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Preface

The sizzle, sputter, and hiss of political discourse is increasingly con-
fined to 30-second barrages. The television ‘‘spot’ is the haiku of
political thought. Much must be crammed into 30 seconds, but even
more must be inferred when the message is received and unpacked in the
mind of the voter.

The chapters in these volumes examine the artifice of the televised
political ad and attempt to peer into the minds of the voters who view
them. This work is the labor of the National Political Advertising
Research Project (NPARP). NPARP's mission was to study the psycho-
logical and symbolic processing of political advertising.

Back in the spring of 1987, I felt that we needed a better under-
standing of how these ads structure political information and how that
information is represented in the minds of voters. Through the generous
assistance of the Gannett Foundation, funding was obtained to support
research projects at universities and research centers around the coun-
try. The project was administered by the Center for Research in Jour-
nalism and Mass Communication at the University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill.

The NPARP focused solely on television advertising. Television is the
most influential political advertising medium. We reasoned that to
better understand the psychological processing of political advertising,
it was first necessary to better understand the processing of television as
a medium.

From a pool of over 80 research proposals, a group of 17 was chosen
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for funding. They constituted a team whose research goals were most
focused on the mission of the project. The project sought research that
was theory driven and would advance our fundamental understanding
of how political ads interact with cognitive structures and what role the
medium of television plays in those cognitions. It was also important to
understand the social circulation of the codes of representation found in
ads and political discourse. It was clear that progress toward a better
understanding of the political ad could only come about through the
simultaneous application of various theoretical and methodological
paradigms. The contents of volumes 1 and 2 reflect this philosophy.

A project like this always involves the assistance and good graces of a
number of bright and supportive people. I know all the participants are
very grateful that support of their research was made possible through
the help of Gerald Sass of the Gannett Foundation and Richard Cole,
Dean of the School of Journalism at the University of North Carolina. I
personally would like to acknowledge the assistance of a number of
colleagues and research assistants, who at one time or another helped
keep me from sinking in a sea of paper: Rich Beckman, Tom Bowers,
Sara Carpenter, Prabu David, Juming Hu, Joe Keefer, Phil Myers, Jane
Rhodes, and Mary Alice Sentman. I also want to acknowledge the help
and patience of my most treasured colleague, Zena Biocca.

Frank Biocca

Project Director

National Political Advertising Research Project

Center for Research in Journalism and Mass Communication
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In Search of the Model Model:
Political Science Versus Political
Advertising Perspectives on
Voter Decision Making

John Boiney
David L. Paletz

Duke University

Voting is at the heart of democracy. Naturally and inevitably, various
political thinkers have long labored to identify and explain the crucial
determinants of Americans’ voting decisions. From the Columbia school
in 1940, down to the present, social scientists have sought not only to
unravel but also to model the processes by which voters make their
choices.

Certain political activists have been struggling with the same task even
longer, attempting to influence election outcomes by using the media to
communicate with the voters. Known nowadays as campaign consult-
ants or perhaps more colloquially as ‘‘media gurus,”’ they too possess, at
least implicitly, models of the voters’ decision-making processes.

Surprisingly, the models of these two groups have never been com-
pared, nor their differences and similarities mapped and explained. It is
to such a comparative task that this chapter is devoted.

To facilitate comparison of the models, we need to establish common
terms. There are five elements found in most political science models
that are of continuing theoretical importance. These are partisan iden-
tification, candidate issue positions, candidate image, voter group mem-
bership, and retrospective voting. These have also been explored,
although more indirectly and sporadically, in the political advertising
literature. We deploy them to organize analysis throughout the chapter
and directly to compare the political science to the political advertising
models.

The chapter is divided into three sections. First, we review the major

3



4 Boiney and Paletz

political science models, drawing conclusions about the current state of
the literature regarding each of the five factors. Second, we survey the
political advertising literature that, although extensive, does not attempt
specifically to outline a model of the process by which voters decide for
whom to vote. Nonetheless, some of the work is related closely enough
to our task that a review is appropriate and conclusions possible.

Finally, having revealed a number of gaps in the political advertising
literature, we attempt to fill some of them in with our own original
research. We present and discuss the findings of our exploratory study
coding the content of 196 political advertisements in terms of the five
elements. In effect, we outline the current model of voter choice held
implicitly by political consultants as represented in the ads they devise.

The chapter culminates with a discussion of how this consultants’
model compares to that of political science. A modicum of modesty
tempers our conclusions, but does not deter us from suggesting future
lines of research.

POLITICAL SCIENCE

There are four variables common to most models of voter choice. First
is some form of partisanship, usually understood as partisan identifica-
tion or party ID. The term originated with The American Voter
(Campbell, Converse, Miller, & Stokes, 1960) and was defined as a
psychological attachment to one of the two major parties. Since then,
the understanding of party ID has changed considerably, with concom-
itant change in the variable’s centrality to voter decision making.

The second major factor is voter assessment of candidate—or party—
issue positions. The common assumption regarding what we simply call
issues is that voters care about what candidates or parties have done and
propose to do about particular policy issues, certain economic and social
problems, subjects of concern, and so forth.

A third variable we dub candidate image or simply images. This
stands for the attitudes and feelings voters have toward the individuals
running in a given race. Measurement of this element has varied widely
over time, ranging from the open-ended likes/dislikes questions of the
Michigan team to Rahn, Aldrich, Borgida, and Sullivan (1990) effort to
identify three particular factors as comprising overall candidate image.

Fourth is what we call groups. Most prominently associated with the
Columbia studies of the 1940s, this element refers to the tendency for
some individuals to define themselves as members of a group—such as
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racial, religious, or economic—and to be influenced in their voting by
that membership.

In addition to these four variables is the idea of retrospective voting.
This refers to the argument that voters judge the incumbent alone (Key,
1966), or incumbent and challenger (Downs, 1957; Fiorina, 1981) by
past events and actions with which these candidates are identified or
associated.

The form and importance of the four variables and retrospective
voting have varied considerably from the earliest voter models to the
present. They can therefore be used to organize a roughly chronological
review of the major models. Beginning with the Columbia school’s 1940
and 1948 studies and concluding with the most recent published effort
(Marcus, 1988), we sketch the development and changing status of the
five elements.

The Major Models

One of the earliest attempts to model voter behavior came out of the
Columbia school. Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet (1948) conducted a
panel study of 6,000 voters in Erie County, Ohio from May to November
1940.

The analysis presented voting as very stable because voters erect a
“'sort of protective screen’’ to shield out any information that might
conflict with their pre-set decision. One of the most basic and primary
forms of that screening is an individual’s partisanship. A related major
finding is that people vote ‘‘in groups,’’ meaning they tend to follow
those with whom they work, play, worship, and so on. Thus, a person’s
demographic characteristics provide a stable predictor of the vote. The
researchers linked the two findings in an “*index of partisan predisposi-
tion,” constructed from such demographic dimensions as religion,
residence, and socioeconomic status (SES).

Thus, at this early stage of voting study research, partisanship was an
important variable not only because of its screening function, but
because the Columbia scholars characterized voting as a choice between
parties, not candidates. However, group membership is ultimately the
central variable: It produces partisanship.

Although Downs (1957) also constructed his model in terms of the
parties, it is quite different from that of the Columbia scholars. He
posited a rational voter who compares what he or she believes are two
programmatically consistent parties in an effort to maximize the utility
he or she would receive were each in office. The voter weighs the
incumbent’s performance against what the challenger would have done,
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deriving an ‘‘expected party differential’’ (p. 40). If it is positive the
individual votes for the incumbent, if negative, for the challenger.

Thus, although Downs’ model too represents a partisan choice, it says
nothing about partisanship. And an individual unmoved by group ties
makes that choice. He or she uses the past in rational, issue-based terms
to choose for the future.

The American Voter (Campbell et al. 1960) represents the pinnacle of
the partisan approach to voting. The Michigan researchers introduced
the concept with which they have become identified: partisan identifi-
cation. This concept is significant for three reasons. First, it is explicitly
psychological, a decided departure from both the Columbia group and
Downs. Second the Michigan men determined it to be a durable and
stable measure. Third, they assumed party ID represented a ‘‘perfect
distillation of all events in the individual’s life history that have borne
upon the way in which he relates himself to a political party”’ (p. 34).
Here, then, was a single, easily measured variable that seemed to allow
scholars to tap the voter’s mind.

The Michigan scholars also initiated systematic inquiry into the
influence of attitudes toward the candidates. They used questions
tapping likes and dislikes of parties and candidates, and categorized
responses across six dimensions of ‘‘partisan attitudes.”’ This approach
heralded the coming of a new and significant variable—candidate
evaluation. Although voter choice is still primarily a function of parti-
sanship, it is no longer purely a choice between parties. The questions in
the likes-dislikes survey place equal emphasis on attitudes toward
candidates as toward the parties.

Kelley and Mirer (1978) extended this reasoning. They argued that
voting is a simple act with a single rule: Voters tally their likes and
dislikes for each party and candidate, then vote for the candidate with
the highest positive number. If the tallies are equal, the voter follows his
or her party identification. Applying this simple rule to SRC data for
presidential elections from 1952 through 1968, the authors were able to
account for voting and election outcomes much more successfully than
any previous model.

It is important to note that for both the Michigan studies and Kelley
and Mirer’s work, issues can exert an influence. Because the original SRC
questions were open-ended, the final attitudes yielded by coding ranged
widely in content and sophistication. Some represented simple gut
reactions, whereas others spoke specifically of stances taken on partic-
ular issues. Attitudes may, as Kelley and Mirer expressed it, ‘‘implicate
issues of policy” (p. 573).

In 1966, Goldberg brought together for the first time all four major
variables in one schematic model of voter choice. His recursive model
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had a series of causal paths all leading toward the vote. At the head of
each path was a variable roughly corresponding to one of the four we
have adumbrated. Party ID was once more the central element standing
at the crossroads for all the other variables. It exerted the most substan-
tial direct impact on voting, as well as considerable indirect impact via
issues and candidate evaluation. Goldberg also found candidate evalua-
tions exerted 2 much stronger influence than issues.

Goldberg’s model was the most sophisticated yet because demo-
graphics affect partisanship, and party ID affects issue positions and
candidate evaluations. Pomper (1975) extended that model by adding
two crucial links. He suggested that issue positions are affected not only
by party ID but by the voter’s partisan predispositions (SES). More
importantly, he argued that issues affect candidate evaluation. These
links have two implications: 2 weakening of the impact of party ID, and
an increase in the impact of issues.

Using data from several presidential elections, Pomper found the
direct and indirect effect of party ID on the decline, issues on the rise,
and the independent influence of candidate evaluations also increasing.
Because transmission of party ID seemed to be weakening, Pomper
concluded that voting was not a group dynamic, not a ““dependent act’’
(pp. 200-202).

The recursive model, because it suggests that causation runs only one
way, was problematic. Political scientists asked, for example, how
realistic it was to suppose that issues could affect candidate evaluations
without the reverse also occurring. Jackson (1975) responded with the
first nonrecursive model. He simultaneously related the endogenous
variables of people’s issue preferences, their evaluations of the parties’
positions, and the strength of their party identifications to one another.
Using data from the 1964 presidential election, Jackson determined that
party identification is derived not so much from social characteristics as
from issue positions. He thus became the first researcher to offer
evidence for the suggestion that party ID can change as easily as issue
positions.

Although issues took on renewed prominence in this nonrecursive
model, party ID remained the central variable. Jackson’s model used
four simultaneous equations, each of which was either based on or
determined party identification. Party ID is an integral element of issue
positions, party evaluations, and the vote. The same cannot be said for
any other variable. Noteworthy, too, is the fact that candidate evalua-
tions are nowhere in sight.

Page and Jones (1984) followed Jackson with their own nonrecursive
model. Three variables—current party attachment, comparative policy
distances, and comparative candidate evaluations—are endogenous.
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Among the exogenous variables are demographic characteristics, past
party voting, and family predispositions.

The authors took two important theoretical steps. They argued that
voters compare the candidates. Then they made candidate evaluations
virtually synonymous with the vote: It is the only variable having a
direct impact. Page and Jones consequently continued the trend toward
characterizing the voter’s choice in terms of candidates rather than
parties; and they place new emphasis on the voter as an individual rather
than as a group member. Also worth noting is the transformation of
partisan identification into current partisan attachment, a term making
voters’ relationship with their parties more transient than durable.
Indeed, using data from the 1972 and 1976 presidential elections, Page
and Jones found that partisan attachment (which is measured in the same
way as party ID) did not exert consistent or particularly strong influence
on voting.

More importantly, there was a strong reciprocal relationship between
comparative policy distances and comparative candidate evaluations.
Surprisingly, voters clearly alter their perceptions of the candidates’
issue positions to accord with their evaluation of those candidates. The
reciprocal relationship between these two variables basically shunts
party attachment aside as an explanatory variable. Issues and candidate
evaluations dominate party ID.

Markus and Converse (1984) were the first to model the lagged impact
of party identification, issue stands, and vote on current levels of those
variables. They also measured voters’ perceptions of candidate person-
ality, accelerating the trend toward personalizing the voting process.
Like Page and Jones, they found that any candidate evaluations differ-
ential will largely determine the vote. Unlike Page and Jones, they
revived party ID by emphasizing its pervasive, albeit indirect, role.
**While partisan predispositions are unlikely to dominate the process
completely . . . these loyalties appear to make repeated inputs of
substantial magnitude throughout the process’ (pp. 151-52).

In summary, the nonrecursive models rather dramatically changed
political science’s view of voting. Party ID loses its centrality, its direct
influence on the vote. Candidate evaluations become the most impor-
tant variable, although a link is identified between evaluations and issue
positions that appears to be significant. And Markus and Converse begin
to echo voices heard long ago concerning retrospective voting.

Fiorina (1981) did not echo, he shouted, by reviving retrospective
voting. His model—comprising retrospective evaluations, future expec-
tations, and previous party ID—is an attempt to test Key’s (1966)
‘‘throw-the-rascals-out’’ theory along with Downs’ notion of a rational
issues voter. It also represents the culmination of the trend in party ID



1. In Search of the Model Model 9

definition. He exorcised the psychological demons by making it a
“‘running tally of retrospective evaluations,’”’ providing both *‘an ex-
plicit political basis’’ and ‘‘mechanism for change in party ID’’ (p. 90).

