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Public opinion often depends on how elites choose to frame issues. For example, citizens’
opinions about a Ku Klux Klan rally may depend on whether elites frame the event as
a free-speech issue or a public safety issue. Past research has focused largely on documenting
the size of framing effects in uncontested settings. By contrast, there has been little research
on framing in competitive environments in which individuals receive multiple frames representing alternative positions on an issue. We take an initial step toward understanding
how frames work in competitive environments by integrating research on attitude structure
and persuasion. Our theory of framing identifies the key individual and contextual parameters that determine which of many competing frames will have an effect on public opinion.
doi:10.1111/j.1460-2466.2006.00331.x

In fall 1999, the Brooklyn Museum of Art opened an exhibit called ‘‘Sensation.’’ The
works by young British artists included a self-replica bust constructed from nine
pints of the artist’s own frozen blood, a sculpture that incorporated a dead animal in
formaldehyde, and, most notably, a painting of a black Madonna festooned with
elephant dung and pornographic pictures. Not everyone regarded these works to
be ‘‘art.’’ New York Mayor Rudolph Giuliani found the exhibit ‘‘disgusting’’ and
denounced the Madonna portrayal as being ‘‘anti-Catholic’’ (Herszenhorn, 1999,
p. A1). So angered was Giuliani that he took steps to withdraw public funding for
the museum (which totaled over $7 million a year) and evict the museum from
the city-owned building it occupied. Giuliani declared that government was entitled
to regulate distribution of taxpayer dollars for cultural events (particularly those
housed in publicly owned buildings); he opposed using public money to support
an exhibit that was so offensive to general tastes.
As Giuliani publicly disparaged the museum while entertaining a possible run for
the U.S. Senate, representatives of the museum and general art community remained
surprisingly mute. New York Times reporter, Michael Kimmelman, noted the consequence of this asymmetry: ‘‘There is always a moment when the terms of public
debate are framed. For nearly a week . the Mayor had been allowed to frame the
current issue almost by himself, an extraordinary gift to a politician’’ (1999, p. B5).
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The museum finally joined the fray when it filed a lawsuit defending its First
Amendment right to free expression. Two opposing frames now competed to define
the controversy: the artists’ free-speech rights versus the right of government to
control its public finances and tax dollars. David Strauss, a University of Chicago
law professor, described the dispute as ‘‘a black hole of First Amendment law. No one
really knows how to think about it, including the Supreme Court Justices’’ (Glaberson,
1999, p. B12). Nearly 6 months later, the two sides settled out of court, with the
Museum ostensibly prevailing as it retained its budget and building.
As the controversy over the Sensation exhibit illustrates, virtually all public
debates involve competition between contending parties to establish the meaning
and interpretation of issues. When citizens engage an issue—be it social security,
foreign aid, a hate-group rally, affirmative action, or the use of public funds for art—
they must grapple with opposing frames that are intended by opinion leaders to
influence public preferences.
Surprisingly, social scientists have little to say about which of many competing
frames (e.g., free speech, allocation of public funds, the right to oversee tenants in
public buildings) will shape public opinion. Sniderman and Theriault (2004, pp.
141–142) explain that ‘‘framing studies . have neglected the fact that frames are
themselves contestable. They have instead restricted attention to situations in which
citizens are artificially sequestered, restricted to hearing only one way of thinking
about a political issue’’ (also see Entman, 1993; Riker, 1995; Wittman, 1995).
Our goal in this paper is to further understanding of how opinion formation
works in competitive mass communication (framing) environments. After situating
our inquiry in the literature on framing and public opinion, we develop a typology of
competitive contexts and show that most studies of framing effects have restricted
their examination to one-sided communications. We then propose a new standard
based on a control group for assessing the magnitude of framing effects when
studying competing frames. Next, we present a theory that identifies the psychological processes and contextual factors that determine which frames will have
the greatest impact on public opinion. We conclude by deriving testable propositions from our theory and discussing the relevance of our theory for other types of
media effects.
Framing research

