
DAVID WEAVER

MEDIA AGENDA-SETTING AND
MEDIA MANIPULATION *)
In this article I would like to deal with two questions:
1. What is the evidence with regard to mass media agenda-setting? Or, put

another way, can we conclude that the media tend to shape our perceptions
of what is important and thus tell us what to think about, if not what to think?

2. If media agenda-setting does exist, is it properly characterized as a form of
media manipulation? How far can we go in answering this question with the
available empirical evidence? What light does this evidence shed on the
definition of media manipulation we’ve been asked to work with (the influen¬
cing of people without them being aware of the influence, or the extent and
nature of the influence)?

Let me tackle the question of media agenda-setting first. Is there sufficient
evidence to conclude that the mass media generally set the public agenda? That
is, do the media generally shape our perceptions of what to think about, as
distinguished from our attitudes, opinions and feelings? Does continued em¬
phasis over time by the media on certain issues and subjects influence the
perceived salience, or importance, of these subjects among citizens of the
society in which the media operate?
The quick and oversimplified answer to this question is, I believe, ”yes”. But I
wouldhasten to qualify thispositiveanswer by saying thatImean ’’yes’’ only with
regard to certain groups of people, to certain kinds of issues or subjects, to
certain periods of time, to certain media, and to certain societies.
Upon what evidence do I base my qualified belief in media agenda-setting?
Mainly upon studies of voters in the United States, although there have been
some studies of media agenda-setting involving samples of general publics both
inside and outside the United States.
In particular, though, I base my answer to the first question on the results of a
year-long study of the 1976 presidential election campaign in the United States -
a study which involved more than 1,100 interviews with about 150 voters in three
quite diverse communities, content analysis of thousands of newspaper and
television news stories during the entire year, and detailed study of the daily
diaries and in-depth conversations of a ’’core panel” of voters in one suburban
Chicago community. The results of this study are reported in a just-published
book entitled Media Agenda-Setting in a Presidential Election: Issues, Images,
and Interest by myself and my three collaborators on thestudy, Professors Doris
Graber, Maxwell McCombs, and Chaim Eyal (Weaver et al., 1981).
So, before attempting to address the second set of questions concerning media
manipulation, I would like to discuss some of the major findings of this study with
the hope of shedding some light (however dim!) on the various qualitications to
my general belief in media agenda-setting.

*) Een door de auteur bewerkte versie van zijn inleiding, gehouden tijdens Sommatie 81, 25-27 maart
1981 te Veldhoven, georganiseerd door de Stichting Onderzoek Massacommunicatie.
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-THE 1976 ELECTION STUDY-

We conducted this study during the entire election year of 1976 because we
believed a long-term look at media agenda-setting was needed to more preci¬
sely specify the circumstances under which such influence does and does not
occur. We also felt there was a need to expand the focus of agenda-setting
research beyond issues to political candidates, candidate image qualities, and
people’s general interest in politics. And, finally, we felt that a replication of earlier
agenda-setting studies, especially those based on the 1968 and 1972 U.S.
presidential campaigns, was needed to investigate simultaneously a number of
intervening variables in the agenda-setting process suggested by these earlier
studies, such as the social origins and characteristics of audience members,
their media exposure patterns, and their levels of motivation to pay attention to
media messages.

Assumptions. One of the most fundamental assumptions underlying this 1976
study, and previous ones, is that the press doesnot serve as a simple conduit or
as amirror held up to the world. In other words, the press does not reflect reality,
but rather filters and shapes it, much as a kaleidoscope filters and shapes light.
And this concentration over time on relatively few issues and subjects, and
certain aspects of these subjects, out of the vast range of possible issues and
subjects generally leads to the public perceiving these relatively few issues and
subjects as more salient, or more important, than other issues or subjects. Thus
we assumed that in covering the 1976 presidential campaign, the press (mainly
newspapers and television news programs) did not simply reflect the campaign
issues, events and arguments, but rather selected and shaped certain of these
considered ’’newsworthy’’ and gave little or no coverage to those not considered
’’newsworthy”. And we also assumed that those issues, candidates, and candi¬
date image qualities most stressed in the coverage of newspapers and television
became more salient to voters than did those not stressed.
How did we test these assumptions?

