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WHAT MOVES PUBLIC OPINION?

Benjamin |. Page, Robert Y. Shapiro, and
Glenn R.Dempsey

Editor’s Note

Benjamin . Page, Robert Y. Shapiro, and Glenn R. Dempsey contend that short-
comings in research design explain why many studies of media impact on
public opinion do not detect substantial agenda-setting effects. The authors
note that most research designs focus on instant opinion formation about sin-
gle events or classes of events, rather than on opinions produced over longer
periods of time by a multiplicity of media stimuli. Investigators seldom develop
baselines that would allow them to assess opinions prior to news exposure,
and they usually fail to analyze the appeal of stories and the sources who
transmit the news.

Choosing a more realistic design, the authors examine media impact on a
variety of opinions about public policy issues before and after audiences have
been exposed to a wide range of news stories.The findings reported in the
essay demonstrate clearly that television news affects citizens’ opinions about
public policy issues. The influence varies, depending on the sources who advo-
cate particular policies.

At the time of this writing Page was the Frank C.Erwin Jr, Centennial Professor
of Political Science at the University of Texas at Austin; he had written about
elections and about the presidency. Shapiro was assistant professor of political
science at Columbia University. His writings had focused on public opinion.
Dempsey was a graduate student in political science at the University of Chicago.

Rational Citizens and the Mass Media

[N]ew information that modifies relevant beliefs can change the ex-
pected utility of policies for citizens. This should occur if five conditions are
met: if the information is {1) actually received, (2) understood, (3) clearly rel-

Source: Benjamin I. Page, Robert Y. Shapiro, and Glenn R. Dempsey,“What Moves Public Opin-
ion?"in American Political Science Review, 81:1 (March 1987): 23-43.Reprinted by permission of
Cambridge University Press.
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evant to evaluating policies, {(4) discrepant with past beliefs, and (5) credible.
(For related views of attitude change, see Jaccard 1981; Zaller 1985.)

When these conditions are met to a sufficient extent, new information
should alter an individual’s preferences and choices among policies. Further,
if the conditions are met in the same way for many individuals, there may be
a change in collective public opinion that shows up in opinion polls. For ex-
ample, if many citizens’ policy preferences depend critically on the same be-
lief {e.g., “We must spend more on national defense because the Russians are
overtaking us”) and if highly credible, well publicized new information chal-
lenges that belief (e.g., U.S. military spending is reported to rise sharply and
a CIA study concludes that Soviet spending has changed little since 1976),
then enthusiasm for increased military spending may drop.

Since most people have little reason to invest time or effort learning the ins
and outs of alternative policies (Downs 1957), we would not expect new
information ordinarily to produce large or quick changes in public opinion.
Indeed the evidence indicates that aggregate public opinion about policy is
usually quite stable (Page and Shapiro 1982).

By the same token, however, for whatever they do learn about politics,
most people must rely heavily upon the cheapest and most accessible sources:
newspapers, radio, and television, especially network TV news. When news
in the media reaches large audiences and meets our five conditions for many
individuals, we would expect public opinion to change.

Television news often meets the exposure condition. Most U.S. families
own television sets, and most tune in to network news broadcasts from time
to time. Viewers may wander in and out; they may eat or talk or be distracted
by children; but every day millions of U.S. citizens catch at least a glimpse of
the major stories on TV news. Others see the same stories in newspaper head-
lines or get the gist of the news from family and friends. Over a period of
weeks and months many bits and pieces of information accumulate.

The conditions of comprehension and relevance, too, are often met. The
media work hard to ensure that their audiences can understand. They
shorten, sharpen, and simplify stories, and present pictures with strong visual
impact so that a reasonably alert grade-schooler can get the point. Often sto-
ries bear directly upon beliefs central to the evaluation of public policies.

Credibility is a more complicated matter. Rational citizens must sometimes
delegate the analysis or evaluation of information to like-minded, trusted
agents (Downs 1957, 203-34). The media report the policy-relevant state-
ments and actions of a wide variety of actors, from popular presidents and
respected commentators, to discredited politicians or self-serving interest
groups. News from such different sources is likely to have quite a range of
salience and credibility, and therefore quite a range of impact on the public
(see Hovland and Weiss 1951-52). The analysis of effects on opinion should
allow for such variation.
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News may also vary greatly in the extent to which it is or is not discrepant
with past beliefs. If it closely resembles what has been communicated for
many months or years, if it simply reinforces prevalent beliefs and opinions,
we would not expect it to produce change. If, on the other hand, credible new
information calls into question key beliefs and opinions held by many peo-
ple, we would expect changes in public opinion. The extent of discrepancy
with past news and past opinions must be taken into account.

