may cue relevant cogn i ti ve structu res that are then used to structure

i nformati on process i ng and judgment (Iyengar &  S imon, 1 9 94 ; R umel har t, 1 9 7 5 ).

As Z al l er  and Feldman (1 9 9 2 ) argued, medi a coverage, or frames, may acti vate

cer tai n “con s iderati ons ,” which i nteract w i th a per son’s  predi spos i ti ons to hel p

gui de the constructi on of atti tudes (see al so Edelman, 1 9 93 ; Gamson, 1 9 92 ; Graber ,

1 9 8 8 ; Z al l er , 1 9 9 2 ). Such a per specti ve recogn i z es that whi le i ndi v idual s “do not

s l avi sh l y fol l ow the fram ing of i s sues  presented in the mass media” (N euman et al .,

1 9 9 2 , pp. 7 6 – 7 7 ), peopl e do draw cues and i deas from new s media whi ch infl u-
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ence thei r  th i nk i ng about i ssues . Val ues are l i kel y to play a central  rol e in th i s

i nterpreti ve process for  two reasons : (1 ) Values are central  to a per son’s view  of the

wor l d, and (2 ) par ti ci pants i n pol i ti cal  di scour se use val ues to s impl i fy communi ca-

ti on w i th the broader  publ i c (Pan &  K os i ck i , 1 9 9 3 ; W uthnow , 1 9 89 ). T h i s  vi ew  i s

suppor ted by research on the rel ati onshi p betw een medi a presentati on of i ssues

and indiv idual  cogni ti ons w i th in the contex t of deci s ion mak ing. For example, D omke

and Shah (1 9 9 5 ) argued that voter s form di fferent psychol ogi cal  l i nkages w i th

pol i ti cal  i s sues based on the i nteracti on of thei r  core values w i th medi a coverage;

i n turn, these “i ssue interpretati ons” i nfl uence both what i nformation i s uti l i z ed and

how much i nformati on i s processed (see al so L au et al . , 1 9 9 1 ; Shah et al . , 1 9 9 7 ).

M oti vati onal  per specti ves al so sugges t i nformati on process i ng patter ns that i ndi -

v idual s may fol l ow . F i s ke and T ay lor  (1 9 9 1 , p. 1 3 ) descr i bed indi v idual s as “moti -

vated tacti cians” who may choose parti cu lar  i nformati on process i ng strategi es  i n

the i nterests of accuracy , speed, social  adaptabi l i ty , ego defense, or value expres-

s i on (H erek , 1 9 8 6 ; P ratkani s &  Greenwald, 1 9 8 9 ; Snyder  &  D eB ono, 19 87 ). O ther s

have advanced perspecti ves ex pl or i ng psychol ogi cal  phenomena that functi on to

demonstrate and mai ntai n indi v idual s’ core moral s , eth ics , and values (B oni nger  et

al ., 1 9 9 5 ; Johnson & Eagl y , 1 9 8 9 ; Rokeach, 1 9 7 3 ). F or ex ampl e, T etl ock (1 9 8 9 )

asser ted that i ndi v idual s’ unders tandi ng of pol i ti cal  i s sues i s “power fu l l y shaped

by the fundamental  values they are tr yi ng to advance i n par ti cu l ar  pol i cy domains”

(p. 1 3 0 ).

T hese ins i ghts , then , sugges t that the express ion of values i n pol i ti cal  di scour se

and voti ng may be a means for i ndi v idual s to ver i fy and affi rm thei r  sel f-concepti on

(Abel son, 1 9 8 8 ; Greenwal d, 1 9 8 9 ; M onroe, 1 9 9 5 ; Swann, 1 9 84 ). As T etl ock (1 9 8 6 ,

p. 8 1 9 ) argued, “People fi nd i t di ssonant and threaten ing to thei r  sel f-es teem to

acknow l edge that they are capabl e of col d-bl ooded trade-off deci s i ons that requ i re

compromi s i ng bas i c values .” L i ttl e research, however , has ex am ined the impact of

values , eth i cs , and moral s i n shapi ng the process by whi ch people make deci s i ons

i n pol i ti cal  contex ts .

R esearcher s concerned w i th choice processes commonl y assume that deci s i ons

are based on the w i l l i ngness to trade off more of one sal i ent attr i bute agai nst less of

another  sal i ent attr i bute to determ ine which al ternati ve has the greates t overal l  wor th

(Payne et al ., 1 9 9 2 ). In th i s compensator y  model , pos i ti ve and negati ve eval uati ons

on mul ti pl e cr i ter ia can bal ance or offset one another  (B ettman, 1 9 79 ; B eatti e &

B aron, 1 9 9 1 ). T h i s model , w i th i ts  wei ghti ng and summi ng of attr i butes , shares

some theoreti cal  commonal i ty w i th the spati al  theory of voti ng, the central  model

of el ectoral  choice for the pas t four decades (Ender sby &  H i n ich, 1 9 9 2 ; H er stei n,

1 9 81 ).

B oth the compensator y model  and spati al  theory , however , have been cr i ti -

ci z ed, i n par t because of thei r  assumpti ons of high l y cal cu l ati ve deci s i on maker s

(O nken et al . , 1 9 8 5 ; Rabi now i tz  & M acD onal d, 1 9 8 9 ; S tokes , 1 9 6 3 ). H ence, non -

compensator y s trategi es , i n whi ch a pos i ti ve evaluati on on one attr i bute cannot

offset a negati ve evaluati on on another , have al so been theor i z ed. In th i s  deci s i on -

mak i ng proces s , “trade-offs may not be made ex pl i ci tl y  i n many cases” as a

s i ngl e over r idi ng cr i ter i on may serve as the bas i s for  choi ce (Payne et al ., 1 9 9 2 ,

p. 9 3 ; see al so T ver sk y et al ., 1 9 8 8 ). I n sum , a number of deci s i on-mak ing strate-

gi es have been identi fi ed, most of wh ich fal l  under  the rubr ic of ei ther compensa-

tor y or noncompensator y process i ng (B i l l i ngs &  M arcus, 1 9 8 3 ; W r i ght &  B arbour,

1 9 75 ).
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R esearch H ypothesis

T he perspecti ve i n th i s research i s that an emphas i s on val ues i n pol i ti cal  di scour se,

par ti cu l ar l y i n the frami ng of i s sues by new s medi a, substanti al l y i nfl uences voter s’

i nformati on process i ng and deci s i on mak ing, s i nce values functi on as a heur i s ti c for

many ci ti z ens. I t i s not that medi a tex ts determ ine voti ng behavi or ; rather , we

argue, medi a coverage i nteracts w i th i ndi v idual  predi spos i ti ons to gu ide voter s’ i s -

sue i nterpretati ons , whi ch i n turn shape the process  of candi date choi ce.

O n the bas i s of conceptual  di s ti ncti ons arti cu lated by Shah et al . (1 9 9 6 ), we

sugges t that voter s may develop di s ti nct i nterpretati ons of i ssues based on the acti -

vati on of par ti cu l ar  cogn i ti ons . Indi v i dual s who form an eth i cal  i nterpretati on of an

i ssue unders tand i t i n terms of human r i ghts , ci vi l  r i ghts , rel i gi ous moral s , or  per-

sonal  pr i nci pl es . I ndi v i dual s  w ho form a mater i al  i nterpretati on of an i ssue under -

s tand i t i n terms of econom ics , ex pedi ence, practi cal i ty , or  per sonal  sel f-i nterest. As

theor i z ed by Snyder  and D eB ono (1 9 8 7 ) and M onroe (1 9 9 5 ), cogn i ti ve structures

related to moral  or eth i cal  val ues are l i kel y to be cl osel y related to one’s sel f-

concepti on and thus be both hi gh l y acces s ibl e and par ti cu lar l y functi onal .