Methods. To begin, we did not test the first assumption of press selectivity as
rigorously as would be desired. We made some attempts to compare which
issues were being stressed by political parties and candidates with which issues
were being stressed by the press, but the main thrust of our study was in testing
the second assumption - that increased media emphasis on certain subjects
over time results in increased salience of these subjects among the public.
To check on the relationships of press agenda’s with voter agenda’s over time,
we recruited a panel of about 50 persons in each of three communities of
different sizes and from different regions of the United States in January of 1976.
The panel members were purposively chosen from larger random samples of
registered voters to ensure that each voter used either newspapers or television
(or both) for political news at least "some of the time”. The interviews were
conducted in Evanston, Illinois, a suburban Chicago community; metropolitan
Indianapolis, Indiana; and Lebanon, New Hampshire, a small New England town.
Those voters not using newspapers or television for political information were
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eliminated from the panel because we reasoned that they could not be directly
affected by political messages from these media. This procedure of limiting the
sample to randomly-selected registered voters who used newspapers and/or
television for political information probably produced a sort of ’’elite" panel of
respondents who were more politically interested and of higher socioeconomic
status than would have been obtained using conventional random sampling
procedures, but it also isolated those persons most susceptible to direct political
influence from newspapers and television. Nevertheless, our findings must be
construed as applying only to registered voters using newspapers and/or televi¬
sion for political information at least some of the time during the campaign, even
though some of our panel’s responses did not differ significantly from compara¬
ble responses of nationwide samples used by Gallup and Roper polls.
In exchange for a payment of 50 dollars, these voters agreed to be interviewed
throughout the year. These interviews were conducted nine times - in February,
March, May, July, August, September, October, November, and in late Decem¬
ber and early January of 1977. All interviews were by telephone except for an
extended face-to-face interview in July and small group meetings in December
and January following the election. In addition, a "core panel” of 21 persons in
Evanston furnished taped in-depth interviews and completed daily diaries recor¬
ding news stories that had come to their attention. These voters were selected in
the same manner as the others in our study, but were questioned far more
intensively about their past and current life styles and media use patterns, about
their attention to specific news stories, and about their knowledge of the election
and other current happenings. These "core panelists" were interviewed 10 times
for an average of two hours each interview, and the average number of diary
stories per person (either written or dictated to a telephone interviewer) was 533.
The data from our regular and "core panel” respondents were supplemented by
content analyses of four daily newspapers and the early evening (main) news
broadcasts of the three national television networks as well as the 5 p.m. NBC
and 10 p.m. CBS Chicago local news broadcasts. The Valley News and the
Chicago Tribune, the principal newspapers used by our panel members in
Lebanon and Evanston, were analyzed on a daily basis for the entire year of
1976. In Indianapolis, it was necessary to code both the News and the Star
because each serves a rather distinct portion of the city’s population. For these
two newspapers, every fourth issue was coded across the entire year of 1976,
beginning with a random starting point. Stories of three column inches or longer
were classified into one, two, or three of 73 subject matter categories and into
one, two or three of 65 issue categories. More than one subject matter or issue
category was used only if coders decided that a given story equally emphasized
more than one issue or was about more than one subject. In all, about 13,500
stories from the Tribune were coded, as compared to about 3,000 each from the
Star and News, and about 3,500 from the Valley News. \Ne used the abstracts
prepared by the Vanderbilt University Librabry Archives for coding television
network news for 1976, and the actual broadcasts for the local Chicago news
programs. In addition to subject and issue categories, we also categorized each
newspaper or television story by date, page location (or order in the broadcast),
size (or length), and other descriptive attributes.
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Thus we were able to compare the ranking or various issues, canoioates,
candidate image attributes, and subjects over an enitre year by newspapers and
television with similar rankings by groups of voters. While this kind of evidence
does notprove that media emphasis on certain subjects results in public concern
over these subjects, it does provide a look at the timing of changes in media
emphasis as compared to the timing of changes in public concerns. In other
words, it does tell us if changes in media emphasis precede, follow, or occur
simultaneously with changes in public concerns.
What did we find?

