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2.7.

Communications: Framing Effects and Political Behavior

Toby Bolsen, Northwestern University
Contact information: tobybolsen@gmail.com
While a large body of literature has shown that framing communication affects attitudes and
preferences, few studies have demonstrated framing effects on observed behavior. In the few
studies that do demonstrate a direct impact of framing on behavior (goal framing studies), the
psychological processes are not well understood. Individual behavior is embedded in a social
context. Research on framing effects has helped to identify one specific contextual factor (i.e.
rhetoric) that shapes individuals’ attitudes and preferences. But attitudes and preferences
represent one of several factors known to determine behavior. Moreover, attitudes and
preferences vary in terms of the degree of importance people attached to them, and these
variations have consequences in terms of promoting action. Recent efforts to identify individual
and contextual moderators of framing effects represent an important first step in assessing the
external validity of experimental findings. These studies also raise doubts about the pervasive
view that framing effects threaten the rational foundations of democratic self-governance.
Framing Effects and Political Behavior
Human behavior is affected by numerous individual and environmental factors. One factor that
has received considerable attention among scholars is frames used in communication (e.g., by
politicians, journalists, interest groups, etc.). Framing is a term that has been loosely used to
refer to situations in which different words, phrases, and presentations styles affect how a person
understands a problem or situation (Druckman, 2001). In this paper, I differentiate between
various types of framing effects, explore the psychological processes driving the effects, and
assess literature linking frames to individual behavior.
Although scholars know a great deal about how framed messages affect individuals’ attitudes,
they know much less about the conditions under which these communications impact behavior.
The vast majority of studies focus on how framed communications affect attitudes and
preferences,26 which do not always correspond to how a person behaves (LaPierre, 1934;
Wicker, 1969; Fazio, 2007). Although attitudes can be an important determinant of action, other
factors are known to shape intentions and actions (e.g. social norms, values, and habits) (Ajzen
and Fishbein, 2005). Recently social psychologists have begun to explore the direct impact of
framing on behavior (Rothman et al., 2006; Salovey and Williams-Piehota, 2004; Levin,
Schneider, and Gaeth, 1998). I review these studies and assess the normative implications in
terms of the criteria on which individuals base their actions.
Classifying Framing Effects
The term framing has been used by scholars to refer to distinct phenomena whereby exposure to
different types of messages (i.e., substantively different or logically equivalent) shapes
individuals attitudes and preferences (Druckman, 2009; Druckman, 2001; Kuhberger, 1998;
26