I t seems probabl e that voter s form a var i ety of eth i cal  and mater i al  i s sue inter -

pretati ons when eval uati ng a mul ti -i s sue pol i ti cal  envi ronment. Given the central i ty

of eth i cal  con s iderati ons to one’s sense of sel f, we pos i t that an eth i cal  i nterpreta-

ti on w i l l  “trump” mater ial  i nterpretati ons i n gu i ding informati on process i ng and

deci s ion mak ing. T hat i s , i n eval uati ng a set of candi dates , i ndi v i dual s w i th an

eth ical  i nterpretati on of an i ssue w i l l  fi r s t cons ider  each candidate’s pos i ti on on that

i ssue, whi ch thereby serves as an overr idi ng attr ibute, shaping the manner i n which

i nformati on i s processed whi le they ar r i ve at a candidate deci s i on. T h i s process i s

l i k el y to occur because i ndi v idual s w i l l  place an eth ical l y i nterpreted i s sue i n the

center  of thei r pol i ti cal  assessments , as the rei nforcement of eth i cal  or moral  values

helps  to mai ntai n thei r  sel f-concepti on .

T herefore, voter s  w i th an eth i cal  i nterpretati on of at least one i ssue seem l i kel y

to use a noncompensator y deci s i on-mak ing process : that i s , candi dates who do not

share a voter ’s eth i cal  pos i ti on may be el im i nated, or i n a more s impl i fi ed ap-

proach, the vote may be determi ned sol el y on that i s sue. S tated another  way, for

such voter s the candi date choi ce i s l i kel y to be dr i ven pr imar i l y , al though not nec-

essar i l y ex cl us i vel y, by the match between the voter ’s pos i ti on and the candi dates ’

s tands on the eth ical l y i nterpreted i ssue. As sugges ted by Swann (1 9 8 4 ) and T etl ock

(1 9 8 6 ), th i s type of process seems par ti cu l ar l y l i kel y when i ndi v idual s face a choice

that has impl icati ons for whether they percei ve themsel ves as moral  and pr i nci pled

or , conver sel y , as comprom i s i ng bas i c values .

O n the other  hand, we pos i t that i ndi v idual s w i th a mater i al  i nterpretati on of

an i ssue probabl y do not l i nk  the i ssue to thei r  sense of sel f w i th the same intens i ty

as i ssues ti ed to eth ics or moral s , even though the i s sue may have per sonal  conse-

quences . As a resu l t, when candi dates are evaluated on the bas i s of i ssues sol el y

i nterpreted in mater i al  terms, i ndi v i dual s are l i kel y to al l ow  candi dates ’ s tands on

var i ous i ssues to bal ance or offset one another because these voters are not strongl y

moti vated to achieve a match between thei r  pos i ti on and the candi dates ’ stands on

any s i ngl e i ssue.

T he l i nkages between an eth i cal  i s sue in terpretati on and noncompensator y

deci s i on mak ing may be mos t l i kel y to occur w hen an el ectoral  campai gn contai ns

at least one i ssue commonly framed and i nterpreted i n eth i cal  terms. I n such a
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pol i ti cal  envi ronment, the avai l abi l i ty of the eth ical  rati onal e for candidates ’ pos i -

ti ons enabl es a ci ti z en to percei ve an eth ical  agreement or di sagreement w i th each

candi date. Voters can then use th i s i nformati on in a noncompensatory strategy based

pr imar i l y on the eth i cal l y i nterpreted i ssue. W e argue, therefore, that noncompen -

satory deci s i on mak ing w i l l  occur frequentl y i n an electoral  contex t onl y when two

condi ti ons are met: (1 ) An i s sue i s framed i n eth i cal  terms, thereby reveal i ng the

candi dates ’ eth i cal  stances on i t; and (2 ) the voter  i nterprets th i s i s sue (and perhaps

other  i ssues) i n an eth ical  manner . Clear l y, i ndi v idual s exposed to i ssues  framed

onl y i n mater ial  terms sti l l  may ass ign an eth i cal  i nterpretati on to the i ssues or use

a noncompensator y s trategy . H owever , they are l im i ted by a lack  of i nformati on

about the eth ical  bas i s of candidate pos i ti ons ; thus, use of a noncompensatory strat-

egy seems unl i kel y to occur w i th hi gh frequency. T he research hypothes i s may

now be stated:

W hen a pol i ti cal  envi ronment contains an i ssue di scussed in ethi cal  terms,

(1 ) i ndi v idual s w i th an eth i cal  i nterpretati on of that i ssue w i l l  be hi gh l y

l i kel y to use a noncompensator y deci s i on -mak i ng s trategy , and

(2 ) i ndi vi dual s w i th a mater i al  i nterpretati on of that i ssue w i l l  be hi gh l y

l i kel y to use a compensator y deci s i on-mak i ng strategy.

W e pos i t that these relati on ships  w i l l  remain robus t even after  control l i ng for

several  var i abl es  pr imar i l y studi ed i n rel ati on to voti ng outcomes , but whi ch may

i nfl uence the process of deci s i on mak i ng as wel l . Speci fi cal l y, var i ables that need

to be exam i ned i ncl ude features of i ndi v i dual s , such as gender , educati on, and

househol d i ncome, and per sonal  or ientati ons , such as pol i ti cal  par ty affi l i ati on,

i s sue invol vement, rel i gi os i ty , and pol i ti cal  i nvol vement (A l varez  &  B rehm , 1 9 95 ;

Spicer , 1 9 9 4 ). T he rel ati onshi ps al so may be attenuated by the impor tance attached

to i ssues and voter s’ pos i ti ons on i ssues , factor s l ong regarded as i ntegral  i n voti ng

behavior  (L avine et al ., 1 9 9 6 ). F ur ther , T etl ock  (1 9 8 9 ) sugges ted that i ndi v idual s

who are more ideol ogi cal l y conservati ve may use l es s cogn i ti vel y complex  s trate-

gi es when evaluati ng and i ntegrati ng informati on. W hi l e these factor s may be infl u-

enti al , w e argue that i ndi vi dual s on both s i des of the pol i ti cal  conti nuum w i l l  use a

noncompensatory deci s i on-mak ing approach w hen they form an eth i cal  i nterpreta-

ti on of a pol i ti cal  i s sue.

M ethod

T h i s study i s part of a research program exam i ning how  ci ti z ens i n di s ti nctl y di ffer -

ent subpopu lati ons process medi a messages and evaluate i ssues and candidates i n

mak i ng voti ng deci s i ons .

Resear ch D es i gn

T he core of th i s research strategy was the con trol l ed presen tati on of pol i ti cal  i nfor -

mati on envi ronments . Each envi ronment contai ned new spaper  arti cl es , w r i tten by a

former profes s ional  j ournal i s t, that contai ned the contrasti ng vi ew s of three candi -

dates  on four i ssues i n an electoral  campaign. Ar ti cl es were presented in a format

cons i s tent w ith recent “i ssue-or iented” pol i ti cal  media coverage (see Schaffer &  Cloud,

1 9 9 6 ; M i l l er , 1 9 9 4 ). Subj ects were random ly ass igned to one of four envi ronments .
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Al l  subj ects recei ved the same three ar ti cl es on i ssues framed to emphas i z e ma-

ter i al  dimens i ons (economy, educati on, government cuts), hereafter  refer red to as

the control l ed i s sues . Each envi ronment al so i ncl uded a four th ar ti cl e on a s i ngl e

manipul ated i s sue.