Fiorina’s results indicate that future expectations have the strongest
impact on vote choice. Retrospective evaluations can also matter, as in
1976 when then-President Gerald Ford’s performance significantly
affected the vote. But voter behavior generally accords more with the
Downsian than with the Key model.

Fiorina represented an island in the stream of thought on voter
models. Although others tend away from expressing models in terms of
the parties he placed party ID at the center, in general making parties the
crucial figures. Voter attitudes toward the parties as economic manag-
ers, guardians of world peace, and overseers of domestic tranquility
consistently overwhelm other direct influences on the vote.

Rahn et al. (1990), although assigning a strong role to party ID, are
part of the stream rushing past Fiorina. They assumed that *‘overall
affect about the candidates summarizes judgments and feelings about
issues, parties, and . . . the candidates’’ (p. 142). This understanding of
affect is strikingly reminiscent of that held of partisan identification in
The American Voter (Campbell, 1960), and underscores the rather
dramatic shift in thinking about voter behavior.

Rahn et al.’s model represents the triumph of candidates over party
not only by its assumptions and complete construction in terms of
candidates, but also by the finding that the direct influence of affect
toward the candidates accounts for half the variation in vote (see their
Table 5). Still, party ID retains a vital role: It exerts an indirect effect on
vote through competence, personal qualities, and affect; and its direct
effect approaches that of affect (Table 5 also).

Like Markus and Converse, Rahn et al. frame the voting decision as a
comparative one: The voter compares the two candidates to each other
and to him or herself in terms of issue positions. Thus, issue positions
exert influence on the vote, but indirectly (i.e., through candidate
evaluation).

The final attempt to deal with the decision-making process of indi-
vidual voters we discuss comes from Marcus (1988). His main goal was
to characterize the emotional reactions of individuals to presidential
candidates. He identified two dimensions: threat, referring to anger,
fear, unease, and reactions of disgust; and mastery, referring to feelings
of hope, pride, and sympathy.

Marcus found that issue appraisals have no influence on the mastery
dimension, a significant one on threat. Mastery, however, more strongly
influences the vote than does threat. His conclusion in terms of the
elements being examined in this chapter was straightforward: “‘elections
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turn more on moral leadership and leadership competence and less on
issues’’ (p. 775).

Marcus also found partisanship exerting a significant influence on the
vote, although it lags behind personal evaluations. He thus echoed the
findings of Rahn et al., although partisanship is a less important part of
his scheme.

The Five Elements Appraised

Based on our review of representative and distinctive political science
models of voter choice from the 1940s to 1988, we derive the following
contemporary composite model.

1. Partisan identification remains a central variable significantly
affecting the vote, but its importance has declined rather
steadily.

2. Candidate image has grown in significance as party has declined.
Models are now constructed in terms of candidates and there is
strong, consistent evidence that image is the primary factor
affecting the vote.

3. Candidate issue positions contribute to candidate evaluations.
Indeed, issues and personal evaluations are hard to separate
empirically. What is clear is that issue positions are secondary in
influence to candidate image.

4. The firmest finding regarding retrospective voting seems to be
Fiorina's that it conforms to the Downsian model (i.e., voters
use retrospective evaluations to make prospective judgments in
a comparative voting act).

5. The assumption of most models seems to be that voters act as
isolated individuals, relatively free of both partisan and group
influences. However, conclusions about group influence must
be tempered by the recognition that models do not explicitly
argue group membership is unimportant.

THE POLITICAL ADVERTISING LITERATURE

Evidence from the political advertising literature about the determinants
of voting is sporadic and generally indirect. Most of it concerns the
relative proportions of issue and image material in advertising.

The issues-versus-image debate has usually arisen in response to the
prominence of ads in particular campaigns and elections, and has
focused around the ads’ supposed manipulation of voters and assumed
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deleterious effects on U.S. democracy. Fueling the controversy have
been a spate of ““how-to”’ political consulting books (Napolitan, 1972;
Schwartz, 1973; Wyckoff, 1968) and such notorious ads as the ‘‘Daisy
Spot”’ for Lyndon Johnson in 1964 and the George Bush 1988 campaign
revolving door ad. There is concern that ads can and do ignore or
trivialize serious issues, helping instead to create or at least facilitate the
election of candidates who are more fantasy than substance. At their
worst, the ads are alleged to seduce the public and to rape democracy.
The first scholarly attempts to measure the menace generated some
surprising results. Patterson and McClure (1976), comparing the content
of television news broadcasts and political spot ads, asserted that
although the latter had more issue content, they had virtually no impact
on the public’s evaluation of candidate image. Instead, ads appeared to
serve an informative function.

Patterson and McClure’s findings were quickly substantiated by other
studies: Hofstetter, Zukin, and Buss (1978), that ads increased viewers’
levels of information; Hofstetter and Zukin (1979), that news provided
less issue material; and Joslyn (1980), that mentions of issues were more
prevalent in the ads than candidate qualities.

More recent studies, however, feed anxieties. Chagall (1981) titled his
study of consultants The Kingmakers, returning on several occasions to
consultant Joseph Napolitan’s quote that ‘‘emotions control every cam-
paign.”’ Diamond and Bates (1988), after surveying several hundred ads
used between 1952 and 1984, concluded that soft, emotional appeals
have replaced issue-oriented, hard-sell ads. Benze and DeClercq (1985)
found image content more prevalent than issues for candidates of both
sexes.

Joslyn (1986) generated similar results with his typology of advertising
‘‘approaches.’”’ In his analysis, ads can contain four types of elements:
prospective, focusing on issue content and position taking; retrospec-
tive, which is less ‘‘responsible,’’ focusing on credit claiming and blame
placing; benevolent leader, emphasizing candidate qualities; and election-
as-ritual, with melodramatic appeals that push agreeable values or
political symbols. Much to his dismay, the most issue-oriented type,
prospective, is least prevalent. Retrospective ads dominate, followed
very closely by benevolent leader.

Symptomatic of the gulf between the political scientists constructing
models of the voting process and those writing about election campaigns
and the actual doings of campaign consultants, the issues-versus-image
debate has missed a crucial point made repeatedly by practitioners:
Issues not only can be, but are consistently used to sell candidate image
(Napolitan, 1972; Schwartz, 1973; Wyckoff, 1968). This point was
recently reiterated by Rudd (1986). After working inside a 1982 guber-
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natorial campaign as creative consultant, he noted that several ads were
designed to suggest a candidate’s concern about an issue without
revealing specific stances. The concern was framed to improve the
candidate’s image in basic human values, personality, or leadership.

A final issue in the issues-images controversy is their respective
content. What issues are most prevalent? Which candidate qualities are
most commonly used to convey image? Although the ‘‘Red Menace’’ was
a significant issue in the 1950s and early 1960s and intermittent
thereafter, domestic themes dominate. Issue ads raise concerns close to
home, commonly the economy (Shyles, 1983). Image content too tends
consistently to stress the same attributes, with a wider range than for
issues. Leadership, honesty, competence, and strength appear to be
primary (Joslyn, 1980; Nimmo & Savage, 1976; Shyles, 1983a), although
the lack of consensus among researchers about which set of attributes to
investigate precludes definitive conclusions.

Beyond issues versus image, few political advertising studies bear on
the five elements examined in this chapter. Although the mass media are
used to gain the attention of large numbers of people and can be easily
targeted to specific segments of the population, surprisingly few studies
have discussed the nature of group appeals in ads. Joslyn’s (1980)
content coding revealed that references to groups were quite common,
falling just behind issues and images. Diamond and Bates (1988) pointed
out that “*high-tech’’ developments have allowed advertisers to direct
their ads more effectively and to conclude that targeting is increasingly
common.

The theory of retrospective voting has also received remarkably little
attention. Joslyn’s 1986 study is the only one explicitly to look at ad
content in retrospective terms. As noted, he found it to be the most
widely employed among his four types, with 60% of all ads in his sample
containing some kind of retrospective appeal.

Partisan appeals have also been neglected. Joslyn (1980) did find that
ads have over time become less partisan, less issue-oriented and more
group-oriented. Candidates using group-oriented ads, moreover, were
more likely to win than those whose ads relied on partisan or personal
qualities appeals.

We do not mean to suggest by the brevity of this review that the
political advertising literature is sparse. The field abounds with histori-
cal, descriptive, and experimental studies. To those already cited, we
would add the contributions of Nimmo and Savage (1976), Spero (1980),
and Jamieson (1984). In particular, Lynda Lee Kaid (1986) stands as a
prominent researcher and editor, talents most notably displayed in the
invaluable collection, New Perspectives on Political Advertising.
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Generalizations

Our survey of the limited political advertising literature on our five
elements permits the following generalizations:

1. Image appeals have become increasingly prominent, made ei-
ther directly in the form of candidate qualities or conveyed
indirectly using issues.

2. Advertisers assume that retrospective voting is the norm, with
prospective voting virtually nonexistent. But this conclusion is
based on just one study.

3. Group appeals are quite prevalent, although less than issue and
image ones. Advertisers apparently believe that targeting groups
via ad content and placement can be an effective strategy.

4. Ads rely less and less on issue appeals, which suggests adver-
tisers believe voters have become less concerned with, or at
least are not easily swayed by, candidates’ issue positions.

5. Advertisers seem to feel partisanship is, like issues, a cue relied
on less and less by voters. The limited data available suggest it is
the least important of the four model variables.

The political advertising and political science literature concur on
some important points. Partisan identification is a decreasingly impor-
tant variable, whereas candidate image is increasingly significant. Ads
are becoming less issue-oriented as time goes on. Retrospective voting
appears to be the dominant mode of voter decision making.

The two literatures also diverge significantly. That of political adver-
tising continues to see group appeals as significant. Conversely, it
provides an even weaker contemporary role for party ID than do the
political science models.

The political advertising literature has one debilitating shortcoming: It
never derives an integrated theory or model of people’s voting decision
processes and calculations out of its findings on each of the five elements
in question. There have been no attempts to distill from the content of
political advertising the assumptions about voter behavior—about what
people think is important in deciding to vote for one candidate rather
than another (or not to vote at all)—that would seem to underlie that
content. Our study is a first step toward this essential and desirable
project.

A NEW STUDY OF POLITICAL ADVERTISING

Our goal in designing this exploratory study was to identify and outline
the model of voter behavior held by political advertisers through an
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analysis of the actual ads they produce and show. By coding the content
of ads in terms of issues, candidate image, partisanship, group refer-
ences, and retrospective voting we hoped to discover the prevalence of
each element in ads in general and hence how salient and important
advertisers feel each is to the voters.

We created and applied our code, then, to answer two heretofore
unexplored questions: Is there a model of voter behavior by which
political advertisers guide their efforts and, if so, how does it compare to
the composite model we have derived from political science?

Procedures

We acquired 196 televised political advertisements from 1984 general
election races for three electoral levels: presidential (Ronald Reagan vs.
Walter Mondale), U.S. Senate (North Carolina race between Jesse Helms
[R] and Jim Hunt [D], and U.S. House (Connecticut third district race
between Bruce Morrison [D] and Larry DeNardis [R]). This set of ads,
with the exception of those from the Hunt-Helms race, was procured
from the University of Oklahoma archives and represents, to the best of
our knowledge, all ads televised on behalf of the candidates (see Table
1.1).

We developed an elaborate content-analysis scheme and coded a wide
range of items. Here we limit our discussion to the relatively small subset
directly relevant to this study. These are divided into five sections
corresponding to the five voter model elements as follows:

Issues: Primary and secondary policy areas mentioned in each ad;
specificity of stance taken by candidate on mentioned policy; and
primary content of each ad.

Candidate Evaluations: Personal qualities assigned to candidate; pri-
mary content of each ad.

Retrospective Voting: References to past conditions, statements, behav-
iors, performance; references to the future; and number of references
to candidate and opponent.

Table 1.1 Number of Ads and Length, by Candidate

<=]5 15-30 31-60 1-2
Ads sec. sec. sec. min. longer
Reagan 46 0 32 11 0 3
Mondale 28 0 25 0 0 3
Helms 56 12 43 1 0 0
Hunt 45 1 38 4 1 1
Morrison 11 0 11 0 0 0
DeNardis 10 0 10 0 0 0
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Partisanship: Number of references to candidate’s and opponent’s

party.
Groups: Groups represented in or targeted by the ad.

Two graduate students, one in political science the other in market-
ing, and an undergraduate experienced in analyzing film, were hired to
do the coding. Coding was completed within 2 weeks. For the items just
listed on which this chapter is based, reliability percentages were
respectively 93 for intracoder, 80 for intercoder.'

This reliability level, although acceptable, could be better. Coding,
however, was extremely complex, as we asked our assistants to code 82
items for each ad. We also attempted not only to tap hitherto unexa-
mined areas but also to measure content of previously examined areas
more completely. So, although we expect to perfect the content-analysis
code and procedures in the future, we candidly acknowledge that the
results of this study are more suggestive of potentially fruitful lines of
future endeavor than definitive.

To generate the most useful data, we compiled the coding of each
variable and recorded the frequency with which each option was
selected. We thus realized a set of data showing the relative frequencies
of all coding options. For instance, the procedure revealed that for all
ads, of the policy areas mentioned, 56% dealt with the economy, 16%
with redistributive programs, and so on. These data then enable us to
determine if the relative importance assigned each element in the
political advertising model is the same as that for each in the political
science model.

We confronted an intriguing dilemma, however. Most of the political
science model conclusions are based on analyses of data from voting at
the presidential electoral level only.2 Our data, on the other hand,
represent advertising for candidates in presidential, U.S. Senate, and
House of Representatives’ races. But is voter behavior constant across
electoral levels? Do voters use the same elements in the same way when
they select a president as when they select a congressman?

Rather than assume an affirmative answer to those questions, we
present data for all ads, and also for each electoral-level subset. If this

'Reliability was determined using a subset of 19 ads (17 for intracoder). Coding for each
variable was compared and the number of differences for each across the 19 ads were
totalled. Reliability = 1-(NDIF/NVARS/NADS), where NDIF represents the total number of
differences, NVARS the total number of variables, and NADS the number of variables on
which the procedure is based. This method is a variation on that discussed by Holsti
(1969).

Fiorina (1981) and Kelley and Mirer (1974) are exceptions, both having applied their
models in part to Congressional elections.
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approach reveals important differences in the structure of ads at dif-
ferent electoral levels, it indicates that political scientists are missing
much of the voting picture by looking only at presidential data. If not, it
suggests something even more important, namely that voter behavior is
quite consistent and predictable across election levels—at least as mea-
sured by our set of ads.