Attitudes are defined as a summary evaluation toward an object – e.g. a policy, candidate, political issue, etc.
(Chong and Druckman, 2007; Fazio, 2007). Preferences refer to “comparative evaluations (i.e. a ranking over) a set
of objects” (Druckman and Lupia, 2000, p.2).
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Levin, Schneider, and Gaeth, 1998). The most commonly encountered frames in political
contexts are emphasis frames (Druckman, 2001, p. 226-228). An emphasis framing effect occurs
when a speaker uses substantively different words, images, or phrases to influence the way a
perceiver thinks about a person, issue, or action. For instance, in deciding whether to allow a
local hate rally, officials could emphasize the importance of extending freedom of speech to all
groups or the threat that this demonstration might pose to public safety (Nelson, Clawson, &
Oxley, 1997). The frame emphasized in the communication may influence citizens’ preferences
(i.e., whether to support or oppose the demonstration). A large body of literature shows that
similar emphasis frames (e.g., persuasive communications) have a direct effect on political
attitudes (O’Keefe, 2002; Druckman & Holmes, 2004; Druckman & Parkin, 2005; Chong and
Druckman, 2007); however, an important area of future work is to look at the effects of this type
of rhetoric on explicit behavior.
A second class of framing effects involves the use of different, but logically equivalent, words,
phrases, and presentation styles to alter individuals’ preferences. For instance, framing a policy
proposal as resulting in “95 percent employment” versus “5 percent unemployment” has been
shown to affect policy support. Equivalency framing effects typically occur when a frame casts
the same information in a positive or negative light (Druckman, 2001, 228). 27 These effects
violate critical assumptions of a rational framework of choice (Kahneman, 2000). To understand
why, it is critical to understand what is meant by preference. A preference is a rank ordering
over a set of comparable objects; and many scholars (e.g., economists) assume that preferences
must “possess specific properties including transitivity (e.g., if one prefers chocolate to vanilla,
and vanilla to strawberry, then he/she must prefer chocolate to strawberry too) and invariance
(e.g., a person’s preference should not change if asked whether he/she prefers ‘vanilla to
chocolate’ as compared to being asked whether he/she prefers ‘chocolate to vanilla’”
(Druckman, 2009, 1-3). As I explain in detail below, equivalency framing effects clearly
demonstrate a systematic failure of preference invariance, because logically equivalent
information presented in alternative ways causes individuals to alter their choices. Thus, the
existence of equivalency framing effects has led some to question the normative implications of
a system of social choice rooted in the aggregation of attitudes rather than preferences (Bartels,
2003). I address these concerns below.
Levin, Schneider, and Gaeth (1998) developed a typology of three different forms of equivalency
framing effects: risky-choice framing, attribute framing, and goal framing. While these three
forms of equivalency framing effects differ in terms of what is framed, the underlying
psychological mechanisms driving the effect, and how the effects are detected (i.e., the
dependent variable), they each show that logically equivalent communications have differential
effects on attitudes, preferences, or actions. One type of equivalency framing effect is risky
choice framing. In risky choice framing, two options (i.e., policies) that differ in terms of risk
are described in different ways (Levin, Schneider, and Gaeth, 1998, 150). A classic example
involves a choice between two programs to combat the spread of a disease expected to kill 600
people (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981; 1987). In this problem, participants are given a choice
between adopting two programs. The experiment involves manipulating the way each policy
option is described – e.g., in terms of the number of lives that will be saved, or the number that