We are, of course, aware of the curious notion that the contents of the mass
media have only minimal effects (Chaffee 1975; Klapper 1960; Kraus and
Davis 1976; McGuire 1985; but cf. Graber 1984; Noelle-Neumann 1973,
1980, 1984; Wagner 1983). This notion seems to have persisted despite find-
ings of agenda-setting effects upon perceptions of what are important prob-
lems (Cook, Tyler, Goetz, Gordon, Protess, Leff, and Molotch 1983; Erbring,
Goldenberg, and Miller 1980; Funkhauser 1973; Ivengar, Peters, and Kinder
1982; McCombs and Shaw 1972; MacKuen 1981, 1984).

We believe that the minimal effects idea is not correct with respect to pol-
icy preferences, either. It has probably escaped refutation because of the fail-
ure of researchers to examine collective opinion over substantial periods of
time in natural settings and to distinguish among news sources. One-shot
quasi-experimental studies (e.g., of presidential debates) understandably fail
to find large, quick effects. Cross-sectional studies seek contrasts berween
media attenders and media “nonattenders” that hardly exist: nearly everyone
is exposed either directly or indirectly to what the media broadcast (see Page,
Shapiro, and Dempsey 1985a, 2-4). A more appropriate research design
yields different results.

Data and Methods

Taking advantage of a unique data set in our possession, we have carried
out a quasi-experimental study that overcomes several of the limitations of
previous research. The design involved collecting data from many pairs of
identically repeated policy preference questions that were asked of national
survey samples of U.S. citizens; coding TV news content from broadcasts
aired in between (and just before) each pair of surveys; and predicting or ex-
plaining variations in the extent and direction of opinion change by varia-
tions in media content.

Our design facilitated causal inferences and permitted comparison across
types of issues and historical periods. The use of natural settings meant that
all real world processes could come into play, including major events and ac-
tions, the interpretation of news by commentators and others, and the dis-
semination of information through two-step or multiple-step flows and social
networks (cf. Katz and Lazarsfeld 1965). The examination of moderately long
time periods (several weeks or months) allowed enough time for these natural
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processes O work and for us to observe even slow cumulative opinion
changes. In addition, our measurement scheme permitted us to distinguish
among different sources of news and to take into account the extent of news
story relevance to policy questions, the degree of discrepancy between current
and previous media content, and the credibility of news sources.

As part of our ongoing research project on public opinion and democracy,
we have assembled a comprehensive collection of survey data on U.S. citi-
zens’ policy preferences. It includes the marginal frequencies of responses to
thousands of different policy questions asked by various survey organiza-
tions since 1935. Among these data we have identified several hundred ques-
tions that were asked two or more times with identical (verbatim) wordings,
by the same survey organization. (For a partial description, see Page and
Shapiro 1982, 1983a.)

For the present research we selected 80 pairs of policy questions from the
last 15 years (for which TV news data are readily available) that were re-
peated within moderate time intervals averaging about three months.

These 80 cases are not, strictly speaking, a sample from the universe of
policy issues or poll questions but (with a small number of exceptions) con-
stitute either a random sample of the available eligible survey questions and
time points for a given survey organization or all the available cases from an
organization. They are very diverse, covering many different kinds of foreign
and defense (# = 32) and domestic (» = 48) policies. In nearly half the cases
public opinion changed significantly (p < .05; 6 percentage points or more),
and in a little more than half, it did not—nearly the same proportion as in
our full data set of several hundred repeated items. A list of cases and a more
detailed methodological discussion is available in Page, Shapiro, and
Dempsey (1985a, b).

The dependent variable for each case is simply the level of public opinion at
the time of the second survey (T2), that is, the percentage of the survey sample,
excluding “don’t know” and “no opinion” responses, that endorsed the most
prominent (generally the first) policy alternative mentioned in the survey ques-
tion. As will be seen, our method of using T2 level of opinion as the dependent
variable and including first survey (T1) opinion as a predictor yields nearly
identical estimates of media effects as does using a difference score—the mag-
nitude and direction of opinion change—as the dependent variable.