T he manipu lated i s sue, systemati cal l y al tered across pol i ti cal  envi ronments , i n-

cl uded i ssues varyi ng in thei r  durati on i n U .S . pol i ti cs and in the parti cu lar  value

confl i ct i nvol ved. T he fi r s t three envi ronments  i ncl uded an i ssue framed i n eth i cal

terms. O ne envi ronment contai ned the long-s tanding i ssue of abor ti on, whi ch pi ts

the sancti ty of an unborn chi l d’s  l i fe agai ns t the per sonal  l i ber ty of a woman to

control  her  body and desti ny . A second envi ronment contai ned the more recentl y

emergi ng i s sue of euthanas i a, whi ch pi ts the sancti ty of al l  l i fe agai nst i ndi v idual

deci s i ons about the qual i ty of one’s own ex i s tence. T he th i rd envi ronment con-

tai ned the recent i ssue of heal th care reform, whi ch pi ts per sonal  respons ibi l i ty to

provi de for onesel f agai nst equal i ty and compass ion in acces s to medi cal  treatment.

T he four th envi ronment, wh ich served as a basel i ne in th i s study, contai ned a

di fferent ver s i on of heal th care framed to emphas i z e mater ial  dimens ions by pi tti ng

the mer i ts  of the free market agai nst the need for government inter venti on to con-

trol  cos ts . I n summary, then, three pol i ti cal  envi ronments  contai ned one eth ical l y

framed i ssue and three mater ial l y framed i s sues , and the four th envi ronment con -

tai ned four mater ial l y framed i ssues .

I n the arti cl es , a number of poss i ble confoundi ng var iabl es (e.g., par ty affi l i a-

ti on, gender , and subj ect fam i l i ar i ty w i th candidates ) were control l ed, and several

s teps were taken to ensure that no candi date or i s sue recei ved greater  promi nence.

Each subj ect read the ar ti cl es , then fi l l ed out the questi onnai re descr i bed below .

M ost subj ects took  3 5  to 4 5  mi nutes  to compl ete the mater i al s .

Measur ement

T he questi onnai re began by ask i ng subj ects to make a candi date choi ce, fol l owed

by a ser ies of questi ons ex ami ning subjects ’ deci s i on-mak i ng processes . B ecau se of

the methodologi cal  chal l enges  inherent i n research on information process i ng (B artel s ,

1 9 9 3 ; B ower & Clapper , 1 9 8 9 ; Chaffee &  Schl euder , 1 9 8 6 ; Gei ger  &  N ewhagen,

1 9 9 3 ), we used tw o di fferent approaches to measu re the deci s i on-mak ing strategy

used.

T he fi r s t measure was a ser i es  of four open-ended questi on s ask i ng subj ects to

descr ibe thei r  deci s i on-mak i ng process i n choos i ng a candi date. Research sugges ts

that questi ons about cogn i ti ve acti v i ti es can effecti vel y el i ci t a “memory dump” i f

asked immedi atel y after  a gi ven task  has been car r i ed out (E r i csson &  S imon, 1 9 84 ;

Z al l er  &  Feldman, 1 9 92 ). Gui ded by previous research on compensatory and non-

compensator y strategi es , we content anal yz ed the responses . 1 O f the 373  subj ects ,

1 3  di d not answer these questi ons or provided responses that cou l d not be coded;

for  the remai ning 360  respondents , two coder s agreed on 306  as compensator y or

noncompensatory , y ieldi ng an i ntercoder  rel i abi l i ty coeffi ci ent of .8 5 , w hich i s 7 6

percen t greater  than by chance (Scott, 1 9 5 5 ). T he remaini ng 54  responses  w ere

di scussed and then clas s i fi ed.

T he second measure of deci s i on mak ing u ti l i z ed a measu rement approach that

di d not requ i re subjects to sel f-r epor t thei r  cogn i ti ve acti vi ti es . T he key element i n

th i s measure was compar i son of the chosen candidate’s i s sue pos i ti ons w i th the

subj ect’s own i ssue pos i ti ons . O ne candi date—R i chard H ancock—was pos i ti oned
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as i deologi cal l y conservati ve on the mani pulated i s sue (i .e. , the i s sue framed i n

eth i cal  terms in the fi r s t three envi ronments) and as ideol ogi cal l y l i beral  on the

three con trol l ed i s sues . T he other  two candi dates—M ichael  Gar rett and D avi d

W i l l i amson—were i deol ogi cal l y l i beral  on the mani pul ated i ssue and ideol ogi cal l y

conservati ve on tw o of the three control l ed i ssues . B y having candi dates hold these

i ssue pos i ti ons , w e avoided stereotypes of i deologi cal l y cons i s tent con servati ve or

l i beral  candi dates  (see T able 1  for a summary). W e explai n i n the R esul ts secti on

how we used the candi date choi ce to assess voter s’ deci s i on-mak i ng process .

S ubj ects ’ own pos i ti ons on the i ssues were measured by ask i ng whether  they

“agreed,” “had no opin i on,” or “di sagreed” w i th statements cor responding to pol i cy

impl icati ons of each i ssue i n the envi ronment. Subjects al so were asked to rate the

impor tance in thei r voti ng deci s i on of each i ssue: economy, educati on, gover nment

cuts , and the man ipul ated i s sue (abor ti on, euthanas i a, or heal th care). A seven-

poi nt scale was used, rangi ng from not at al l  impor tant to extremel y impor tant.

I ndi v i dual  i nterpretati ons of i ssues  w ere measured nex t w i th three open-ended

questi ons  that engaged subjects i n a thought-l i s ti ng procedure to tap how the i ssues

rel ated to thei r per sonal  val ues , concerns about soci ety, and per sonal  l i fe s i tuati ons .

Each i ssue was coded as havi ng recei ved an eth ical  i nterpretati on, mater ial  i nter -

pretati on, a combi nati on of these two, or as  not mentioned (or  stated as ignored).

I s sues w ere coded as recei vi ng an eth i cal  i nterpretati on i f the i ndi vi dual  di scussed

the i ssue w i th i n the framework  of human r ights , ci v i l  r i ghts , rel i gi ous moral s , or

per sonal  pr i nci pl es . I s sues were coded as recei v i ng a mater i al  i nterpretati on i f the

i ndi v i dual  di scussed the i ssue i n terms of economi cs , ex pedience, practi cal i ty , or

Table 1

Candidate pos i ti ons on al l  i s sues

   R ichard H ancock    M ichael  Gar rett  D avid W i l l i am son

M anipul ated

i s sues

Aborti on P ro-l i fe P ro-choi ce Pro-choi ce

(conservati ve) (l i beral ) (l i beral )

Euthanas ia Opposes euthanas ia Suppor ts euthanas ia Suppor ts euthanas ia

(conservati ve) (l i beral ) (l i beral )

H eal th care Per sonal  responsi bi l i ty F undamental  r i ght F undamental  r i ght

(eth ical ) (conservati ve) (l i beral ) (l i beral )

H eal th care F ree mar ket Govt. i nter venti on Govt. i nter venti on

(mater ial ) (conservati ve) (l i beral ) (l i beral )

Control l ed i ssues

Economy Rai se tax es on w eal thy Rai se tax es on w eal thy Capi tal  gai ns tax  cut

(l i beral ) (l i beral ) (conservati ve)

Educati on Opposes voucher s Favor s voucher s O pposes voucher s

(l i beral ) (conservati ve) (l i beral )

Government Opposes mass i ve cuts Favor s mass i ve cuts Favor s mass i ve cuts

cuts (l i beral ) (conservati ve) (conservati ve)

Summary Conser vati ve on L iberal  on mani pu- L iberal  on mani pu-

manipu lated i s sue; l ated i ssue; l ated i ssue;

l i beral  on control l ed conser vati ve on conser vati ve on

i s sues control l ed i ssues control l ed i ssues
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per sonal  sel f-i nterest. Indi v idual s cou ld recei ve a codi ng of ei ther  eth ical  or mate-

r ial  regardl es s of whether  they di scussed the i ssues i n per sonal  terms or i n rel ati on

to the broader  society .