Communication scholars and political scientists generally use the term ‘‘frame’’ in
two ways (Druckman, 2001c; Scheufele, 1999). First, a frame in communication or a
media frame refers to the words, images, phrases, and presentation styles that a
speaker (e.g., a politician, a media outlet) uses when relaying information about
an issue or event to an audience (Gamson & Modigliani, 1987, 1989). The chosen
frame reveals what the speaker sees as relevant to the topic at hand. For example, in
the Brooklyn Museum case, the city’s counsel focused on the prerogative of government to withdraw funding on the basis of artistic content: ‘‘The city’s view of art is
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that it’s totally inappropriate . because of the nature of the art itself . the actual
upsetting, violent, disgusting view of some of these paintings, they shouldn’t be
supported by taxpayer money’’ (Koromvokis, 1999).
Second, a frame in thought or an individual frame refers to an individual’s cognitive understanding of a given situation (e.g., Goffman, 1974). Unlike frames in
communication, which reflect a speaker’s emphasis, frames in thought refer to what
an audience member believes to be the most salient aspect of an issue. An individual
who felt the Brooklyn Museum had a First Amendment right to choose its exhibitions would be in a ‘‘free-speech frame of mind.’’
Scheufele (1999) synthesizes a quarter-century of framing research by identifying
four processes: (a) ‘‘frame building,’’ which focuses on the dynamics of how speakers, such as media outlets, choose specific frames in communication; (b) ‘‘frame
setting,’’ which concerns the influence of frames in communication on frames in
thought, and the precise psychological processes at work; (c) ‘‘individual-level effects
of frames,’’ which refers to the impact of frames in thought on subsequent behaviors
or attitudes; and (d) ‘‘journalists as audiences,’’ which looks at how citizens’ actions
affect the initial frame-building process (also see D’Angelo, 2002; Scheufele, 2004).
The role of multiple competing frames in each of these processes has gone largely
unexplored. For example, how do journalists decide which of their audience’s frames
to incorporate in the frame-building process? What is the influence of competing
journalists and politicians on these choices? Although these are important questions,
our focus here is on how the presence of multiple competing frames in mass communication—a defining element of most political contexts—affect the audience’s
frames and, in turn, their attitudes (i.e., we focus on frame setting and individuallevel effects; these two processes are often called an emphasis framing effect; see
Druckman, 2001c).1
Our focus on competitive framing effects also means that we do not explicitly
address priming (issue salience) and agenda-setting effects. That said, to the best of
our knowledge, work on these related effects also have paid little or no attention to
competitive situations. We thus believe our general framework ultimately could be
extended to studies of priming and agenda setting.
What determines the public’s preference for one frame over another? Past work
provides little insight into this question. The typical framing-effect study is an
experiment that employs a one-sided design in which individuals are randomly
assigned to receive one of two or more alternative representations of an issue. For
example, in studies of people’s willingness to allow hate groups such as the Ku Klux
Klan (KKK) to conduct a rally, the issue is construed either as a matter of free speech
or as a threat to public safety, and the relevant comparison is the difference of
opinion between individuals in the two conditions (Druckman, 2001b; Nelson,
Clawson, & Oxley, 1997; Sniderman & Theriault, 2004). If this approach were used
to study the main competing frames in the Sensation controversy, individuals would
receive either the city’s argument for regulating cultural content or the Museum’s
First Amendment defense of its exhibit before being asked to choose sides.
Journal of Communication 57 (2007) 99–118 ª 2007 International Communication Association
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Most one-sided studies have found that contrasting frames have a statistically
significant impact when compared to one another. For instance, individuals exposed
to the free-speech frame are significantly more willing to allow Klansmen to stage
a rally than individuals who receive the public safety frame. This research therefore
suggests that if one side can establish the relevant terms of debate over an issue, it can
successfully persuade individuals to support its position.
But politics is typically competitive, fought between parties or ideological factions, and issues that are debated are framed in opposing terms. Individuals receive
multiple frames with varying frequencies. In one of the few experiments that has
tested the effect of simultaneous exposure to opposing frames, Sniderman and
Theriault (2004) found that individuals favored the frame that was consistent with
their values. On the hate-group issue, when individuals were exposed to both the
free-speech and public safety frames, those who placed a higher priority on freedom
than law and order were inclined to be tolerant, but those who subscribed more
strongly to law and order tended to be intolerant. Sniderman and Theriault concluded that framing might be less influential in politics than experimental studies
have suggested because competing frames may cancel each other and fail to move
public opinion (however, see Brewer & Gross, 2005).
Although competition likely improves the odds that citizens will resist framing
strategies—as Sniderman and Theriault suggest—it does not guarantee that the
opposing sides will be equal combatants or that audiences will receive equal and
simultaneous exposure to equally persuasive alternative frames. Pan and Kosicki
(2001, p. 45) aptly state, ‘‘Resources are not distributed equally. Actors strategically
cultivate their resources and translate them into framing power.’’ Campaigns that
have greater resources to conduct public opinion research may be better able to
identify the frames that appeal most to the public. Unequal resources may also
permit one side to advertise its themes more frequently (and to a wider audience)
and to enlist representatives and endorsers that can more credibly deliver its messages to the public (Chong & Wolinsky-Nahmias, 2003).
Therefore, the effectiveness of any framing strategy will depend on its design and
implementation within a particular competitive environment. To assess whether it is
possible for one side to gain a framing advantage over the other requires that we
study framing effects under various competitive conditions.
A typology of research designs
The design of experimental research on framing can be abstractly conceptualized
along two dimensions. One dimension represents the relative quantity of competing
communications received by individuals in the experiment. Studies typically examine only one frame per side, but we also include cases in which each side puts forth
several different frames promoting its position. Therefore, the relative quantity of
frames equals the total number of exposures to every frame communicated by each
side, respectively. If we assume two competing parties, we can reduce all possible
combinations of relative frequencies into three discrete categories (see Table 1): (a)
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Table 1 Prior Framing Effect Experimental Studies
Asymmetric OneSided (exposure to
just one frame)