Findings-issues. With regard to issues, our data suggest that media agenda¬
setting varies according to the time period of the campaign, the kind of news
medium being considered, the nature of the issues, and the orientations and
characteristics of the voters.
The influence of both newspapers and television on concern over issues seems
to be greatest during the summer, and least during the final few months of the
election campaign. This suggests that the issue agenda-setting process is not
static, but varies as the campaign progresses. But it should be noted that this
media influence was confined mainly to those issues /east likely to have a direct
impact on voters’ daily lives - those we called ’’unobtrusive” such as foreign
affairs, government credibility, government spending and size, crime, and the
environment and energy. For the more ’’obtrusive” economic issues such as
unemployment, inflation, and taxes, we found little evidence of media agenda¬
setting, suggesting that personal experience is a more powerful teacher of issue
salience than are the mass media when issues have a direct impact on voters’
daily lives.
Our study also suggests that discussions with other persons are important in
setting an agenda of issues in an election campaign. As the 1976 campaign wore
on, and as political conversations increased among the voters we studied, the
agenda’s of issues of most personal concern and those perceived to be impor¬
tant to other voters in the community became more similar to those discussed
with others. By the last month of the campaign, these three separate issue¬
agenda’s were nearly identical. Thus both direct personal experiences and
conversations with other persons serve to mediate the agenda-setting influence
of newspapers and television with regard to issues.
We should not belittle media influence, however. All three voter issue agenda’s,
it must be remembered, generally became more similar over time to earlier
newspaper issue agenda’s, suggesting that newspapers had an important in¬
fluence on which issues were discussed with others and considered important
by the voters in our study.
In addition, we found that the distinctions between newspapers and television as
issue agenda-setters became less pronounced as the election drew nearer.
During the primary elections in the spring of 1976, we found evidence of a
”two-step flow” of media agenda-setting, with the newspaper issue agenda
remaining very stable over time, the television agenda changing to become
generally more similar to the stable newspaper agenda, and the voter agenda’s
becoming more similar to the television issue agenda. But after the summer
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political party conventions, the newspaper and television issue agenda’s be¬
came nearly identical and changed little. Separate analyses for each community
suggested that newspapers exerted an influence on the perceived importance of
unobtrusive issues over a longer period of time - about two months - compared
to television’s influence span of about one month, supporting the idea of a
"two-step flow” from newspapers to television to the voters.
As I hinted earlier, the nature of the issues was an important factor mediating the
influence of mediaagenda’s on public agenda’s. This was particularly true in the
early spring period of the campaign. During this time, the more unobtrusive
issues (those less likely to be directly experienced by voters) were ranked by all
voters combined in nearly the same order as they had been by newspapers and
television during the previous two months or so, whereas the more obtrusive
economic issues were rated considerably more important by the voters than by
either newspapers or television. By the summer of 1976, the distinction between
obtrusive and unobtrusive issues was less clear, however. The unobtrusive
issues seemingly had become more salient after six months of rather consistent
media emphasis. This seemed to make them more established concerns of the
voters and less dependent upon current media emphasis.
In contrast to the declining importance of newspapers and television as issue
agenda-setters and to the decreased significance of the nature of the issues
later in the year, the characteristics and orientations of voters seemed tobecome
more important as the election campaign drew to a close. Although levels of
motivation to follow the campaign had fairly minor effects on voter issue agen¬
da’s during the spring and summer seasons, this was not true during the fall
period. Those voters with a high need for orientation (high interest and high
uncertainty about whom to support) had issue agenda’s in the fall that were
substantially more similar to the media agenda's than did other voters.
Thus motivation to follow the campaign was most important in the agenda-setting
process near the end of the race when the need for information was greatest for
the still-undecided voters. And after the election, voters with a high need for
orientation were more likely than other voters to cite issues as more important
than either candidate images or political party affiliation in deciding for whom to
vote, suggesting that they were paying more attention to the issue-related
content of the media near the end of the campaign than were other voters.
In separate analyses for each community in our study, we also found that the
higher educational and occupational levels of the voters in Evanston, Illinois,
seemed to work against issue agenda-setting roles for newspapers and televi¬
sion, perhaps because higher status voters rely more on other sources of
information, including discussion with other persons, for establishing their issue
agenda’s than do less-educated and lower status voters.
Thus, with regard to issues, we found that mediaagenda-setting influence varies
in potency according to the time period of the campaign, the kind of news
medium (newspapers ortelevision), the nature and substance of the issues, and
the social characteristics (education and occupation) and motivations of voters to
follow the campaign. But in spite of such variations, press influence on the
salience of unobtrusive issues remains important for most of the groups of voters
we studied. The voters least likely to be influenced by media issue agenda-
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setting were those with more education, higher-status jobs, more prior political
knowledge, and more interest in the campaign. Apparently greater knowledge
and more sources of information permit greater freedom to form independent
judgements about the importance of various issues. But for the majority of less
well-informed voters, issue emphasis by the press (especially newspapers)
seems especially significant early in a presidential campaign for determining
which unobtrusive issues voters will deem most important and will discuss most
often.