E ight subjects  di d not answ er these questi ons or fai l ed to provi de enough infor -

mati on to rel i abl y code; for the remai ni ng 365  respondents , two coder s agreed on

1 ,3 0 9  of 1 ,4 6 0  indi v idual -i s sue codi ngs , produci ng an i ntercoder  rel i abi l i ty coeffi -

ci ent of .9 0 , whi ch was 8 0  percent greater  than by chance. T he remai ning 151

i ndi v i dual -i s sue codi ngs  were di scussed and then cl ass i fi ed.

A man ipul ati on check  exami ned whether , as ex pected, the combinati on of i s -

sues and medi a emphas i s on eth ical  dimens i ons produced di fferences i n subj ects ’

i nterpretati on s of the manipul ated i ssues . D ata i n T able 2  confi rm that i ndi v idual s

were s igni fi cantl y more l i kel y to ascr ibe an ethi cal  i nterpretati on to the i ssues framed

i n eth ical  terms than to the i ssue framed i n mater i al  terms (basel i ne envi ronment).

H owever , even though abor ti on and euthanas i a have been di scussed cons i s tentl y

by new s media and pol i ti ci ans i n eth ical  terms and were framed s im i l ar l y i n th i s

s tudy, one-fou rth of the subjects i nterpreted these i ssues  i n mater i al  terms, as di d

over hal f of the subj ects ex posed to the eth i cal l y framed ver s ion of heal th care.

T hese fi gures cl ear l y i ndi cate that many peopl e do not au tomati cal l y accept the

medi a’s fram ing of an i ssue, even i n a control l ed research setti ng.

Gui ded by our theory and i n an effor t to maintai n reasonabl e cel l  s i z es for

hypothes i s tes ti ng, we col l apsed i ndi v idual  i nterpretati ons of the manipul ated i ssues

i nto tw o categor i es : eth i cal  or mater ial . Subj ects w i th a combi nati on of eth i cal  and

mater i al  i s sue interpretati ons were placed i n the eth ical  i nterpretati on category , and

subj ects w ho i gnored or di d not mention the i ssue were incl uded in the mater ial

i nterpretati on categor y . T he data were combined in th i s fashion for two reasons:

(1 ) O ur theory sugges ts an eth ical  i nterpretati on w i l l  trump a mater ial  i nterpretati on

i n deci s i on mak ing; and (2 ) w i thout ex cepti on, subj ects who i gnored or did not

menti on the mani pulated i ssue sti l l  formed an interpretati on of other  i s sues i n the

env i ronment.

N ex t, the var i abl e “i nterpretati on of the control l ed i ssues” was constructed by

combini ng subjects ’ i nterpretati ons of educati on, economy, and government cuts .

T hese i ssues typical l y are di scussed by media and pol i ti ci ans i n mater i al  terms, and

Table 2

I nterpretati ons of aborti on, euthanas ia, and heal th care (both vers ions)

H eal th care

Abor ti on Euthanas ia Eth ical  frame M ater i al  frame

I ssue i nterpretati on (n =  9 6 ) (n =  9 3 ) (n =  9 0 ) (n =  86 )

Eth ical 4 7% 38% 21% 2%

Eth i cal  and mater i al 2 3% 15% 23% 11%

M ater i al 2 4% 29% 52% 73%

N ot mentioned

or i gnored 6% 18% 4% 14%

c 2 =  8 6 .1 , df =  9 , p <  .0 0 1 .
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they w ere framed mater ial l y i n th i s  study. Subj ects w ere coded as having an eth i cal

i nterpretati on of the control l ed i ssues  i f they i nterpreted any of these i ssues  i n eth i -

cal  terms, and, as ex pected, rel ati vel y few di d so—onl y 1 5  percent.

T he las t par t of the questi onnai re focused on demograph ic and or i entati onal

var iabl es . T he sampl e was evenl y spl i t by gender (5 2  percent mal e), h i gh l y edu-

cated (onl y 2 1  percent had not attended any col l ege), fai r l y affl uen t (4 4  percent

repor ted a househol d i ncome of more than $45 ,0 0 0 ), and not too pol i ti cal l y i n-

vol ved (onl y 9  percent sai d that they w ere substan tial l y  or extremel y  i nvol ved).

F i nal l y, popu l ati on subgroup was coded, enabl i ng expl orati on of w hether  the hy-

pothes i z ed relati onship occurred i n both subpopu l ati ons or onl y among evangel i cal

Chr i s ti ans (as conventi onal  w i sdom m ight have i t).

Sampl e

T he sample incl uded subj ects from two subpopu l ati ons : 1 7 2  member s of fi ve evan-

gel i cal  Chr i s ti an churches and 201  undergraduate students , both groups res i di ng i n

a l arge ci ty i n the mi dwestern U ni ted States . T hese groups were chosen for three

reasons: (1 ) Evangel i cal  Chr i s ti ans have demonstrated i ncreas ing prom i nence i n

recent electi on s; (2 ) many have specu lated about the val ues and voti ng behavior

of evangel ical  Chr i s ti ans i n el ectoral  contex ts , yet there has been l i ttl e systemati c

study of thei r  pol i ti cal  cogn i ti ons ; and (3 ) students served an ideol ogi cal  counter -

poi nt to evangel i cal  Chr i s ti ans s i nce the two groups could be expected to di ffer

cons i derabl y i n pol i ti cal  par ty affi l i ati on, degree of rel i gi os i ty, and pos i ti ons on

i ssues i ncl uded i n th i s study.

F or ex ampl e, 5 0  percent of the evangel ical  Chr i s ti ans were Republ i cans, 4 1

percen t w ere i ndependent, and 9  percent were D emocrats ; i n contras t, among the

undergraduate s tudents , onl y 2 0  percent were Republ i cans, 4 7  percent were i nde-

pendent, and 33  percent were D emocrats . Fur ther , 9 9  percent of the evangel i cal

Chr i s ti ans repor ted thei r  rel i gi ous fai th as substanti al l y or extremel y important (on a

fi ve-poi nt scal e); i n contras t, among s tudents , onl y 4 0  percent said thei r  rel i gi ous

fai th was at least substanti al l y impor tant whereas fu l l y 3 4  percent said i t was not at

al l or minimal l y impor tant. Las t, the tw o subpopu l ati ons held markedl y di ffer i ng

pos i ti ons on the manipul ated i ssues . Among the evangel i cal  Chr i s ti ans , 6 3  percent

opposed abor ti on, 7 0  percent opposed euthanas i a, and 42  percent opposed a na-

ti onal  heal th care plan. I n con trast, among the undergraduate students , onl y 1 0

percent opposed aborti on, 2 0  percent opposed euthanas ia, and 27  percent opposed

a nati onal  heal th care plan .

R esult s

Al l  tes ts of the research hypothes i s were per formed w i th i n pol i ti cal  envi ronments at

the indi v idual  l evel , an approach that al l owed us to get “w i th in the cogn i ti ve sys-

tem of the i ndi vi dual ” (L avi ne et al . , 1 9 9 6 , p. 2 9 8 ). O ur hypothes i s  predi cted that

when a pol i ti cal  envi ronment contai ned an i s sue di scussed i n eth ical  terms, i ndi -

v idual s who formed an eth i cal  i nterpretati on of that i ssue would be hi gh l y l i kel y to

use a noncompensator y deci s i on-mak ing strategy , whi l e i ndi v i dual s  w ho formed a

mater ial  i nterpretati on of the i ssue woul d be hi gh l y l i kel y to use a compensator y

deci s i on-mak i ng strategy . W e expected suppor t for  the hypothes i s  among subj ects

recei v i ng the fi r s t three envi ronments , wh ich contai ned i ssues framed i n eth i cal
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terms. Conver sel y , we di d not expect the theor i z ed relati onshi p to be suppor ted

among subj ects i n the fi nal  envi ronment, whi ch contai ned onl y mater i al l y framed

i ssues .