For each of the 80 cases, we and our research assistants coded the daily tel-
evision network news from one randomly selected network (in a few low-
salience cases, all networks) each day, using the summaries found in the Tele-
vision News Index and Abstracts of the Vanderbilt Television News Archive.
These summaries, while rather brief and not intended for such purposes,
were generally satisfactory in providing the fairly straightforward informa-
tion we sought, especially since they were aggregated over several weeks or
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months. We coded all news stories that were at least minimally relevant ro
the wording of each opinion item, beginning two months before the T
survey—in order to allow for lagged effects and for discrepancies or changes
in media content—and continuing with every day up to T1 and through tq
the date of the T2 survey.

Being interested in the effects of particular actors or sources—particular
providers of information, or Downsian “agents” of analysis and evalua-
tion—whose rhetoric and actions are reported in the media, we distinguished
among the original sources found in each news story. We used 10 exhaustive
and mutually exclusive categories: the president; fellow partisans and mem-
bers of his administration; members of the opposing party; interest groups
and individuals not fitting clearly into any of the other categories; experts;
network commentators or reporters themselves; friendly (or neutral) foreign
nations or individuals; unfriendly foreign states or individuals; courts and
judges; and objective conditions or events without clearly identifiable human
actors (e.g., unemployment statistics, natural disasters, unattributed terrorist
acts).

Our independent variables characterize reported statements or actions by
a specified source. Each such source story, or “message,” constitutes a unit
of analysis in measuring aggregate media content over the time interval of a
particular case. For each reported statement or action by a particular
source—each source story—we coded the following: 1) its degree of rele-
vance to the policy question (indirectly relevant, relevant, or highly relevant);
2) its salience in the broadcast (its inclusion in the first story or not, its prox-
imity to the beginning of the broadcast, its duration in seconds); 3) the pro-
con direction of intended impact of the reported statement or action in rela-
tion to the most prominent policy alternative mentioned in the opinion item;
4) the president’s popularity (measured by the standard Gallup question) as
an indication of his credibility as news source at the time of his statement or
action; and §) some judgments—not used in this paper—concerning the qual-
ity of the information conveyed, including its logic, factuality, and degree of
truth or falsehood.

The most important part of the coding effort concerned the directional
thrust of reported statements and actions in relation to each opinion ques-
tion. Proceeding a little differently from the method of our earlier work on
newspapers (Page and Shapiro 1983b, 1984), we measured directional thrust
in terms of the intentions or advocated positions of the speakers or actors
themselves. We took considerable care in training and supervising coders and
in checking the reliability of their work. We prepared detailed written in-
structions and held frequent group discussions of coding rules and the treat-
ment of problematic cases. All pro-con coding decisions, and those on other
variables central to our analysis, were validated by a second coder and also
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pv one of the present authors, who made the final coding decisions.! We
m'asked the public opinion data so that coders would not be affected in any
way by knowledge of whether or how policy preferences changed; we gave
them only the exact wording of each opinion item and the time periods to be
examined, not the responses to the questions.

As a result of these efforts we are confident that very high quality dara
were produced. It proved rather easy to code reported statements and actions
on a five-point directional scale with categories “clearly pro,” “probably
pro,” “uncertain or neutral,” “probably con,” and “clearly con” in relation
to the main policy alternative outlined in each opinion question.

For each type of news source in each opinion case, we summed and aver-
aged all the numerical values of pro-con codes (ranging from + 2 to —2, with
0 for neutral} in order to compute measures of total and average directional
thrust of the news from each source. The sums and averages of directional
codes for television news content prior to T1 and between T1 and T2—for
all messages coming from all sources combined and for messages coming sep-
arately from each distinct source-——constitute our main independent vari-
ables. Most of our analysis is based on measures restricted to “relevant” or
“highly relevant” source stories because we found that inclusion of less rele-
vant source stories weakened the observed relationships.

Qur principal mode of analysis was ordinary least squares regression
analysis, in which we estimated the impact of each news source (or all
sources taken together) along with opinion levels at T1, upon the level of
public opinion at T2. We analyzed all cases together and also each of our two
independently selected subsets of 40 cases, as well as subsets of cases involv-
ing different kinds of issues (e.g., foreign versus domestic policies), different
time periods, and different levels of source credibility (popular versus un-
popular presidents).