We look at two dimensions of the five elements. One involves
partisanship, issues, candidate evaluations, and groups as they compete
in effect against one another for influence on the individual voting
decision. The second concerns how those elements are used by voters.
One way is retrospectively, by evaluating the candidates based on past
events, actions, outcomes? Another is, as Downs suggested, to compare
the candidates in a forward-looking evaluation of each.

Results

We present the results of our analysis of the ads as conclusions about
voter behavior. A significant summary conclusion is followed by a series
of supporting conclusions and data concerning each of the five model
elements.

Summary Conclusion: Ads from all electoral levels can be repre-
sented by one model of voter behavior.

Supporting Conclusions and Data: 1. Most Citizens Vote Retro-
spectively. They look to past conditions, statements, behaviors, and
performance in reaching the vote decision. Whether this voting con-
forms more with Key’s or Downs’ theory is unclear, although indirect
evidence tends to support Downs.

Ads at all electoral levels refer primarily to the past. Conversely, few
ads refer primarily to the future. But, if Downs is right that voters use
information from the past as a guide to making future-oriented evalua-
tions, advertisers, although devoting much of a given ad to the past,
should use its contents as a basis for alluding to the future. So indeed
they do: Although few ads refer primarily to the future, many make at
least some reference to it (see Table 1.2).

Table 1.2 Percentage of Ads Referring to the Past, to Future

All Presidential Senate House
Primarily to past 75 60 81 91
Primarilily to future 18 27 14 5

At all to future 68 87 54 71
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Table 1.3 Percentage of Ads Referring to Candidate and Opponent

All Presidential Senate House
Mention both 47 31 57 52
Mention both equally 22 19 21 29

Table 1.8 Percentage Assigning Personal Qualities to the Candidate

All Presidential Senate House
At least one quality 71 89 55 91
At least two qualities 51 53 46 67
Three or more qualities 35 26 41 43

Downs also argued that voters compare the two candidates in a
general election, rather than evaluating only the incumbent, as Key
proposed. Based on our sample of ads, it is clear that the advertisers
encourage such candidate comparisons in favor, obviously, of the
sponsoring candidate. Almost half of the ads mentioned both candi-
dates, and some 22% explicitly compare them, mentioning both with
approximately the same frequency, generally concerning their positions
on some policy (see Table 1.3).

Ads also invite comparison in different ways. Some merely mention
the opponent. Others follow a litany of charges against that antagonist
with a saccharinely favorable characterization of the sponsoring candi-
date. Even ads devoted to promoting a candidate may elicit comparison
with a tagline that in effect asks, ‘‘Isn’t the choice obvious?’’ Or, as in
many of the 1984 Republican ads, ‘“Why would we ever want to return
to where we were less than 4 short years ago?”’ And ads mentioning
neither candidate may still be clever enough to elicit comparison of the
two on a wide range of concerns.

2. Of the Other Four Elements, Candidate Evaluations (Image) are
Most Important to the Vote. Some 71% of all ads across all levels assign
at least one personal quality to the sponsoring candidate, and 51%
allocate two. As shown in Table 1.4, that ‘‘image’’ content is wide and
deep.

In contrast, issue content is wide but not nearly so pervasive: Ads
devoted exclusively to personal qualities are always more prevalent than
those devoted to issues (see Table 1.5), and very few ads at any level
have secondary policy content (see Table 1.6).?

3Coders were instructed to identify as the primary policy area that to which the most
time was devoted. To qualify as secondary, the area needed to consume at least one
quarter of the ad’s time. The one quarter guideline is an approximation only. No attempt
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Table 1.5 Percentage of “Exclusive” Ads

All Presidential Senate House
All image 18 14 16 38
All issues 5 6 4 5

Table 1.6 Percentage of Ads With Policy Content and Stances

All Presidential Senate House
Primary policy 76 84 73 57
Stance taken 60 65 51 92
vague 61 66 58 55
specific 8 8 10 0
Secondary policy 10 13 9 5

Thus, although advertisers clearly recognize the importance or at least
the necessity of invoking a few policy issues, their attempts to bolster, if
not create, candidate image are more complex and persistent.

3. Voters are Quite Concerned With Certain Issues and Attend to the
Positions the Candidates Take on Them. Table 1.6 shows that the
majority of ads at all levels have a primary policy area. Further, when a
primary policy exists, candidates take a position on it more often than
not.? But most of those stances are vague. Viewers encountering one of
our 196 ads when watching television stood about a 50-50 chance of
hearing a candidate take an issue position—the chance of that stance
being specific was practically zero.®

Advertisers, and no doubt candidates, obviously believe that some
issues are or can be made important to voters. They therefore invoke
such issues but vaguely or vacuously enough so that the maximum

was made to actually determine how much time was devoted to each policy area.
Generally speaking, it was very clear which policy area was primary and which secondary.
In fact, most ads did not even have a secondary policy area.

“The fact that a greater percentage of Senate ads have a primary policy than assign at
least one personal quality to the candidate suggests for those ads that personal evaluations
are secondary to policy stances. However, the magnitude of policy’s '‘advantage’ over
personal qualities is diminished considerably because the personal qualities content is
more pervasive than that of policy. And for the Senate as for all other ads, those exclusively
devoted to personal qualities far outnumber those exclusively devoted to policy.

*Stances were coded as ‘‘vague’ if they did not include a means for taking action on an
issue. Such stances constitute little more than acknowledgment that a need exists (i.e., *‘I
will work for better health care’’). A specific stance is a detailed policy proposal, a promise
the candidate will have to keep, or a claim the accuracy of which can be confirmed (i.e.,
*“To keep the system afloat, | would tax the social security benefits of the rich’").
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Table 1.7 Percentage of Ads Mentianing Partisanship

All Presidential Senate House
Of candidate 2 4 1 0
Of opponent 6 13 2 0

number of voters can encounter material favoring the sponsoring can-
didate in the message.6

4. Citizens Tend to Vote as Part of a Group, but the Influence of
Group Membership is Secondary to Issue Concerns. Ads usually attempt
to target societal groups. Some consciously target ‘‘everybody.”’ They
are populated by people emblematic of major segments of society. Thus,
a single Reagan ad contained a Black woman, a young White woman, an
older White woman, a young Black man, a young White man, a Hispanic
man, a construction worker, and a farmer. A plurality of ads at all levels
engaged in this kind of targeting, ranging from 35% of House ads to 49%
of presidential.

A minority of the ads were narrower, directed at specific groups. Most
of those attempts across all levels focus either on the elderly (their fears
of cuts in Social Security benefits), or economic classes.

We rank groups second in importance to issues because the ads
seemed to assume, no doubt correctly, that group influence is exerted
through policy preferences. It could be argued, for example, that Jews
vote overwhelming Democratic because they believe Democratic candi-
dates share their policy preferences. Similarly, voters overwhelmingly
vote for candidates who are known to support, even identify with,
programs favorable to their interests. No need for ads to make the
connection explicit. Some voters moreover, gravitate to candidates of
similar ethnic background, particularly if that candidate is the only such
one in the race. In the 1984 and 1988 Democratic presidential primaries,
Jesse Jackson was the overwhelming benefactor of Black support.

5. Partisanship Seems to Exert Little Influence on How Citizens
Decide for Whom to Vote. Most ads make no mention at all of the
candidate’s party and are only slightly more likely to mention the
opponent’s party (see Table 1.7).

THE MODELS COMPARED

Deriving a model of voter decision making from a set of advertisements
is not without problems. Nonetheless, we believe our results are sugges-

SPage (1978) labeled this incentive structure **emphasis allocation theory"* (p. 178).
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tive, if not compelling. For, the way we have represented each of the
five model elements in the ads is plausible; and the data we have
presented are strong enough to counter doubts about coding reliability.

How then do our composite models, representing 1984 political
advertising and political science respectively, compare? The two are
intriguingly close in many respects. Both tend to support Downs’ rather
than Key’'s theory of retrospective voting. Both agree on the pre-
eminence of candidate evaluations. The political science literature is
moving steadily in the direction exemplified by Rahn et al. (1990), who
constructed their model in terms of candidates rather than parties, and
who found evaluation exerting the strongest influence on the vote.

The models also agree on the secondary importance of issues and
stances. Clearly these matter to many voters, but how distinct a dimen-
sion they represent is unclear. Are they instead an integral part of
candidate evaluations? Our data do not answer this question.

The models appear dramatically to diverge on the importance of
partisanship. Party ID, although its significance has fluctuated over time
and diminished somewhat in recent years, is the most constant element
of the political science models. By contrast, in the advertisers’ model of
voter calculations we have derived from our set of ads, partisanship is
unimportant.

The divergence in the significance of partisanship leads to differences
in the importance of appeals to groups in the two models. Based on our
ads, groups are quite important to the voting decision, even if only
indirectly through issues positions. Advertisers go to great lengths to
appeal to, or at least avoid alienating, societal groups. The status of
groups in political science models is less clear, but they do not enjoy the
attention accorded any of the other major elements we have discussed.

The Differences Considered

First groups. Clearly, political science models tend to underestimate the
extent to which candidates appeal to societal groups. On the other hand,
appeals to group allegiances in the ads may be fewer than our analysis
admits. One could argue that inhabiting ads with emblems of various
elements of American society is not really synonymous with making
specific group appeals.

Nonetheless, our detailed examination of the 1984 ads indicates that
group appeals are pervasive and often subtle. For example, one Mondale
ad attempted to elicit anxiety among property owners by picturing a
home shrouded in darkness, being slowly closed in on by the camera
whilst a somber voice related the perils of ownership under the Reagan
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administration. The ad attempted to expose what it viewed as the dark
side of the nation’'s economic health by suggesting to the nation’s stable,
property-conscious middle class that things are less than idyllic.

A less subtle tactic adopted by both presidential campaigns was to
duplicate the “‘pictures’’ of an ad, backing one with an English script and
the other with a Spanish one in an effort to target the burgeoning
Spanish-speaking electorate.

Finally, although we were unable to examine this factor, it is well
known that campaigns have at their disposal increasingly sophisticated
methods for targeting ads. They can selectively purchase time slots on
television and radio, knowing certain groups watch at certain times.
They also direct certain ads to particular geographic areas in an effort to
tap narrower regional or local interests.

As for party identification, we suspect that it is a more important
determinant of voting than the political advertising model allows. One
reason for its relative absence from ads in 1984 may have been because
the consultants assumed the electorate knew the candidates’ party
affiliations. The ad-makers may also believe that partisanship is a
particularly stable attitude, more emotionally based, deeply held, and
more impervious to change by direct advertising appeals through the
mass media, than many other attitudes. It is thus either a factor working
in favor of or against the advertiser. Because advertisers devote their
resources to susceptible aspects of the voting decision, a frontal assault
on partisanship becomes an unwise investment.

So our model of advertising may not accurately reflect the importance
of partisanship to voting. But, if advertisers continually attempt to
influence voting by not talking about partisanship, they could be
reducing party ID’s importance to voting. As the election dialogue takes
place more and more through mass media and paid advertising, the
absence of partisanship from that dialogue is likely to contribute to its
further decline among those who depend on that dialogue for informa-
tion. That party identification is atrophying is acknowledged by most
recent political science models. The absence of partisanship in political
advertising may be a herald and a cause, influencing, in turn, both the
electorate’s voting decision processes and the models of these processes
devised by researchers.

There is one other (at least) very important difference between the
political advertising and political science models. The former contain all
the elements of the latter, but the reverse is not true. This discrepancy is
crucial. One point that emerges vividly from the publications containing
consultants’ comments on their means and motives, tactics and tech-
niques, is that advertising targets viewers’ emotions. ‘‘Hot buttons’’:
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everyone has them and advertising attempts to press them.” Ads are
designed for the client’'s benefit in a wondrous variety of ways to
manipulate viewers’ actual and latent emotions.

The power of these appeals, and the reason political scientists have
not yet adequately attempted, let alone succeeded, in capturing and
quantifying their influence, lies in the ways the ads tap and use emotions
nonverbally. Particularly through visual images, sound tracks, camera
angles, editing, and colors, advertisers consciously attempt to paint a
picture, tell a story, create a feeling with which many viewers can
resonate or, even better, identify. The intent is to give each ad a *‘feel”’
to which the voter can emotively react; which capitalizes on voters’
emotions in ways benefiting the candidate.®

As one example, a2 1984 Mondale ad contained footage shot from step
level of a stereotypical bureaucratic structure of a horde of briefcase-
toting professionals trotting down to their waiting limousines. Mean-
while, the narrator intoned about the perils of lobbyists living high off
the hog fattened by Ronald Reagan’s policies. The camera angle gave
viewers the impression they were being overrun, even stomped on, by
those lobbyists, whose faces were never shown even as they entered
their limos that seemed to drive off over the camera (and viewers). The
clear intent was to arouse apprehension and fear, and to identify
Mondale’s opponent with them.

Even more emotive is ‘‘Morning in America,’’ a classic from Ronald
Reagan’s 1984 campaign. It exemplified how ads can involve viewers in
a story, encouraging them to identify with the protagonist, and reach the
pro-Reagan conclusion designed. A typical American, probably a farmer,
took off in his truck at daybreak. That image faded into a rolling
montage of American symbols like the Grand Canyon and the Statue of
Liberty. It also showed construction abounding, manned by all races and
sexes. And it was backed by a warm voice and music. The ad closed with
the same truck returning home at dusk after a long day touring the
nation’s attractions and saying hello to hardhats. As it presented its
idealized if not mythical America, the ads provided access and identifi-
cation for the viewer/voter. Impact was enhanced by adroit camera
angles and the “‘plot’s’’ visual and logical symmetry: the farmer departs,
the farmer returns.

The most recent political science models, notably Rahn et al. and
Marcus are beginning to tap into emotion by using more sophisticated
scaling techniques to assess voter reactions to candidates. Still, these
techniques automatically delimit the range of responses for the voter.

’Diamond and Bates (1988), passim.
#Sabato (1981) made this last point.
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Furthermore, they attempt to attach words to reactions that resist such
categorization, which the voter is unwilling to share, or that function
only in the voter’s subconscious.

CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Political science models tend to be based on voters’ behavior in the most
recent elections and then modified to incorporate or reflect voters’
decisions and what seems to influence them in subsequent elections. In
other words, the models follow voting trends, especially those in
presidential elections.