As a fi r s t tes t of the hypothes i s , crosstabs for subj ects i n each pol i ti cal  envi ron -

ment were run between indi v idual  i nterpretati ons of the mani pul ated i ssue and the

deci s i on-mak i ng s trategy descr ibed in the open-ended measure. D ata i n T abl e 3

show  a very strong relati onship between i ssue interpretati on and deci s i on mak i ng.

Among subj ects recei vi ng the fi r s t three envi ronments, roughl y three-fou r ths of those

w i th an eth i cal  i nterpretati on used a noncompensator y s trategy in each envi ron -

ment. Conver sel y , at l east 7 0  percent of subjects w i th a mater i al  i nterpretati on used

a compensator y s trategy in each of these envi ronments . T he resu l ts among subj ects

i n the basel i ne envi ronment al so shed l ight on our theory : W hen heal th care was

framed i n mater ial  terms, very few subj ects  formed an eth ical  i s sue in terpretati on ,

and of those, onl y about a th i rd used a noncompensator y s trategy , w hi l e the vast

maj or i ty of subjects formi ng a mater ial  i nterpretati on used a compensator y s trategy.

T hese resu l ts  provide strong suppor t for  the hypothes i s .

As a second tes t of the hypothes i s , w e exami ned the degree to whi ch subj ects ’

pos i ti ons on the i ssues appeared to serve as the cr i ter i a for choos ing among candi -

dates . For each i s sue, anal ys i s determ ined the congruence between the i ssue pos i -

ti ons of (1 ) subjects and (2 ) thei r  chosen candidate— that i s , whether subjects “voted”

for a candidate shar i ng thei r  pos i ti on on the i s sue. 2 In th i s anal ys i s , correl ati ons

were run separatel y for  subjects  w i th an eth ical  i nterpretati on and subjects w i th a

mater ial  i nterpretati on of the manipu lated i ssues  because our theory sugges ts that

di fferences in i ssue interpretati on w i l l  l ead to di fferent patter ns  i n u s i ng cr i ter ia

(i .e., i s sues) w hen choos i ng among candi dates .

Table 3

I nterpretati on of the mani pulated i ssue by percentage of subj ects

us i ng a noncompensator y deci s i on-mak i ng strategy

I ssue i nterpretati on

Pol i ti cal  envi ronment Eth ical M ater i al c 2 value p

Abor ti on 81% 21% 31 .0 < .0 0 1

(n =  6 7 ) (n =  2 9 )

Euthanas ia 7 6% 21% 28 .1 < .0 0 1

(n =  4 9 ) (n =  4 4 )

H eal th care (eth ical  frame) 7 4% 29% 17 .6 < .0 0 1

(n =  3 9 ) (n =  4 8 )

H eal th care (mater ial  frame) 3 6% 16% 2 .7 ns

(n =  1 1 ) (n =  7 0 )

Cel l  entr i es are the percentage of subj ects  i n each pol i ti cal  env i ronment w i th a speci fi c
i ssue i nterpretati on who used a noncompensatory deci s i on-mak i ng s trategy . T o determi ne
the percentage of subjects w i th the same i s sue interpretati on who used a compensatory
s trategy , subtract the cel l  entry from 10 0  percent.
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T hi s form of anal ys i s provides i ns ight i nto the deci s i on-mak ing process—whether

i t was based on an overr i di ng cr i ter i on or on mul ti pl e cr i ter i a—us ing a method that

di d not requ i re subjects to sel f-r epor t thei r  cogn i ti ve acti v i ti es . T able 4  show s the

par ti al  cor rel ati ons between the subj ect’s pos i ti on on each i ssue and the chosen

candi date’s pos i ti on on that i s sue, control l i ng for the subj ect’s pos i ti ons on the

other i ssues . T he patter n of resu l ts provides suppor t for  the rel ati onship theor i z ed in

th i s ar ti cl e. I n par ti cu l ar , two poi nts mer i t di scus s ion.

F i r s t, among subj ects form ing an eth ical  i nterpretati on, resu l ts sugges t that the

manipul ated i ssue ex er ted the stronges t i nfl uence on candi date choice i n each of

the fi r s t three envi ronments : T he par ti al  cor relati on coeffi ci ent betw een the i ssue

pos i ti on of (1 ) subj ects and (2 ) thei r  chosen candidate was .7 7  for aborti on, .6 3  for

Table 4

Par ti al  cor relati on s between the i ssue pos i ti ons

of subjects and thei r  chosen candi date

I ssue i nterpretati on

Eth ical M ater i al

Envi ronment 1

Abor ti on .7 7 * * * .4 6 * *

Economy .3 3 * * .5 7 * *

Educati on .3 1 * * .4 2 *

Government cuts .0 5 – .2 2

(n =  6 6 ) (n =  2 9 )

Envi ronment 2

Euthanas ia .6 3 * * * .1 0

Economy .3 4 * .6 4 * * *

Educati on .1 5 .4 9 * *

Government cuts .3 6 * * .0 6

(n =  4 8 ) (n =  44 )

Envi ronment 3

H eal th care (eth ical  frame) .6 2 * * * .4 2 * *

Economy .2 5 .6 7 * * *

Educati on .4 6 * * .5 7 * * *

Government cuts .2 3 .1 3

(n =  40 ) (n =  4 9 )

Envi ronment 4 a

H eal th care (mater ial  frame) .3 1 * *

Economy .5 0 * * *

Educati on .3 7 * * *

Government cuts .2 8 * *

(n =  1 1 ) (n =  7 2 )

Cor relati ons control  for posi ti ons on each of the other three i ssues ; * p <  .0 5 ,
* * p <  .0 1 , * * * p <  .0 0 1 .

aSampl e for  eth ical  i s sue i n terpretati on was not su ffi ci en t for  a mean ingfu l
anal ys i s .
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euthanas ia, and .6 2  for the eth ical  ver s i on of heal th care. F ur ther , i n two of the

three envi ronments (abor ti on and euthanas ia), the coeffi ci ent for  “match i ng” on the

manipul ated i ssue was near l y double that of any other  i ssue. T he patter n of resu l ts

among these subj ects , then, sugges ts u se of a noncompensator y deci s i on-mak ing

process .

I n contrast, among subj ects w i th a mater ial  i nterpretati on, the patter n of cor re-

l ati ons sugges ts  that i ndi v i dual s weighed candi dates ’ stands on a var iety of i ssues

relati vel y evenl y i n mak i ng a vote choice: In two of the envi ronments contai n ing

an eth ical l y framed i ssue (abor ti on and heal th care), three i ssues  had comparable

i ssue-match ing coeffi ci ents . S im i lar l y, for  these subj ects , cor relati ons for  al l  four of

the i s sues achi eved s tati s ti cal  s ign i fi cance i n the basel i ne envi ronment. T hese re-

su l ts  are cons i s tent w i th use of a compensator y deci s i on-mak ing strategy.