After testing hypotheses and exploring the aggregate data, we closely ex-
amined individual cases of public opinion change, scrutinizing media-
reported statements and actions and the precise sequence of events. This
served two purposes. First, it helped us with causal inference, shedding light
on possibilities of spuriousness or reciprocal influence. Second, it enabled us
to generate some new hypotheses about effects on opinion by certain sets of
actors not clearly differentiated in our aggregate data.

Findings

... News commentary (from the anchorperson, reporters in the field, or
special commentators) between the T1 and T2 surveys is estimated to have
the most dramatic impact. A single “probably pro” commentary is associated
with more than four percentage points of opinion change! This is a startling
finding, one that we would hesitate to believe except that something similar
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has now appeared in three separate sets of cases we have analyzed. It wag
crue of editorial columns in our earlier analysis of 56 two-point opinion se-
ries using the New York Times as our media source (Page and Shapirg
1983b), in the first 40 TV news cases we collected (Page, Shapiro, and
Dempsev 1984), and in the 40 new TV cases, which we analyzed separately
before doing all 80 cases together.

We are not convinced that commentators’ remarks in and of themselves
have such great potency, however. They may serve as indicators of elite or
public consensus (Hallin 1984; McClosky and Zaller 1984; Noelle-Neumann
1973, 1980). Or the commentaries may—if in basic agreement with official
network sentiment or the attitudes of reporters (perhaps providing cues for
reporters . . . )—indicate slants or biases in media coverage that are transmit-
ted to citizens in ways that supplement the statements of the commentators.
These could include the selection of news sources and quotes, the choice of vi-
sual footage, the questions asked in interviews, camera angles, and so forth.

Certain other estimated effects on opinion are probably important even
though some do not reach the .05 level of statistical significance according to
a conservative two-tailed test. . . .

Most notably—and clearly significantly—a single “probably pro” story
about experts or research studies is estimated to produce about three per-
centage points of opinion change, a very substantial amount. Presidents are
estimated to have a more modest impact of about three-tenths of a percent-
age point per “probably pro” story, and stories about opposition party state-
ments and actions may also have a positive effect.

There are indications, on the other hand, that interest groups and perhaps
the courts (in recent years) actually have negative effects. That is, when their
statements and actions push in one direction (e.g., when corporations de-
mand subsidies or a federal court orders school integration through busing)
public opinion tends to move in the opposite direction. We are not certain
about the negative effect of courts, however, because of the instability of co-
efficients across data sets.

Certain kinds of news appear on the average to have no direct effect atall
upon opinion, or less impact than might be expected. The president’s fellow
partisans, when acting independently of the president himself, do not ap-
preciably affect opinion. Events may move public opinion indirectly, but
they do not speak strongly for themselves. They presumably have their ef-
fects mainly through the interpretations and reactions of other news
sources. The same applies to statements and actions from foreign countries
or individuals, whether friends or foes. U.S. citizens apparently do not lis-
ten to foreigners directly but only through interpretations by U.S. opinion
leaders.
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The marked distinctions among types of news fits well with our idea that
information from different sources has different degrees of credibility. It is
quite plausible, for example, that the public tends to place considerable trust
in the positions taken by network commentators and (ostensibly) nonparti-
san experts. Some other sources may be considered irrelevant. Still others,
like certain interest groups that presumably pursue narrowly selfish aims,
may serve as negative reference points on public issues (see Schattschneider
1960, 52-53). Similarly, the federal courts may have served as negative ref-
erents in the 1970s and the early 1980s because of their unpopular actions
on such issues as busing and capital punishment. In any case, it is clearly im-
portant to distinguish among sources of news. . . .

When presidents are popular, they tend (though the estimate falls short of
statistical significance) to have a small positive effect on public opinion. Each
“probably pro” statement or action is estimated to produce more than half
a percentage point of opinion change. Part of the effect is undoubtedly tem-
porary and part reciprocal. The impact presumably could not be multiplied
indefinitely by talkative presidents because of potential saturation and over-
exposure of the reporters’ and editors’ desires for fresh topics to cover. Still,
this constitutes some evidence that a popular president does indeed stand at
a “bully pulpit.” On an issue of great importance to him he can hammer
away with repeated speeches and statements and can reasonably expect to
achieve a 5 or 10 percentage point change in public opinion over the course
of several months (see Page and Shapiro 1984).