Strong
frames

Weak
frames

Strong
and weak
frames

Competitive Situations
Dual (exposure
to both frames in
equal quantities)

Asymmetric Two-Sided
(exposure to both frames
in unequal quantities)

Conventional framingSniderman and
None
effect studies that
Theriault (2004),
show that individuals’
Brewer and
opinions are
Gross (2005).
significantly affected by
exposure to a frame
(e.g., Iyengar, 1991;
Kinder & Sanders, 1990;
Nelson, Clawson, & Oxley,
1997; Price et al., 1997).
Studies that explore
None
None
moderators of framing
effects, such as source
credibility, political
knowledge, and prior
beliefs (e.g., Brewer, 2001;
Druckman, 2001b;
Gross, 2000; Nelson,
Oxley, & Clawson, 1997).
Not applicable
None
None

asymmetric one-sided studies, in which individuals only receive one frame (one or
more times); (b) dual (or symmetric) studies in which individuals receive opposing
frames in equal quantity;2 and (c) asymmetric two-sided studies in which individuals
receive opposing frames in unequal quantities. Asymmetric one-sided studies are
therefore ‘‘noncompetitive’’ because individuals are exposed to only one side of
a controversy, whereas dual and asymmetric two-sided designs model different
‘‘competitive’’ environments.
Within any particular noncompetitive or competitive research design, the frames
used to represent contending positions will vary on a second dimension defined by
their relative (perceived) strengths. We will later elaborate on what we mean by
strength, but for now we loosely define a frame’s ‘‘strength’’ as increasing with the
persuasiveness of a given frame. Weak frames are typically seen as unpersuasive,
whereas strong frames are more compelling. For example, presumably most people
would see ‘‘public safety’’ as a strong or persuasive frame for why a hate rally should
not be allowed, whereas ‘‘preventing litter on the streets’’ would be a weaker frame.
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Although strength lies on a continuum, in Table 1, we simply distinguish
‘‘strong’’ from ‘‘weak’’ frames. This is typically assessed empirically by asking pretest
participants to rate the persuasiveness of a message or frame by characterizing it
as either strong or weak (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Petty & Wegener, 1998). The rows
in Table 1 identify three combinations of strong and weak frames that can correspond to any given competitive or uncompetitive environment. An experiment can
employ strong frames exclusively, weak frames exclusively, or a mixture of strong
and weak frames.
Taken together, variations in the relative quantities and strengths of frames
combine to yield eight possible research conditions or competitive contexts (a ninth
cell is not applicable). Table 1 indicates that almost all previous work investigates
asymmetric one-sided designs using either strong or weak frames. The main exception is Sniderman and Theriault’s (2004) balanced study using (apparently) strong
frames (also see Brewer & Gross, 2005). The most noteworthy feature of the table is
the five study designs of competitive situations that heretofore have not been implemented. These include dual studies in which opposing frames are received in equal
quantity but are of unequal strength and asymmetric two-sided studies that expose
individuals to opposing combinations of strong and weak frames in unequal quantities.
We find remarkable that the voluminous literature on framing effects has
ignored perhaps the typical framing situation in which competing sides promote
alternative interpretations of an issue. How do individuals respond to competitive
frames of varying quantities and strengths?
The literature suggests two possibilities. One hypothesis, focusing on the relative
volume of competing messages, posits that whichever frame is loudest—that is,
repeated most frequently—will have the greatest influence on an individual’s opinions, all else constant. Chong (1996, p. 222) summarizes this perspective: ‘‘Models of
information transmission imply that the ideological faction that expends sufficient
resources on propaganda and manipulation, and that sends sufficiently loud signals,
can always prevail in defining the terms of debate.’’ Similarly, Zaller (1992, p. 311)
states that citizens ‘‘are blown about by whatever current of information manages to
develop with the greatest intensity’’ (also see Cappella & Jamieson, 1997; Domke,
Shah, & Wackman, 1998; Iyengar, 1991; Nabi, 2003). In this view, the relative
strength of the frame is not pertinent because (as we will elaborate shortly) individuals are assumed not to evaluate strength consciously but simply to embrace the
frame they hear most often and that most easily comes to mind.3
An alternative hypothesis is that the strongest frame will exert the greatest influence on individual opinion, regardless of repetition, all else constant. This prediction
follows from work on strong and weak frames, which has generated a partial list of
factors that contribute to a frame’s strength. This research suggests that a frame’s
strength increases, for example, when it comes from a credible source (Druckman,
2001b), resonates with consensus values (Chong, 2000), and does not contradict
strongly held prior beliefs (Brewer, 2001; Druckman & Nelson, 2003; Haider-Markel
& Joslyn, 2001; Shah, Domke, & Wackman, 1996).
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To date, we are uncertain how these hypotheses compare. As summarized in
Table 1, there has yet to be an explicit test of strength against repetition. Moreover,
we have little theoretical insight into the conditions when either factor will matter, or
more generally, which frame will prevail in various competitive situations.
Measuring framing effects

