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.751, p < .000.  Neither measure correlated with communication satisfaction: SICA = -.094, p = 
.135; CAPS =  -.045, p = .483. 

Both SICA and CAPS measures were grouped into high and low scores.  High scores 
were + 1 s.d. from the mean; low scores were - 1 s.d. from the mean.  Scores were then 
compared between high and low groups.  For CAPS significant differences between the high and 
low groups were found for the communication quantity measure: hi = 10.282; low = 17.300, p < 
.000; F = 118.161.  This finding suggests that low CAPS produced a significantly higher 
quantity of communication. 

Using the same procedure with SICA produced significant differences in GPA, 
Communication Quantity, and communication satisfaction.  High SICAs had significantly lower 
GPAs than did lows (low = 2.65, hi = 1.90; F = 7.923, p < .007).  Students scoring high on SICA 
saw themselves as less satisfied with their communication than students who were low on the 
SICA scale (low = 12.1500, high = 11.0000; F = 3.956, p = .051).  Students scoring high on 
SICA saw themselves as communicating less than students who scored low (low = 11.0000, high 
= 10.1500, F = 55.792, p < .000). 

 
Discussion 

 
The observed data provide strong support for accepting the hypotheses of this study 

within the limitations and parameters outlined in this discussion.  First, it seems apparent that 
SICA is a valid and reliable measure of communication apprehension somewhat related to 
general trait apprehension yet definitely different from it also.  As we conceptualized the narrow 
band structure of SICA growing out of the more general we sought a more specific way of 
examining that trait.  The unidimensional SICA seems to provide that more narrow look at a 
specific kind of communication apprehension.   

Importantly, this study provides evidence of the nature of motives to the apprehension 
phenomenon.  While Martin has provided a valuable tool for assessing student’s motivation to 
communicate across situations, two of those motives seem to have little significance for the 
student who is apprehensive.  Neither the excuse making dimension or the “brown nosing” 
dimension appears to be related to how much anxiety students feel in their instructor interactions.  
We cautiously interpret the near zero relationships as indicators of irrelevancy.  That is to say 
that a student with high anxiety finds excuse making motives and self-serving motives irrelevant 
to their feeling of wanting to communicate with the targeted instructors.  Such motives as those 
that drive relationship development, participation in the learning environment, and task 
achievement appear to distinguish the high apprehensive student from the low apprehensive 
student.  The linkage between motivation, apprehension, and observable communication 
behaviors, such as interaction, appears to be an important component in further exploration of 
student communication behavior. 

While the relatively straightforward correlational analyses address the hypotheses of this 
paper, the same data provide insightful post hoc descriptions of the high and low apprehensive 
student. Two specific questions guided this analysis. 1.  What combination of variables best 
predict SICA?  2. Which variables best distinguish between high and low SICA individuals? 

To answer the first question we conducted a multiple stepwise regression analysis using 
the predictor variables reported above.  The regression solution contained seven variables, F = 
58.042, p < .000.  In order of their entry into the solution are the following variables with their 
accompanying Betas and significance tests. 
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Interestingly two dimensions of trait apprehension and the indicators of quantity and 

satisfaction were more important predictors than the motivational dimensions.  Contrary to our 
original thinking dyadic apprehension did not emerge as a significant predictor of SICA.  This 
observation suggests that student-instructor communication is indeed something different from 
and not a subset of what most students perceive as dyadic interaction.  This also suggests that the 
more narrow band SICA taps that unique relational dimension in ways that the dyadic trait 
measure does not.  The apparent meaning of group and meeting dimensions as being predictors 
of SICA may suggest also that students perceive instructor interactions as more like group and 
meeting interactions, which may seem less personal, more worklike, and lacking some of the 
affect dimensions associated with dyadic interactions.  The presence of the quantity dimension 
argues for the face validity of SICA as an indicator reflecting students’ perceptions of their 
actual behavior.  Likewise the presence of the satisfaction variable as a predictor also argues for 
validity.  People who fear interaction appear less happy with their communication environment. 

To answer the second question we partitioned the sample into two groups, high SICAs 
and low SICAs.  A high was defined as + 1 standard deviation above the sample mean, a low 
was – 1 standard deviation below the sample mean.  Table 5 summarizes the contrasts obtained 
using a GLM Manova to test differences between the two subsets.  High SICA subjects, when 
compared with their low SICA counterparts, were younger, communicated less with their 
instructors, were less satisfied with their college experience, had less motivation to participate, 
had less motivation to build relationships with their instructors, had less motivation to 
accomplish tasks, and had higher communication apprehension across all contexts.  (Place Table 
5 about here).  The distribution between high and low SICA by sex was examined yielding a chi-
square = 5.360 (df = 1), p < .021.  Low SICAs were composed of 38 females and 11 males, while 
High SICAs were 29 females and 23 males.  These distinctions between High and low SICAs 
reinforce the validity of the unidimensional nature. 

An issue which warrants some speculation here concerns the utility of the single 
dimension, narrow band measure compared to the more general trait measurement provided by 
the PRCA.  While the relationship between the measures is moderate, we are concerned with 
what SICA measures that PRCA does not. To examine this issue we conducted a series of 
multiple linear regression analyses using the two measures as predictors of COMQT and SATIS.  
When PRCA and SICA were regressed on COMQT we obtained an R = .520, F = 55.268, p < 
.000.  Standardized Betas were SICA =  -.429, t = 6.625, p < .000; PRCA =  -.127, t = 1.964, p < 
.05.  The same procedure applied to SATIS yielded an R = .367, F = 23.233, p < .000.  
Standardized Betas were SICA = -.456, t = 6.469, p < .000; PRCA = -.178, t = -2.530, p < .012.  
When PRCA was decomposed into its four subsets, highly similar solutions were obtained.   
Clearly SICA provides a more accurate indicator of communication quantity and satisfaction 
than does the PRCA.  This supports the utility of SICA as a more precise tool for examining the 
more context specific apprehension students experience when communicating with instructors. 
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Abstract 

This study examines the influence of television viewing and interpersonal contact on 
young adults’ stereotypes towards Hispanic Americans.  The study shows that television viewing 
has a significant impact on White Americans’ negative stereotypes towards Hispanic Americans 
when White Americans perceive that they learn about Hispanic Americans from watching 
television.  The study found that talking to Hispanic Americans and positive evaluation of 
contact were found to have an impact on White Americans’ positive stereotypes towards 
Hispanic Americans.  These results suggest that television viewing and interpersonal contact 
may have a significant influence on stereotype development towards Hispanic Americans. 

 
Keywords:  Television influence, Stereotypes, Hispanic Americans and Intercultural 

Communication (Running head: TV Stereotypes Towards Hispanic Americans) 
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The Impact of Television Viewing on Young Adults’ Stereotypes Towards Hispanic 

Americans 
 
Stereotypes are individual mental images that shape people’s interpretation and influence 

public opinions (Lippman, 1922). Research shows that an individual’s stereotypes can be learned 
by viewing television (Tan, Fujioka, & Lucht, 1997; Fujioka, 1999; Tan, Fujioka, & Tan, 2000; 
Tan, Fujioka, & Tan, 2001). Television, which is such a powerful socialization agent, provides a 
vicarious social contact environment through which viewers construct their social reality of and 
develop their attitudes towards some social groups (Fujioka, 1999).  

Stereotypes are an individual’s perceptions and interpretations that are connected closely 
with prejudice and discrimination. Negative stereotypes generate people’s negative perception 
about certain social groups (Sherman, 1996) and enable individuals to make social judgments 
about certain groups and individuals (Allport, 1954). It is critical to develop a better 
understanding of how individuals develop their negative stereotypes and find out ways to reduce 
as well as prevent these negative stereotypes from developing in an individual’s mind.    

Research shows that minority groups continue to experience stereotypical portrayals in 
the media (Billings, 2003; Hurwitz & Peffley, 1997; Jensen, 1996; Merskin, 1998;  Merskin, 
2001; Miller & Ross, 2004; Paek & Shah, 2003).  Minority groups including Hispanics, Blacks 
and Asians in comparison to Whites were perceived to be less intelligent, poorer, and more 
violence prone (Tan, Fujioka & Lucht, 1997).  A recent study by Clawson and Kegler (2000) 
found that African Americans are stereotypically portrayed as poor in college textbooks.   

The impact of television portrayals of minorities is significant because of the ability of 
television images to activate racial stereotypes and the power exerted by visual images (Peffley, 
Shields, & Williams, 1996). The purpose of this study is to investigate the impact of television 
viewing on young adults’ stereotype development towards Hispanic Americans. The reason for 
selecting young adults for investigation is that they are still in an active stage of the socialization 
process (Erikson, 1968).  

 
Literature Review 

 
Stereotypes  
 

Stereotypes are perceptions and interpretations connected closely with prejudice and 
discrimination. The negative stereotype is the first layer of inequality, that forms the basis of 
one’s knowledge about certain social groups (Sherman, 1996) and enables people to make social 
judgments about certain group individuals (Allport, 1954). The second layer is prejudice in 
which racial stereotypes tend to be rooted.  Prejudice is “a hostile or negative attitude towards a 
distinguishable group of people, based solely on their membership in that group” (Aronson, 
Wilson, & Akert, 1999, p.501). Discrimination is the third layer, which is an act or action 
towards other people to exclude them from public or private social rights (Allport, 1954). Reskin 
(2000) suggested that discrimination was caused by both stereotypes and prejudice. Also, Lind 
(1996) suggested that passive racism, the belief that racism is irrelevant, might be a barrier to 
equality.  