Resul ts w i th both measures , then, sugges t that form ing an eth i cal  i nterpretati on

of an i ssue leads an indi v idual  to use a noncompensator y deci s i on-mak ing process

when the eth ical  bas i s for candi dates ’ pos i ti ons i s known. W hen th i s  i nformati on

was not avai l abl e (i .e., heal th care framed i n mater ial  terms), even among subj ects

who i nterpreted the i ssue eth i cal l y , fewer than hal f used a noncompensator y strat-

egy. T hus, the combi nati on of mak i ng an eth ical  i s sue i nterpretati on and know i ng

candi dates ’ eth ical  stances on that i ssue appear s to foster  hi gh l evel s of noncom-

pensator y deci s i on mak ing. I f both of these condi ti ons are not met, i ndi v i dual s  are

much more l i kel y to use a compensator y deci s i on-mak i ng process .

T ests of Robustness

N ex t, we exami ned the robustness of the theor i z ed rel ati onship. Among other  con -

cerns , we were i nteres ted in whether the fi ndi ngs were restr i cted to the evangel i cal

Chr i s ti ans , as conventi onal  w i sdom mi ght dictate, or occu rred among both sub-

popul ati ons . T ests of robustness were per formed onl y among subj ects recei v i ng the

pol i ti cal  envi ronments contai n ing abor ti on, euthanas i a, or heal th care framed eth i -

cal l y because onl y these envi ronments provi ded i nformati on on candidates ’ eth i cal

rati onal e for thei r  i s sue pos i ti ons , a condi ti on s ti pu lated by our theory as necessary

for  faci l i tati ng use of a noncompensator y strategy.

F or the fi r s t tes ts of robustness , 1 6  independent var i abl es were i ncl uded i n

regress i on anal ys i s . T hese var i ables cons i s ted of demographi cs (gender , educati on,

househol d i ncome), personal  or ientati ons (subj ect group, pol i ti cal  par ty affi l i ati on ,

pol i ti cal  i nvol vement), subj ects ’ pos i ti ons on the control l ed i ssues (economy, edu -

cati on, government cuts ) and the impor tance ass i gned to these i ssues , subj ects ’

pos i ti ons on the i ssue di scussed in eth ical  terms (abor ti on, euthanas ia, or heal th

care) and the impor tance ass igned to th i s i s sue, and subj ects ’ i n terpretati ons of the

manipul ated i ssue and the con trol l ed i ssues  (both coded as 0  =  mater i al , 1  =

eth i cal ). Age and rel i gi os i ty were not i ncl uded i n tes ts of robustness  because they

were hi gh l y cor rel ated w i th the subj ect group var i able (for age, r =  .6 9 ; for  rel i gi -

os i ty , r  =  .6 3 ).

L ogi s ti c regress i ons were run separatel y for each pol i ti cal  envi ronment, w i th

the deci s i on-mak i ng strategy measure (coded as 0  =  compensator y , 1  =  noncom-

pensator y) as the dependent var i able (see T abl e 5 ). Resul ts across al l  three en -

vi ronments reveal ed that the rel ati onshi p between i ssue interpretati on and deci s i on-

mak i ng strategy remained robust even after  a host of demographi c, or ientati onal ,

i s sue impor tance, and i ssue pos i ti on var i abl es were accounted for .
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F our poi nts should be noted about the rel ati onshi p between i ssue interpretati on

and deci s i on mak i ng as reveal ed in the regress ion equati ons show n i n T abl e 5 . F i r s t,

the overal l  equati on per formed wel l  i n explai n i ng subj ects ’ deci s i on-mak i ng s trate-

gi es , as i ndi cated by the goodness-of-fi t tes t and h igh percentage of cases cor rectl y

predicted. F or al l  three equati ons, the model  ex pl ai ned between one-th i rd and one-

hal f of var i ance i n deci s i on mak i ng. Second, the robus tness of the theoreti cal  relati on-

sh i p i s suppor ted by the val ues  of .3 0 , .2 5 , and .2 2  for i nterpretati on of abor ti on,

euthanas ia, and heal th care, respecti vel y . T hese coeffi ci ents i ndi cate that i n terpre-

tati on of these i ssues remai ned a power fu l  predi ctor  of an indi v idual ’s deci s i on-

mak i ng strategy when the contr ibuti on of al l  the other  i ndependent var iabl es was

s imul taneous l y accounted for . T h i rd, the rel ati onshi p between i ssue interpretati on and

deci s ion mak ing was found across both subpopu lati ons , as i ndi cated by the l ack of

Table 5

Regress ion of open-ended measure of deci s i on-mak ing

strategy on rel evant var i ables

Abor ti on Euthanas ia H eal th care

env i ronment env i ronment env i ronment

D emographics

Gender – .0 8 .0 0 .0 0

Educati on .0 0 – .1 0 .0 0

H ousehol d i ncome .0 0 .0 0 .0 0

O r ientati onal

Subject group .0 0 .0 0 .0 0

Pol i ti cal  party affi l . .0 0 .0 0 .1 3 *

Pol i ti cal  i nvol vement .0 0 .0 0 .0 0

Control l ed i ssues

Economy impor tance – .1 3 * .0 0 – .1 4 *

Educati on impor tance .0 0 .0 0 .0 0

Govt. cuts impor tance .0 0 – .0 5 .0 0

Economy pos i ti on .0 0 .0 0 .0 0

Educati on pos i ti on – .0 3 .0 0 .0 0

Govt. cuts pos i ti on .0 0 .0 0 .2 6 * *

M anipulated i ssue

Importance .0 0 .0 0 .2 3 * *

Pos i ti on .0 0 .0 0 .0 0

I ssue i nterpretati on

Control l ed i ssues .0 0 .0 7 .0 5

M anipulated i ssue .3 0 * * * .2 5 * * .2 2 * *

Goodness of fi t 7 0 .8 7 8 .3 9 1 .9

Cases cor rectl y predi cted 87 .2% 80 .7% 82 .9%

Cox &  Snel l  R 2 .5 0 .3 8 .4 4

(n =  8 6 ) (n =  8 3 ) (n =  8 2 )

D ependen t var iabl e coded as 0  =  compensator y , 1  =  noncompensatory ; * p <  .0 5 ,
* * p <  .0 1 , * * * p <  .0 0 1 .
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contr i buti on by the subj ect group var i able (s tudents or evangel i cal  Chr i s ti ans). F i nal l y,

i nterpretati on of the i ssue framed i n eth i cal  terms was the onl y var i able s ign i fi cantl y

related to deci s i on mak ing i n al l  three envi ronments . I n shor t, i t i s cl ear  that i n a

pol i ti cal  envi ronment contai n i ng an i s sue di scussed i n eth i cal  terms, an i ndi v i dual ’s

i nterpretati on of that i ssue in ei ther  eth i cal  or mater i al  terms exer ts substantial  i nfl u-

ence on the process used i n mak i ng a voti ng deci s i on.

As a second tes t of robustness , w e returned to our ear l i er  exam i nati on of the

degree to whi ch subj ects ’ pos i ti ons on the i ssues appeared to serve as cr i ter i a for

choos i ng among the candidates . Parti al  correl ati ons w ere run separatel y for  sub-

j ects w i th an eth i cal  i nterpretati on and subj ects w i th a mater ial  i nterpretati on of the

eth i cal l y framed i ssues , control l i ng for gender , educati on, household i ncome, sub-

j ect group, pol i ti cal  par ty affi l i ati on, pol i ti cal  i nvol vement, and pos i ti on s on the

other  i ssues . T he patter n of resu l ts from th i s anal ys i s al so provides suppor t for  the

theor i z ed rel ati onship (see T abl e 6 ).