Unpopular presidents, in contrast, apparently have no positive effect on
opinion at all. They may try—like Glendower in Henry IV—to call spirits
from the vasty deep, but none will come.

There are some indications that the effects of other news sources interact
with presidential popularity. .. . [Clommentaries may have their strongest
effects when presidents are unpopular. Perhaps news commentators substi-

tute for a respected leader, challenging the one that is out of favor. In addi-
tion, administration officials and the president’s fellow partisans in Congress
and elsewhere, when acting independently of a popular president, appear to
have a slightly negative impact on opinion, whereas they may have positive
effects when presidents are unpopular. The opposition party, rather strangely,
seems especially potent when presidents are popular. In short, there may be
some substantial differences in the dynamics of opinion change depending
upon whether the president in office at a particular time is popular or not.

Discussion

Our examination of a number of specific cases of opinion change has bol-
stered our general confidence in the aggregate findings. . ..
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News Commentary

The most dramatic finding . . . is the strong estimated impact of news com-
mentary. Our examination of specific cases provides a number of instances in
which the statements of news commentators and reporters clearly paralle]
opinion change. Examples include Howard K. Smith’s praise for Nixon’s poli-
cies and his criticism of calls for unilateral withdrawal from Vietnam in 1969,
various newsmen’s support for continued slow withdrawal from Vietnam dur-
ing 1969-70; commentary favoring conservation and increased production
rather than stopping military aid to Israel in order to get cheap oil during
1974-75; Smith’s and others’ support for more attention to the Arabs during
1974-75 and during 1977-78; Eric Severeid’s, David Brinkley’s, and Smith’s
advocacy of campaign contribution limits in 1973; Brinkley’s and Smith’s back-
ing of stricter wage and price controls during 1972-73; John Chancellor’s edi-
torializing on the importance of fighting unemployment (versus inflation) in
1976; Smith’s support for federal work projects in 1976; and commentaries in
the spring of 1981 that Reagan’s proposed tax cuts would benefit the wealthy,

. We would not claim that individual news commentators like Howard
K. Smith—for all the esteem in which they are held—are, in themselves, the
biggest sources of opinion change (but cf. Freeman, Weeks, and Wertheimer
1955). We do not believe that Walter Cronkite single-handedly ended the
Vietnam War with his famous soul-searching broadcast in 1963.

Instead, the commentary we have examined may reflect the positions of
many journalists or other elites who communicate through additional chan-
nels besides TV news or even a widespread elite consensus in the country (see
McClosky and Zaller 1984). Or commentators’ positions may be indicators
of network biases, including subtle influences of reporters and editors upon
the selection of news sources and upon the ways in which stories are filmed
and reported. Or, again, commentators and other sources with whom they
agree may (correctly or not) be perceived by the public as reflecting a climate
of opinion or an emerging national consensus on an issue, which may weigh
heavily with citizens as they form their own opinions (see Lippmann 1922
Noelle-Neumann 1973). With our present data, we cannot distinguish
among these possibilities. But news commentators either constitute or stand
for major influences on public opinion.

Experts

.. [Tlhose we have categorized as “experts” have quite a substantial im-
pact on public opinion. Their credibility may be high because of their actual
or portrayed experience and expertise and nonpartisan status. It is not un-
reasonable for members of the public to give great weight to experts’ state-
ments and positions, particularly when complex technical questions affect
the merits of policy alternatives.
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The existence of a reciprocal process, influence by public opinion upon
experts, cannot be ruled out {particularly to the extent that the audience-
seeking media decide who is an expert based on the popularity of his or her
policy views), but it is probably limited in the short run because experts do
nor face immediate elecroral pressures—that is, public attitudes may ulti-
mately influence who are considered experts and whar their basic values are,
but once established, experts are less likely than presidents or other elected
officials to bend quickly with the winds of opinion.

One striking example of the influence of expert opinion as reported in the
media concerns the Senate vote on the SALT II arms limitation treaty. Public
support for the treaty dropped 5.5% from February to March 1979 and 19%
from June to November. During both periods many retired generals and arms
experts spoke out or testified against the treaty, citing difficulties of verifica-
tion and an allegedly unequal balance of forces favoring the Soviets.