Stereotypes, particularly negative stereotypes, may consciously or subconsciously affect 
individuals’ social judgment as well as their decision making process. A popular American 
stereotype about Hispanic males “involves aggression and the potential for violence—a very 
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powerful dispositional attribution” (Aronson, et al., 1999, p.522).  Stereotypes have been used to 
“justify hostility” (Allport, 1954, p. 200). Also, the effects of stereotypes have been harmful and 
lasting because “once formed, stereotypes are resistant to change on the basis of new 
information” (Aronson, et al., 1999, p.502). Racial stereotypes have been defined as “a particular 
subset of social reality beliefs: (they are) understandings about particular social groups that we 
have learned from our social world” (Gorham, 1999, p. 231).  Therefore, stereotypes can be 
harmful and damage interracial relationships.  

 
Hispanic Americans in American Media  
 

Hispanic American actors have not been seen often on television programming (Mastro 
& Greenberg, 2000).  When Hispanic Americans were included in television programming, they 
tended to be portrayed in crime shows or as comedians, which could promote negative 
stereotypes about Hispanic Americans (Johnson, 1999). Ford (1997) investigated college 
students’ perceptions of television stereotypes and found that when White people viewed 
stereotypical television portrayals of minorities in a comedic context, White people tended to 
perceive minority individuals in a stereotypical manner. Mastro (2003) provided evidence of 
mass media’s impact on social perception by showing that television amusement shows can 
influence attitudes towards minority groups.  Therefore, comical racial stereotypes portrayed on 
television may contribute to White people’s negative stereotypes towards Hispanic Americans. 

Hispanic Americans have been consistently portrayed as “socially disadvantaged” on 
television and they have been 50% less likely to occupy professional occupations than have 
Whites (Lichter, Lichter, Rothman, & Amundson, 1987).  During the period 1955 through 1986, 
Hispanic Americans accounted for less than two percent of the total television roles (Lichter, et 
al., 1987).  Negative stereotypes of Hispanic Americans included lazy, criminal, angry and 
comical (Lichter, et al., 1987).   

In the 1980’s, Hispanic Americans were regularly portrayed in television roles as 
criminals and drug dealers. Television shows like Hunter, Hill Street Blues, and Miami Vice 
persistently portrayed Hispanic Americans in leading roles as evil “drug lords” (Lichter, et al., 
1987,  p. 15).  Compared to Whites and African Americans, Hispanic Americans have been “the 
only group with a mainly negative TV image” (Lichter, et al., 1987, p. 16).  More recently, 
Hispanic Americans have been represented in less than three percent of the characters portrayed 
on television (Johnson, 1999).  Further, they tended to be portrayed in either comical, criminal or 
law enforcement occupational roles instead of professional roles (Johnson, 1999).  Therefore, 
Hispanic Americans have been  stereotypically portrayed as unprofessional on television.  

Gomez (n.d.) emphasized that mass media dis-serve the Hispanic people because they 
continued generating negative stereotypes. He said that news coverage of Hispanic people 
focused more on crime, immigration and drugs rather than achievements. He added that 
American electronic media distorted Hispanic truths, making Hispanic children grow up with 
few role models on television.   

People of color have also been marginalized on prime-time commercials through 
stereotypical portrayals (Henderson & Baldasty, 2003).  This study found that people of color 
usually appeared in athletic shoe or fast food commercials, while Whites usually appeared in 
affluent commercials for automobile and household products (Henderson & Baldasty, 2003).  
People of color were usually portrayed in stereotypical roles in prime-time commercials while 
Whites were usually portrayed in responsible roles (Henderson & Baldasty, 2003).   
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The research showed that racial stereotypes portrayed in the media could impact 

individuals’ perceptions of media content to the extent of supporting widely held racial 
stereotypes (Gorham, 1999).  Through constant exposure to racial stereotypes in television 
programming, media stereotypes “could maintain unjust, harmful, and dominating 
understandings of race by influencing the way individuals interpret media text” (Gorham, 1999, 
p. 244).  Tovares (2000) found that television news coverage of Mexican American gangs 
reinforced negative stereotypes. 

 
Vicarious Learning and Stereotype Development 
 

Social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2002) suggested that television viewers have a 
vicarious capability by which they could “expand their knowledge and skills rapidly through 
information conveyed by the rich variety of models” (p. 126). Bandura (2002) pointed out that 
“virtually all behavioral, cognitive, and affective learning from indirect experience could be 
achieved vicariously by observing people’s actions and its consequences for them” (p. 126). 
According to social cognitive theory, individuals could pick up values, ideals, and behaviors 
from observing television programs through a process of modeling (Bandura, 2002).  Therefore, 
social cognitive theory could be used to help explain how people develop stereotypes towards a 
certain group of people through television viewing.    

Cultivation theory also helped explain development of stereotypes through television 
viewing (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & Signorielli, 1980). Morgan & Signorielli (1990) argued that 
television has become the nation’s most common and constant learning environment. Gerbner 
and his colleagues suggested that television presents a distorted but uniform portrayal of social 
reality which is internalized by heavy viewers. Potter (1991) pointed out that perceived realism 
of the television message is an intervening variable in cultivation process.  According to Austin 
and Dong (1994), perceived realism can be interpreted as perceived reality which is viewed as 
the degree to which an individual believes that a reality portrayed in television matches the true 
world. Austin and Dong argued that individual viewers tended to put modeled behavior into 
practice if they viewed the portrayal as realistic, justified, and rewarded (1994). According to 
cultivation theory, television viewing has shaped viewers’ values, attitudes, beliefs and 
stereotypes.  

The contact hypothesis was developed by Gordon Allport (1954). Allport said that 
“Prejudice (unless deeply rooted in the character structure of the individual) may be reduced by 
equal status contact between majority and minority groups in the pursuit of common goals” 
(Allport, 1954, p. 281). It can be argued that a lack of contact, or mediated contact between 
groups lacking equal status, common goals, institutional supports, or common interests, may lead 
to increased prejudice and stereotypes between groups (Tan, et al., 1997).  Thus, distorted media 
portrayals of minority groups might cause majority groups to develop stereotypes towards 
minorities where there was a lack of interpersonal contact, under specific conditions, between the 
two groups (Tan, et al., 1997). 

Hughes and Baldwin’s study (2002) of behaviors, stereotypes, and interracial 
communication between Whites and African Americans found that Whites tended to characterize 
African Americans who spoke loudly as being argumentative and aggressive. Hughes and 
Baldwin (2002) also found that Whites tended to characterize African Americans who spoke 
slang as being noisy.  However, inter-group contact was tested using the contact hypothesis and 
results showed significant correlations between interracial contact and favorable out-group 
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opinions (Ellison & Powers, 1994; Post & Rinden, 2000; Sigelman & Welch, 1993; Stein, Post 
& Rinden, 2000; Welch & Sigelman, 2000).  

Research has showed that positive media images of people with disabilities can change 
individuals’ attitudes.  A secondary analysis of survey data drawn from 1,257 adults interviewed 
for the National Organization on Disability showed that individuals exposed to positive 
television and movie images tended to have greater positive perceptions and attitudes towards 
people with disabilities (Farnall & Smith, 1999).  This finding suggested adults who viewed 
positive portrayals of people with disabilities tended to develop positive stereotypes towards 
them. However, the research also showed that adults who had personal contact with people with 
disabilities tended to feel uncomfortable with people with disabilities (Farnall & Smith, 1999).   

A study of Native American stereotypes using the contact hypothesis showed significant 
results. Tan and his colleagues found that “perceived positive and negative TV attributes predict 
stereotyping only for traits more easily depicted in television, such as violence and affluence” (p. 
279).  Tan et al. (1997) reported that “frequent personal contact led to positive stereotyping, as 
did positive evaluations of first contact” (p. 279).  Another study found that Japanese students, 
who had substantial less contact with African-Americans than did White students, held more 
stereotypes towards African-Americans than did White students (Fujioka, 1999).  These results 
supported the contact hypothesis because absence of contact correlated with increased 
stereotyping (Fujioka, 1999).  Furthermore, Fujioka’s study suggested that individuals’ 
observation and subsequent appraisal of television portrayals, instead of accumulation of 
television images viewed, resulted in a substantial alteration of stereotypes. Tan, Fujioka, and 
Tan (2000) also found that White students who perceived TV portrayals of African Americans as 
negative substantially predicted some negative stereotypes that predicted disagreement with 
affirmative action policies.  

Gorham’s study (1999) of racial stereotypes in television programming provided support 
for the social cognitive theory approach to the impact of television viewing on stereotypes 
because individuals’ observation of television portrayals affected their interpretation of racial 
stereotypes.   Mastro and Tropp (2004) examined White subjects’ perceptions of stereotypical 
televised portrayals of African Americans based on level of contact and prejudice, and they 
found that close contact resulted in positive stereotypes of television portrayals of African 
American characters except when White subjects possessed a high level of prejudice. Mastro and 
Tropp’s (2004) study also showed that “greater contact can promote positive evaluations of out-
group members both in interpersonal interactions and in response to television portrayals” (p. 
126).  Therefore, the impact of mass media on individuals’ stereotypes of ethnic groups has been  
powerful. 