Past work on framing has not offered a consistent strategy for measuring the magnitude of effects. Before offering our theory of effects, we evaluate existing methods
and then propose a new standard that can be applied to the variety of competitive
contexts outlined in Table 1.
The most common approach to measuring the impact of a frame on opinion
is to judge its influence relative to an alternative frame. A frame is effective—that is,
it influences individuals’ opinions—if it stimulates a significantly different distribution of opinions than an alternative frame when individuals are exposed to them
separately in one-sided conditions.4 In the KKK experiment, the free-speech and
public safety frames are judged effective if those who are exposed to the freespeech frame are significantly more tolerant than those who receive the public
safety frame.
This approach is problematic if we want to evaluate the influence of a particular
frame because by this standard, a frame’s effect depends on its competition. For
example, if two frames push opinion in the same direction, both frames may influence opinion, but there may be an insignificant contrast between them to constitute
a framing effect (e.g., Kinder & Sanders, 1990). Although two opposing frames may
be unlikely to push opinion in the same direction, it is possible that one of these
frames will have the unintended consequence of causing recipients to counterargue
with the frame and form an opinion that goes against the position advocated by the
frame—thus rendering the frame countereffective. In such cases, both frames may
have a significant influence on opinion yet not have contrasting effects. On the other
hand, two frames may produce significantly different effects when only one of the
frames is influencing opinions. In the case where one frame is effective and the other
is ineffective, the contrast method of gauging framing effects requires that we judge
both frames to be equally effective.
The contrast method is also problematic when applied to competitive situations
involving two-sided combinations of frames. When individuals receive mixed combinations of frames on an issue, it is not clear what should be the relevant set of
comparison frames. For example, if an individual receives two weakly presented
prorally frames and one strong antirally frame on the KKK tolerance issue, what is
the cluster of alternative frames to use as a point of comparison? In asymmetric
research designs involving single frames, the comparison of two opposing frames
often serves as a useful standard for defining effectiveness, but the method has blind
spots and cannot be readily extrapolated to studying framing effects in competitive
situations involving multiple frames.
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In their study of dual frames, Sniderman and Theriault (2004) employ an alternative standard for gauging framing effects. They look at the movement of preferences relative to prior values. For example, they examine how individuals who give
priority to either ‘‘freedom’’ or ‘‘law and order’’ respond to the hate-group rally after
being exposed separately or simultaneously to the free-speech and public safety
frames. They find that individuals deviate further from their values when they receive
uncontested single frames than when they receive balanced frames.
Sniderman and Theriault recognize that the value standard for measuring framing effects may be most applicable on ‘‘traditional’’ issues on which the association
between values and competing positions has been established by past debate. Individuals therefore adopt the position that is anchored by their values as long as they
are cued by opposing frames when considering the issue. A problem arises with issues
on which there is debate over the relevant value that should be applied, as well as the
issue position that is faithful to that value. In the developmental stages of an issue,
opposing sides will try to associate their position with popular values and to invoke
those values in their frames. For example, President Bush promoted his plan to
overhaul social security by arguing that the current system is unfair to African
Americans because they have shorter life expectancies compared to other groups
and therefore can expect to draw lower total benefits. This was intended to be an
effective frame for attracting support from voters who place a higher priority on
equality than individualism. If egalitarian voters had responded favorably to Bush’s
egalitarian frame, and ignored the contention of Democrats that the Bush plan
rewards Wall Street investment firms, they would have been acting in accord with
their values. But would we want to add that they were immune to framing effects by
the Sniderman and Theriault criterion? It would seem more accurate to conclude on
the contrary that the Bush framing strategy had worked to perfection in this scenario
by appropriating a liberal value for a Republican policy.
Problems arising from both the contrast and value consistency methods of measuring framing effects can be overcome with a third standard that can be meaningfully applied to both one-sided and competitive research designs. Our standard
entails comparing each frame condition (regardless of the number and strength of
frames) to a control condition in which participants express their preferences without having been exposed to a persuasive communication. For example, in the KKK
experiment, control-group participants would receive neither free-speech nor public
safety messages. Rather, their preferences would be gauged by a neutral probe that
simply described the issue before asking their opinion:
The Ku Klux Klan (KKK) has requested a permit to conduct a rally at a local
park in the fall of 2007. City officials will decide whether to approve or deny the
request. Do you think that city officials should allow or not allow the KKK to
hold a rally?
Opinions expressed in the neutral control condition provide a baseline preference against which to judge the impact of framed conditions. In experiments
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involving exposure to single frames, the effect of each frame is assessed separately by
comparing opinion in each asymmetric condition to opinion expressed in the control group (e.g., Iyengar, 1991; Price, Tewksbury, & Powers, 1997). Similarly, in
competitive framing experiments, responses to each bundle of frames are compared
to responses in the control group. The frames are effective overall if the opinions of
those receiving the frames differ significantly from the opinions of those in the
control group; an insignificant difference indicates the frames are ineffective.5
By our definition of a framing effect, the strength or perceived persuasiveness of
a given frame is not the same as its effectiveness or influence on individuals’ opinions, because effectiveness depends on the context in which frames are encountered.
A frame can be effective in one context but not in another. A strong frame is likely to
be effective in one-sided contexts but may not be effective in competition with other
frames. A weak frame may be effective among less knowledgeable individuals in
noncompetitive contexts.
The effectiveness of a frame will also depend on temporal factors. Diffusion of
a strong frame for an issue can increase the chronic accessibility of a consideration.
To the extent that this consideration is readily accessible when an issue is raised—
without prompting—framing effects will be diminished. Framing effects are therefore less likely on established issues (with clear terms of debate) and among knowledgeable people who are aware of the central considerations on the issue.
A theory of opinion formation in competitive environments