Following such trends may represent periodic detours along an
otherwise progressive journey toward Truth. Our analysis indicates,
however, that the political science models have failed to identify the
underlying dynamics of voter behavior. Thus, future research on polit-
ical advertising could help achieve a2 more complete model of voter
behavior. In this section we briefly indicate four major directions for
such research.

Political science models of voter decision-making processes could be
compared to political advertising over time. This will require creating a
series of models that reflect the political science voting literature from
its establishment, through modifications and revisions, to its current
assumptions and elements. This similarly necessitates expanding the
database of ads to develop a set of ‘‘advertising models’’ over time
parallel to the political science models. These advertising models will
need to be sensitive to the election context, the candidates involved, and
economic and social conditions, all of which obviously influence, if not
determine, political advertising’s approaches, subjects, and foci.

Our data hint at variations in advertising across electoral levels,
despite interesting similarities. Future work should sample more exten-
sively from each level, allowing factors such as candidate status, gender,
and party to vary more definitively.

Analysis of the logical structure of particular advertisements could
examine how they attempt to implicate viewers into their lines of
reasoning and capitalize on emotions and attitudes. This analysis likely
takes advantage of schema theory. It would also be fruitful to explore
the logical structure of entire campaigns, for example the extent to
which ads in a given campaign are sequenced.

Finally, and most importantly, emotion clearly fulfills an integral
function for political advertising. Political ads can be remarkably clever
and complex in invoking emotion, yet researchers and practitioners
understand surprisingly little about the process. Research devoted to
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assessing the prevalence and targeting of emotion in ads, categorizing
emotional appeals, identifying patterns of usage, and trying to deter-
mine effects is vital.

Our search for the model model has caused us to doubt the truism that
academics reside in ivory towers, out of touch with the reality of
politics. For there is considerable agreement on the fundamentals of
voter behavior between those who are a part of and those who study the
political scene. Nonetheless, the differences we found between political
advertising and models of voter behavior, the gaps in knowledge about
the nature and effects of the ads themselves, reveal the necessity and the
abundant opportunities for future research.
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Viewers' Mental Models of
Political Messages: Toward
a Theory of the Semantic
Processing of Television

Frank Biocca
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

The battle of political commercials is a battle over meaning. Political
spots struggle to realign the meanings of candidates, issues, and groups
constructed in the mind of the voter. To fully grasp the function and
effectiveness of the political commercial, it is necessary to better
understand the interaction between the commercial and the voter.
Viewed in cognitive terms, the struggle over the candidate’s image is the
struggle over the semantic processing of political commercials by voters.
In the mind of the viewer the imagery of the political commercial is
represented by networks of semantic nodes and markers radiating from
a central concept, the candidate. In other words, viewers construct
mental models (Johnson-Laird, 1983) of information presented in the
commercials.

This chapter outlines a framework for studying the viewer's mental
representations of political commercials. The approach points to ways
in which we might better understand the viewer’s moment-to-moment
processing of commercials as well as the viewer's long-term memory for
commercials. The approach is encapsulated in a theory of schematic
JSrames presented here. This theory is also a first step toward a more
general approach to the semantic processing of television.

As a content area of television, political commercials provide excel-
lent ‘‘texts’’ to study. Political commercials are neat 30 second units of
television. They are a distinctive genre of television content, a closed
universe of styles and techniques with predictable and relatively stable
structures. Their short duration allows us to more easily analyze the
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moment-to-moment processing of the form and content units within the
ad and infer and test how these units are modeled in the mind of the
viewer. Although of short duration, the political commercial is com-
plete; it stands alone as a slice in the flow of television content. Because
of this, we may more clearly see how the moment-to-moment pro-
cessing of a commercial’s parts might relate to the long-term memory or
mental representation of the commercial. Without minimizing the enor-
mous complexity of the psychological processes involved in the viewing
of even a single frame of television, the short duration of political
commercials can allow us to more easily theorize the relationship
between mental processes such as inference making and the long-term
traces of those processes, memory for television content.

From the communicator’s viewpoint, the attempt to engineer the
meanings absorbed by viewers is deliberate, sophisticated, and critical to
the political process (Jamieson, 1984; Sabato, 1981). The elaborate
structure of the commercial is an act of semantic engineering that
attempts to connect, displace, or rearrange the network of links that
connects candidates to each other and to the ‘‘issues’ in the web-like
structure of semantic memory.' The communication goals of these units
of television content are clear (often), the work sophisticated (mostly),
and the stakes high (very).

This chapter will a) introduce the concept of schematic frames, and b)
develop a theory of how the semantic processes of the viewer are
organized to construct 2 mental model of the political message. The end
of this chapter and the chapter that follows will show how this approach
to the semantic processing of political commercials can help a researcher
find out how different groups of voters are reacting to the political
commercial by first constructing a distribution of various possible
mental models of the message, and then measuring and testing for
evidence of the presence of these various mental models in specific
audiences.

'Attempts have been made to represent aspects of a voter’s semantic universe using
traditional attitude measures and multidimensional scaling (Woelfel & Fink, 1980). This
representation captures some of the relationships within categories and concepts (Rips,
Shoben, & Smith, 1973). For example, if all the issues have some relationship to each
other, they may be displayed in a multidimensional space.

But such multidimensional representations are not what is meant by the semantic
structures discussed here. The semantic network is an individual level concept, and it is
questionable whether these networks can be aggregated into a ‘‘semantic space for the
electorate,’’ assuming we could reliably and validly measure the semantic space at the
individual level. But there is no reason to believe that the category, *‘politician,” does not
have a categorical structure that is definable at the level of “political culture’’ and whose
overall structure is relatively stable and shared by most voters.
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THE VOLATILE POLITICAL MESSAGE

A number of theoretical areas have observed that viewers read into a
message. For example, this is an often repeated tenet of semiotic theory
(Eco, 1976; Fiske, 1987; Harteley, 1982). The preference for this term is
not accidental. The word ‘“‘read”’ implies an active engagement with the
message. The meaning of a message is not ‘‘received,” it is extracted,
inferred, worked on, and constructed. The audience member always
*‘reads into’’ the message. In a very psychological sense, the television
audience is an ‘‘active audience’’ (Biocca, 1988a; Levy & Windahl,
1984).

The viewers contain within them a range of possible decodings. To
say this another way, a viewer’s interpretation of the message is not
fixed, it will vary with mood, the viewer’s situation, and the program-
ming context of the message. An often replicated finding shows how
processing varies according to contexts of viewing.

It is a presupposition of psycholinguistics—a presupposition that
advertising research supports (i.e. Burke reports, see also, Jacoby,
Hoyer, & Sheluga, 1980; Jacoby & Hoyer, 1987)—that the meaning of a
message is highly unstable and variable. These variable meanings are
“read’’ or modeled within the mind of the viewer. The variations in
viewers’ psychological models (*'readings’’) of the message may be due
to:

1. socio-cultural variations in the use of codes including those used
to process television. [For example, this is described in literature
on ‘‘cultural schema’ (Kintsch & Greene, 1978), “‘interpretive
communities’’ (Lindlof, 1988; Morley, 1980a) and the presence
of *‘sociolects’’ (Labov, 1972)];

2. individual differences in knowledge of the rules of reference,
that is viewers vary in their competence? in using and trans-

*The number, specificity, and depth of codes accessed depends on the semiotic
competence of the viewer. Semfotic competence refers to the extent to which 2 viewer has
learned the syntactic, referential rules, and declarative knowledge base of the codes
employed by a genre of communication, in this case, political commercials.

Let us use an extreme but realistic example to illustrate. When 2 recent immigrant with
limited English language skills processes a political commercial, he or she will leave out the
processing of spoken text with the exception of non-lexical information such as tone,
pace, and rhetorical style (see Petty & Cacioppo, 1986, on the influence of speech
variables). The individual may focus on the codes with which he or she is more familiar,
the nonverbal codes of the candidate’s presentation, for example. For this instantiated
viewer,
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lating television’s codes [For example, see the discussion of
“‘competence’ and *‘cognitive skills’’ (Salomon, 1979), or the
accessibility of schema (Fiske & Kinder, 1981; Fiske, Kinder, &
Larter, 1983)];

3. knowledge based differences in the extent and nature of view-
ers’ inference making [For example, schema instantiation in
news and political communication (Conover & Feldman, 1986;
Gunther, 1987); and

4. factors in the viewing situation that infiuence the allocation of
attention or vary the context of semantic processing for the
viewer (see discussion of ‘‘context effects,” e.g., Higgins &
King, 1981).

These factors represent only a subset of the variables that can influ-
ence and change the meaning of political commercials. We should
expect significant variation in the meaning of the political commercial
across segments of voters.

But context effects and the changing knowledge of the voter suggest
that the commercial’s meaning may also vary across exposures. The
same viewer may ‘‘get’’ something different out of the political message
upon repeated viewings. Each viewing will constitute a different mental
model of the message. Each mental model would appear to be the
interaction of the (a) model intended by the communicator, (b) the
evolving abilities and knowledge of the individual viewer, and (c) the
transient mental states of the viewer. This gives us a more dynamic and
realistic view of the process of ‘‘viewing,” though a slightly more
complex one.

We could also benefit from talking about the video message not as
some unchanging piece of digital tape but as dynamic mental phenom-
ena. Maybe the concepts of ‘*“‘communicator,”’ ‘‘message,’’ and ‘‘viewer’’
could be reconceptualized so that we can more easily talk about them as
processes. A more process oriented theory would need a theoretical
vocabulary that can more easily accommodate the instability of the
meaning of television messages.

Figure 2.1 presents some of the initial parameters in this reconceptua-
lization. The message and the viewer’s semantic memory are structures,
but the instantiated viewer will be described as a process so that we can
account for the various forces that shape the moment-to-moment mental

the semiotic competence of the viewer leads to major deviations from the model reader.
With varying degrees and for different reasons, some limitation in the processing of the
codes of a political commercial is extremely common as any advertising researcher who
has tested these commercials can attest (See Jacoby, Hoyer & Sheluga, 1981).
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FIGURE 2.1 At the very beginning of creating a message, communicators start with
a mental model of the viewer, called the model viewer. Their assumption influences
their selection of codes, discourses, and semantic frames. In a way the model viewer
is embedded as a kind of program within the message.

A viewer’'s mental model of the message will vary across viewers and within the
same viewer at different times. An instantiated viewer is constructed from the
schema activiated at the time of the processing of the message. The instantiated
viewer will be a product of the structure of viewer’s semantic memory, the structure
of the message, and viewer’s inferences regarding the intended model viewer of the
message.

representations of political commercials. The advantage to this ap-
proach will be that all three: the model viewer, the instantiated viewer,
and the viewer’'s semantic memory are all psychological phenomenon.
They are just three aspects of the psychological representation of the
political commercial.

The Model Viewer

Many variations in the meaning of a political messages are not intended
by the communicator. The communicator anticipates certain decodings
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by psychologically generating a model of the ultimate viewer of the
commercial. This model we can call the model viewer (see Figure 2.1).3

The psychological character of the model viewer can best be appre-
ciated by considering a similar mental model used in interpersonal
communication. For example, in face-to-face communication our
speech and non-verbal behavior is directed towards our theory (model)
of who we are speaking to, what that person knows and believes, and
how best to communicate our message (generate a specific mental
representation in the mind of the listener). This model is ysed to predict
affective reactions and anticipate the meanings (representations) the
listener will decode from our words, gestures, and general rhetorical
strategies. Therefore, in the very process of constructing our message,
we start with a model of the other person we are about to address. The
model, which is translated into a set of psychological ‘‘plans,” is
implicitly embedded in the structure of the message (see Clark & Clark,
1977). The feedback of face-to-face communication allows the speaker
to continuously test the validity of his or her model of the listener by
monitoring non-verbal cues and by searching for verbal cues of the
desired interpretation of his or her statements (For example, signs of
agreement or understanding such as head nods, facial expressions, eye
contact).

All communication requires this kind of modeling. Similarly, at the
organizational level of television programming and commercials, a great
deal of time and research may be dedicated to generating a model of the
‘‘target audience.”” Both psychologically and organizationally, the mes-
sage is designed to communicate to a communicator’s model of the
“‘typical’’ audience member.

While the traditional concept of the ‘‘target audience” and the text
based concept of the ‘‘model reader’’ share some properties, there are
critical differences between the two. The target audience is primarily a
sociological entity defined by statistical averages of demographic, be-
havioral, and psychographic variables (Garreau, 1981; Wells, 1974).
During the construction of the political commercial, the model viewer
can be thought of as a prototype of the viewers. But it is worth
underlining that the model viewer is not just some passing image in the
mind of the communicator nor is it some sociological construct.

The model viewer is a psychological model in the mind of the
communicator that is inserted as a communication strategy into the

3The phrase model viewer is derived from the notion of “model reader’ found in
semiotic theories of text processing (Eco, 1979). The medium specific term viewer is
preferred here in the interest of clarity, over the more common, global application of the
term reader to the processing of all media and texts.
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structure of the political message. The model viewer is implicitly
embedded in the structure of the commercial. The message is a kind of
program for activating the model viewer and the processing associated
with the model viewer in the mind of physical individual watching the
commercial.

The Model Viewer As A Cognitive Process
Within the Individual Viewer

Figure 2.1 shows the model viewer both in the mind of the communi-
cator and in the mind of the viewer. To understand the message created
by a communicator, the viewer constructs two models: (a) a model of
the communicator (i.e., the communicator’s intentions, motivations,
and knowledge), and (b) 2 model of the model reader (i.e., the intended
recipient of the message).

To further describe this process, let’s consider the example of a
message that is not working. The viewer may realize the message is not
intended for him or her: i.e., it is in a different language, it makes false
assumptions about his class or attitudes, it refers to things he or she does
not understand, and so on. Most of us have had the experience of
viewing commercials and television programs that seem directed ‘‘at
someone else.”” How then do we process such messages? To understand
‘‘where the message is coming from’’ we try to decode it as if we were
the model viewer. We make assumptions about the model viewer’s
reactions (For example, *‘This is supposed to be the sad part,” or **some
people probably believe this.”’). We can only carry out this kind of
activity, if a fundamental facet of receiving communication is the
construction of a model of the model viewer. It may very well be a
fundamental facet of communication reception, that receivers attempt
to align their decodings to what they perceive to be the intended
*‘reading.”