Based on the review of literature, it is assumed that television viewers will develop 
stereotypes towards Hispanic individuals through a process of social learning and cultivation if 
direct contact is lacking. Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed:  

H1: The more people learn about Hispanic Americans from television viewing, the more 
likely they will have negative stereotypes towards Hispanic Americans.   

Television viewing can have a powerful impact on individuals’ perceptions about other 
people, and more so when personal contact is minimal or absent.   

H2: Those who are positive about their contact with Hispanic Americans will tend to 
have positive stereotypes towards them.  

The hypothesis suggests that the more individuals evaluate personal contact as positive or 
pleasant, the more likely they will hold positive perceptions or stereotypes about such individuals 
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or groups of the individuals.   

H3: The more people talk to Hispanic Americans, the more they develop positive 
stereotypes towards Hispanic Americans. 

Social contact is expected to have a positive impact on individuals’ attitudes or 
stereotypes towards groups and individuals of the groups.  

 
Methods 

 
The sample of undergraduate college students (N = 474) was collected at a private 

university in Northern California. Due to the design of the current study, only young White 
adults (N=231) were included in hypothesis testing. A self-administered questionnaire was 
administered to subjects during their class sessions.  The questionnaire contained a combination 
of Likert scale and open-ended questions to measure subjects’ perceptions, attitudes and 
behaviors.   

 
Measurement 
 

The questionnaire contained eight sections to measure key variables related to stereotype 
development including interpersonal contact with Hispanic Americans (“I talk with Hispanic 
Americans very often”), stereotypes towards Hispanic Americans (“Hispanic Americans are 
gang members and Hispanic Americans are leaders”), television’s impact on subjects (“I learn 
about other races by watching TV”), and television portrayals of Hispanic Americans 
(“Television portrays Hispanic Americans negatively”).   

The Hispanic negative stereotype index is a measurement of negative stereotypes. It 
included four items: “Hispanic Americans are gang members,” “Hispanic Americans are 
dangerous,” “Hispanic Americans are ignorant,” and “Hispanic Americans are drunks.”  One 
statement, “Hispanic Americans are poor,” was dropped from the index due to the poor loading 
factor. This negative stereotype index was developed based on a review of literature and the 
reliability test (alpha) was .84.  

The Hispanic Positive Index is a measurement of positive stereotypes. It included four 
items: “Hispanic Americans are educated,” “Hispanic Americans are wise,” “Hispanic 
Americans are leaders,” and “Hispanic Americans are intellectual.”  One statement, “Hispanic 
Americans are hard workers,” was removed from the index due to the poor loading factor. The 
positive stereotype index was developed based on a review of literature and the reliability test 
(alpha) was .81. 

A key independent variable measured was subjects’ learning about other races by 
watching television.  Other independent variables included personal contact with Hispanic 
Americans, evaluation of personal contact with Hispanic Americans, and television viewing.  
Demographic variables such as gender, age, and grade in school were also included in the set of 
independent variables. 

 
Results 

 
Three main steps were used in analyzing results. First, a descriptive analysis was 

conducted to develop a basic understanding of the key variables involved. Second, a correlation 
analysis was done to see the key variables’ relationships. Third, a stepwise regression analysis 
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was employed to test the hypotheses. 

The sample of this study included 474 students. (Only White respondents were used for 
testing hypotheses). The average age in the sample was 20 years.  There were 61.5% female 
respondents and 38.5% male respondents.  In terms of ethnicity, 50.1% (231) of respondents 
were White Americans, 23% (106) were Asian Americans, 10% (46) were Hispanic Americans, 
3.3% (15) were African Americans, .4% (2) were Native Americans, and 13.2% (61) listed their 
ethnicity as “others.” 

From the correlation analysis (see Table 1), the Hispanic negative stereotype index was 
highly correlated with respondents who reported that they learned about other races from 
watching television (r = .19**) and positively correlated with those who identified with many 
television portrayals (r = .15*).  The Hispanic Negative index was negatively correlated with 
respondents who talked to Hispanic Americans often (r = -.16*) and with those who evaluated 
their contact with Hispanic Americans as pleasant (r = -.14*).  The Hispanic Negative index was 
negatively correlated with the Hispanic Positive index (r = -.48**).   

 
Table 1:  Correlation Analysis of Key Variables 

Variables  
4. 1. Negative stereotype  

2. Positive  stereotype 
.48*
* 

3. Learn races from TV  
19** .01 

4. identify TV portrayals 
15* .02 39** 

5. My contact is pleasant    
-.14* 28** .01 .01 15* 

6. I talk to Hispanic Americans 
.16* .17* .12 .11 .14* 29** 

    *p<.05;   **p<.01 
The Hispanic positive index was highly positively correlated with White Americans who 

evaluated their contact with Hispanic Americans as pleasant (r = .28**) and positively correlated 
with White Americans who talked with Hispanic Americans very often (r = .17*). The 
correlation analysis (Table 1) showed the relationships among key variables for the study. 

 
Hypothesis Testing   
 
 Hypothesis 1 said, “The more people learn about Hispanic Americans from 

television viewing, the more likely they have negative stereotypes towards Hispanic Americans.” 
Results of regression analysis supported the hypothesis (B = .13; p<.001) as showed in 

Table 2. 
The results showed that the more individuals depended on television for their 

understanding of other races such as Hispanic Americans, the more likely they tended to develop 
negative stereotypes towards Hispanic Americans. This reconfirmed that the television programs 
continue their negative portrayals of Hispanic Americans.  The results also showed that the more 
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individuals think well of their contact with Hispanic Americans, the less they had negative 
stereotypes towards Hispanic Americans (B= -.12; p<.05).    

 
Table 2:  Hypothesis Testing 

Summary of Regression analysis for Variables Predicting Hispanic Negative Stereotype. 
(Dependant Variable=Hispanic Negative Stereotypes) 

_______________________________________________________________________ 
Variables        B          SE           t ______ ___Beta____ 
Learn other races from TV     0.13         0.04                  2.93         0.20** 
Contact pleasant     -0.12         0.05         -2.18      -0.15* 
_______________________________________________________________________ 

Note: **p< .001; *p< .05  
 
Hypothesis 2 said that “Those who are positive about their contact with Hispanic 

Americans will tend to have positive stereotypes towards them.” Results of regression analysis 
showed that the more highly individuals evaluated their contact with Hispanic Americans, the 
more they had positive stereotypes towards Hispanic Americans (B= .18; p<.001) as shown in 
Table 3. Positive evaluation of personal contact with Hispanic Americans was the most powerful 
predictor of Hispanic Positive Stereotypes. The findings supported Hypothesis 2.   

 
Table 3:  Hypothesis Testing 

Summary of Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Hispanic Positive Stereotypes 
(Dependent Variable = Hispanic Positive Stereotypes) 

_______________________________________________________________________ 
Variables        B          SE           t ______ ___Beta____ 
Contact pleasant       0.18         0.04                  4.16         0.28** 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
Note: **p< .001  
 

Hypothesis 3 said that “the more people talk to Hispanic Americans, the more they 
develop positive stereotypes towards Hispanic Americans.” Results of correlation analysis in 
Table 1 showed that there was statistically significant positive correlation between talking to 
Hispanic Americans and “positive stereotypes.” In regression analysis, when the variable of 
positive evaluation of contact with Hispanic Americans is controlled, talking to Hispanic 
Americans was the sole predictor to the positive stereotypes towards Hispanic Americans 
(B=.17; p< .001). Therefore, the hypothesis is only conditionally supported by the results as 
showed in Table 4.  
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Table 4:  Hypothesis Testing 

Summary of Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Hispanic Positive Stereotypes 
(Dependent Variable = Hispanic Positive Stereotypes) 

_______________________________________________________________________ 
Variable        B          SE           t ______ ___Beta____ 
 
Talking with Hispanic Americans   0.09         0.04                 2.53         0.17** 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
Note: **p< .01  
 

Discussion 
 

This study helps us develop a better understanding of the impact of television on 
individuals’ negative stereotypes. Brown (2003) said that an individual’s stereotypes are shaped 
through a cognitive process. The current study showed that White Americans tend to develop 
negative stereotypes towards Hispanic Americans when they depend on television to learn about 
them. This finding indicates that people are influenced by television images. The more negative 
images are shown on television, the more likely the viewers pick up the images and develop their 
stereotypes. This finding also suggests that today’s television programs still contain negative 
images about Hispanic Americans.  

This study also indicates that personal contact is critical to the development of a better 
understanding of other ethnicities. The more individuals could interact with other people who 
have different cultural backgrounds, the more likely these individuals could see the positive traits 
and characteristics of the other people. This finding suggests that human interaction and direct 
contact are a key to understanding between people and, in particular, among those who have 
different cultural backgrounds.   

The implication of this study is that television is an important socialization agent. This 
study reveals that television can produce negative stereotypes. This study also shows that in 
order to reduce negative stereotypes, people should have more opportunities to learn about other 
races through direct social interaction.     