27

Social psychologists sometimes refer to equivalency framing effects as “valence” or “message” framing. These
terms refer to the same phenomenon in which logically equivalent messages alter preferences and actions.
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will die. One group of subjects is informed that if Program A is adopted, 200 people will be
saved, and if Program B is adopted, there is a 1/3 probability that 600 people will be saved, and a
2/3 probability that no people will be saved. Described in these terms, Program A represents a
risk-averse choice because the outcome is certain (72 percent chose this option) and Program B
represents a risk-seeking choice because the outcome is uncertain (28 percent chose this option).
The other half of subjects were asked about the same programs stated in terms of the number of
people that would die (Program A = “400 die” and Program B = “1/3 probability nobody will
die, and 2/3 probability that 600 will die”). When framed in terms of the number of people that
will die (negative) rather than the number that will be saved (positive), 78 percent of respondents
opt for Program B (the risk-seeking alternative) and only 22 percent selected Program A (the
risk-averse option). Thus, aggregate preferences toward identical polices shifted by 50 percent
based on equivalent descriptions of the programs. Risky choice framing effects have received a
great deal of attention because of the magnitude of the preference reversals, but the implications
of these effects on behavior are unclear given that the dependent variable is a measure of
preference between hypothetical policy alternatives.
A second variant of equivalency framing focuses on the framing of a single attribute of an object
or event (attribute framing). For instance, people evaluate beef as tasting better and less greasy
when described as “75 percent lean” instead of “25 percent fat” (Levin & Gaeth, 1988).
Similarly, automobiles are evaluated more favorably when citizens are informed of the
percentage of American workers employed rather than the percent of non-American workers
employed. In both cases, the frame casts an attribute of a single object in a positive or negative
light. Attribute frames differ from risky choice frames in that (1) a single feature of an object is
framed rather than independent options and (2) the effect does not depend on the presence of risk
(Levin, Schneider, and Gaeth, 1998, 166). However, similar to risky choice frames, attribute
framing effects focus exclusively on how equivalent descriptions of an object-attribute influence
attitudes. Future research is necessary to determine whether attribute frames have any effect on
behavior.
A third form of equivalency frames causally links framed messages to changes in behavior.
Goal framing involves using framed messages to increase the performance of a targeted, desired
action. The primary difference between goal framing effects and other types of equivalency
framing effects is that the dependent variable in these studies is actual behavior rather than
policy preferences or attitudes. These studies generally find that the impact of a persuasive
message on behavior depends on whether the message stresses the positive benefits of taking
action or the negative consequences of not taking action (Levin, Schneider, and Gaeth, 1998,
168; Rothman et. al., 2006). For instance, women are more likely to perform breast selfexamination (BSE) when informed that “research shows that women who do not do BSE have a
decreased chance of finding a tumor in the early, more treatable stages,” compared to a message
saying “research shows that women who do engage in BSE have an increased chance of finding
a tumor in the early, more treatable stages of the disease” (Meyerowitz and Chaiken, 1987).
Thus, although these statements are logically equivalent, the negatively charged frame had a
more powerful effect than the positive frame in promoting BSE.
Levin, Schneider and Gaeth (1998, 168) explain that goal framing studies are “relatively new to
the framing scene and often involve health-related persuasive messages,” but that instances of
goal framing effects can be found in studies ranging from consumer choice to social dilemma
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problems.28 Recently, social psychologists have utilized field experiments to explore the effects
of these messages on health-related behaviors in the workplace. The purpose is to “address a
significant real world problem…the low rates of adherence to behavioral recommendations that
could reduce the incidence or the mortality from certain cancers or the spread of HIV/AIDS”
(Salovey and Williams-Piehota, 2004, 489). In two separate field experiments conducted by
researchers at the Health, Emotion, and Behavior Lab (HEB) at Yale University, researchers
explored the effect of goal framed messages emphasizing either the “benefits of mammography”
or the “risks of neglecting mammography” (Banks et al., 1995; Schneider et al., 2001). Twelve
months after exposure to the messages, women who viewed the message focusing on the risks of
not detecting cancer early were significantly more likely to have obtained a mammography
relative to women who had watched a video emphasizing the benefits of early detection. These
findings parallel the results from the Meyerowitz and Chaiken (1987) study on BSE. In both
cases, a message emphasizing the negative effects of not taking action led to greater performance
of the behavior.
In several recent studies on health-related goal frames, HEB researchers found that positive goal
frames were more likely to promote prevention-related behaviors (Salovey and WilliamsPiehota, 2004; Rothman, et. al., 1999). In one study, beachgoers were given a brochure either
listing the benefits of wearing sunscreen for preventing skin cancer, or a message focused on the
increased risk of cancer from not wearing protective sunscreen (Detweiler et. al., 1999). In this
case the positive message was the stronger motivator of action. While the findings here seem to
contradict the two goal framing studies described above – because negative messages increased
BSE and mammograms, and positive messages increased sunscreen application – this research
shows that it is crucial to differentiate between prevention-related (e.g. applying sunscreen) and
detection-related (e.g. performing BSE, obtaining a mammogram, etc.) behaviors in terms of the
impact of goal frames on this domain of actions (Rothman et. al., 2006; Rothman et. al., 1999;
Apanovitch et. al., 2003). Detection-related health actions inherently contain more risk
compared to prevention-related behaviors, and this difference affects the impact of the framed
message on behavior. Clearly more research is necessary to determine the processes driving
these effects and whether these effects occur in political contexts.
The Psychology of Framing Effects
The various classes of framing effects identified above are driven by distinct psychological
processes. Emphasis framing involves altering the salience and/or perceived strength of
accessible considerations about an issue (Iyengar and Kinder, 1987; Zaller, 1992; Druckman,
2001). Most scholars agree that emphasis framing effects occur regularly in political contexts,
and they have been characterized as essential to the opinion formation process (Druckman, 2001,
235; Chong, 1993, 870). Moreover, competing emphasis frames are “a defining element of most
political contexts,” and, in the presence of messages highlighting alternative considerations,
individuals consciously evaluate the persuasiveness of opposing sides (Chong & Druckman,
2007, 101). Thus, emphasis framing is driven by a conscious evaluation of the perceived strength
of accessible considerations.