But, having said this, what about our first assumption that the press is not a
simple conduit or conveyor belt passively reflecting the issue agenda’s of the
political parties, interest groups and candidates?
As I said earlier, we did not test thisassumption as rigorously or systematically as
we tested the second assumption concerning press influence on voters. But
there is evidence from our study that not all of the issues being emphasized by
the Republican and Democratic candidates and party platforms were being
heavily covered by the press. And in another major year-long study of the 1976
election by political scientist Thomas Patterson (1980), it was found that the
issues which the candidates stressed most heavily were not the same as those
displayed most prominently in the news. Patterson found that in their campaign
speeches and television political advertising, the candidates talked mostly about
"diffuse" issues: broad policy proposals such as the commitment to maintain a
healthy economy. In contrast, the media stressed what Colin Seymour-Ure
(1974) has called "clear-cut” issues - those which neatly divide the candidates,
provoke conflict and can be stated in simple terms, usually by reference to
shorthand labels such as "busing" and "detente”.
One of Patterson’s (1980) major conclusions regarding issues in the 1976
presidential campaign is that the issue news reflected the interests of the press
more than the candidates’ interests. This suggests that our initial assumption of
the press as a kaleidoscope filtering and shaping reality, rather than a mirror
reflecting it, has some validity, at least with respect to the issues emphasized in
the 1976 U.S. presidential campaign. Still, more needs to be done to systemati¬
cally compare the agenda’s of the various candidates, parties and groups with
press agenda’s.