Future researchers need to continue working on this topic and use a large sample size 
with random selection to see various populations to better understand how stereotypes develop. 
Additional measurements can be developed to study intended behaviors to see whether or not 
these negative stereotypes can lead towards prejudiced behavior. One of the limitations of the 
study is the use of non-random sampling. Non-random sampling limits the generablizability of 
the study and future research may correct that.    
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Abstract 
 

We used National Election Studies (NES) data from the six most recent presidential 
campaigns to ascertain the effect of campaigns on issue knowledge, evaluations of the 
Republican and Democratic candidate, issue salience (the number of issues used to evaluate the 
two candidates) and character salience (the number of character traits used to evaluate the two 
candidates).  The analysis correlated the days passed in the campaign with levels of the 
dependent variables.  Results show that campaigns are capable of, but do not necessarily, affect 
each of these variables.  Furthermore, Republicans, Democrats, and Independents usually 
exhibited different effects.  Effects related to policy (issue learning, policy salience) occur more 
frequently in voters than effects related to character (character evaluation, character salience).  
Implications for campaigns, and the study of campaign effects, are discussed. 

 
Key Terms: Campaign effects, issue knowledge, character evaluation, issue salience, 

character salience, political party 
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Introduction  
 

The quadrennial selection of the president of the United States is an extremely important 
event in the life of our democracy.  Although presidential candidates at times adopt similar 
policy positions (who would oppose protecting Social Security?), there are differences between 
them.  In 1996, for instance, President Bill Clinton favored selective tax cuts whereas Senator 
Bob Dole advocated a 15% across-the-board tax cut.  In the 2000 contest, George Bush 
recommended privatizing (at least some of) Social Security, a proposal Al Gore rejected.  These 
examples highlight the fact that it can make a difference who is elected president. 

This raises the question of how our citizens learn about the candidates for the Oval Office 
and their policy positions.  In the most recent campaign, the Democratic nominee was Al Gore, 
and Vice Presidents are simply not as well known as their running mates.  Governor George W. 
Bush was not very well known outside of Texas.  Relatively few voters can be considered 
“political junkies” who actively search for information about the candidates; most voters learn 
about the two candidates for president from whatever information they happen to encounter 
before election day.  In contemporary society, virtually no citizen learns about the candidates’ 
policy proposals, or forms impressions about the candidates’ character, from direct, face-to-face 
contact with candidates.  Political knowledge and attitudes, therefore, arise from media 
campaigns. 

Figure 1 depicts the flow of information in a presidential campaign.  Candidate messages 
and the news media are the primary sources of information (and are depicted on the left; 
information tends to flow from left to right).  Some of what the candidates say is filtered or 
interpreted by the media (arrow 1).  Candidate messages (arrow 2) and news messages (arrow 3) 
at times reach voters directly (individual voters, of course, are exposed to different amounts and 
combinations of these messages).  Both candidate (arrow 4) and news (arrow 5) messages are 
filtered and interpreted by other people, ultimately reaching voters through political discussion  
(arrow 6).1  Notice that there are multiple forms of candidate messages (e.g., television spots, 
debates) and of news messages (e.g., television news, newspapers).  There are also multiple 
instances of each (usually more than one debate, different television spots, daily newscasts or 
newspapers with different content).  Each voter encounters an individual amalgamation of 
campaign messages. 

Of course, the modern presidential campaign is an intense (and lengthening) period of 
messages from candidates, news media, and others.  Early scholars advocated the “limited 
effects” model of the mass media  in general,  and presidential campaigns specifically (see, e.g., 
Campbell, et al., 1960; Klapper, 1960; Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & Gaudet, 1944; but cf. Holbrook, 
1996; Zaller, 1996).  More recently, Lichtman (1996) declared, “Despite the hundreds of 
millions of dollars and months of media attention lavished on them, general-election campaigns 
don’t count” (p. 5).  We take the contrary position on this issue, offering evidence that general 
election campaigns are capable of influencing voters. 

 
1 This diagram does simplify matters in places.  For example, it omits messages from third parties like 

special interest groups (but of course those messages are mediated as well).  Similarly, occasionally some 
information will flow in other directions (e.g., candidates can make use of, or respond to, information initiated by 
news media; both candidates and media solicit information from voters, particularly using polls).  Nevertheless, we 
believe it is a useful model of how information reaches voters. 
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Specifically, we will employ American National Election Studies (NES) data, a national 

sample of adults, from the last six presidential campaigns to investigate the effects of campaigns 
on voters.  Other studies have used NES data to examine the effect of particular sources of 
information on voters, like newspapers, television news, television spots, debates, or political 
discussion (e.g., Brians & Wattenberg, 1996; Holbert, Benoit, Hansen, & Wen, 2003).  However, 
rather than try to identify the specific source of information, we seek only to discover changes in 
voters that occur during the course of the campaign.  These data sets are valuable because they 
represent national samples of adults and may be considered to be a set of six replications.  The 

combined N for the six campaigns we studied is 11,909. 
 

Theoretical Underpinning 
 

The Functional Theory of Political Campaign Discourse (e.g., Benoit, 1999; Benoit, 
Blaney, & Pier, 1998) argues that political campaigns help citizens decide how to vote by 
providing them with information about two topics: policy and character.  Benoit and Harthcock 
(1999) posit that policy concerns “governmental action (past, current, or future) and problems 
amenable to governmental action,” while character concerns “characteristics, traits, abilities, or 
attributes of the candidates” (p. 346).  Of course, there can be overlap between these two 
concepts (see Hacker, Zakahi, Giles, & McQuitty, 2000), but the concepts are distinct 
conceptually and content analysis reliably distinguishes campaign messages discussing the two 
topics (e.g., Benoit, 1999).  Accordingly, this study will investigate possible effects of 
presidential campaigns on policy, or issue knowledge, and character, or evaluations of the 
candidates.  We also investigate issue salience and character salience, which are measures of the 
number of issues or character traits used by voters to evaluate the candidates.  Furthermore, we 
are interested in the question of whether campaign effects are the same for different groups of 
voters (Republicans, Democrats, Independents).  We answer six specific research questions: 

RQ1. Does issue knowledge of the Republican candidate increase during the 
general election campaign? 

RQ2. Does issue knowledge of the Democratic candidate increase during the 
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general election campaign? 

RQ3. Does evaluation of the Republican candidate’s character increase during the 
general election campaign? 

RQ4. Does evaluation of the Democratic candidate’s character increase during 
the general election campaign? 

RQ5. Does issue salience increase during the general election campaign? 
RQ6. Does character salience increase during the general election campaign? 

These questions will be answered using NES data from the 1980-2000 presidential campaigns. 
 

Method 
 
Our method will be to correlate the days passed in the campaign with the level of these 

variables (more precisely, the number of days that have passed from when the NES began 
collecting data in that campaign).  If campaigns increase knowledge (or candidate evaluations, or 
salience), the correlation will be positive.  If there is no change in these variables as the 
campaign progresses, the correlation will not be significant (and negative correlations would 
mean that the campaign reduced knowledge, hurt evaluations of candidate character, or reduced 
salience).  Of course, this approach cannot identify the source of changes in these dependent 
variables.  If knowledge of the candidates’ issue position increases, that learning could come 
from news coverage, candidate speeches, debates, political advertisements, political discussion 
among voters, or other sources.  However, our purpose in this study is not to ascertain whence 
changes (if any) arise, but whether changes occur in the campaign.  We believe that if significant 
changes in the levels of these variables occur over time, some source or combination of sources 
must be responsible.  The question we take up is whether campaigns affect voters, not how or 
through which media. 

 
Dependent Variables 
 

The following dependent variables were measured in the pre-election phase for each NES 
general campaign survey. 

Issue knowledge:  Issue knowledge was the sum of items that asked respondents to place 
each candidate on a scale (most often from 1 to 7) to demonstrate the level of support they 
believe the candidate had on a particular issue.  We used only those issues where the two major 
party candidates clearly differed in their positions stated during the campaign. The number of 
items used for each level of issue knowledge varied across data sets, ranging from four items in 
1992 to nine items in 1996 (see Table 1). Responses that indicated a correct identification of a 
candidate’s stand on issues were given one point. “Correct” answers were defined as reporting 
any level of agreement with an issue for which the candidate is in favor or any level of 
disagreement with an issue for which the candidate is not in favor (for 7-point scales correct 
responses ranged from 1 to 3 or from 5 to 7, depending on the issue and the candidate). 
“Incorrect” items were given a 0. 
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Table 1:  Issue Knowledge Items by Election Campaign 
1980 defense spending 1992 defense spending 

 government services  government services/spending 
 inflation/unemployment  abortion 
 abortion  job assurance 
 income taxes   
    

1984 governmental services/spending 1996 defense spending 
 minority aid  government services/spending 
 involvement in Central America  health insurance 
 defense spending  job assurance 
 social/economic status of women  social/economic status of blacks 
 cooperation with Russian  crime 
 standard of living  environment 
   environmental regulation 
   abortion 
    

1988 governmental services/spending 2000 government services/spending 
 defense spending  defense spending 
 government-funded insurance  job assurance 
 standard of living  social/economic status of blacks 
 social/economic status of blacks  abortion 
 social/economic status of minorities  environment 
 cooperation with Russia  gun control 
   environmental regulation 

 
Character evaluation: Character evaluation was an index computed as the mean of 

responses to items that described character traits for each major party candidate. The number of 
items used for each level of character evaluation varied across data sets, ranging from six items 
in 1996 to 16 items in 1984, and included such characteristics as intelligent, compassionate, 
moral, weak, power-hungry, etc. Items were measured on 4-point response scales anchored by 
“extremely well” to “not well at all” and were recoded where necessary such that a higher value 
represents a more positive character evaluation. The alpha for character evaluation scales ranged 
from .79 (Carter in 1980) to .96 (Reagan in 1984). See Table 2. 