Among subjects formi ng an eth i cal  i nterpretati on the resu l ts sugges t that the

manipul ated i ssue played the stronges t rol e in the candi date choice i n w hat ap-

pear s to be a noncompensator y deci s i on-mak i ng process : T he par ti al  cor rel ati on

betw een the i ssue pos i ti on of (1 ) subj ects and (2 ) thei r  chosen candi date was .5 5

Table 6

Par ti al  cor relati on s between the i ssue pos i ti ons

of subjects and thei r  chosen candi date

I ssue i nterpretati on

Eth ical M ater i al

Envi ronment 1

Abor ti on .5 5 * * * .3 9 *

Economy .4 0 * * .6 3 * *

Educati on .2 6 * .5 3 * *

Government cuts .0 5 – .2 2

(n =  6 0 ) (n =  2 8 )

Envi ronment 2

Euthanas ia .5 1 * * * .2 6

Economy .3 2 * .4 6 * *

Educati on .1 5 .5 2 * *

Government cuts .4 3 * * .3 0

(n =  4 7 ) (n =  39 )

Envi ronment 3

H eal th care (eth ical  frame) .5 6 * * * .4 2 * *

Economy .2 4 .6 2 * * *

Educati on .3 4 * .6 1 * * *

Government cuts .3 8 * .1 3

(n =  39 ) (n =  4 7 )

Cor relati ons control  for  gender , educati on, household income, subj ect group,
pol i ti cal  par ty affi l i ati on, pol i ti cal  i nvol vement, and pos i ti ons on each of the other
thr ee i ssues; * p <  .0 5 , * * p <  .0 1 , * * * p <  .0 0 1 .
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for  abor ti on, .5 1  for euthanas i a, and .5 6  for the eth i cal  ver s i on of heal th care (al l

p <  .0 0 1 ). F ur ther , i n tw o of the three envi ronments (abor ti on and heal th care) the

coeffi ci ent for  match i ng on the mani pulated i ssue was substantial l y stronger  than

that for  any other  i ssue. I n contrast, subjects w i th a mater i al  i nterpretati on appeared

to cons ider  candidates ’ stands on a var i ety of i ssues rel ati vel y evenl y i n what seems

to be a compensatory deci s i on-mak ing process . I n al l  cases  for subj ects w i th a

mater i al  i nterpretati on, the i ssues of economy and educati on had comparable i ssue-

match i ng coeffi ci ents , and i n two of the three envi ronments (abor ti on and heal th

care), the manipul ated i ssue al so was associ ated w i th the candi date choi ce.

T herefore, these resu l ts  sugges t the theor i z ed rel ati onship i s robust even after

control l i ng for a host of potenti al l y confounding var i abl es cons idered l i kel y to i nfl u-

ence the voti ng process .

D iscussion

T h i s study offer s i ns i ght i nto how  voter s’ i nformati on process i ng and deci s i on mak-

i ng are in fl uenced by i nteracti ons between (1 ) i ndi v i dual s ’ per sonal  val ues and (2 )

new s media frami ng of i ssues i n terms of val ue confl i cts . T ests of the hypothes i s

demonstrate a s trong, cons i s ten t, and robust relati onship betw een an eth ical  i s sue

i nterpretati on and use of a noncompensator y deci s i on-mak i ng s trategy across three

pol i ti cal  envi ronments contai n i ng an i ssue framed in eth i cal  terms . As ex pected,

th i s rel ati onship was not found i n the basel i ne pol i ti cal  envi ronment, whi ch con -

tai ned onl y i ssues framed i n mater i al  terms.

W e recogn i z e that there i s a degree of arti fi ci al i ty i n the study’s research de-

s i gn. Subj ects were presented w i th relati vel y l im i ted i nformati on about candi date

pos i ti ons on onl y four i s sues , and l i ttl e i nformati on was provi ded about the candi -

dates ; i ndeed, we intenti onal l y mi nimi z ed candi date di fferences on per sonal  char-

acter i s ti cs . T he s trength of the research des i gn, however , i s i n max imi z i ng internal

val i di ty by (1 ) carefu l l y control l i ng a var iety of var i ables that may i nfl uence i ndi -

v idual s’ deci s i on mak ing and (2 ) measu r i ng and then stati s ti cal l y control l i ng other

poten ti al l y con foundi ng var i ables . W hat i s mos t di ffi cu l t i n studyi ng under l y i ng

deci s i on -mak i ng pr oces ses—as opposed to exam i n i ng factor s  that i n fl uence a

speci fi c vote choice— i s bei ng able to ascer tai n the i nformati on avai labl e to i ndi -

v idual  ci ti z ens and then to determ ine how that i nformati on i s used by these voter s

i n ar r i v i ng at a deci s i on. Research des i gns that control  avai l abl e informati on and

carefu l l y measure the ways subj ects process the i nformati on , uti l i z i ng several  ap-

proaches to measure deci s i on mak i ng, are more effecti ve than questi onnai re-based

fiel d s tudi es for  close exami nati on of the mental  processes used by voter s .

General i z abi l i ty of the fi ndi ngs of th i s study i s another  matter , of cour se. I t i s

near l y imposs ibl e to conduct the same k i nd of carefu l l y control l ed study w i th

random ass i gnment to di fferent pol i ti cal  envi ronments us i ng a random sample of

voter s . N evertheless , we have taken several  steps i n our research program to broaden

general i z abi l i ty .

F i r s t, we have constructed pol i ti cal  i nformati on envi ronments cl osel y modeled

on real  pol i ti cal  di scour se. T he constructi on of new s frames emphas i z i ng value

confl i cts—par ti cu lar l y confl i cts i ncl uding eth ical  or moral  values— i s common i n

medi a coverage as j ournal i s ts and pol i ti cal  actor s attempt to justi fy cer tai n pos i ti ons

and view s as deservi ng of publ i c suppor t. Second, we have var ied the eth ical l y framed

i ssue incl uded in the pol i ti cal  envi ronments , thereby creati ng di fferent value confl i cts .
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I n th i s study, the use of th ree i ssues di scussed in eth ical  terms, abor ti on, euthanas i a,

and heal th care, enabl ed exami nati on of the theor i z ed rel ati onshi p across  i ssues that

di ffer i n several  bas ic character i s ti cs . T h i rd, we have tes ted several  popu l ati ons of

adul ts bes i des  col l ege s tudents , sel ecti ng subpopu lati ons that vary cons i derabl y i n a

number of impor tant respects : educati on l evel , age, gender , occupati on, rel i gi os i ty,

par ty affi l i ati on and ideol ogi cal  or ientati ons toward rel evant i s sues . Pool i ng data, as

we did here w i th evangel i cal  Chr i s ti ans and undergraduate students , enables exami na-

ti on of hypothes i s tes ts across  di ffer i ng populati on s . Fourth, we have used several

di fferent approaches to measure the key dependent var i able, type of deci s i on-mak ing

process . Cons i s tency in resu l ts acros s the di ffer i ng dependent measures , as i n th i s

s tudy, i ncreases confi dence i n both indi v idual s’ abi l i ty to sel f-r eport thei r cogn i ti ve

acti v i ti es  and i n ou r abi l i ty to tap those processes . W hen the patter n of fi ndings across

the research program cons i s tentl y suppor ts the bas ic hypothes i s , as  occur red i n th i s

s tudy, confidence i n the general i z abi l i ty of the theory i s  i ncreased.

I n addi ti on, suppor t for  general i z abi l i ty can be found outs i de the laborator y.