Findings-images. As mentioned earlier, we sought to broaden the focus of the
agenda-setting idea beyond issues in our study to include candidate images and
general interest in the subject of politics as one item on a larger agenda of
concerns. With respect to candidate images, our study suggests that the press
plays a major role in making some candidates, and certain of their characteristics,
more salient than others. In fact, this aspect of agenda-setting by the press
probably has more influence on the voters’ early perceptions of the campaign,
and the final choices available at election time, than does issue agenda-setting.
The most basic dimension of a candidate’s image is name-recognition, or
awareness. If the voters have not heard of a candidate or do not recognize his or
her name, they are not likely to have much of an image of him or her. Therefore
the most fundamental image agenda-setting role performed by the press is
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simply to familiarize voters with candidates’ names. In this process it is crucial
how much coverage is given to the various contenders before and during the
furst primaries of the election campaign. Our analysis of the Chicago Tribune’s
coverage of the candidates showed that between January 15th and June 30th -
three weeks after the last primary - 70 percent of the total information referred to
justthree candidates - Ford, Carterand Reagan - leaving the seven other serious
contenders (Wallace, Bayh, Brown, Harris, Udall, Jackson, and Church) with a
scant 30 percent of the coverage. And Patterson (1980) found in his study of
1,200 voters in Erie, Pennsylvania, and Los Angeles, California, that before the
first primary in New Hampshire, the Democratic candidates were largely un¬
known to the voters, but after subsequent news coverage focused heavily on
Carter, he was the sole Democrat to become dramatically more familiar to the
voters. In fact, before the first primary election in New Hampshire, only 20
percent of Patterson’s voters felt they ’’knew” Carter, Udall, Harris, Bayh,
Brown, Church, or Jackson, but after heavy news coverage more than 80
percent felt they knew Carter. Comparable figures in our study of three commu¬
nities were a 16 percent vote for Carter as front-runner in February, rising to 80
percent in March. In contrast, recognition levels rose by only 14 percent for
Udall, Brown and Jackson, by only 9 percent for Church, remained fairly constant
for Harris, and even declined for Bayh.
And another study by Becker and McCombs (1978), using data from a study in
New York, also foundthat from February to March voters went from being unsure
of who was leading the crowded Democratic field of candidates to placing Jimmy
Carter at the top of the list - or agenda - of candidates. Based on content analysis
of Newsweek magazine and correlations of media use patterns of voters with
levels of recognition of the candidates, Becker and McCombs concluded that the
media were at least partially responsible for these shifts in voter perceptions.

Thus there is evidence from the 1976 U.S. presidential election to support the
conclusion that the press is a powerful influence in setting the agenda of
candidates early in the primary elections by focusing coverage on only one or
two perceived front-runners in each of the two major political parties. But what of
the images of individual candidates? Does the press also help to set the agenda
of image attributes, or qualities, for individual politicians?
In answering this question, we relied on nearly 2,000 news stories from the
Chicago Tribune that dealt with candidate images and were specially coded in
terms of various image dimensions, as well as the responses of our panels of
voters. We were not able to analyse network television presentations of candi¬
date images from the Vanderbilt University abstracts. But cross-lagged correla¬
tional analysis with the Tribune content data and the Illinois voter descriptions of
the various candidates suggested that the Tribune descriptions of Carter and
Ford influenced the Illinois voters rather than vice versa. These findings support
the assumption that newspaper emphasis on certain image qualities of candida¬
tes can lead to increased salience of these qualities among voters.
We also found that the voters in our study thought it easier to learn about
candidate images than about issues, enhancing the chance for image agenda¬
setting to occur. In fact, voters in our study consistently referred to images three
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or four times as often as issues in their descriptions of Carter and Ford. This was
especially true of voters who were above average in interest in the campaign and
in use of television to follow politics. In its news stories about the candidates, the
press emphasized personal qualities of the candidates and campaigning activi¬
ties, and the voters seemed to learn accordingly. Image attributes pertaining to
personality traits and styles of the candidates were better remembered than
those pertaining to job qualifications and ideology, a finding duplicated in Pat¬
terson's (1980) year-long study.
Like issue agenda-setting, however, image agenda-setting appears to be nei¬
ther simple nor direct. It varies according to a number of factors, such as media
exposure patterns of voters, interpersonal communication patterns, prior know¬
ledge and attitudes, and levels of motivation to follow the campaign. We found,
for example, that prior knowledge, high interest and high media exposure were
all linked positively to learning about the personality traits and campaign styles of
the candidates and, to a lesser extent, their job qualifications and ideological
positions. And the more highly-educated voters in our study tended to describe
the candidates more in terms of their intellectual capabilities than did the less-
educated voters, who described them more in terms of emotional preferences,
suggesting that educational level also mediated in what kinds of image qualities
were learned from those emphasized by the press. But, overall, our data suggest
that the press, especially newspapers, played an important role in setting the
agenda of candidates during the primary elections and the agenda of image
characteristics for Carter and Ford later in the campaign. And the data from our
’’core panel” in Evanston suggest that both issue and image agenda-setting
largely involve rather superficial learning by voters from media messages, rather
than considered choices based on careful analysis of the wealth of information
available in the press.