28

For example, consumers are more willing to forego a cash discount (gain frame) than pay a credit card surcharge
(loss frame) (Thaler, 1980; Ganzach & Karsahi, 1995). Similarly, in social dilemma problems individuals are more
willing refrain from using a “common resource” (i.e. forego a benefit) as compared to contributing to the provision
of a “public good” (i.e. suffer a personal loss) (Brewer & Kramer, 1995; Fleischman, 1988).
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In contrast, equivalency framing effects have been treated (erroneously) as a relatively
homogenous set of phenomena explained by prospect theory (Levin, Schneider, and Gaeth,
1998; Kuhberger, 1998). Prospect theory explains that individuals’ preferences are reference
dependent – i.e., they depend on whether choice options are cast in a positive or negative light
(i.e., gains or losses) (Tversky and Kahneman, 1979; 1981). The theory is based on the
observation that individuals tend to be risk-averse with gains and risk-seeking with losses (e.g.,
as the results of the disease experiment illustrate). While prospect theory describes the pattern of
results observed in risky-choice framing problems, it does not explain why equivalency framing
effects regularly occur in the absence of risk (Druckman, 2004, 674).
To fill this gap, social and political psychologists have begun exploring the underlying processes
driving equivalency framing effects (Druckman, 2004; Levin, Schneider, and Gaeth, 1998; Jou,
Shanteau, and Harris, 1996). Like emphasis framing, equivalency framing alters the
accessibility, or salience, of different aspects of information. However, in contrast to emphasis
framing, equivalency framing operates subconsciously by increasing positive or negative
associations about the object framed (Druckman, 2004, 674). For instance, positive or negative
labeling of an object attribute (e.g., percent fat versus percent lean) automatically generates
positive or negative associations about the object (e.g., tastiness of beef). Thus, attribute framing
is the result of information being encoded based on its descriptive valence and “stimulusresponse compatibility effects” in which individuals attend to positive or negative aspects of
messages when forming an evaluation (Levin, Schneider, and Gaeth, 1998, 164).
Unfortunately, the theoretical literature on the mechanisms driving goal framing effects is
underdeveloped. In part, this stems from the fact that goal framing effects are a relatively recent
discovery. Some researchers have tried to explain goal framing effects in terms of prospect
theory; however, this can be problematic when risk levels of alternative actions are not clearly
specified (Levin, Schneider, and Gaeth, 1998, 176). For instance, Meyerowitz and Chaiken
(1987) explain the results from their BSE study as consistent with prospect theory. However,
Levin, Schneider and Gaeth (1998) argue that this relies on the questionable assumption that
performing BSE is riskier than not performing BSE.29 In this problem, and in other similar
studies of the effects of health-related messages on behavior, it is often not clear what represents
the riskiest course of action. One implication of these studies is that it may be difficult to predict
the impact of goal framing messages on behaviors that do not contain the same level of risk to
one’s personal health.
Meyerowitz and Chaiken (1987) offer a second explanation for the behavioral effect observed in
their study in terms of a negativity bias in information processing. It has been well-documented
that individuals pay greater attention to and are influenced more by negative information
compared to positive information (Fiske and Taylor, 1991; Taylor, 1991; Ansolabehere and
Iyengar, 1996; Geer, 2006). However, most of this research has focused exclusively on
emphasis framing effects – e.g., evaluating the impacts of negative campaign advertisements on
voters.30 Future research must explore the conditions under which these effects occur and
whether they can be explained by existing theory.