The Viewer Looks at the Political Commercial
Through Schemata

The individual brings a great deal of pre-existing knowledge to the
semantic processing of the political commercial. The meaning(s) of the
message will be determined by what existing knowledge is activated and
how it is activated. But the processing of the political message is
influenced not just by ‘‘units’’ of knowledge but the way the knowledge
is structured in the mind of viewer. The concept of schema (Rumelhart,
1980, 1983) has come to be used extensively to describe these cognitive
structures.
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Political commercials most often present their information within
short discursive or narrative structures, It is interesting to note that
much of schema theory has grown out of work on the processing of
short sentences and stories (Bower & Cirilo, 1985; Mandler, 1978;
Rumelhart, 1977; Schank & Abelson, 1977). Based on schema theory we
can hypothesize that the viewer brings 2 number of schemata to bear on
the processing of the semantic structure of televised messages (Brewer &
Nakumura, 1983; Fiske & Taylor, 1984; Garramone, 1986; Hamil &
Lodge, 1986; Lau, 1980).

From our point of view, the importance of an individual viewer’s
schemata comes from how the schemata influence the processing of
television. Schema theory suggests that viewers automatically use social,
political, and textual schema as *‘grids’’ for the processing of television.
The cells of these **grids’’ are like variables. When a schema is activated,
it determines what kind of information (‘‘values” for the variables) will
be sought and how the information will be organized (the *‘structure” of
the grid). When information (a value for a variable) is ‘‘missing,’’ it may
be inferred from existing knowledge and placed by default into the grid
(Minsky, 1975). This supply of default values is important in determining
the interpretation of the message, inferences made by viewers, and
ultimately the meaning of the message.

The Instantiated Viewer is the Activation of Some
of the Viewer's Schemata

For any specific exposure, the actual ‘‘reading’ (path of semantic
activation) of a political message is defined as the instantiated viewer
(see Figure 2.1). The concept of the instantiated viewer follows Rumel-
hart’s (1980, 1983) usage of ‘‘instantiated schema’ to describe the
cognitive activation of a schema. Here, the instantiated viewer is defined
as the specific set of schemata activated in one viewing of the message by
an individual viewer at any one time. Viewed from ‘‘within’’ the mind of
an individual viewer, the instantiated viewer is a pattern of semantic
activation or a specific path through semantic memory taken during the
processing of a specific exposure to the commercial.

This brings up an important point about our attempt to understand
and measure the cognitive processing of political advertising. We are not
really studying individual viewers per se, but specific patterns of
semantic activation within individual viewers. To understand how
televised political messages work we need to study television viewing
not television viewers. Why should we insist on separating individuals
from the patterns of semantic activation within individuals? When we
look at the interaction of messages with individual viewers, we see that
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individual viewers do not correspond to specific or fixed patterns of
semantic activation but to families of patterns. This is because these
patterns of semantic activation (*‘meanings’’) vary within individuals
across time points. This variation is due to the variety of contextual and
maturation factors discussed above. Therefore, the unit of analysis is a
pattern of semantic activation, not an individual.

Patterns of semantic activation, that we call the instantiated viewer,
should also be the object of theories of television viewing. That pattern
is, of course, not random but shaped by cognitive procedures for the
application of semantic knowledge to the decoding of the political
message.

To appreciate how viewers use the framing mechanisms within
schema to organize semantic processes, we need to briefly consider how
the structure of the typical television segment works with cognitive
processes to guide the viewer’s understanding of the message.

The Political Message Is Composed of Codes
and Semantic Frames

The political commercial is a set of codes, discourses, and semantic
frames (Biocca, in press-a, in press-b). A code is a set of rules of
coreference between sign units and meanings (Eco, 1976). The creation
of a code is a social process (Eco, 19706), but the process of decoding is
a psychological process (van Dijk & Kintsch, 1983). The encoding and
decoding of a message involves the utilization of procedural knowledge
(i.e. syntactic rules) and declarative knowledge, (i.e. rules of coreference
between signs and referents in the semantic memory of the viewer).
Television programs and messages access a great many codes including
all those associated with the English language (Clark & Clark, 1977;
Garnham, 1985); the syntax of television form: images, camera move-
ment, and montage (Bordwell & Thompson, 1986; Carroll, 1980; Metz,
1974; Monaco, 1977); codes of video narrative (Bordwell, 1985); non-
verbal behavioral codes (Ekman, 1974; Ekman, 1985; Kendon, 1977)
(see also Fiske, 1987; Sebeok, 1986).

The semantic structures of television are guides for cognitive proce-
dures in the mind of the viewer (see Figure 2.2). These procedures
activate semantic links between a sign and concept and, more broadly,
whole networks of concepts in semantic memory. Therefore, consid-
ered as a whole, the political message can be seen as a procedural map
for generating a semantic process in the viewer.

In creating this procedural map, the communicator’s selection of code
elements (signs) is based on a set of elaborate and often unanalyzed
assumptions about the isomorphism between the codes utilized in the
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FIGURE 2.2. Schematic frames are sets of cognitive procedures that organize the
decoding of the message. They involve the application of schemata to the semantic
structure of the message.

message and the codes in the mind of the viewer. These assumptions
constitute the model viewer. Codes and specific signs (i.e. a specific
word, a particular facial expression, and so on) are selected on the basis
of the communicator’s assumption that they will activate target schema
as well as the desired networks of denotations and connotations in the
mind of the model viewer. Therefore, the message is a set of strategies to
activate certain meanings, or networks of nodes in the semantic memory
of the viewer.

When we look at the political message in this way, we see it as a
procedural map guiding the viewer to correct selections (i.e. code
selections, inferences) in a kind of giant “*decision tree.”” What we can
temporally call a ‘“‘decision tree’’ is more aptly described as various
paths of semantic activation (Collins & Loftus, 1975) through the
semantic memory of the viewer. Figure 2.2 depicts this pattern of
activation as a set of jagged lines extending within semantic memory.

For any single frame (shot, scene) or for any spoken word, a great
many meanings are possible. To put it another way, a viewer may take
various paths or decisions at each intersection of the large decision tree
that constitutes the message. This condition of the message is sometimes
referred to as polysemy (Clark & Clark, 1977; Fiske, 1987). The com-
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municator uses strategies to not just ‘‘communicate’’ meaning but to
constrain the many possible meanings (paths of semantic activation) of
a picture or word and to guide the sequencing of meanings and
associations (prime the correct sets and sequences of semantic nodes).*

Some psycholinguistic research uses the word frame to refer to the
opening phrase of a sentence which orients the processing and which
the rest of the text further constrains (Chafe, 1974; Clark & Clark, 1977,
p- 34). For example, an establishing shot is commonly used to define a
physical space prior to taking the viewer through that space. A topic
sentence in a script is used to activate certain topical schema (discursive
frames) in the mind of the reader. Along the way specific signs are
selected because they activate certain meanings and somehow link up
with the overall frame of the message (i.e. message ‘‘macrostructures’’:
van Dijk, 1980; van Dijk, 1988a; van Dijk, 1988b). For example, words
are selected over others because they evoke (activate) the right conno-
tations (semantic structures).

In an attempt to conduct research on how a message is framed, one

“The semantic strategy that a communicator may take can vary dramatically based on the
intent and semiotic skill of the communicator. One distinction identified in literary theory
and the semiotic literature is the difference between *‘open’ and ‘‘closed” texts (Eco,
1979). Texts incorporate message strategies that assume a closed or open reading by the
model reader. A closed text picks 2 model reader, and makes strong assumptions as to the
exact decoding of its various signs. It operates with a set of narrow correspondences.
When it encounters aberrant decodings, these can lead to a2 major breakdown of authorial
strategy/intent. In a contradictory way, a closed text can inadvertently lead to very open
‘‘readings’’ (Eco, 1979).

Open texts have 2 more open strategy toward their model reader. The communicator
consciously or unconsciously builds into the text the possibility of the many paths in the
generation of the instantiated content. The author does not attempt or assume one
reading, but prepares or anticipates multiple decodings. These may be left open for
aesthetic play and enjoyment. A semantic vacuum is inserted into the text to allow space
for the construction of the viewer/reader. Or loose connections are made at the connota-
tive level of the signs and less control exercised at the denotative level.

In the case of the political advertising text, openness is only relative. An attempt is made
to anticipate a variety of model viewers and decoding strategies among instantiated
viewers, but the goal is control over the reading and a certain amount to semantic closure.
Nonetheless, many political messages flirt with openness by avoiding unambiguous
statements of issue positions and policy. Image commercials may embed the major actant,
the candidate, within a set of polysemic discursive frames or a possible world filled with
the social mythology of nation, country, and power. This strategy assumes an open
reading of the connections between the concepts and the candidate. Closure assumes and
attempts to guarantee that the connotative semantic association (semantic markers) will be
marked positive. If we agree with Osgood, Suci, and Tannebaum (1957) that 2 major
dimension of meaning is the evaluative dimension, then the message strategy seeks only to
fix the meaning of the commercial along this dimension. But it assumes that other
dimensions of the meaning will vary in the instantiated viewer.
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could begin to analyze the television message by trying to define all the
codes a message carries and isolate all its signs. But given the enormous
range of codes contained in a single video frame of television and the
limited development of our understanding of non-linguistic and picto-
rial codes, this atomistic approach may not be possible or, maybe, even
desirable (See Metz, 1974). A better research and theory building strategy
might proceed by collapsing the plethora of codes contained even in a
single video frame and to consider the message more broadly as a set of
semantic frames (Biocca, in press-d).’

A semantic frame is defined as a textual or message strategy for the
activation of desired schema in the mind of the viewer. The strategy is
embedded® in the text and present in the selection, use, and sequencing
of the codes of the message (van Dijk, 1988a). The semantic frame is a
cue for the activation of schema in the viewer. As Reeves, Chaffee and
Tims (1982) have noted in the area of political communication, ‘‘Adver-
tisements and political rhetoric are replete with allusions to widely
shared schemata that are counted upon to set in motion a predictable
sequence of cognitive linkages that would produce mass behavior
desired by the communicator” (p. 299). But a semantic frame is only a
cue for a viewer who already possesses (has internalized) a set of
television codes as part of a schema (Salomon, 1979).

The structures of the message, the use and juxtaposition of codes and
signs, reveals sets of semantic frames, “‘gestalts’’ for guiding processing.
As film theorists point out, *‘Cues are not simply random; they are or-
ganized into systems’’ (Bordwell & Thompson, 1986; p. 24). How the
viewer uses these cues determines the meaning of the message. The
viewer has cognitive structures that have been developed to use these
cues.

*Van Dijk (1988b) used the term news schemata to describe the existence of the
structural properties of mass media messages. But I find this use of the term schemata to
be potentially confusing. Here and in the work on schema theory (Rumelhart, 1980), the
term schemata refers only to psychological structures, and does not refer to structures of
texts and messages. In the interest of clarity and theoretical specificity, it is probably
desirable to distinguish between structural semantic properties of the message (semantic
frames), semantic knowledge structures of viewers (schemata), and structural properties of
moment-to-moment semantic processing (schematic frames).

I am not stating here that everything in the structure of the message is part of some
conscious intention of the author, communicator, agency, and so on. Some of the
structure of the ad is generated by the conventions of the genre. Nonetheless, the structure
is assumed to address the model reader. In the mind of the communicator, the model
reader/viewer can only be perceived at any moment as an individual. But in political
speech, the model reader/viewer must be a social construct. This leads much political
discourse towards self-contradictory structures, terminal banality, and empty generalities.
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Why the Model Viewer Never Equals
the Instantiated Viewer

The goal of the communicator to activate a model viewer for the
message is never achieved perfectly. That is the model viewer never
perfectly equals the instantiated viewer. For this to occur exactly, the
flesh and blood individual viewing the message would have to perfectly
embody all the assumptions of the communicator. There would have to
be a perfect alignment between the assumptions present at the encoding
of the message and inferences made by individual viewer during the
decoding of the message. This is unlikely.

Let us use a computer analogy to make the concept a little more
intuitive. The content of the message can be discussed as an embedded
cognitive program (a syntax and semantic frames). Continuing our
computer analogy, we see that the message is an instruction set intended
to run on a particular machine, the model viewer. The programmer
(communicator) makes assumptions about the structure of the machin-
ery, assumptions about the presence of resident programs (viewer
competence with codes), and the presence of resident data (semantic
knowledge). If those assumptions are not met—they are never perfectly
met—the program still runs (it is instantiated) on the target machine (the
viewer's mind—semantic memory). It does not precisely yield the
predicted results (i.e. aberrant decodings, Eco, 1979). Communication
always fails to some degree.

Nonetheless, the communicator must construct 2 model viewer to
generate a message (even if the model viewer is but a model of himself).
But the communicator’s model viewer is always a bit off target, espe-
cially in mass communication. Using a statistical analogy, we can think
of the model viewer as a statistical estimate with a wide confidence
interval and a variable confidence level. Like the apocryphal ‘‘average
American family'’ with 2.5 children, the model viewer may never be
embodied in any instantiated viewer. For any group (interpretive com-
munity) of viewers, a specific pattern of semantic activation (set of
instantiated viewers) will be more statistically probable than the others.
The message’s semantic frames constrain semantic activation, but they
do not define it.

The Advantages of Theoretical Distinctions
Between the Model Viewer, the Individual Viewer,
and the Instantiated Viewer

The distinction between the model viewer, the individual viewer, and
the instantiated viewer offers a number of theoretical advantages. All
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aspects of the communication process, the initial formulation of the
political message, the message itself, the knowledge of the viewer, and
final decoding of the political message can be easily discussed as
psychological processes. The communicator and receiver exist as psy-
chological constructs at each pole of the communication link.

The approach suggests that the message is not just information or a set
of codes, but a cognitive program for generating a model viewer. This
suggests that for a communicator to construct a successful message, he
or she must make correct assumptions about the existence of cognitive
procedures and data in the mind of the receiving viewer. This further
suggests that an interesting topic of communication research should be
the gap between the assumptions of competence and knowledge con-
tained in the message, and the presence or absence of this competence
and knowledge in the various viewers.

The approach points out that we should look at how the political
message changes when those assumptions are not met. “Errors’’ in
decoding may be more revealing about psychological processes than in-
formation ‘‘successfully’’ retained. This suggests related questions such
as: Which incorrect assumptions are most fatal to successful communi-
cation? Are ‘‘open messages,’’ those that make fewer assumptions about
the cognitive processes of the viewer, best insulated against aberrant
decoding by first assuming that these will occur (see Eco, 1979)?