With these conceptual clarifications established, we now present a theory of opinion
formation that focuses on how individuals process information in different competitive environments. Our theory employs a conventional expectancy-value conception of attitudes (Fishbein, 1980). An attitude toward an object, in this view, is the
weighted sum of a series of evaluative beliefs about that object. Specifically:
X
Attitude 5
vi  wi ;
where
P vi is the evaluation of the object on attribute i and wi the salience weight
( wi = 1) associated with that attribute.6
Given this conception of an attitude, there are two routes to changing one’s
overall attitude (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993): Either an evaluative component changes
or a salience component changes. A framing effect occurs when a communication
increases the weight of a new or existing belief in the formation of one’s overall
attitude (cf. Nelson, Oxley, & Clawson, 1997; Wood, 2000). In the case of an existing
belief, the framing effect results from a reweighting of the set of prior beliefs associated with the object; on the other hand, if the communication promotes a new
belief about the object, the framing effect is produced by the recipient’s accepting the
new consideration and giving it priority in his or her overall attitude. Therefore,
frames in communication exercise influence by emphasizing the primacy of certain
considerations over others.7
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To explain how and when frames in communication can change attitudes by
influencing the salience of the underlying evaluative dimensions, we integrate theories of attitude structure and persuasion. We start with the observation that individuals typically base their attitudes on a subset of dimensions, rather than on
the universe of possible considerations (e.g., Ajzen & Sexton, 1999). Individuals
use considerations that are available, accessible, and applicable or appropriate
(Price & Tewksbury, 1997; also see Chen & Chaiken, 1999; Higgins, 1996). We take
each step in turn.
A consideration must be stored in memory in order to be available for retrieval
and use in constructing an attitude (e.g., Higgins, 1996). For instance, an individual
needs to understand how a KKK rally might threaten public safety, or how the First
Amendment pertains to unpopular political speech, if these considerations are
to become relevant in his or her attitude toward the rally. For a consideration to
be available, the individual must comprehend its meaning and significance. Such
understanding will increase with an individual’s general knowledge of politics and
frequent exposure to that consideration in communications about the issue.
Accessibility refers to the likelihood that an available consideration will be activated for use in an evaluation (e.g., Higgins, Rholes, & Jones, 1977). Put another way,
the available consideration stored in long-term memory is brought to mind when
forming an evaluation. Increases in accessibility occur through ‘‘passive, unconscious
processes that occur automatically and are uncontrolled’’ (Higgins & King, 1981, p.
74). Just how accessible a consideration needs to be for use, however, is uncertain;
Fazio (1995, p. 273) concedes that the ‘‘model is limited to making predictions in
relative terms.’’
Accessibility increases with chronic use of a consideration over time or from
temporary contextual cues—such as communications—that regularly or recently
bring the consideration to mind (Bargh, Bond, Lombardi, & Tota, 1986; Bargh,
Lombardi, & Higgins, 1988). Repeated exposure to a frame in communication thus
induces frequent processing, which in turn increases the accessibility of the frame.
This repetition dynamic is the mechanism behind the previously discussed loudness
hypothesis. The amount of repetition that an individual needs to comprehend the
message should be inversely related to his or her level of knowledge (Barker, 2005).
An accessible consideration (that is emphasized in a frame) will be ignored if
other chronically accessible considerations are deemed more salient (e.g., Shen &
Edwards, 2005). For example, judges and lawyers who are trained in constitutional
law are more likely than ordinary citizens to set aside security concerns and be
tolerant in controversies over civil liberties if there is a constitutional norm that
supports their attitude (Chong, 1996). In general, a frame in communication may
have no detectable impact on an individual’s overall opinion if he or she possesses
strong prior beliefs on the issue.
The impact of an accessible consideration also can depend on its applicability or
appropriateness to the object being evaluated (e.g., Strack, Martin, & Schwarz, 1988).8
For example, concern that a demonstration will tie up traffic may be an available and
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accessible consideration, but it may be judged irrelevant and given no weight in
determining one’s attitude toward allowing the rally. The likelihood that a consideration raised by a frame will be judged applicable and shape an individual’s opinion
increases with conscious perceptions of its strength or relevance (Eagly & Chaiken,
1993; Nelson, Clawson, et al., 1997). In turn, the perceived strength of a frame
depends on two factors. Strong frames emphasize available considerations—as discussed, a frame focused on unavailable considerations cannot have an effect and thus
is inherently weak (assuming repetition of the frame itself does not make a consideration available). The other factor is the judged persuasiveness of the frame. This
latter factor is akin to what Pan and Kosicki (2001, p. 49) call ‘‘framing potency’’
(also see McCombs, 2004, pp. 91–97 on ‘‘compelling arguments’’).
The amount of conscious deliberation (which contrasts with the unconscious
accessibility process) behind assessments of appropriateness will vary with individual
and contextual factors (Druckman, 2004a; Higgins, 1996). Individuals who are
motivated to form an accurate attitude are more likely to address deliberately the
appropriateness of a consideration (Fazio, 1990, 1995; Ford & Kruglanski, 1995;
Stapel, Koomen, & Zeelenberg, 1998).9 The information context also matters as
the introduction of conflicting information can stimulate (even less personally motivated) individuals to engage in conscious, deliberate assessments of the appropriateness of competing considerations (Jou, Shanteau, & Harris, 1996; Lombardi,
Higgins, & Bargh, 1987; Martin & Achee, 1992; Strack et al., 1988). On the other
hand, individuals lacking personal motivation or the stimulus of competition are
likely to use uncritically the considerations that have been made accessible through
exposure to a message.
If personal motivation or competition promotes attention to the appropriateness
of a consideration, then anything that increases one’s motivation (e.g., the relevance
of the issue, the individual’s need for cognition or accuracy) or ability (e.g., knowledge, repetition of the message, increased processing time) will also increase the
probability that one will pursue a central or systematic route to evaluating information. Motivation and ability therefore increase an individual’s tendency to focus on
the substantive merits of a frame in judging its persuasiveness. In contrast, individuals who lack motivation and ability will pay more attention to peripheral or heuristic cues, such as the length and number of arguments, or the credibility and
likeability of sources (e.g., Chaiken & Trope, 1999; Petty, Wheller, & Tormala,
2003).10
Motivated individuals are further distinguished from those who are unmotivated
in being more likely to dismiss a weak frame by moving away from the position it
advocates (e.g., Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Herr Sherman, & Fazio, 1983; Martin &
Achee, 1992; Stapel et al., 1998). Such countereffects occur when individuals infer
that, ‘‘if the weak frame is the best argument one side has to offer, its position must
be indefensible’’ (see Shah, Watts, Domke, & Fan, 2002). For example, an individual
who hears the argument that a KKK rally should be banned because it will be costly
to clean up leaflets and other refuse left behind may find such an argument to be so
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weak relative to free-speech concerns that he or she becomes more favorably disposed to allowing the rally.11 We expect such countereffects to occur more frequently
in competitive environments that allow individuals to evaluate directly the strength
of opposing frames.
Predictions
Our model suggests that the critical determinants of framing effects are the strength
and prevalence of the frame, the knowledge and motivation of recipients of the
frame, and the combination of frames presented. Operationally, several questions
remain, such as how to measure knowledge and motivation, and how to identify
when a consideration is sufficiently available and accessible to permit a framing effect.
Of particular importance are the precise factors that influence conscious assessments of strength. Although some prior work suggests factors such as the extent
to which the frame ‘‘resonates’’ with strong values (Chong, 2000; Gamson &
Modigliani, 1987) as well as other cultural attributes and symbolic devices (Pan &
Kosicki, 2001) and other research isolates what makes for a ‘‘compelling’’ frame on
a particular issue (e.g., Jasperson, Shah, Watts, Faber, & Fan, 1998), we continue
to have little knowledge a priori of how individuals generally assess a frame’s quality.
We are thus left with the aforementioned operational approach of asking people
directly to evaluate the relative strength of various frames.
Our goal here is not to settle these questions but rather to focus on predictions
that derive from our theory. We next offer an incomplete list of what we consider to
be especially intriguing or novel ‘‘all else constant’’ hypotheses.