Findings-interest. In addition to finding that the media played an important role
in making certain issues, candidates, and image attributes more salient among
the voters in our study, we also found that frequent use of television to follow
politics during the primary elections was rather strongly related to subsequent
voter interest in the 1976 presidential campaign. For the remainder of the
campaign, there was a mostly reciprocal relationship between use of newspa¬
pers and television to follow politics and interest in the campaign. Thus there is
evidence that exposure to the media - particularly use of television to follow
politics - is most important in the springprimary period of a presidential campaign
for stimulating subsequent interest in the campaign, that is, for raising the
salience of politics in general on a larger public agenda. Coupled with our finding
that more interested voters learned more about the personalities and styles of
the candidates, this suggests that heavy press emphasis on the presidential
campaign early in the year can lead, through subsequent increased interest, to
more learning about the candidates in such a campaign.

- CONCLUSIONS: MEDIA AGENDA-SETTING-

Of course, it must be remembered that the evidence of issue and image
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agenda-setting supplied by our 1976 study, and by nearly every other study of
agenda-setting I’m aware of, is based on a comparison of media rankings of
issues, or topics, with rankings of similar issues or topics by groups of respon¬
dents, not by individuals. Typically in such studies, randomly-selected individual
voters or members of the public are asked about the issues of most concern to
them, and typically they mention one or two such issues. These responses from
individuals are than aggregated into a ranking of issues which reflects no single
individual, but rather a group, or groups, of individuals. Thus in nearly all
agenda-setting studies, it is not accurate to speak of the media influencing
individuals’ agenda’s, but rather of the media influencing the distribution of the
top one or two concerns among representative groups of voters or citizens. Even
though this is not as dramatic an effect as some advocates of agenda-setting
might hope for, it is still an important phenomenon, I believe, for it suggests that
the relative amount of emphasis on various subjects by the press determines,
and/or is reflective of, the size of various groups of individuals in a given
community or society who are most concerned about these same subjects. And
the evidence collected over time, at least in the early periods of the 1976 U.S.
presidential campaign, suggests that the direction of influence is mostly from the
press to the voters, rather than the other way round, a conclusion at least
somewhat supported by other studies of agenda-setting across time using data
from a 1972 U.S. election study (Weaver, McCombs, and Spellmann, 1975;
Shaw and McCombs, 1977), and by another study based on the 1976 U.S.
election (Eyal, 1979).

Communication researcher Lee Becker (1981), in a paper reflecting on
agenda-setting research, argues that because the few studies which have been
conducted at the individual level have produced very limited, or nonexistent,
findings of media agenda-setting (McLeod, Becker, and Byrnes, 1974; Siune
and Borre, 1975; Erbring, Goldenberg, and Miller, 1980), "the effects of the
mass media on citizen assessment of issue importance are relatively unplotted”.