The distinction between the individual viewer and the instantiated
viewer is also useful. The message becomes just one pattern of semantic
activation in the mind of the individual viewer. Contexts, mood, and
other variables known to influence processing are assumed by the
model. For any individual viewer, there will be more than one instanti-
ated viewer depending on the context of viewing, the transitory states
inside the individual viewer, and the frequency with which the message
has been seen.

A further elaboration of the dynamic tension between the model
viewer and instantiated viewer allows us to better model the moment-
to-moment cognitive processing of the viewer. We can do this by
elaborating the relationship of the semantic frames of the political
message with the schematic frames of the viewer. This will be outlined
in the following sections.

By looking at differences in the schemata and code competence of
various viewers, we can better address how the meaning of messages
vary across individuals. The gap between the model viewer and the
instantiated viewer assumes that the message is unstable and varies from
viewer to viewer. Variation is built into the process. Communication is
not seen as the transportation of information but as the construction of
mental models in the mind of the communicator and the viewer.
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Finally, this approach suggests that communication and television
viewing is a fascinating process of mental modeling, that communica-
tion is inherently probabilistic, and that the interpretation and meaning
of television messages is varied and unstable because of the very nature
of the mass communication process.

THE VIEWERS' SCHEMATIC FRAMES GUIDE THEIR
PROCESSING OF POLITICAL COMMERCIALS

Television viewing is a continuous process. The stimulus is ever chang-
ing. Cognition responds to the structure of stimulus (Carroll, 1980;
Hochberg, 1986). Therefore, the cognitive processes of the viewer must
also continuously change.

If the structure of the political commercial is not arbitrary and the
viewer makes use of these structures, then we can hypothesize that
viewers have developed cognitive procedures for processing and orga-
nizing information presented on television. The viewer’s understanding
of the conventions and structure of television is organized into a system
adapted to the processing of television. The elements of these cognitive
procedures are probably not unique to television. The system no doubt
incorporates modes of understanding used to process other media and
everyday experiences. For example, knowing how to follow the plot of
a mystery drama must make use of skills shared with deducing plots
from mystery novels or following a sequence of causally related events.

The viewer must use well learned procedures to activate schema for
processing television form and content. Using the theory building ap-
proach of cognitive functionalism (Fodor, 1968; Johnson-Laird, 1983),
we might be able to generate a theoretical model that can specify the
high-level semantic ‘‘programs’’ that appear to be operative in the pro-
cessing of television. Figure 2.3 depicts such a theoretical model. Each
box depicts a set of cognitive procedures which text, discourse, and film
processing research suggest are active in generating mental models of
television messages and programs. We can call these structures schematic
JSrames. They are called schematic because they access the viewer's sche-
mata. They are frames because each extracts and and arranges specific
information from the semantic frames of the message. Schematic frames
are cognitive processes that organize the application of the viewer'’s
schemata to the semantic frames (codes) of the political message.

Each frame represents a set of psychological operations. The frames in
the model are suggested by existing cognitive research. The upper set of
frames (see Figure 2.3) is suggested by research in the areas of psycho-
linguistics and discourse processing (Bower & Cirilo, 1985; Eco, 1979;
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FIGURE 2.3. The schematic frames represented here are theorized to be active in
the processing of television content, including political messages.

Kintsch & van Dijk, 1978; Petolfi, 1971). The ideological and self-
schematic frames at the bottom have been introduced to integrate rele-
vant findings from persuasion research on the self-referential aspects of
involvement (Petty & Cacioppo, 1981, 1986; Petty, Ostrom, & Brock,
1981). Some additional features of the schematic frames are introduced
to reflect the theoretical insights and research findings of film theory
(Bordwell & Thompson, 1986; Branigan, 1984; Carroll, 1980; Metz,
1974).

I will proceed by first laying out the function and structure of the
schematic frames, then I will discuss the operation of each frame
individually.

Some General Properties of Schematic Frames

Schematic frames are '‘problem spaces’ for calculating semantic
values from the codes of television. During the viewer’s moment-to-
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moment processing of television’s many codes, larger semantic con-
structs are generated to model the message. Genetically determined
abilities such as perceptual processing, and the viewer's learned re-
sponses to television’s codes (Salomon, 1979) quickly and imperceptibly
integrate information regarding the spatial structure of the represented
environment, characters, events, and themes of the programming (van
Dijk & Kintsch, 1983). These processes add up to the ‘*‘meaning’’ of the
political message for the viewer.

To incorporate this multilevel semantic processing, the theory posits
a set schematic frames. These are conceptually similar to “‘problem
spaces’’ in artificial intelligence (e.g., Newell, 1981). Problem spaces are
areas (subroutines) where specific processing tasks are carried out. Here
schematic frames are problem spaces used to model various dimensions
of the political message.

Each schematic frame generates semantic values either from data
driven processing of the codes of programming and/or schema-driven
processing in which values are inferred. The different schematic frames
are posited to work in parallel (Hinton & Anderson, 1981) or, using a
slightly different terminology, synchronically (Sebeok, 1986).

The values calculated for the ‘“‘lower’ schematic frames involve
deeper processing. The model shows a slice of processing time rather
than a linear sequence involving the movement of processing from one
frame to another. But the vertical dimension of the model suggests a
hierarchy among the frames. Deeper levels of processing (Cermak &
Craik, 1979) are assumed to occur in the frames “‘lower’’ down. Values
in the ‘'deeper’ frames, such as the ideological frame and self-schematic
frame, are generated from greater involvement and elaboration of the
message (Greenwald & Leavitt, 1985; Greenwald & Pratkanis, 1984;
Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).

The values in the schematic frames are calculated in cycles. The
values in the schematic frames continuously change as the political
message is processed. It is hypothesized that television is processed in
cycles (Kintsch & van Dijk, 1978). The cycling is strongly influenced by
the syntactic structure of the message (Carroll, 1980; Jarvella, 1975). A
cycle is often equivalent to a scene or other *‘phrase’’ or ‘‘sentence’’ of
video.

Semantic work carried out within the schematic frames results in
lasting memory traces for the message. The semantic work is composed
of decoding, semantic priming, schema activation, and inference mak-
ing. The resulting memory trace will reflect the structure of schematic
frames, rules of inference making (discussed later), and the pattern of
activation during the cycles of semantic processing.
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Viewers use both propositional and imagery models of the political
messages. Although at the ‘‘machine level,”’ that is at the level of
neurons, there may be a single uniform code (Anderson, 1978), the mind
appears to use different mental media to model the world and to make
cognitive calculations (Johnson-Laird, 1983). Language, for example, is
both an external means of communication and an internal medium for
mentally modeling relations in the world (Clark & Clark, 1977; Olson,
1976; Vygotsky, 1978).

In the processing of television, it is hypothesized that viewers make
use of different mental media to model the television programming. At
this stage in the research, these can be divided into two general classes:
(a) propositional models, and (b) imagery models.”

Propositional models seem well suited for much of the information
contained in news and commercials. Propositional models are in fact a
class of conceptual models (Johnson-Laird, 1983). They are used to
capture abstract relations such as identity/non-identity, set membership,
entailment, and causal relation.

Television is also rich in visual and non-linguistic aural information.
The viewer must model this information. Imagery models are used to
capture perceptual properties such as spatial, temporal, kinematic,
dynamic, and imagistic relationships (Johnson-Laird, 1983, p. 422ff).

But how is the imagery information used and stored? The theory
hypothesizes that visual imagery is stored and used as a set of key frames
(Reeves, et al., 1982; Wyer & Gordon, 1984). Wyer and Gordon (1984)
suggest that subjects use key frames to code continuous event sequences.
The key frames capture non-propositional relations in the form of visual
(or acoustic) imagery. These are used to compute relations in the
moment-to-moment processing of the programming and are stored as
part of the implicit memory for the programming. Key frames may store
prototypical features of a scene, object or person (Wyer & Gordon,
1984, p. 104). Key frames may also be stored and used to derive further
propositions about the plot, events, and characters in the programming
when later processing demands necessitate a memory retrieval of the
imagery models (Kosslyn, 1980).

The imagery models must somehow be linked to the propositional
models of the programming. The key frames may be referred to by
pointers (networked links) in propositions about political messages. The

"The propositional and imagery models should not be translated too narrowly into a
popular distinction between stored *‘political issues’’ and *‘political images.”’ For example,
propositional models are used to store evaluative propositions about the ‘‘political image"’
of a candidate. Imagery models, on the other hand, can also store key frames that may be
used as nodes to infer candidate *‘issues’’ and *‘beliefs.”’
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pointer refers to the frame in a proposition about the message. Through
the use of pointers the key frames become part of propositions about
event sequences, causal attributions, and trait inferences. The possibility
of some kind of key frame coding is supported by evidence that subjects
better remember static images that occur close to ‘‘break points’ in
filmed sequences of events (Newtson & Enquist, 19706).

Viewers begin with early ‘‘bracketed models’ of the message and
recalculate these continuously. All message processing involves the
making of inferences and some modeling of the *‘intended’’ message, the
viewer’s representation of the message’s model viewer.

Understanding, then, may be regarded as a process whereby a listener or
viewer attempts to infer the knowledge structure of a speaker or writer by
using the available linguistic message, contextual information, and his own
knowledge as ‘‘data structures’ for which the inference is to be made
(Frederiksen, 1975; cited in Jacoby & Hoyer, 1987, p. 35).

Starting in the very first milliseconds of the programming, the viewer
constructs an early mental model of the overall message. The viewer
does this automatically by calculating values in some of the schematic
frames. This in turn primes and instantiates selected schema, leading the
viewer to infer default schema consistent values (Minsky, 1975) to the
other schematic frames. For example, the viewer makes inferences about
the setting of the programming and the topic of the program. This may
activate inferences about the type of people typical of the world of the
program, and some projection about how the story of the program or
commercial **will turn out.”

An early model is constructed to handle and structure the incoming
information. This early model is bracketed (Eco, 1979). The default
schema and the values set for the various frames are temporally in
“brackets.”” Their truth value or utility is tested for consistency against
the incoming information (Rumelhart, 1977). This model is continu-
ously remade as the values in the various schematic frames vary with
each cycle of processing of the incoming codes of the message and with
the activation of new schema (Schank, 1982). ‘°A comprehender contin-
ually tests input propositions against the contents of the short-term
memory buffer . . .”" (Kintsch & van Dijk, 1978, p. 371).

Foregrounding a schematic frame will influence the values calcu-
lated in other frames. Some of the values for the frames will be
provided from the decoding of the message (data driven) whereas others
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will be inferred (schema driven). Modeling and inference making will
lead to temporary hierarchies in the top-down processing of the sche-
matic frames (see Figure 2.4). For any message and for any specific
viewer, some of the frames may be more salient than others. The more
salient frames will drive the activation of schema. This leads to the
activation of schema consistent default values in the other frames
(Bower & Cirilo, 1985, p. 95). For example, if an instantiated viewer
believes a program segment is about ‘‘urban crime” (discursive sche-
matic frame) the viewer may automatically make inferences about scenes
he or she will see (possible world frame) and the motivations and
behaviors of persons shown on the screen (actantial frame).

Representation of Foregrounding
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FIGURE 2.4. Goals, processing sets, or semantic priming may lead to the fore-
grounding of one of the schematic frames. When a schematic frame is foregrounded,
it influences the calculation of semantic values in the other frames.
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The term foregrounding® is used to describe hierarchies in semantic
processing whereby a calculated value within a specific frame influences
the activation of default values in the other schematic frames. The
temporary foregrounding of a schematic frame may emerge from a
number of causes. Enduring psychological states such as processing
goals can influence the foregrounding of a frame, so can the selective
processing of message channels and codes. Foregrounding may ulti-
mately influence the structure of the memory trace of the message
(Cohen, 1981).

Consider the following two examples of processing goals during the
viewing of political commercials. A viewer’s goal may be to understand
more about the issues in 2 commercial or, an alternative goal, to get a
general image of the candidate. An ‘‘issue set”’ may foreground the
discursive frame and the propositional model of the commercial. Work
by Garramone (1983; see also Garramone, 1986; this volume) shows that
subjects adopting an issue set attend to the commercial’s audio track so
as to better model the linguistic propositional structure of the message.
The instantiated viewer may foreground the discursive frame of the
message. On the other hand, subjects whose processing goal is image
formation (‘‘image set’’) seek to use imagery modeling strategies. They
may foreground the actantial schematic frames and rely primarily on the
video track of the political ad.

Semantic priming (Carr, McCauley, Sperber, & Parmelee, 1982; Meyer
& Schvaneveldt, 1976) can influence foregrounding (Biocca et al.,
1987). For example, if a political commercial follows a news story about
taxes, this may result in the semantic priming of the discursive frame
with values related to the economy, even though that may not be a
central topic of the commercial.®

The syntactic structure of the message (e.g., subject position in a
sentence) can make some of the information more salient and result in
foregrounding. An experiment by Hornby (1974) demonstrates how
sentence syntax highlights information as ‘‘given”’ or ‘‘new,’’ and how

SBower and Cirilo (1985) use the concept of *‘subschema’ to advance a similar notion
of schematic hierarchy and foregrounding. But the notion of subschema does not make
clear how the hierarchy might be initiated, nor is it clear what structural factors might
determine superordinate and subordinate positions in schema activation.

®The group of schematic frames presented assumes complex inference making by the
viewer. These inference making processes result in the rich and varied meanings viewers
derive from commercials, but they are potential sources of major mis-communication and
message distortion when schema driven inferences lead to major misalignments between
the model viewer of the message and the actual instantiated viewer (Jacoby, Hoyer, &
Sheluga, 1980; Jacoby & Hoyer, 1987).
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this significantly influences the processing of related pictures. Subjects
listened to sentences such as, *'It is the BOY who is petting the cat,” or,
*It is the CAT which the boy is petting.”’ Drawings of a boy or girl
petting a cat or dog were shown for Y20 of a second. Subjects had to
indicate whether the sentence was true or false. The allocation of
attention within the picture and the processing of the pictorial codes
appeared to be driven by the syntax of the sentence. This lead to almost
twice the number of errors when the contradictory detail (i.e., a dog
instead of a cat) was part of the implied *‘given’’ part of the sentence.

The relative hierarchy of the schematic frames is likely to change
during the processing of a program or commercial. But when the
“*deeper’’ levels of the schematic frames are activated and foregrounded
(such as ideological frames or self-schematic frames), they are likely to
provide stronger and more enduring top-down, schema driven pro-
cessing (see Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).