1.

2.
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Framing will have a greater effect on more knowledgeable individuals. This
hypothesis follows from our discussion of availability. As explained, a consideration highlighted by a frame cannot impinge on an attitude unless it is available
in memory. By definition, this requires knowledge. Although some early framing
studies found stronger framing effects on less knowledgeable individuals (e.g.,
Kinder & Sanders, 1990), most recent evidence supports our first hypothesis
(Druckman & Nelson, 2003; Nelson, Clawson, et al., 1997; Slothuus, 2005).
Druckman and Nelson argue that the earlier results stem, in part, from a failure
to control for prior attitudes or chronically accessible considerations, as knowledgeable individuals tend to possess entrenched priors that reduce susceptibility
to framing.
This observation leads naturally to our second hypothesis that strong prior
attitudes will attenuate framing effects. Individuals with strong opinions
will draw upon chronically accessible alternative considerations that take precedence over the temporarily accessible considerations contained in a frame (for
evidence, see, e.g., Brewer, 2001; Iyengar, 1991). A public safety frame may
make safety concerns accessible in considering the KKK rally, but these concerns
will be discounted among those with strong attitudes about the right to
demonstrate.
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Frequent exposure to a frame will increase the accessibility and availability of
considerations highlighted by the frame. Hypothesis 3 elaborates on the first
hypothesis, in the sense that repeated exposure can be a ‘‘learning experience’’
(Bless, Fiedler, & Strack, 2004, p. 61) that increases the availability of new
considerations on an issue (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993).