Issue and character salience: Each respondent was asked if they “like anything about 
(candidate’s name),” for each candidate. They were also asked if they “dislike anything about 
(candidate’s name),” for each candidate. If the respondent replied “yes,” they were probed for 
details (up to 5 mentions for each candidate).  Each detailed answer was coded such that 
mentions about issues were coded differently than mentions about character. Each issue mention 
was given a 1, then all mentions were summed across candidates for a total issue salience score.  
The same was done for character salience. 
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Grouping Variable 

 
Party identification:  NES asks respondents a series of three questions to determine 

party identification (one ID question, then two follow-ups to determine strength).  From those 
items, NES creates a summary party ID item (range = 0-6, where 0 is strong Republican and 6 is 
strong Democrat) that formed the basis of our analyses.  Zero and one were computed as 
Republicans, five to six were computed as Democrats, and three to five were computed as 
Independents. 

 
Table 2: Character Evaluation Items by Election Campaign 

1980 Moral 1992 Intelligent 
 Dishonest  Compassionate 
 Weak  Moral 
 Knowledgeable  Inspiring 
 Power-hunger  Strong leadership 
 Inspiring  Cares about people 
 Strong leadership  Knowledgeable 
     Republican ∝ = .82  Honest 
     Democrat  ∝ = .79  Gets things done 
       Republican ∝ = .90 

1984 Hard working      Democrat  ∝ = .91 
 Decent   
 Compassionate 1996 Moral 
 Commands respect  Inspiring 
 Intelligent  Strong leadership 
 Moral  Cares about people 
 Kind  Knowledgeable 
 Inspiring  Honest 
 Knowledgeable      Republican ∝ = .86 
 Sets a good example      Democrat  ∝ = .90 
 Cares about people   
 Strong leadership 2000 Moral 
 Understands people  Really cares 
 Fair  Knowledgeable 
 In touch  Strong leadership 
 Religious  Dishonest 
     Republican ∝ = .96  Intelligent 
     Democrat  ∝ = .94  Out of touch 
       Republican ∝ = .83 

1988 Intelligent      Democrat  ∝ = .83 
 Compassionate   
 Moral   
 Inspiring   
 Strong leadership   
 Decent   
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 Cares about people   

 Knowledgeable   
 Honest   
     Republican ∝ = .91   
     Democrat  ∝ = .89   
 

Control Variables 
 
 NES sampling procedures do not guarantee that respondents are randomly selected by 
time of interview. Accordingly, we controlled for age, gender, race, education, and household 
income in order to control for possible confounds with date of interview. The wording and 
measure of these items were fairly consistent across the six elections from 1980 to 2000. The 
description of these measures were taken from the 2000 NES data, but are representative from 
the earlier data sets. 

Age: Age was calculated by subtracting the year of birth from 2000.  For cases where the 
respondent refused to give year of birth or year of birth was not available in the survey variable, 
a check was made of Household listing information. If age of respondent was included in the 
Household listing, it was included. 

Gender: NES asks respondents for their sex, where 1=male and 2=female. This coding 
was maintained in our analyses. 

Race: Race was recoded as 1=white, 0=nonwhite. 
Education: Education was measured from three questions, then summarized into one 

measure. The education data used in our analyses are from the summary item. 
Income: The data for income were selected from a summary measure of household 

income. 
Results 

 
We discuss the results for each Research Question in turn. 
 

Issue Knowledge 
 

The first two research questions asked about changes in issue knowledge concerning the 
Republican and Democratic candidates during the campaign.  We want to caution that our results 
do not answer the question of whether voters were well- or poorly-informed about presidential 
candidates.  It is likely that voters came into the general campaign already possessing knowledge 
about one or both of the candidates (a possibility that seems particularly likely in years when a 
sitting president runs for re-election, as with Jimmy Carter in 1980, Ronald Reagan in 1984, 
George Bush in 1992, or Bill Clinton in 1996).  Our analyses only answer the question of 
whether knowledge increased or decreased during the course of the general campaign. 

In 2000, Independents learned about the Republican candidate, Governor George W. 
Bush, but not the Democratic candidate, Vice President Al Gore.  Neither Republicans nor 
Democrats learned significantly about either candidate.  No increase in issue knowledge 
occurred in any group of voters in 1996.  In the 1992 contest, Republicans, Democrats, and 
Independents displayed less knowledge of Bush as the campaign unfolded; Independents has less 
knowledge of Governor Bill Clinton (only). No significant changes in knowledge levels occurred 



55  Glenn Leshner, William Benoit and Gleen J. Hansen 

 
for all respondents in the 1988 and 1984 general campaigns. Finally, during 1980, no significant 
change occurred for Republicans or Democrats in their knowledge of either Governor Ronald 
Reagan or President Jimmy Carter. Independents, however, showed in an increase in knowledge 
for Carter. Levels of knowledge about Reagan did not change significantly during the 1980 
general campaign for any voters.  See Table 3. 

 
Table 3: Relationship between Issue Knowledge and Date of Interview in General 
                                                       Campaigns 
Party 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 
Republican Candidate 
Democrat 
N 

.038 
550 

.001 
709 

-.018 
634 

-.102** 
783 

.059 
585 

.030 
548 

Republican 
N 

-.010 
303 

.013 
511 

.014 
506 

-.082* 
549 

.031 
434 

.056 
385 

Independent 
N 

-.013 
481 

-.035 
671 

.052 
640 

-.069* 
843 

.064 
496 

.103** 
615 

All 
N 

.008 
1376 

-.001 
1941 

.018 
1825 

-.082*** 
2221 

.035 
1547 

.064** 
1586 

Democratic Candidate 
Democrat 
N 

.031 
550 

.057 
709 

-.016 
634 

-.026 
783 

.077 
585 

.078 
548 

Republican 
N 

.010 
303 

-.005 
511 

.062 
506 

-.051 
549 

-.003 
434 

.062 
385 

Independent 
N 

.130** 
481 

-.045 
671 

.009 
640 

-.110*** 
843 

.005 
496 

.055 
615 

All 
N 

.060* 
1376 

.012 
1941 

.019 
1825 

-.064** 
2221 

.034 
1547 

.065** 
1586 

Combined Knowledge 
Democrat 
N 

.042 
550 

.032 
709 

-.019 
634 

-.078* 
783 

.078* 
585 

.060 
548 

Republican 
N 

.000 
303 

.004 
511 

.044 
506 

-.076 
549 

-.019 
434 

.065 
385 

Independent 
N 

.066 
481 

-.048 
671 

.035 
640 

-.109** 
843 

.046 
496 

.091* 
615 

All 
N 

.039 
1376 

.007 
1941 

.021 
1825 

-.087*** 
2221 

.041 
1547 

.073** 
1586 

Note. Within each cell, data are 1) partial correlation coefficients, and 2) sample size. Each 
correlation coefficient represents the association between issue knowledge and the day during the 
campaign the respondent was interviewed, controlling for age, gender, education, race, and 
household income.  “All” N’s reflect total sample and include party responses other than those 
shown, including other parties, refusals, and don’t knows. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.  

 
Examination of Table 3 also reveals that Republican voters in these six campaigns never 

exhibited increased knowledge of Democratic candidates and Democratic voters never increased 
their knowledge of Republican candidates (although we argue next that these data are probably a 



Presidential Campaigns  56 

 
conservative estimate of the amount of issue learning that occurs during presidential campaigns). 
In one case, Democrats showed reduced knowledge of the Republican candidate: Bush in 1992. 
It is quite possible that partisans pay less attention to messages from (or about) the other party’s 
candidate. 

Looking at all three groups of voters (but not considering the analyses using all voters) 
for issue knowledge about the Democratic and Republican candidates, we find 5 of 36 
correlations significant (14%).  However, as just suggested we suspect more learning occurs than 
these data indicate; our results are limited by the questions asked in the NES surveys.  NES tends 
to ask about the same issues each campaign (presumably to provide longitudinal consistency) 
even though the issues discussed in the campaign vary.  For example, the NES did not ask any 
issue knowledge questions about education in 2000.  However, content analysis of campaign 
issues revealed that in the general election, education was the most frequently discussed issue in 
Bush’s television spots and third most frequent in Gore’s ads; education was the second most 
frequent topic for Gore in the debates and third most frequent issue for Bush (Benoit, McHale, 
Hansen, Pier, & McGuire, in press).  Thus, we consider these NES variables to provide a 
conservative estimate of the amount of issue learning because the questions, while pertinent, 
were not specifically designed to measure learning from topics most frequently discussed in 
campaign messages. 

 
Character Evaluation 
 

Research questions three and four concerned evaluations of the Republican and 
Democratic candidates’ character.  Just as many voters probably come into the general campaign 
with some level of issue knowledge, many voters presumably had some impression or evaluation 
of the two main candidates at the beginning of the presidential campaign.  Again, we 
investigated whether these evaluations change during the course of the Fall campaign.  In the two 
most recent campaigns no change in character evaluation occurred for any group.  Neither 
Democrats nor Republicans substantially altered their evaluations of Bush in 1992, but 
Independents’ evaluations of the President became more negative.  Democrats’ evaluation of 
their nominee in 1988, Governor Michael Dukakis, became more negative during the campaign.  
No significant change in evaluation of Dukakis occurred for Republicans or Independents.  
Evaluations of Bush did not change during the 1988 general campaign.  No significant change 
for any group of voters in 1984 was detected for Reagan’s or Senator Walter Mondale’s 
character.  Similarly, in 1980 no significant change in character evaluation was detected for any 
group of voters’ evaluation of both Reagan and Carter.  These data are displayed in Table 4. 