HOW EACH SCHEMATIC FRAME ORGANIZES THE VIEWER'S
UNDERSTANDING OF POLITICAL MESSAGES

The Possible World Frame

To the degree that a television viewer recognizes a set of characters and
a spatial environment, he or she must assign the incoming stimulus to
some ‘‘possible world.’’ This concept has been introduced to cognitive
psychology from the area of logical semantics (Linsky, 1971). Possible
worlds are social-psychological constructs with scripted values for
spatial, temporal, and actantial variables. For example, script theory’s
discussion of the ‘‘restaurant script’’ represents the kind of inferences
made about people, events, and behaviors of the possible world of
restaurants (Schank & Abelson, 1977).

The spatial and temporal semantic information of the possible world
frame situates the message and helps decode both linguistic and non-
linguistic information. Even in the first frame of a video, a great deal of
semantic information is virtually present. Cognitive efficiency requires a
limitation of semantic values. The information in news stories and
dramas must be assigned to some context to be understood. A bracketed
schematic frame assigning the context of a possible world to the
incoming message helps to guide (frame) the decoding.

Political commercials, for example, make frequent reference to social
worlds with predictable properties: the candidate in the world of the
“farm,’’ walking the ‘‘streets of the nation’’ shaking hands, or walking in
the *‘offices of government.”” To process even a single frame of such an
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image requires the activation of a set of scene consistent scripts or
schema (Schank & Abelson, 1977). Note that a possible world is not just
a spatial setting for the action, it also includes a number of values for
‘‘possible’’ actions, characters, and behaviors appropriate in that ‘‘pos-
sible world.”’

‘‘Violations”’ of the social or spatio-temporal code can lead the
instantiated viewer to (a) reconsider his or her inference or ‘‘bracket”
the possible world, (b) identify the violation as an aesthetic device, use
of metaphor, or contrast used for humor (thereby, altering or further
‘‘bracketing’’ the possible world activated in the frame), or (c) jump to
the foregrounding of an ideological frame or self-schematic frame,
assign a negative truth value to information based on discrepancies, and
scrutinize, criticize, or otherwise elaborate on the message.

Lest we believe that *'possible worlds’’ for programming are relatively
limited and stable, it must be remembered that programs and commer-
cials regularly invoke various ‘‘possible worlds’’ that violate the physical
properties of the viewer’s ‘‘real’’ (default) world. It is common in our
everyday processing of television to model worlds in which inanimate
objects such as products speak; people undergo physical transformation;
and where all manner of spatial, temporal, and cultural rules are varied,
transformed, or violated.'®

Discursive Schematic Frames

When a viewer encounters the information codes in a single shot, there
is potentially an infinite set of meanings that can be calculated. Experi-
ments in semantic priming (Collins & Loftus, 1975; Marcel, 1983a,
1983b) suggest that cognitive processing undergoes a rapid, highly
interconnected pattern of semantic activation. Marcel (1983a, 1983b)
found that all the meanings of a polysemic word such as ‘‘palm”’ (i.e.
palm tree, palm of your hand, and so on) are primed in the first few
milliseconds of processing as the cognitive system attempts to isolate
one of its meanings (maximally activating a specific set of denotative and
connotative nodes in a concept’s semantic network of nodes). Although
it is difficult to specify the precise nature of the brain’s neural networks
(Rumelhart, et al., 1986a, 1986b), the analogy that semantic memory is

'When viewers' original inferences regarding the possible world of the message are
violated, the viewers may increase their attention to the surface structure of the message.
Researchers may be able to detect evidence of increased processing effort directed towards
identifying the ‘‘correct’ possible world by measuring increased attention and retention
of executional properties of a2 message when possible world inferences are in doubt and
being ‘‘recalculated.””
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like a highly cross referenced encyclopedia (Eco, 1976, 1979) captures
the interdependence and hierarchy suggested by the research into
semantic processing.

In the early history of film, classic experiments on shot sequencing
(Pudovkin, 1954) demonstrated how a single shot can have multiple
interpretations. Meaning depended on the shot’s placement in a se-
quence of shots. Of course, all the semantic properties of a particular
shot or syntagma are not foreseen or actualized in a video sequence. But
many meanings are virtually present and can be instantiated as aberrant
or idiosyncratic decodings of the programming by certain viewers (See
Eco, 1976, p. 139-142).

In an effort to activate the model viewer, the structure embedded by
the communicator may guide the spread of semantic activation in the
instantiated viewer through a series of what Eco (1979) refered to as
semantic disclosures. The semantic disclosures assist the viewer in
activating the communicator’s intended semantic branching when pro-
cessing specific lexemes or shots. According to Eco, ‘‘Semantic disclo-
sures have a double role: they blow up certain [semantic] properties
(making them textually relevant or pertinent) and narcotize some
others’’ (1979, p. 23).”

Discursive schematic frames ‘‘blow up’’ or ‘‘narcotize’ the various
semantic branches of association radiating from a concept. Every mes-
sage has a discursive structure, a sequence of ‘‘topics.”” It introduces the
themes and topics as a sequence of semantic disclosures to guide
semantic processing (Jacoby & Hoyer, 1987, p. 42; van Dijk, 1988b, p.
41ff). Communication conventions are set up for this process—para-
graphs begin with topic sentences, and so on. Television has a discursive
structure that guides the instantiated viewer through the processing of
the message.

Like any complex text, a segment of television programming can have
parallel discursive structures (‘‘levels of meaning’’).

According to Eco (1979):

It is imprudent to speak of one textual topic. In fact, a text can function on
the basis of various embedded topics. There are first of all sentence [shot)
topics; discursive topics at the level of short sequences [syntagmas and
scenes] can rule the understanding of microstructural elements, while
narrative topics [the commercial’s **issues’’] can rule the comprehension
of the text at higher levels. Topics are not always explicit. Sometimes these
questions are manifested at the first level, and the reader simply cooper-
ates by reducing the frame and by blowing up the semantic properties he
needs. Sometimes there are topic-markers such as titles. But many times
the reader has to guess [infer] where the real topic is hidden. (p. 26)
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Discursive topics can be established by the reiteration of certain
words, e.g. ‘‘the economy,”’ or by redundant use of shot sequences from
the ‘*‘same’’ semantic field: e.g., a dirty river, drains, chemical drums, or
dead animals, to underline a larger discursive topic of ‘‘pollution.”

There is an unwritten contract between the communicator and the
viewer that a sequence of shots is united around a common theme. It is
important to note that the sequence of shots comes from the ‘‘same”
semantic field only because the viewer picks out a common semantic
path from the semantic priming set in motion by the sequence. The
viewer begins with the assumption of communication intent and se-
mantic coherence, and seeks to uncover the discursive structure using
what he or she knows (code competence) about the conventions of film
and the genre of programming. It is a curious fact that a communicator
could assemble a random sequence of shots and that the video could still
generate a ‘‘discursive topic’’ for an instantiated viewer. Because of the
presupposition of communication intent and structure, the viewer
would make semantic connections between the random images,
blowing up or narcotizing the properties of various semantic frames to
emerge with a value (meaning) in the discursive schematic frame.

There is often an openness of design in the semantic frames of
programming, especially commercials. A tacit assumption exists that in
the ambiguous presentation of images of people and situations, the
viewer will infer a set of connections, often personal ones. In commer-
cials there is the assumption (hope?) that these positive and personal
associations will be semantically linked to the concept of the brand. In
this way the ambiguous commercial attempts to activate and reconfigure
a network of semantic markers attached to the product.

Actantial Frames

Programming segments are sequences of propositions referring to
agents, objects, and relations in some possible world. Consider the
typical political commercial, that often combines the devices of news
shows and product commercials. A central ‘*agent’’ in almost all political
ads is, of course, the candidate. A script for a political commercial might
contain the following sentence, ‘‘Concerned voters vote for Harrison, a
leader.”” During the parsing and semantic processing of this sentence,
viewers may organize the information around two central nodes repre-
sented in Figure 2.5. The nodes are labelled X and Y and are connected
by relation R. X node has the following subject-predicate relations
attached to it: (a) X is a voter, (b) X is concerned, and (c) X is plural. Y
node might be represented by the following propositional set: (a) Y is a



52 Biocca

FIGURE 2.5. Nodes representing how information about a candidate presented
within a single sentence might be organized in semantic memory (following
Anderson, 1976).

“*Harrison,’’ and (b) Y is a ‘‘leader.”’ These propositional sets and the
diagram in Figure 2.5 represent the kind of parsing and organization
(modeling) that is suggested by some sentence and text processing
theories (Anderson 1976, 1980, 1981; Bower & Cirilo, 1985).

The many scenes and propositions of television programming may be
organized around a similar set of referent nodes to which are attached
sets of propositions. 1 will use the term actant (Greimas, 1986; Greimas
& Courtes, 1982) to designate these central nodes. The concept actant is
derived from linguistic and literary theory. It has properties that recom-
mend it to an analysis of the visual and verbal cues that designate the
agents and objects of political ads."’

The word actant is derived from the same root as the Latin word for
‘‘to do’’ and for ‘‘actor,’’ one who does. But actants are not synonymous
with the cast of a television segment. It is 2 common mistake to confuse
the notion of actant with the notion of actor or character. In the *‘story”’
of a video segment, the agents and objects of propositions are picked
from a typically limited set.

Let's use the example of a news story. Major political figures and
celebrities are often actants within the news story. But in many news
stories collective non-human entities such as ‘‘the economy,” ‘‘the

""This part of the conceptual apparatus of literary theory has 2 number of advantages
and its use here is suggested by precendents from psycholinguistic research. Many
psycholinguistic terms are borrowed directly from linguistics (e.g., subject, objects, and so
on). This zllows researchers to easily connect psychological processes to linguistic
structure. In our case, using terms from literary theory allows us to more easily make use
of the theoretical tools of literary theory, and allows us to more easily connect the
structures of semantic frames (the systems embedded in the message) and schematic frames
(the processes activated in the mind of the viewer).
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military,”’ “*Iran,” can be actants. They are actants (‘‘actors’’) within the
news story because they are the agents or objects of casual narrative
relations or central referents of sequences of propositions. Similarly,
more than one actor may represent the same actant.'?

While attempting to generate 2 mental model of a political commer-
cial, the viewer will construct an organization of the actants, an
actantial structure (Eco, 1979; Greimas, 1986). In the propositional
model of the commercial, the agents and objects of the propositions
constitute the actantial structure of a program (see the related notion of
referential coherence graph in Kintsch & van Dijk, 1978; and proposi-
tional structures in commercials, Thorson & Synder, 1984). The viewer
must construct an actantial structure (a set of referents) with which he or
she organizes the propositions and relations that constitute a large part
of the message of a video segment.

The importance of using the agents and objects of propositions in
modeling information is indicated by the fact that 98% of the worlds
languages use sentence structures where the subject occurs before the
object. In 79% the subject is presented before the verb (Ultan, 1969,
cited in Anderson, 1980). This suggests that the message structure has
evolved to suit the kinds of processes assigned to the actantial schematic
frame.

There is substantial evidence in text processing research to support
the idea that the viewer models an actantial structure for the program. It
appears that the modeling of each new actant (referent) takes time. For
example, it takes longer to read a sentence that contains new referents
(actants) than one that refers back to referents for which a node already
exists (Haviland & Clark, 1974). Similarly, Kintsch and his colleagues
(1975) found that given two very similar passages, the one that con-
tained a greater number of referential repetitions (i.e. pronouns refer-
ring to previously introduced nouns) took significantly less time to read.

Research also suggests that the reader/viewer keeps 2 running model
of the actantial structure (referential connections) in short term memory
and uses this information to decode new propositions. The most
recently used referents remain active in short term memory, whereas
referents not currently in use are stored in long-term memory and have
to be ‘'reinstated’’ (Bower & Cirilo, 1985) to be used in semantic

'2Take for example, 2 commercial involving on the street interviews with ‘‘real
Americans.”” The individual speaking into the camera and to the viewer is rarely identified
by name. In such cases, the viewer may model the actantial structure of the ad in such a
way that the individuals are actantial roles for the actant, ‘‘voters,"’ ‘‘concerned Ameri-
cans,” and so on. Here the actant (type) is ‘‘concerned Americans,”’ while the individual
actor is simply a token of the type. These tokens can be subsumed under the concept of
actantial roles presented here.



54 Biocca

processing. Clark and Sengul (1979) found that the time it took to
understand a new sentence was related to the distance (in sentences)
between the sentence when the referent was last mentioned and the new
sentence. The integrating of new propositions to existing actants is
elegantly revealed in text processing by patterns of regressive eye
movements linking pronouns to their referents (Carpenter & Just, 1977).

Actantial Roles

The organization of information about a central actant may not be
unified. This suggests that a further distinction should be made between
an actant and actantial roles (Greimas, 1986; Greimas & Courtes, 1982).
The actant may not be unidimensional. Evidence indicates that individ-
uals maintain significant amounts of contradictory information within
their conceptions of people such as candidates (Wyer & Gordon, 1984).
Individuals may group trait and behavior information about the candi-
date into situationally specific dimensions (for example, specific to the
context of certain possible worlds, i.e., Washington, home, sports, and
SO on),

In a similar fashion, an actant may have more than one actantial role
in a political commercial. The key actant in a commercial, often the
candidate, may play a variety of social roles: ‘‘leader of the free world,”’
‘‘father to Chris,”’ “‘representative of the farmers,’’ and so on. It can be
easily observed that when characters are first mentioned in narrative
texts, they are often introduced with a linguistic marker that fore-
grounds a specific actantial role, i.e., “‘the neighbor, Leslie’’ or *‘John,
her lover.””'3 The public debate in the 1988 presidential election over
the “*face’” of Willy Horton was, in some interesting ways, an issue of the
relationship between actants and actantial roles.'*

Consider the example of political commercials. The candidate or
opponent may not represent ‘‘himself’’ during the course of a commer-

It is perhaps revealing of some of the points 1 am making in this sections, that the
typical reader (my model reader) would probably have made a connection between the
word “Leslie’” and the pronoun, “*her”, and inferred (possibly visualized) a relationship
between John and Leslie, although in a strictly linguistic sense, they could just as easily be
processed as completely unconnected and separate examples.

"“In the 1988 campaign the face of Willy Horton was a very good example of shifting
actantial roles. A debate was launched as to whether the commercial was *‘racist.”” The
debate over this commercial could be defined as, **What actantial role did the face of Willy
Horton play in the Bush commercials?”” The Bush campaign claimed that the face of Willy
Horton merely represented a specific individual who had committed a gruesome crime of
sexual violence. This argues that for the model reader, the face of Willy Horton
represented nothing more than its simple denotation.