Four implications follow from the premise that an individual’s motivation and
ability affect the likelihood he or she will consciously deliberate on the applicability
of a frame:
4.

5.

6.

7.

Motivated individuals will be affected only by strong frames in both competitive
and noncompetitive environments because they will identify and disregard weak
inapplicable considerations.
Individuals with low motivation will be affected by both strong and weak frames
in noncompetitive environments (as long as these frames emphasize available
considerations). Such individuals will use whatever considerations are accessible
and not expend effort to judge their applicability.
Individuals with low levels of personal motivation, however, will be stimulated
(or motivated) by competitive contexts to discriminate between strong and weak
frames. Therefore, all individuals, through a combination of central/systematic
and peripheral/heuristic information processing, will favor the stronger frame in
competitive contexts. (Less knowledgeable and less motivated individuals will
likely follow the heuristic route to this outcome when stimulated by the competitive context.)
Conscious deliberation in competitive contexts over opposing frames of sharply
contrasting strengths may give rise to a countereffect. The weak frame may
backfire especially among motivated individuals by causing their opinions to
move in a direction opposite to the position advocated by the weak frame. In
such contexts, silence would have been a superior strategy for the side that put
forth the weak frame.

The last prediction suggests that the impact of a frame can depend on whether the
frame is offered alone or in conjunction with another frame. A weak frame offered
in isolation will have no effect on able and motivated individuals, but when joined
with an opposing strong frame, it may push these respondents in the opposite direction. This accentuates the importance of considering the competitive environment
when studying framing effects and not focusing exclusively on the isolated effects
of single frames.
Summary

Most prior experimental studies of framing have gauged the effects of one-sided
communications and have all but ignored the more common and theoretically
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interesting cases involving political competition between frames. The introduction of
competition creates problems with conventional standards of measuring the effectiveness of framing. We show that these problems can be overcome by evaluating the
impact of a frame against a neutral control group. Experimental designs that allow
for competition among multiple frames also permit direct testing of the relative
impact of repetition versus strength of frames, which are the two main hypotheses
in the literature on the sources of framing effects.
We built on prior theories of framing, social cognition, and persuasion (e.g.,
Price & Tewksbury, 1997) to develop a theory of competitive framing effects that
takes account of both individual variation and variation in the balance of debate over
political issues.12 Our theory identifies conditions under which repetition and
strength will matter and the psychological mechanisms that explain these variations.
Repetition of frames should have a greater impact on less knowledgeable individuals
who also are more attentive to peripheral cues, whereas more knowledgeable individuals are more likely to engage in systematic information processing by comparing
the relative strength of alternative frames in competitive situations. Our theory also
identifies circumstances in which a weak frame can backfire among certain individuals,
leading them to move in a direction that is opposite to the one promoted by the frame.
Empirical work supports several of the theory’s predictions, especially those
pertaining to the impact of knowledge and prior opinions on susceptibility to framing. That said, the emphasis of this paper has been on developing a coherent set of
theoretical hypotheses, most of which await future empirical evaluation.
Theoretical extensions

An obvious question concerns the implications of our theory for other types of
media effects, most notably agenda setting and media priming. Whereas the key
independent variable for a framing effect is the description of an issue, an event,
or a problem (a frame in communication), the independent variable for both agenda
setting and media priming is the priority given to an issue or problem. The dependent variable for agenda setting is one’s assessment of what problems or issues
are important, whereas the dependent variable for media priming is typically the
criteria that underlies one’s evaluation of a political leader (e.g., whether people
evaluate the president based on his performance on economic policy or on foreign
affairs) (Miller & Krosnick, 2000).
Like studies of framing, studies of agenda setting and priming have also largely
ignored competition between communications. The typical experiment investigates
agenda-setting or priming effects after participants have been exposed to alternative
communications that emphasize one issue or another—such as energy policy or
defense policy but not both (e.g., Iyengar & Kinder, 1987). Nonexperimental work
often relies on content analyses of media coverage of a campaign to determine
whether the issue that received the most attention also had the largest effect on
public opinion (e.g., Druckman, 2004b). But these studies have yet to take into
112
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account that competing candidates have an incentive to emphasize distinct issues
and, in most if not all cases, will introduce a collection of salient issues into the public
arena through the media.
One possibility is that whichever issue receives the greatest volume of coverage
will be the most accessible and have the largest effect, regardless of other issues
discussed. Indeed, this is the implicit assumption underlying most extant studies.
An alternative possibility, however, is that people engage in more conscious evaluations of the issues by considering, for example, the politicians or interest groups
behind the issues and the content of the debate involving these issues (Miller &
Krosnick, 2000). For instance, if the issue of crime receives the most attention, but
the stories focus mostly on the declining crime rate, will crime be primed in public
opinion? Or will people ignore crime because it is no longer as serious a problem (see
Miller, 2005)? In our terminology, which matters more—the repetition of an issue or
its relevance?
A consideration of how competition affects priming and agenda setting will lead
researchers to think more carefully about the psychological processes that underlie
each process. This is a necessary step that will help clarify the exact relationship
between agenda setting, priming, and framing (e.g., McCombs, 2004; Scheufele, 2000).