D ata from nati onal  pol l s ex am ini ng publ i c opi n i on on a var i ety of pol i ti cal  i s sues

buttress our bas i c argument. F or exampl e, i n a 19 92  el ecti on survey 2 4  percent of

random ly sampl ed adul ts sai d that regardl ess  of a candidate’s pos i ti on on other

i s sues , they woul d “never ” vote for a candi date who “favor s abor ti on,” whi l e 3 4

percent said they would “never ” vote for a candidate who “woul d restr i ct a woman’s

r ight to have an abor ti on.” S imi l ar data are avai lable for i ssues w i th other  value

confl i cts . F or i nstance, when adul ts were asked how  they woul d react i f they found

a candidate whose view s they agreed w i th on most i ssues , but w ho “took  a pos i -

ti on on control l i ng ai r  and water  pol l uti on and cleani ng up acid rai n and tox ic

waste dumps that [they ] di sagreed w i th compl etel y,” 6 0  percent said they “prob-

abl y” or “cer tai n l y” w ould not vote for that candidate.3 T hese pol l  data, then, i n

combinati on w i th s teps w e have taken in ex ecuti ng th i s study, l end suppor t to the

general i z abi l i ty of the theory presen ted here.

T hese fi ndi ngs  sugges t that voter s w i th an eth ical  i n terpretati on of an i s sue are

moti vated to pl ace that i s sue at the center  of thei r  eval uati on of a pol i ti cal  envi ron-

ment and to use thei r  ow n stand on the i ssue as a fi l ter  through which candi date

i nformati on i s i n i ti al l y processed. A candi date who does  not share a voter ’s  pos i ti on

on an eth ical l y i nterpreted i ssue i s i n confl i ct w i th the voter ’s sel f-i denti ty and

therefore i s removed from cons i derati on by means of a noncompensator y process .

T h i s process  probabl y occur s because of the strong l i nkage of eth ics and moral s to

one’s  sel f-concepti on. O n the other hand, for i ndi vi dual s who do not form an eth i cal

i nterpretati on of an i ssue, there i s l ess fi l ter i ng; i nstead, mater i al l y i nterpreted i ssues

are cons i dered i n a rel ati vel y equal  manner s i nce none of the i ssues are ti ghtl y l i nked

to an i ndi v i dual ’s sel f-concepti on. Consequentl y , voter s who do not i nterpret an i ssue

i n eth ical  terms become more l i kel y to use mul ti pl e cr i ter i a to ar r i ve at a deci s i on.

T h i s research al so may offer i ns ight i nto the i nfl uence of new s medi a i n the

pol i ti cal  process . As noted ear l i er , reference to values—parti cu l ar l y eth i cal  or moral

values— i s a substan ti al  par t of contemporary pol i ti cal  di scour se. B al l -R okeach and

L oges (1 9 9 6 , p. 2 7 8 ) con tended, for ex ampl e, that cl aims by candi dates and ad-

vocacy groups of the super i or i ty of thei r  val ue system over others ’ represent “the

most common cur rency of j usti fi cati on” for parti cu lar  i s sue pos i ti ons and pol i cy

goal s . As central  player s i n transm i tti ng as w el l  as generati ng pol i ti cal  vi ew s, jour-

nal i s ts regu l ar l y presen t pol i ti cal  new s coverage i n terms of competi ng val ues

because such a frame i s eas i l y commun icated by el i tes and groups and i s  eas i l y
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under stood by ci ti z ens. Just as  impor tant, a frame of competi ng val ues al so fu l fi l l s

the new s cr i ter i a of confl i ct, which i s central  to much of pol i ti cal  coverage (Graber ,

1 9 9 3 ; Patter son, 1 9 9 3 ). Such new s frames, our research sugges ts , s ign i fi cantl y i nfl u-

ence ci ti z en s ’ th i nk i ng about i s sues  and thei r  subsequen t candi date choi ce.

S i nce val ue confl i cts almost cer tai n l y w i l l  conti nue to be used w idel y as a pol i ti cal

di scour se strategy , much fur ther  research on the i nteracti ons among val ues , new s

medi a, and pol i ti cal  cogn i ti on s appear s war ranted.

N otes

1 . R esponses were coded as compensator y i f the subject seemed to wei gh each rel -

evant i ssue pos i ti on w i thout qu ick l y el im inati ng a candidate because of h i s stand on an

i ssue deemed sal i ent. I n other words, subj ects  apparentl y used mul ti pl e cr i ter ia to eval uate

the candidates ’ overal l  worth . In i ti al l y, th ree di fferent types  of noncompensator y s trategi es

were coded. I n the l ex i cogr aph ic s trategy , i ndi v idual s compare candidates on one i s sue

consi dered cl ear l y most important. T he candidate who i s cl oses t to the subject’s bel i ef on

that i s sue i s chosen. I f candi dates  ti e, they are compared on the nex t most-i mportant i ssue.

I n the conjuncti ve s tr ategy , i ndi v idual s have cer tai n m in imum standards on i s sues consi d-

ered impor tant. T o remai n i n cons i derati on, candidates must meet these m in imum stan-

dards ; i f they fai l  to do so, they are el im inated. T he deci s i on i s based on which candi date

remains after  the neces sary steps of el im i nati on. T hi s s tudy al so al l owed for a two-s tage

s tr ategy , i n which (1 ) i ndi v i dual s el im inate a candidate because of hi s pos i ti on on the i s sue

consi dered most impor tant, after  which the remain i ng candi dates  are evaluated i n a com -

pensator y fash ion, or  (2 ) i ndi v i dual s i n i ti al l y try to cons ider al l  the i ssues but then abruptl y

shi ft to an el im inati ve strategy when confronted w i th a par ti cu lar  i ssue. Impl i ci t to each

noncompensatory strategy i s the use of an over r idi ng cr i ter i on to el im inate a candi date i f he

does not sati sfy cer tai n standards on whi ch voter s w i l l  not compromi se. B ecause of smal l

cel l  counts , for anal ysi s these three types of noncompensatory s trategi es were col lapsed into

one overal l  noncompensator y categor y .

2 . W i th i n each envi ronment, cor rel ati ons were run separatel y for  each i s sue between

subj ects’ posi ti ons and the pos i ti on of the candidate they sel ected. B ecause candi dates  al ter -

nated posi ti ons across i s sues , four  ver s i ons of the dependent var i abl e were constructed. In

each case, candi dates w i th sim i lar  posi ti ons on the i s sue were grouped together  (w i th 0  =

conser vati ve pos i ti on and 1  =  l i beral  pos i ti on). F or exampl e, for economy W i l l i am son’s

posi ti on was coded as 0 whi l e H ancock  and Gar rett’s posi ti ons were coded as 1 ; i n con-

tras t, for  educati on, Gar rett’s pos i ti on was coded as 0  whi l e H ancock  and W i l l i am son’s

posi ti ons were coded as 1 . Es senti al l y , the dependen t var i abl es were dummy coded as the

presence or absence of a l i beral  posi ti on by the candi date on a gi ven i ssue. B y constr ucti ng

di ffer i ng vers i ons of the dependent var i abl e for  each i s sue, the potential  for  the posi ti on of

subj ects  on any gi ven i s sue to expl ai n the candidate choi ce was max im i z ed. T o maintai n

consi s tency acros s measures and to cl ar i fy i nterpretati on of the anal ysi s , we coded subj ects ’

pos i ti ons on each i ssue as 1  =  conservati ve, 2  =  no opin i on, and 3  =  l i beral , to paral l el

the codi ng of the candi dates ’ pos i ti ons .

3 . Pol l  data were obtai ned from the R oper  Center , U ni ver s i ty of Connecti cut. T he pol l

w i th ques ti ons on abor ti on was conducted Apr i l  9 , 1 9 9 2 , by T ime/CN N , w i th a nati onal

sample of 1 ,2 5 0  adul ts . T he pol l  w i th questi ons on envi ronmental  concer ns was conducted

Apr i l  5 – 8 , 1 98 6 , by H ar r i s , w i th a nati onal  sample of 1 ,2 5 4  adu l ts .
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