If we consider only the three groups of voters (not the analyses of all voters), character 
evaluation showed significant changes in only 2 of 36 correlations (6%), which could mean that 
these results are due to chance.  Unfortunately, we do not know the frequency with which 
campaign messages discussed the specific traits asked about in the NES surveys, so we do not 
know whether these data should be considered a conservative estimate of changes in candidate 
evaluations (as we argued for issue knowledge).  However, it appears that campaigns may exert 
less influence on character evaluations than on issue learning—i.e., it may be more likely that 
voters acquire new information than change their attitudes about the candidates’ character. 
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Table 4:  Relationship between Character Evaluation and Date of Interview in General  
Campaigns 

Party 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 
Republican Candidate 
Democrat 
N 

-.002 
535 

.004 
626 

-.019 
631 

.003 
783 

-.057 
579 

-.061 
538 

Republican 
N 

.063 
301 

-.028 
462 

-.083 
506 

.009 
549 

-.066 
429 

.027 
379 

Independent 
N 

.014 
473 

-.030 
592 

.008 
640 

-.067* 
940 

.040 
490 

.004 
606 

All 
N 

.012 
1342 

-.022 
1722 

-.029 
1812 

-.023 
2221 

-.024 
1528 

-.021 
1556 

Democratic Candidate 
Democrat 
N 

.039 
542 

.011 
618 

-.100* 
626 

.086* 
776 

.002 
585 

-.024 
545 

Republican 
N 

.041 
301 

.045 
456 

-.062 
499 

-.023 
549 

.026 
434 

-.040 
379 

Independent 
N 

-.054 
476 

-.033 
576 

-.013 
621 

.015 
833 

-.088 
495 

-.016 
602 

All 
N 
 

.007 
1352 

.012 
1692 

-.051* 
1766 

.026 
2201 

-.021 
1547 

-.018 
1560 

Note. Within each cell, data are 1) partial correlation coefficients, and 2) sample size. Each 
correlation coefficient represents the association between issue knowledge and the day during the 
campaign the respondent was interviewed, controlling for age, gender, education, race, and 
household income. “All” N’s reflect total sample and include party responses other than those 
shown, including other parties, refusals, and don’t knows.  * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. 

 
Issue Salience 
 

As with knowledge and character evaluation, we assume that voters enter the general 
election with some level of issue salience (RQ5).  There was no significant change in issue 
salience for any group in 1996 or 2000.  In 1992, Democrats showed increased issue salience as 
the general campaign progressed, but Republicans showed decreased issue salience. There was 
no difference for Independents.  Democrats and Republicans increased issue salience during the 
1988 campaign. No significant change in issue salience was found for any group of voters in 
1980 and 1984.  See Table 5. 

A closer look at Table 5 reveals that, if we look just at the results for the three groups of 
voters, 4 of 18 correlations are significant (22%), and occurred only in 1988 and 1992.  This 
could mean that campaigns, under some circumstances, could have a priming effect, altering 
(increasing the number) of issues that are salient when voters evaluate Republican and 
Democratic candidates for president. 
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Table 5:  Relationship between Issue Salience and Date of Interview in General Campaigns 
 

Party 
 

1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 

Democrat 
N 

-.051 
550 

.062 
721 

.099** 
634 

.092** 
783 

.056 
585 

-.022 
548 

Republican 
N 

.064 
303 

-.060 
515 

.137*** 
506 

-.101** 
549 

.057 
434 

.032 
385 

Independent 
N 

.047 
481 

.049 
680 

.068 
640 

-.021 
843 

-.027 
497 

.026 
615 

All 
N 

.053* 
1376 

.028 
1974 

.101*** 
1825 

-.005 
2221 

.030 
1547 

.014 
1586 
 

Note. Within each cell, data are 1) partial correlation coefficients, and 2) sample size. Each 
correlation coefficient represents the association between issue knowledge and the day during the 
campaign the respondent was interviewed, controlling for age, gender, education, race, and 
household income. “All” N’s reflect total sample and include party responses other than those 
shown, including other parties, refusals, and don’t knows. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. 

 
Character Salience 
 

The final research question addressed character salience.  Once again, we take for granted 
the fact that voters will have some level of character salience when the general election 
campaign commences.  In five campaigns (1980, 1988-2000) there was no significant change in 
character salience for any of the three groups of voters during the campaign.  In 1984, 
independents increased character salience, but not Republicans or Democrats.  See Table 6. 

 
Table 6: Relationship between Character Salience and Date of Interview in General 

Campaigns 
Party 
 

1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 

Democrat 
N 

.010 
550 

.065 
721 

-.019 
634 

.027 
783 

-.072 
585 

.002 
548 

Republican 
N 

-.061 
303 

-.001 
515 

.053 
506 

.077 
549 

-.022 
434 

.022 
385 

Independent 
N 

.008 
481 

.075* 
680 

.012 
640 

.061 
843 

-.010 
497 

.069 
615 

All 
N 
 

-.011 
1376 

.053* 
1974 

.009 
1825 

.057** 
2221 

-.034 
1547 

.028 
1586 

Note. Within each cell, data are 1) partial correlation coefficients, and 2) sample size. Each 
correlation coefficient represents the association between issue knowledge and the day during the 
campaign the respondent was interviewed, controlling for age, gender, education, race, and 
household income.  “All” N’s reflect total sample and include party responses other than those 
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shown, including other parties, refusals, and don’t knows. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.  

 
We looked to see how common effects on character salience were in these six elections.  

Considering only the three groups of voters, only 1 of 18 correlations was significant (6%, at 
chance level).  Lack of effects on character salience may well be consistent with few changes in 
candidate evaluations. 

 
Implications 

 
Although our design does not permit us to identify the source of these effects (e.g., 

television news, newspapers, televised debates, televised advertisements), we can safely assume 
that these are effects of the campaign.  It is unreasonable to assume that increases in knowledge 
or changes in candidate evaluation would occur sui generis.  Given the fact that virtually no one 
today learns about candidates’ policy proposals, or forms impressions of candidates, from direct 
face-to-face contact with candidates, changes surely must arise from some aspect of the 
campaign. 

First, these data show that campaigns can increase, decrease, or have no significant effect 
on a variety of variables.  For example, Independents had more knowledge of Bush’s issue 
positions in 2000.  However, there was no change in issue knowledge for either Dole or Clinton 
during the 1996 campaign.  Issue knowledge among Democrats and Republicans actually 
decreased in 1992 (suggesting that, intentionally or not, some campaign messages may have 
been misleading).  Nor do other variables reveal a consistent pattern of effects.  Similarly, in 
Therefore, presidential campaigns appear capable of influencing all of these variables; when 
effects occur the variable can increase or decrease, and campaigns will not necessarily have 
these effects.  Another way to look at this is that each campaign is unique, influencing some 
variables but not all, and not always influencing variables in the same direction. 

Second, particularly if our argument that the NES data provide a conservative estimate of 
the amount of issue learning in presidential campaign is correct, then there appears to be more 
effects on issue learning and issue salience (policy) than on character evaluation or character 
salience.  Nine of 54 policy correlations (11%) were significant, but only 3 of 54 character 
correlations were significant (6%; again, barely more than what might be expected by chance).  
Content analysis has shown that at the presidential level, candidate messages discuss policy more 
than character (Benoit, Blaney, & Pier, 1998; Benoit, et al., in press).  Furthermore, public 
opinion poll data from 1980-2000 show that a larger group of voters consider policy, not 
character, to be the most important determinant of their vote for president (see Table 7).  This 
could mean that they pay more attention to discussions of policy than character during the 
campaign. Benoit (2003) provided data from 1948-2000 encompassing primary and general 
television spots and debates as well as nominating convention acceptance addresses, that 
candidates who discuss policy more (and character less) than their opponent are significantly 
more likely to win the election (or the nomination in a primary campaign).  We believe that 
policy is more important to voters than character and it makes sense, both because voters 
consider policy more important and because candidates discuss it more frequently, for more 
campaign effects to occur with policy than character. 
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Table 7:  Most Important Determinant of Presidential Vote 
Campaign Policy Character Poll 
2000 90% 8% Princeton Survey Research Associates 10/7-11/99 
1996 65% 27% NBC/Wall Street Journal, 10/19-22/96 
1992 143%* 16% Harris Poll, 11/3/92 
1988 59%  16% USA Today, 1/21-28/88 
1984 87%  7% LA Times, 2/4-9/84 
1980 59% 34% LA Times, 10/5-9/80 
Note. *Respondents were allowed to pick the two most important factors in this poll. 
“Don’t know” and “unsure” responses also occurred. 
 
All polls obtained from Lexis/Nexis Academic Universe on-line.      

Third, our data make it plain that campaigns may influence one variable but not others.  
For example, Independents learned about the Democratic candidate in 1980 and the Republican 
candidate in 2000, but there was no change in any of the other variables we studied for 
Independents in either campaign.  The fact that a campaign influences one variable does not 
mean it can be assumed to influence other variables. 