Others argued that the social schema instantiated in the mind of the viewer was not that
of a relatively insignificant individual but that of the actantial role, **urban black.” It would



2. Theory of Semantic Processing of TV 55

cial. Through metaphorical or indexical semantic associations, he may
play the actantial roles of ‘‘the President,’”” ‘‘America, an oil man,”
and so on. Within any specific commercial, an actant, such as the
candidate may take on more than one actantial role.

In some ways, the actant is the type, while the actantial role is the token
linked to specific context, and therefore, to a foregrounded subset of
semantic markers. For example, when the candidate’s face first appears
on the screen all the semantic properties of the concept, ‘'George Bush,”’
can be virtually present: that he “is a2’ man, a Texan, an oil man, a
president, married, rich, etc. Only some of these possible semantic mark-
ers will be *‘blown up’’; the others, to use Eco’s phrase, will be ‘‘narco-
tized.’' For example, in a scene from a Bush commercial called ‘‘Family”’
(see Biocca, this volume), Bush bent down to pick up a child. With the
camera in soft focus and slow motion,'® he raised her to the sky. In this
simple semantic disclosure, a specific set of semantic nodes should be
activated in the instantiated viewer. This opening scene presents a set of
semantic disclosures highlighting an actantial role for the candidate/
concept, '‘George Bush.”’ The semantic properties linked to the actantial
roles, ‘‘grandfather,” ‘“‘patriarch,”” are blown up as schema related to
these roles are instantiated. This is the decoding that the model viewer
should take, but, as always, it is not necessarily an automatic relation in
the representation of this scene in the mind of the instantiated viewer.'¢

Another reason that the concepts of actantial role and actantial
structure are useful to a theory of the semantic processing of television,

LR

be unlikely that the communicators framing the commercial would be unaware that the
face with its matted afro-haircut and its threatening features might activate, through its
connotative connections, the broader concept of ‘‘black menace* in the minds of key
groups of viewers, the white middle-class viewer. If this reading was truly the model
reading, Jesse Jackson’s accusation that the commercial was racist would be entirely
correct. Although it may be difficult to trace the model reading of the communicator, in
this case Bush’s media consultants, it is possible to predict and measure the most likely
decoding of an image for any interpretive community (i.c., white voters). it could be
determined if the average instantiation of the actantial role of the **face of Willy Horton"’
was ‘‘objectively’’ racist.

"*The use of soft focus and slow motion as stylistic devices is likely to trigger references
to other texts (films) and to the *‘typical’* applications of this technique. As a filmic device
used in many films, soft focus is often used to connote human warmth, tenderness, a teary
wistfulness. Slow motion is used to either underline a physical movement or to suggest
memory or mental imagery.

®That same piece of film might, for example, be used as part of a physical therapy
documentary on how to pick up children, or on a2 60 minutes piece on *‘retarded"’
children. The semantic branching activated in the physical therapy film would be on the
movement of picking up the child. The semantic branching in the 60 Minutes piece would
be on the child and tragedy, rather than joy expressed in the shown sequence. Many
segments of political commercials and other video are essentially ambiguous and take on
specific meaning only in the context of other film segments and discursive structures.
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is that they allow us to consider how semantic markers might be trans-
ferred from one actant to another within a commercial, as well as to how
the commercial might be remembered. It is hypothesized that actants are
linked (a) as terminal nodes in the proposition (see Figure 2.5), or (b) by
sharing an actantial role. The latter is less obvious and requires that we
consider the overall actantial structure. S0 we now turn to the discussion
of actantial structure.

Graphing the Actantial Structure

How then might the actantial structure of a political commercial or
program be modeled? Research into person perception and text pro-
cessing can give us some clues as to the key components of the structure.

Figure 2.6 shows the hypothesized structure for a single actant. Note
that actantial roles are seen as mediating the links between an actant and
the more specific set of traits, motivations, and behaviors (semantic
nodes or markers) associated with the actantial role. In a review, Wyer
and Gordon (1984) concluded that, *. . . subjects may not only encode
the behaviors in terms of traits but may form direct associations among
the behaviors within each category. However, trait-behavior clusters
may not be organized into a single configural representation of the
target’”’ (p. 132).

Information about an individual person is apparently not organized
into a single configural representation of this person. Information, there-
fore, may not be organized around a central actant but may be organized
around actantial roles. Each actant is perceived through the roles it plays.
These may be differentiated on the basis of schematic links to possible
worlds (i.e., his “‘office”’ roles) or sociocultural categories such as lawyer.
Work by Gordon (reported in Wyer & Gordon, 1984) suggests that person
information such as traits and behaviors are situationally specific and are
not generalized across situations. Because information may not be orga-
nized around actants, viewers may report traits that are on the surface
inconsistent but may appear more consistent when grouped by actantial
role [i.e., for example, former president Reagan the gentle, private man
(possible world = home, family) who cries at sentimental movies; Reagan
the public man (possible world = governmental Washington), tough
bomber of Libya, heartless “‘killer’’ of children].

Inferred traits/motivations'’ appear to be important in the organiza-

"’The terms ‘‘motivation”’ and *‘trait’’ are just two words for the same inference making
process in the viewer. *“Motivation’’ and ‘‘trait” distinguish between a temporary state or
a lasting predisposition. A trait is simply an enduring motivation (e.g., ‘‘greedy” as a
temporary state or enduring characteristic of a person). And reciprocally, 2 motivation is
simply a trait that is perceived to be temporary.




Actant
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FIGURE 2.6. Information about an actant in @ message (e.g., a candidate) may be
organized into actantial roles. Observed or stated behaviors, traits, and motivations
are organized around the actantial roles and are used to infer further traits,
motivations, and behaviors of the actant.
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tion and memory for observed behaviors (see Lichtenstein & Bower,
1978). The representational conventions of film and television further
support the use of a cognitive procedural rule to infer traits from
behaviors. In television’s dramatic narratives, behaviors of actors are
scripted as a means of ‘‘revealing’’ (semantic disclosure) the character
traits of those actors. Because the behaviors of actors (actants) are used
to infer traits, they may be stored in memory using links to a central
node for the inferred trait.

An experiment by Brewer and Dupree (1983) supports the claim that
inferred traits/motivations organize memory for behaviors. Brewer and
Dupree showed two videotapes of an actress paced through a series of
mundane behaviors in her apartment. In some conditions an opening
sequence showed that the behavior was motivated by a goal (i.e. setting
a clock). In other conditions the behaviors did not appear to be
motivated by a goal. While immediate recall for behaviors was the same
for each condition, delayed recall was significantly higher when the
behaviors could be organized under a motivation (goal).

During data driven processing, behaviors in a videotape may be used
to infer traits or motivations, but in schema driven processing viewers
may use given traits (i.e. ‘‘candidate X is a farmer,” *‘candidate X is warm
and open’’) to infer behaviors. Viewers may use the given trait informa-
tion to infer behaviors or other correlated traits. During testing, traces of
these inferences may be detected as schema intrusions (the ‘‘added”
information resulting from inferences) in free recall protocols of viewers.

Parallel Semantic Structures, Shared Actantial Roles, and the Use of
Metaphbor. Probably one of the most interesting issues is the need to
explain how verbal and visual metaphor is modeled by the viewer.
Determining the mechanism for comprehension of metaphor is a diffi-
cult problem for theories of cognitive processing (Ortony, 1979). The
notion of actantial roles does not resolve the problem. But incorporating
the use of metaphor under a theoretical discussion of actantial roles
allows us to at least hypothesize about metaphoric substitution within
television programming.

The actants of a political commercial can be linked in a variety of
ways. They may be linked by (a) a causal relation as the agents and
objects of some action, (b) as the referents of linked propositions, and (c)
by sharing actantial roles. Figure 2.7 represents the latter kind of
semantic link. The semantic markers of one actant (i.e. traits, motiva-
tions, behaviors) may be transferred to another actant through semantic
association in a shared actantial role. These parallel actantial roles, a
common device in literature, link two actants (characters) so that one
becomes metaphorically associated to the other.
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Actant 1 Actant 2

Actantial
Role

FIGURE 2.7. Two actants within a message may share an actantia! role. This
sharing of actantial roles leads the viewer to take traits and motivations identified
with one actant and associate them with the other actant.

For example, a program may establish an actantial link between a
young boy and a puppy through the actantial role of ‘‘child’’ (i.e. child
in the possible world of humans; child in the possible world of dogs).
Through the use of cuts or parallel narratives, some of the traits of the
puppy are transferred to the child. The actantial link can also be used to
advance the narrative. For example, harm to the puppy might be used to
foreshadow harm to the child.

Similarly, political commercials may be designed so that the candidate
shares an actantial role with some famous and well-respected figure so
that the perceived traits of the famous figure may be transferred through
association to the candidate. This is a common strategy in presidential
commercials where candidates may be linked to previous popular
presidents using some parallel structure. In 1988 the ‘‘Massachusetts-
Texas’’ axis of the Dukakis-Bentsen ticket (a reference to the previous
Kennedy-Johnson Democratic ticket) was a blatant rhetorical use of such
a device.

In commercials the sharing of actantial roles can be an important
device in transferring meaning (traits) from a product endorser to the
product or from a narrative character (e.g., continuing central character)
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to the product. Commercials may be designed so that the product shares
an actantial role with some famous and well respected figure. The
perceived traits of the famous figure may be transferred through associ-
ation to the product.

The sharing of an actantial role can be initiated by a variety of
structural devices in a message:

(a) Actants may play the same actantial roles in parallel narratives. For
example, a script might show President Roosevelt leading the country
out of the depression, and establish a parallel problem where candi-
date X leads the nation to better times. A link is establish between
these two actants by the actantial role they share.

(b) Syntactic devices such as cuts associating one image with another are
also used to establish actantial links. A common device in non-
narrative films establishes semantic links between adjacent images by
the judicious juxtaposition of shots with purely formal or structural
similarities (Bordwell & Thompson, 1986).

(c) Groups of actants may be presented so as to appear to be members of
a common category. Category membership ends up being the shared
trait linking the actants and a device for semantic transfers, Perceived
category membership might lead the viewer to transfer traits and
motivations from one actant to another. Viewers may engage in deeper
processing to establish categorical links among the set of presented
items (Brewer & Nakumura, 1984).

There are a number of semantic-processing phenomena that the
concept of actantial roles allows us to address. Most deal with how the
political commercial achieves its fundamental goal, linking semantic
nodes (positive or negative ‘‘associations’’ regarding traits and behav-
iors) and transferring meaning from one concept to the candidate (or, in
‘‘attack’’ commercials negative semantic transfers to the opposing can-
didate).

Metaphor often links an actant to an actantial role. It is a special case
where the actantial role is radically foregrounded. This foregrounding
often leads the viewer to instantiate schema linked to the metaphor and
calculate new values in the other schematic frames. An example, might
help illustrate this use. The area of political advertising provides a
paradigmatic example. The infamous ‘‘Bear in the Woods’’ commercial
from the 1984 Reagan campaign featured shots of a bear walking in the
woods and a hunter with a gun by a hillside. A voice over mused how
‘‘some people’” were not sure whether or not there is a bear in the
woods and whether he is dangerous.



2. Theory of Semontic Processing of TV 61

The key to the comprehension of the commercial was the correct
modeling of its actantial structure. The commercial required calculating
the parallel actantial role of Russia = bear and using this association as
a key to infer other shared actantial roles, i.e. Reagan = hunter. This
commercial rested on the assumption that the model viewer would
have, as part of his or her semiotic competence, easy access to the
central metaphoric link between the visual image, ‘‘bear,”” and its
referent, the *‘Soviet Union.”” It was possible to indirectly access the
model reading of the commercial by activating the discursive frame of
‘‘defense spending.”’ But this was not foregrounded in the semantic
framing of the message. Note that the commercial also includes a
semantic parallel between the possible world of forest and hunter, and
the world of super power hide-and-seek.

When Republican strategists tested the ‘‘Bear in the Woods’’ commer-
cial in focus groups, it became immediately apparent that the key
metaphorical connection was not activated in the minds of many
viewers. This failure lead to the instantiation of a variety of aberrant
decodings. Some viewers inferred the discursive topic of ‘‘environmen-
talism’ by making the wrong metaphoric link between actantial role and
actant (represented bear = “*Smokey Bear’’). Others decoded it by using
the representation of a gun to infer a discursive frame of ‘‘gun control
laws’’ and, by foregrounding this value read the ad as a defense of the
right to bear arms (no pun intended, of course). Nonetheless, the
commercial was aired. It benefited from repeated exposure. Its meta-
phorical structure led many viewers to pay more attention upon second
and third exposures. This additional attention may have led to deep
processing of its structure and, subsequently, to high recall for the ad
and its macropropositions regarding danger, safety, and defense.'®

Summing up, viewers identify actants and use them as referents
(nodes) for propositions about television programs and messages. Ac-
tants are modeled as a set of actantial roles to which are attached
observed or inferred traits, motivations, or behaviors. The set of actants
in a political commercial is organized into an actantial structure. Each
actant may play one or more actantial roles. The political commercial
may be structured so that two or more actants may share an actantial
role. In such cases semantic nodes (perceived traits, motivations, and
behaviors) associated with one actant may become associated with the
other actant.

'"*Talk by political consultant, Donald Ringe during a plenary session on Political
Advertising and the 1988 Campaign at the meeting of the American Association for Public
Opinion Research, Toronto, May 1988.
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Point-of-View

All television is seen from a point-of-view. This is one of the more
interesting aspects of the cognitive processing of television. Point-
of-view allows the viewer to see the possible world of the program
“‘through the eyes’’ of some actant or for the viewer to have some
external voyeuristic role relative to the actants.

Point-of-view in television has two interacting dimensions: (a) mode-
of-address and (b) position of sight. Because of these dimensions,
point-of-view in television and film is significantly different than it is in
literature.'®

Mode-of-address is part of the semantic framing of the television
sequence. The structure of a narrative or the use of rhetorical codes will
invite the viewer to occupy a specific point-of-view. A number of cues
play a part in guiding the viewer to hold the point-of-view of the model
viewer. These include actants directly addressing the camera, active or
passive camera movement, camera angles suggesting the position-
of-sight of various actants within the scene.

Position-of-sight means quite literall