29

Because the negative frame (i.e. “decreased chance of finding a tumor”) is increasing “risk-seeking” behavior (i.e.
engaging is BSE).
30
For a meta-review see Lau, Sigelman, and Rovner (2007).

95

Linking Framing to Political Behavior
Although social scientists know a great deal about how different types of frames influence
attitudes and preferences, much less is known about when and to what degree framing influences
behavior. Nearly all of the research in political science focuses on the impact of frames on
attitudes and reported intentions.31 However, attitudes have been shown to vary a great deal in
terms of their influence on behavior (for a review see Fazio, 2007; Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005). A
key finding is that the strength of the evaluative association toward an object (i.e. an attitude’s
strength) is the primary factor determining whether an attitude will predict behavior (Krosnick
and Petty, 1995; Visser, Krosnick, and Simmons, 2003; Visser, Bizer, and Krosnick, 2006).
Persuasive rhetoric (e.g., emphasis frames) has the potential to influence an attitude’s strength
(O’Keefe, 2002; Chong and Druckman, 2007); however, moving forward it is important to
determine whether framing effects influence behavior by altering specific attitude-strength
related constructs – e.g., by increasing the perceived importance of an action. Most research in
political science focuses on the process by which frames heighten the accessibility of
considerations toward an object, and an attitude’s accessibility has only been weakly linked to
political behavior (Miller and Peterson, 2004). Other strength-related characteristics of attitudes,
such as its importance and the degree of certainty with which it is held, have been linked more
closely to political action – e.g., turning out to vote and issue-based voting in elections (Visser,
Krosnick, and Simmons, 2003; Krosnick, 1988; Schuman and Presser, 1981).
Equivalency framing may be less important to understand given that these effects are difficult to
locate in real political contexts (Druckman, 2004). Nonetheless, this class of framing effects has
been cited as a clear demonstration of the limitations of human rationality, i.e., because a
necessary assumption of rational-choice theories is that different representations of an identical
choice should yield the same preference. (Druckman, 2004, 671; Tversky & Kahneman, 1986,
S253).32 Some go so far as to cite equivalency framing effects as evidence that citizens do not
have real preferences because they are influenced by arbitrary features of how a choice is
described (Bartels, 2003, 14). If citizens lack preferences it begs the question of whether people
are capable of self-governance.
While equivalency framing effects may be normatively disconcerting, it seems premature to
make generalizations about their implications on the rational underpinnings of political behavior.
These effects have been documented in isolated settings and on specific types of problems. One
difficulty for researchers interested in studying the effects of equivalency framing on behavior is
that they are nearly impossible to find in real political contexts. The presence of competitive
elite frames, political discussion networks, and other contextual cues (e.g., party and interest
group positions) suggests that equivalency frames may not be encountered too often in the social
world. If equivalency framing effects occur primarily inside of a laboratory, but are moderated
by internal characteristics and the social context, then they represent little more than “probability
puzzles” that demonstrate isolated violations of rationality (Riker, 1995, 32). However, if these
effects are more pervasive across contexts, then proponents of democracy must confront the