A fourth implication is the fact that these campaigns often have different effects on 
different groups of voters.  For example, in 1988, issue salience increased for Republicans and 
Democrats but was unchanged for Independents.  Similarly, issue knowledge about George 
Bush, Jr. increased in 2000 for Independent voters but not for Republicans and Democrats.  In 
fact, these data make it clear that when campaigns do have effects on voters, those effects are 
unlikely to be experienced by all voters.  In no case out of 36 possibilities (6 DVs, 6 elections) 
was there a significant effect on a dependent variable for all three groups of voters. 

Up until this point we have not discussed the analyses for All voters.  Notice that had we 
not analyzed the data for each group separately, our results could have been misleading in 
important ways.  For example, in 1980, there is a significant correlation among all voters of 
knowledge of Jimmy Carter.  However, there is no significant correlation for Democrats or 
Republicans; Independents (with an r of .13; r for all voters .06) appear to account for most of 
this relationship.  Nor can this be attributed to n (the n for all voters is 1376; n for each group of 
voters is obviously smaller).  The rs for Democrats (0.031) and Republicans (0.010) would not 
be significant even if the n for either group had been 1376.  On the other hand, the correlation for 
all voters for character evaluation of Bush in 1992 is not significant (r=-0.23) but the correlation 
for Independents was significant.  Similarly, in 1992 the correlation for issue salience for all 
voters was not significant at –0.005, but this masked the existence of both a significant negative 
correlation among Republicans and a significant positive correlation among Democrats.  So, 
conducting our analyses on all voters, rather than on each group of voters separately, could have 
led to both Type 1 and Type 2 errors. 

Of course, the idea that different audiences can react differently to media messages is 
hardly news.  However, this study provides clear evidence that it can be a mistake to assume that 
what we know about all voters is necessarily true of salient groups of voters.  One implication of 
these data is that researchers studying the effects of political campaign messages would be well 
advised to check to see if results—both significant as well as non-significant results—for voters 
generally also hold true for voters with different political party affiliations. 
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Conclusion 

 Using national surveys of adult voters during the presidential elections from 1980-2000 
(NES), we investigated the effects of campaigns on voter knowledge and attitudes.  Voters are 
capable of being influenced on several variables: issue knowledge, issue salience, character 
evaluations, and character salience. Again, this analysis does not report total knowledge gain -- 
some voters surely had knowledge (from primary, of incumbent, even of challenger) before NES 
started collecting data in the fall. Also, NES scores should be considered conservative estimates 
of knowledge because items were not optimized to measure issues discussed in the campaign.  

It also appears that campaigns can have negative effects, misinforming voters and 
reducing evaluations of candidates’ character as well.  This study also suggests that campaigns 
appear to be more likely to influence issue knowledge and issue salience than character 
evaluations or character salience (perhaps because a majority of voters indicate that their vote for 
president is based more on policy than character grounds).  We also provide evidence that voters 
with different political party affiliations react differently to campaigns.  Insignificant effects with 
all voters (combined) may mask significant effects for some groups of voters; significant results 
for all voters many not translate into significant effects for key groups of voters. Clearly, 
presidential campaigns are capable of influencing voters on a number of variables, but the nature 
of this influence appears to be rather complex. 
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Abstract 

 
This study involved a content analysis of sportsmanship messages that a sample of 

coaches, parents, and officials associated with youth athletics provided. Data were collected via 
highly structured interviews conducted before, after, and during youth soccer games. Results 
indicated that 9 different types of sportsmanship messages were provided to varying degrees and 
that the most prevalent types of messages offered were those that concerned enjoyment of the 
sport, respect and concern for opponents, and respect and concern for team/teammates. 
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Collective action is at the core of organized societies and competition is a focal point of 
capitalism. Youth athletics is an arena whereby children and adolescents are socialized about 
how collective action and competition concurrently occur in order to reach social goals 
(Bredemeier, 1994), a place where Horrocks (1980, p. 212) suggested “the joy of success and the 
disappointment of failure are often mutually realized.” Within the athletic context the nexus of 
these socializing forces emerges in talk about sportsmanship.1 

Everyday children and adolescents engage in athletic endeavors at varying levels of 
competition. An underlying premise of such activity is that athletes enact sportsmanship-like 
behavior within the athletic context. People involved with athletics as officials, coaches, athletes, 
or spectators would agree that sportsmanship is a fundamental and necessary component of 
athletic competition. However, there could be and likely is considerable variation in what sport 
participants believe constitutes sportsmanship. 

Researchers have demonstrated that sportsmanship relates to the development of moral 
reasoning and social skills related to conflict resolution, leadership, and group interaction 
(Bredemeier, 1994; Horrocks, 1980; Sharpe, Brown, & Crider, 1995). In addition, educational 
scholars have argued for the benefits of integrating sportsmanship concepts into educational 
curricula and have warned against allowing a win-at-all-costs orientation to govern youth 
athletics (Horrocks, 1980; Spencer, 1996; Vail, 1997). These findings and suggestions illuminate 
the importance of sportsmanship as a valuable construct not only within the athletic context, but 
also within the broader social context. 

The concept of sportsmanship is tied intimately to communication (Horrocks, 1980; 
Vallerand, Deshailes, Cuerrier, Briere, & Pelletier, 1996; Vallerand, Deshailes, & Cuerrier, 
1997). Horrocks (1980) suggested that physical educators who encourage children to share and 
take turns during play and that coaches who remind players to treat visiting team members with 
courtesy and respect foster and facilitate sportsmanship. This fostering of sportsmanship is 
inherently communicative, enacted through the communicative acts of encouraging and 
reminding. Conversely, Vail (1997) noted that coaches resort to unsportsmanlike tactics when 
coaches encourage athletes to play hurt, verbally abuse and humiliate players, and defend or 
protect team members who cheat. Kassing and Infante (1999) found that coaches’ 
communication related to athletes’ self-reported tendencies to enact sportsmanship behaviors. 
Clearly communication plays a critical role in shaping understandings of sportsmanship 
behavior. 

Researchers have noted a lack of consistency concerning conceptualizations of 
sportsmanship, but have recognized the pervasive and fundamental role that social contexts plays 
in sportsmanship behavior (Vallerand et. al, 1996, 1997). Vallerand et al. (1996) suggested that 
sportsmanship definitions included ideas related to general attitudes toward sport, ethical norms 
within athletic contexts, positive social interaction related to game play, and moral reasoning in 
light of constraints related to success. However, they also pointed out that amid this variability 

 
1 Although the authors intend to use the term sportsmanship in a gender-neutral fashion, 

we recognize that some readers may perceive the term sportsmanship to be gendered. However, 
we do not feel a suitable alternative exists in popular vernacular that captures the nature of the 
construct well (e.g., sportspersonship, unsporting conduct). 
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children develop consensual agreement regarding the nature of sportsmanship through repeated 
interaction in athletic contexts with coaches, officials, parents, other adults, and peers (Vallerand 
et al., 1996). 

Thus, there is evidence to suggest that variability and consensus exist with regard to how 
people conceive of and understand sportsmanship. To better understand the variable ideas that 
come to constitute consensual understanding of sportsmanship for youth athletes we posed the 
following research question: 

RQ1: What types of sportsmanship messages are provided to youth soccer players? 
Coaches are frequently identified as role models for youth athletes (Horrocks, 1980; 

Spencer, 1996; Vail, 1997; Wolff, 1993), as are parents and spectators (Wolff, 1993). In 
addition, officials serve as adult participants that also influence the enactment of sportsmanship 
in athletic competitions. Thus, sportsmanship messages generated by coaches, parents, and 
officials associated with youth sports were the focus of the current research2. 

The media have portrayed soccer as less of an American sport than baseball, American 
football, basketball, and hockey (Delgado, 1997). However, the popularity of youth soccer is 
formidable and often recognized as the most popular organized youth sport. Many children have 
the opportunity to play soccer at young ages and to continue playing throughout adolescence at 
potentially increasing levels of competitiveness (i.e., on select teams). For these reasons and 
because this was an exploratory effort to decipher initial conceptions of sportsmanship soccer 
represented an ideal sport on which to focus. 

Method 
 
Participants 
 
 Seventy-two adults who resided in a large metropolitan area of the Southwest that were 
associated with youth soccer as coaches, officials, or parents participated in this study. The age 
of participants ranged from 18 to 49 (M = 43.37, SD = 9.42). Sixty-two percent of the 
respondents were male, whereas 38% were female. Fifty-six percent of the respondents identified 
themselves as parents, 26% as officials, and 18% as coaches.3 The number of years involved 
with youth athletics ranged from 1 to 35 (M = 11.64, SD = 7.40). Twenty-four percent of the 
participants reported that they were involved with boys’ soccer, 19% with girls’ soccer, and 57% 
with both. 

 
2 Although the authors intend to use the term sportsmanship in a gender-neutral fashion, 

we recognize that some readers may perceive the term sportsmanship to be gendered. However, 
we do not feel a suitable alternative exists in popular vernacular that captures the nature of the 
construct well (e.g., sportspersonship, unsporting conduct). 