Presidents

. [NJumerous cases support the inference that popular presidents’ ac-
tions and statements reported in the media do affect public opinion. These
include President Nixon’s persistent opposition to accelerating U.S. troop
withdrawals from Vietnam during 1969, 1970, and 1971; Reagan’s 1981 ar-
gument for AWACS airplane sales to Saudi Arabia; Carter’s 1977-78 in-
creased attention to Arab countries; Carter’s early 1980 movement (during a
temporary peak in popularity) toward toughness in the Iranian hostage cri-
sis; Reagan’s 1982 bellicose posturing toward the Soviet Union; Ford’s
1974-75 defense of military spending; Ford’s 1976 and Carter’s 1980 advo-
cacies of cuts in domestic spending; and, perhaps, Nixon’s 1972-73 support
for wage and price controls.

On the other hand, as our regression results showed, unpopular presidents
do not have much success at opinion leadership. In a number of cases unpop-
ular presidents made serious efforts to advocate policies but failed to persuade
the public. This was true of Ford’s attempts to increase military spending in
1976 and his resistance to jobs programs and health and education spending
in the same year. Jimmy Carter in early 1979, with his popularity at 43% ap-
proval and falling, failed to rally support for SALT II. Carter was also unsuc-
cessful at gaining significant ground on gasoline rationing, the military draft,
or the Equal Rights Amendment in 1979 and 1980. Even Ronald Reagan,
when near a low point of popularity (44%) in mid-1982, failed to move opin-
lon toward more approval of a school prayer amendment to the Constitution.
Because this distinction between popular and unpopular presidents emerged
clearly in our previous analysis of newspaper data (Page and Shapiro 1984), we
are inclined to believe that it is real (though modest in magnitude) even though
the popular president effect does not quite reach statistical significance. . . .
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Interest Groups

Our regression analysis indicated that groups and individuals representing
various special interests, taken together, tend to have a negative effect on
public opiniorn. Our examination of the cases supports this point but also
suggests that certain kinds of groups may have positive effects while others
have negative impact.

We found many cases (more than 20) in which public opinion unequivo-
cally moved away from positions advocated by groups and individuals repre-
senting special interests. In some cases the groups may have belatedly spoken
up after public opinion had already started moving against their positions,
producing a spurious negative relationship. But in many instances they seem
actually to have antagonized the public and created a genuine adverse effect.

Such cases include Vietnam War protesters from 1969 to 1970, protesters
against draft registration in 1980, and perhaps the nuclear freeze movement
in 1982. U.S. citizens have a long history of opposition to demonstrators and
protesters, even peaceful ones, and apparently tend not to accept them as
credible or legitimate sources of opinion leadership. . . .

In general, the public apparently tends to be uninfluenced (or negatively in-
fluenced) by the positions of groups whose interests are perceived to be self-
ish or narrow, while it responds more favorably to groups and individuals
thought to be concerned with broadly defined public interests. The best ex-
amples of the latter in our data are environmental groups and perhaps also
general “public interest” groups like Common Cause.

From 1973 to 1974, for example, support for leasing federal land to oil com-
panies declined as TV news reported conservationists challenging the positions
of the profit-seeking and presumably less credible oil companies. During the
same period, support for a freeze on gasoline, heating, and power prices in-
creased a bit despite opposition by gas station owners and oil companies.

Not only business corporations, but also some mass membership groups
representing blacks, women, the poor, Jews, and organized labor seem to
have been held in disrepute and to have had null or negative effects on opin-
ion about issues of direct concern to them, including social welfare policies
and some Middle East issues. . . .

Conclusion

We believe we have identified the main influences on short-term and
medium-term opinion change.

Our analysis does not offer a full account of certain glacial, long-term
shifts in public opinion that reflect major social, technological, and demo-
graphic changes such as rising educational levels, cohort replacement, racial
migration, or alterations in the family or the workplace. The decades-long
transformations in public attitudes about civil liberties, civil rights, abortion,
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and other matters surely rest (at least in an ultimate causal sense) upon such
social changes. ... If news reports play a part in such major opinion shifts,
thev may do so mainly as transmitters of more fundamental forces.

Within the realm of short- and medium-term effects, however, we have had
striking success at finding out what moves public opinion. Our TV news vari-
ables, together with opinion at the time of an initial survey, account for well
over 90% of the variance in public opinion at the time of a second survey.
The news variables alone account for nearly half the variance in opinion
change. . ..