Notes
1 We thus do not incorporate interpersonal communication (e.g., Druckman & Nelson,
2003). We also focus on the construction of attitudes rather than other types of
responses such as emotional reactions (Brewer, 2001) or open-ended thoughts (e.g.,
Brewer & Gross, 2005; Price et al., 1997), and we focus exclusively on individual-level
processing (on aggregate effects, see, e.g., Kellstedt, 2000). We see our work as distinct
from theorizing on valence or equivalency-framing effects (see Druckman, 2001c,
2004a).
2 ‘‘Dual’’ therefore refers solely to equal numbers of exposure to frames on either side.
We will reserve the term ‘‘balanced’’ to refer to competitive contexts in which there is
equivalence on both dimensions of relative quantity and relative strength.
3 As we will discuss, the underlying mechanism for this hypothesis is accessibility.
4 Some studies focus on differences in the weights given to particular dimensions of an
attitude (e.g., the priority given to consideration of free speech vs. consideration of
public safety), whereas other studies gauge framing effects according to differences in
overall opinion on an issue (e.g., whether to allow the KKK rally). (see Druckman,
2001c, for discussion).
5 This standard makes documenting any effect more difficult than the contrast method
in which opinions are usually moving in two opposite directions (see Druckman,
2001a, for discussion).
6 We can, without loss of generality, think of i as a dimension, a consideration, a value, or
a belief.
7 Frames in communication can potentially influence the evaluative component of an
attitude, but this is not our focus (see Slothuus, 2005). By the same token, other types
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of communications, including nonverbal or visual presentations, can alter the salience
of a consideration (e.g., Messaris & Abrham, 2001; Druckman, 2003), but our focus is
on frames in communication.
8 There is often a distinction drawn between ‘‘applicability’’ and ‘‘appropriateness,’’ with
applicability referring to the overlap between the stimulus under evaluation and the
exemplar and appropriateness referring to judged usability. This distinction is relevant
in research on social cognition and judgment where the precise psychological processes
are studied. However, we gain little explanatory power by treating applicability as
a distinct step (in terms of understanding behavioral reactions to frames) and thus we
do not explicitly differentiate applicability (however, see Price & Tewksbury, 1997).
(Also, it is often unclear what exactly constitutes a sufficient ‘‘fit’’ or match [Martin &
Achee, 1992].)
9 Individuals also need to have the opportunity to deliberate, meaning that they have at
least a brief amount of time (e.g., seconds) to consider alternatives.
10 If an unmotivated individual engages in conscious deliberation due to the competitive
context, he or she will likely then evaluate the frame using heuristics or cues. In contrast,
a motivated deliberator will likely follow the systemic route (R. E. Petty, personal
communication, April 11, 2005; R. H. Fazio, personal communication, April 12, 2005;
also see Fazio & Towles-Schwen, 1999). We recognize that the focus of research on
dual-process persuasion models has been on the evaluative component of attitudes
(Eagly & Chaiken, 1993); there have been few, if any, applications of these models to
explain changes in the salience component of an attitude. S. Chaiken (personal communication, February 23, 2005) explained that process models ‘‘generally focus [on the
evaluative component] .. In principle, however, a message could contain arguments
that worked mainly to increase (or decrease) recipients’ subjective beliefs .. So, in
principle . process theories [are not] irrelevant to the salience weight issues . as far as
work that pertains to this distinction [between evaluative and salience weight influences], [there is no] explicit work on the issue.’’
11 As is the case with the ‘‘accessibility’’ threshold, it remains ambiguous when a
consideration is deemed sufficiently extreme or weak to generate such a contrast effect.
12 We see our theory as consistent with Iyengar’s (1991) and Zaller’s (1992) accessibility
approach; Nelson, Clawson, & Oxley (1997) and Nelson, Oxley, & Clawson (1997)
belief importance theory; and Price and Tewksbury’s (1997) cognitive model of
framing and media priming (also see Brewer, 2001; Cappella & Jamieson, 1997; Gross,
2000). We simply posit that framing can have an effect at each of these stages, in
different ways.
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