 
3 Although the authors intend to use the term sportsmanship in a gender-neutral fashion, 

we recognize that some readers may perceive the term sportsmanship to be gendered. However, 
we do not feel a suitable alternative exists in popular vernacular that captures the nature of the 
construct well (e.g., sportspersonship, unsporting conduct). 
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Data Collection Procedure 
 
Respondents participated in highly-structured interviews before, during, or after soccer 

games that they were attending. Respondents were provided with a cover letter that requested 
their participation in a brief interview about youth sports and that described the research purpose. 
The cover letter stated that the researchers were interested in learning about sportsmanship; 
however, sportsmanship was not defined for respondents. Investigators asked respondents to 
“provide three statements that they would communicate to youth athletes concerning 
sportsmanship”. Messages respondents provided were written down verbatim. Respondents were 
then asked a set of demographic questions about themselves and about the level and duration of 
their involvement with youth soccer. 
 
Coding Procedure 

 
Some participants provided more than the requested three statements, whereas others 

provided fewer. Furthermore, some participants provided messages that clearly were not related 
to sportsmanship (e.g., “there are no favorites among the team-should be judged on ability,” “you 
can’t say abusive things to children, must be positive, cannot be negative”). These messages 
were excluded from the analysis. In total, then, 264 messages were subjected to content analysis. 

A coding scheme was created specifically for this project. Using content categories that 
were previously acknowledged in the literature (Vallerand et al., 1996) and information available 
in both youth and professional soccer association manuals a seven-category coding scheme was 
derived. The initial coding scheme for this project contained the following categories: (a) 
commitment to participate (reflected playing hard, playing well, and competing at the highest 
level of one’s ability); (b) enjoyment of the sport (involved having fun, enjoying the game, not 
focussing on winning or losing, and avoiding a win-at-all-costs attitude); (c) respect/concern for 
rules (referred to playing fair, playing by the rules, and refraining from cheating); (d) 
respect/concern for officials/coaches (referred to respecting official’s calls, deferring to 
authority, not arguing with officials or coaches); (e) respect/concern for opponents (referred to 
avoiding trash talk and intentional physical harm to opponents, treating opponents with respect 
and congratulating opponents); (f) respect/concern for team/teammates (referred to encouraging, 
supporting, respecting teammates, avoiding criticism of teammates); and (g) other (messages that 
did not fit clearly fit into one of the other categories). 

Upon completion of the coding process reevaluation of the other category revealed three 
emergent categories. The emergent categories were: (a) role modeling (concerned choosing role 
models carefully); (b) composure (referred to maintaining composure and self-control); and (c) 
general directives (included general comments about how to approach athletic competition and 
how athletic competition related more broadly to life experience). 

All messages were coded independently by two trained coders. Coders were provided 
with descriptions of the content categories in the initial coding scheme and were asked to code a 
portion of messages, which were not included in the research sample. This procedure served to 
familiarize coders with the coding scheme. The principal investigator answered coders’ questions 
and clarified content categories as necessary. Each coder then independently coded all messages 
contained in the sample. Percentage agreement between coders was .86. Coding differences were 
resolved through discussion until consensus was reached. 
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Results 

 
The coding process revealed that nine types of messages were provided (N = 264). The 

greatest proportion of messages offered by respondents (n = 62, 23.48%) concerned enjoyment 
of the sport. These messages referred to the idea of having fun, enjoying the game, not focussing 
on winning or losing, and avoiding a win-at-all-costs attitude. Examples included: “it’s a sport 
before it’s a contest, enjoy the game,” “winning isn’t everything—more important how you 
play,” “enjoyment should come first,” and “be happy win or lose.” 

The next largest proportion of messages provided by respondents concerned respect and 
concern for opponents (n = 45, 17.04%) and respect/concern for team/teammates (n = 43, 
16.29%). Respect and concern for opponents messages referred to avoiding trash talk and 
intentional physical harm to opponents, treating opponents with respect and congratulating 
opponents. Examples included: “don’t be obnoxious to the other team because they won,” 
“modesty, don’t rub it in when you win,” “always treat opponents as you would like to be 
treated,” “after the game congratulate the opponent,” and “trash talk should not be tolerated.” 
Respect/concern for team/teammates messages referred to encouraging, supporting and 
respecting teammates as well as avoiding criticism of teammates. Examples included: “learn to 
interact appropriately with other team members, combined group effort,” “always treat your 
teammates with respect,” “encourage your teammates to do better, to improve,” “encourage your 
teammates, don’t badmouth your teammates,” and “support each other, be encouraging of your 
teammates.” 

Commitment to participate messages which referred to playing hard, playing well, and 
competing at the highest level of one’s ability accounted for 13.64% (n = 36) of the messages 
offered. Examples of commitment to participate messages included: “try your best,” “play hard,” 
“dedication and commitment, show up, work hard, do what it takes, give effort,” and “master the 
skills of the game and play the best you can.”  

Twenty-eight messages (10.60%) were coded as respect and concern for rules messages. 
These messages captured ideas related to playing fair, playing by the rules, and refraining from 
cheating. Examples of respect/concern for the rules messages included: “play fair, play by the 
rules, avoid cheating,” “respect the integrity of the game,” “play a clean game,” and “stay within 
the rules.” 

Of the original seven categories considered, the smallest proportion of messages provided 
by respondents were those messages that related to respect/concern for officials/coaches (n = 17, 
6.44%). Respect/concern for officials/coaches messages referred to respecting official’s calls, 
deferring to authority, and not arguing with officials or coaches. Examples included: “listen to 
and follow the instructions of coaches,” “should not abuse or question referees,” “respect for the 
officials decision, won’t be changed once it is called,” and “officials do their best, respect 
officials.” 

The remaining messages (n = 33, 12.51%) were originally coded as “other.” Further 
examination of this category revealed three additional message types: role modeling (n = 4, 
1.52%), composure (n = 9, 3.41%), and general directives (n = 20, 7.58%). Role modeling 
messages referred to choosing sports role models carefully (e.g., “do not model parent’s 
inappropriate behavior,” “don’t use fans as a barometer of what sportsmanship should be, pick 
appropriate role models for sportsmanship”). Composure messages referred to maintaining 
composure and self-control (e.g., “make a wise choice in reacting to situations and controlling 
yourself because the consequences can be severe,” “keeping your cool, take negative energy and 
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focus it in a positive way,” “maintain your composure”). Lastly, general directives messages 
referred to general comments about how to approach athletic competition and how athletics 
should relate more broadly to life experience (e.g., “learn to be a good sport as a youth, 
something to build on as an adult, life lessons,” “competition is a learning tool, use lessons later 
in life,” “set a positive example by your actions”). 

 
Discussion 

  
The multiplicity and variety of messages provided by respondents in this study support 

the contention that sportsmanship is a multidimensional construct that is socially constructed 
(Vallerand et al., 1996). Results revealed that potentially nine different types of sportsmanship 
messages are being provided to youth athletes. These messages incorporate a collection of issues 
related to athletic participation that include: being well prepared to participate, maintaining one’s 
composure, playing fairly, and respecting officials, coaches, opponents, and teammates reflecting 
previous conceptualizations of sportsmanship behavior (Vallerand et. al, 1996). In addition, 
messages also captured ideas not previously recognized as potential factors contributing to 
conceptualizations of sportsmanship. These related to enjoying oneself, choosing role models 
carefully, and learning about life through the activity of sport. These additional components of 
sportsmanship reflect respondents’ efforts to provide wisdom about how to address the inherent 
tension between competition and cooperation that exists within athletic competitions 
(Bredemeier, 1994; Horrocks, 1980). It appears that parents, coaches, and officials attempt to do 
so by referencing the extra-athletic value of participation (i.e., the benefits derived from 
participation in general versus in a particular or specific competition). 
 An apparent paradox exists within the types of messages provided. Commitment to 
participate messages reflect a “play to win” orientation, whereas enjoyment of the sport 
messages reflect a “play to have fun” orientation. An ardent commitment to participate and 
excel, results in competitiveness, which is prized in a society that likes winners (Vail, 1997). Our 
societal focus on winning is strong and often profit-driven. In professional sports organizations 
winning translates to profits. In other businesses “team” and “winning” metaphors play a crucial 
role in organizational success. In this respect receipt of “playing to win” messages prepares 
youth athletes for challenges they will face later in life. However, many critics of youth athletics 
argue that too much pressure is placed upon youth athletes to win and call for a more balanced 
attitude that encourages a “play for the enjoyment of the sport” perspective (Vail, 1997; Wolff, 
1993). Although playing to win and playing for fun may appear diametrically opposed, both 
messages were provided with regularity in this study suggesting that these perspectives can co-
exist. The challenge is to create an environment where the process of working hard is as valued 
as the product of a specific achievement, winning. These ends need not be mutually exclusive. 
 The current study represents an initial attempt to decipher from a communication 
standpoint the multidimensional nature of sportsmanship. The study was intended to be 
exploratory and to that end is limited in several ways. The current research is limited by a small 
and regional sample, as well as by the examination of a single team sport. Future research should 
consider if the multiplicity of sportsmanship messages revealed in this study is apparent when 
various other sports as well as individual (vs. team) sports are considered and when different 
levels of competition are considered. Additionally, it would be interesting to consider cultural 
conceptions of sportsmanship to determine if collective consensus about what constitutes 
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sportsmanship is similar or different than what was revealed in the U.S. sample solicited for this 
research. 

Sport brings diverse people together as participants and as spectators in an organized 
setting where societal values such as showing respect and dignity for others, recognizing and 
adhering to prescribed rules, and displaying deference to authority figures are portrayed. The 
current research demonstrates that communication is vital to the enactment of this endeavor. 
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