And he concludes by writing that "whether such effects take place with any
regularity is still an open question". My own assessment of the agenda-setting
evidence is a bit more "optimistic” than his, as I indicated earlier. I interpret the
data gathered thus far as indicating some support for the proposition that media
emphasis on certain subjects over time does influence the number of citizens
concerned about these subjects. This is, of course,not the same thing assaying
that the press sets an agenda of issues or subjects for the individual citizen or
voter, but it comes down more on the side of a macro-level, or societal level,
agenda-setting process than does Becker’s (1981) conclusion. I do agree with
Becker, however, that mediaagenda-setting is a complex process and the media
probably do not act alone in providing cues to audience members about issues. I
also agree that the uses made of the media, as well as the social situation within
which audience members reside, have a lot to do with how people assess
issues. And I agree that the media may have more influence at one stage of issue
development than at others, and more influence with respect to some kinds of
issues than others.
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Having said all this, however, my answer to the first question of the existence of
media agenda-setting is still a qualified "yes”. In other words, I conclude that
there is evidence to suggest that media emphasis on certain issues and subjects
over certain periods of time does influence which issuesand subjectsbecome of
most concern to certain groups of people in an industrialized democracy such as
the United States. And I agree with Katz’s (1980) observation that ”as a latent
consequence of telling us what to think about, the agenda-setting effect can
sometimes influence what we think”. Our data from the 1976 election study
suggest that by concentrating on certain attributes of candidates Carter and Ford
and downplaying others, the ChicagoTribune did contribute to voter evaluations
of these candidates as well as to voter images of them.
Put another way, instead of concluding, as Klapper (1960) did some 20 years
ago, that ’’Mass communication ordinarily does not serve as a necessary and
sufficient cause of audience effects but rather functions among and through a
nexus of mediating functions and influences”. I conclude, with regard to public
agenda-setting, that mass communication ordinarily functions among and
through a nexus of mediating functions and influences, but that it often does
serve as a necessary and sufficient cause of audience effects.

-MEDIA MANIPULATION-

Having argued that media agenda-setting does exist in a societal- or
community-level sense, if not in an individual one, is this form of media influence
properly characterized as a form of media manipulation?
The quick answer to this question, it seems to me, is that ”it depends”. And it
depends, first, on one’s definition of manipulation.

Definitions of manipulation. We have been asked, as participants in this
seminar, to interpret the term "manipulation” to mean the influencing of people
without them being aware of such influence, or without them recognizing the
extent or nature of the influence. But various dictionary definitions of the term
"manipulation” usually imply a kind of unfair use of influence for selfserving
ends. For example, The Oxford English Dictionary (1970) defines "manipula¬
tion” as follows:

To manage by dexterous contrivance or influence; especially to treat unfairly
or insidiously for one’s own advantage . . .

And The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (1976) defines
"manipulation” as "shrewd or devious management, especially for one’s own
advantage”.
If we take these dictionary definitions of manipulation as the proper meaning of
the term, then I would argue that media agenda-setting is not a form of media
manipulation, for I know of no systematic evidence to suggest that journalists in
various media organizations generally select, consciously or subconsciously,
issues and subjects for news coverage with the aim of treating audiences unfairly
for the journalists’ own advantage. In fact, many of the recent studies of news
organizations would suggest just the opposite - that journalists are so con¬
strained by news presentation formats and conventions, by organizational struc-
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turesand ideologies, and by professional norms and values, that they really have
little freedom to choose what subjects to emphasize or even, in some cases, how
to present these subjects to their audiences (Glasgow University Media Group,
1976 and 1980; Hartmann and Husband, 1974; Cohen and Young, 1973; Hall et
al., 1978; Tuchman, 1974; Golding and Elliott, 1979; Schlesinger, 1978).
In writing about the production practices of television journalists during the 1979
British general election, for example, Blumler(1980) compares such practices to
coin-operated gates:

The production practices of television journalists, then, could almost be com¬
pared to turnstiles to a zoo, which only coins of a certain size and shape will
fit, such that politicians’ publicity aides not only become skilled at manu¬
facturing the right coins of entry, but also come in some cases even to believe
that the zoo keeper really knows better than anyone else what kind of food
will most suit the palates of the denizens in their cages on the other side!

Although he goes on to say that he doesn’t mean to imply that a single feature of
broadcasting journalism determines the receptivity of television topolitical mate¬
rials, and that it is all far more complex than that, this analogy nicely illustrates the
point that individual journalists’ motives (and those of their sources) are often
subordinated to constraints in the form of news presentation practices.