The processes of opinion change are not simple. In order to account for
changes between two opinion surveys, for example, it is essential to examine
media content before the first survey. Discreparncies between current news and
prior news (or prior opinion) are important. Part of the media impact is tem-
porary so that there is a tendency for opinion in the T1-T2 period to drift back,
to move in a direction opposite to the thrust of the media content prior to T1.

Moreover, it is important to distinguish among news sources rather than
aggregating all media content together. The effects of news from different
sources vary widely.

Among the sources we examined, the estimated impact of news commen-
tary is strongest of all, on a per-story basis, though such messages are aired
less frequently than those from other sources. The causal status of this find-
ing, however, is uncertain. Commentary may be an indicator of broader in-
fluences, such as media bias in the selection and presentation of other news,
of consensus among the U.S. media or elites generally, or of a perceived pub-
lic consensus.

Experts, those perceived as having experience and technical knowledge
and nonpartisan credibility, also have very sizable effects. A policy alterna-
tive that experts testify is ineffective or unworkable tends to lose public
favor; an alternative hailed as efficient or necessary tends to gain favor.

We found that messages communicated through the media from or about
popular presidents tend to have positive effects on opinion. Presidents re-
spond to public desires, but they can also lead public opinion {see Page and
Shapiro 1984). Active presidential effort can be expected to yield a 5- or 10-
percentage point change in opinion over the course of a few months.

News commentators, experts, and popular presidents have in common a
high level of credibility, which we believe is crucial to their influence on the
public. Rational citizens accept information and analysis only from those
they trust. In contrast, news sources with low credibility, such as unpopular
presidents or groups perceived to represent narrow interests, generally have
no effect, or even a negative impact, on public opinion.

Some of these findings might be thought to be limited to the recent period
we studied, in which the public has relied heavily on TV and is better
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educated and more attentive to politics than U.S. citizens in the past. Our
confidence in the generality of the findings, however, is bolstered by their
consistency with our previous analysis {(using newspaper stories) of opinion
change from 1935 onward (see Page and Shapiro 1983b, 1984). This simi-
larity also reinforces the observation that the national news media in the U.S,
are very much of a piece. They all tend to report the same kinds of messages
concerning public policy, from the same sources. This can be attributed to the
norms and incentives—and the organizational and market structure—of the
news industry and especially to the pervasiveness of the wire services (see
Epstein 1973; Gans 1980; Roshco 1975). In this respect the contents of one
medium is a good indicator of the content of many media.

In terms of our concerns about democratic theory, it is interesting to ob-
serve that relatively neutral information providers like experts and news
commentators apparently have more positive effects (at least direct effects)
than do self-serving interest groups. It is also interesting that popular presi-
dents, who presumably tend to embody the values and goals of the public,
are more able than unpopular ones to influence opinions about policy. These
findings suggest that objective information may play a significant part in
opinion formation and change and that certain of the more blatant efforts to
manipulate opinion are not successful.

On the other hand, unobtrusive indirect effects by special interests—
through influences on experts and commentators, for example—may be
more dangerous than would be a direct clash of interests in full public view.
Clearly there is much more to be learned before we can be confident about
the fundamental sources of influence on public opinion. The same is true of
judging the quality of information received by the public.

In order to judge to what extent the public benefits from constructive po-
litical leadership and education and to what extent it suffers from deception
and manipulation, we need to examine the truth or falsehood, the logic or il-
logic, of the statements and actions of those who succeed at gaining the pub-
lic’s trust (see Bennett 1983; Edelman 1964; Miliband 1969; Wise 1973; con-
trast Braestrup 1983; Robinson 1976; Rothman 1979). This applies to the
sources whose messages are conveyed through the media and to the media
themselves. There is much to learn about whether various sources lie or mis-
lead or tell the truth; about how accurately or inaccurately the media report
what the sources say and do; and about the causes of any systematic distor-
tions or biases in the selection and reporting of policy-related news.

Note

1. ... Any disagreements about coding were resolved through meetings and discus-
sion. Some reliability analysis was done, with Dempsey and Shapiro coding cases
independently. Their intercoder reliability coefficients for the variables coded were
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in the .7 and .8 range. For the all-important pro-con codes, the two authors never
disagreed by more than one unit on the 5-point scale.
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