Thus, there is little in the organizational studies, it seems to me, to support the
kind of "conspiracy theory" notion of manipulation that is implied by the dictio¬
nary definitions. But what of the less conspiratorial definition of manipulation
proposed by the organizers of this conference? If manipulation means only that
people are unaware of media influence, or unaware of the extent and nature of
such influence, then is media agenda-setting a form of media manipulation? I
believe the answer to this question is both "yes" and ”no”-yes, there are some
potentials for people being influenced without being fully aware of this influence,
and, no, there are some mediating factors that work against the kind of media
agenda-setting influence. Let me discuss the potentials for this kind of media
manipulation first.

Potentials for manipulation. To begin, it can be argued that media emphasis
on roughly the same issues, the same political candidates, the same characteris¬
tics of these candidates, and the same subjects over prolonged periods of time
can result in rather uncritical acceptance by audiences of the importance of these
things. As Katz (1980) so succinctly puts it, "Influence takes time". And, in fact,
the findings from our 1976 election study and from other agenda-setting studies
suggest that media emphasis over time can influence what subjects become of
most concern to certain groups op people. Furthermore, the media organizatio¬
nal studies just referred to argue that there are constraints, both within and
outside the press, that reinforce the stability of media agenda’s over time.
But are readers and viewers unaware of the extent of this influence? Here the
evidence is lacking in most agenda-setting studies, simply because most such
studies have failed to ask respondents why they think various issues or subjects
are important.
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In an unpublished study of 531 registered voters in Uhio, conducted oy Lee
Becker (1981) during the 1980 U.S. presidential election, however, respondents
were asked why they had selected a certain problem as being the most important
one facing the country. Only five persons of the 531 - or just under one percent -
mentioned mass media! As Becker notes, some caution should be used in
interpreting this finding because it may have been considered inappropriate by
some persons to mention the media, but nevertheless, as he puts it, "it hardly
seems likely that many respondents considered the media to be the sole
determinant or even a very significant determinant of their selection of issues”.
And in our 1976 election study, we found from detailed interviews and analysis of
the diaries of our ’’core sample” in Evanston that ’’both issue and image
agenda-setting largely involve acts of faith by voters in media judgments, rather
than considered choices based on careful analysis of the wealth of information
available from the mass media” (Weaver, Graber, McCombs, and Eyal, 1981, p.
202).
Another potential for unrecognized media agenda-setting effects stems from
audience members’ dependence upon the press for awareness of, and informa¬
tion about, the more "unobtrusive” issues (those that are not likely to be directly
experienced, such as foreign affairs, national defense, government credibility,
government spending and size, etc.). Because many persons have little or no
direct experience with these subjects, and because the news consumption
habits of many persons are limited to a daily newspaper and/or television news,
this makes such persons particularly dependent upon these news media fortheir
perceptions of the importance and nature of these subjects. Our 1976 election
study suggested agenda-setting effects for ’’unobtrusive” issues, but not for
"obtrusive” ones (such as inflation, taxes, etc.) with which people were more
likely to have direct experience. Thus, to the extent that the subjects emphasized
by the press are outside the realm of personal experience of most of the
audience members, and not dealt with in different ways by other sources of
information, the potential for media manipulation is increased.
And, finally, to the extent that selective processes (exposure, perception, reten¬
tion) and interpersonal communication are not operating, the potential for media
influence, and thus media manipulation, may be enhanced. As Katz (1980, p.
120) has argued, it seems likely that the "power” of the press "rises and falls,
conceptually, as a function of the importance attributed to the intervening pro¬
cesses of selectivity and interpersonal relations”. And our 1976 election study
suggests that early in a presidential campaign is the period of greatest media
influence - a time when interpersonal discussion of the campaign is relatively
infrequent and perhaps when selective processes are less likely to be operating
because of the relatively low level of coverage as compared to later in the
campaign. Our findings from the 1976 presidential election also suggest that the
characteristics and orientations of voters mattered least in the early stages of the
campaign, reinforcing the notion that selective processes were not operating, or
were not countering media influence if operating then. And we found that some
characteristics of voters related to lack of selectivity were positively linked to
learning about candidate personalities and styles from the press, including more
prior knowledge, higher interest in politics, and greater media exposure.
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