31

But see Lau and Redlawsk (2001), Miller et al., (2002) and Brader, Valentino, and Suhay (2008).
Emphasis framing effects do not violate assumptions of rational-decision making because they occur when
substantively different considerations (i.e. new information) surface. This new information can shape the relative
prominence of alternative considerations.
32
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normative implications of a system of social choice rooted in attitudes as opposed to preferences
(Bartels, 2003).
Moderators of Framing Effects
A critical point about psychological processes driving equivalency framing is that “under certain
conditions, individuals do not assimilate accessible information (i.e., do not focus on the
negative or positive valence of the information)” (Druckman, 2004, 674). Individual
characteristics and cues from the social context may interrupt the “accessibility assimilation
process” and “moderate accessibility processes by leading individuals to resist the impact of the
initial frame, envision alternative frames, and, as a result, avoid being driven by a particular
frame” (Druckman, 2004, 674). This literature shows that framing effects are less likely when a
respondent is male, has high cognitive ability, has strong attitudes or personal involvement with
an issue, briefly thinks about his or her decision, or is asked to offer a rationale for his or her
decision (c.f. Druckman, 2001, 236, see also, Miller and Fagley, 1990; 1997; Levin et al., 1998,
Takemura, 1994; Fagley and Miller, 1997; Sieck and Yates, 1997).
Framing studies have also been criticized for failing to account for the influence of the social
context on behavior (Druckman and Lupia, 2000; Stern, 2000; Druckman, 2004; Bolsen, 2009).
Several recent studies offer clear evidence of the power of the social context to moderate framing
effects. For instance, Druckman (2001, 238) replicated the disease problem but, instead of
labeling the choice options Program A and Program B, they were labeled the “Democrats’
Program” or the “Republicans’ Program.” In this example, party cues significantly reduced the
risky choice framing effect. Druckman concludes that “the importance of these results is that the
political context leads people to base their preferences on systematic information rather than on
arbitrary information contained in the frames” (Druckman, 2001, 239). In another study,
Druckman (2004) explored two other potential moderators of equivalency framing effects that
are features of most political contexts: (1) the presence of alternative frames and (2) the presence
of deliberation. In the study, individuals responded to four randomly ordered equivalency
framing problems (two involving risk and two not involving risk).33 He finds that counterframes (i.e., presenting both frames) eliminate equivalency framing effects entirely and
deliberation reduced these effects significantly (Druckman, 2004, 678).34
More recently, non-cognitive factors such as emotions have been shown to affect individuals’
susceptibility to risky choice frames (Druckman and McDermott, 2008). Interestingly, distinct
emotions operate in different ways: enthusiasm increases risk seeking behavior because
individuals are more likely to anticipate positive outcomes (i.e., optimistic appraisal of risk);
anger leads to the adoption of a negative frame and greater risk-taking; and, distress enhances the
susceptibility to both positive and negative frames (Druckman and McDermott, 2008, 11-13).
Druckman and McDermott (2008) also examined the impact of emotions on preference

33

Participants were assigned to one of eight conditions that varied the valence of the frame (positive or negative),
the presence of counter-frames (i.e. both the positively and negatively worded alternatives), and the presence of
homogenous or heterogeneous discussion groups (participants were given a chance to discuss the framing problem
they received with 3 other participants).
34
This parallels research on emphasis framing which find that counter-frames (e.g. presenting both sides of an issue)
and political discussion tend to reduce the impact of frames. However, discussion groups have distinct effects
depending on their composition and characteristics of individuals in the group (e.g. Druckman and Nelson, 2004;
Sniderman and Theriault, 2004).
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confidence in the context of the disease problem. They find that anger increases the confidence
in individuals’ preferences, while distress tends to reduce preference confidence. This suggests a
possible link between mood, framing effects, and behavior. Emotion may be linked to behavior
through an “affective intelligence” system that operates in parallel to cognitive processing
(Marcus and MacKuen, 2000). In the case of risky-choice framing, action may be influenced by
an affect heuristic that “short-circuits” cognitive processing of information in the presence of risk
(Slovic et al., 2005; Lowenstein et. al., 2001). Future research on emotions and framing may
shed light on the affective processes linking these effects to behavior.
Conclusion
While a large body of literature has shown that framing communication affects attitudes and
preferences, few studies have demonstrated framing effects on observed behavior. In the few
studies that do demonstrate a direct impact of framing on behavior (goal framing studies), the
psychological processes are not well understood. Individual behavior is embedded in a social
context. Research on framing effects has helped to identify one specific contextual factor (e.g.,
rhetoric) that shapes individuals’ attitudes and preferences. But attitudes and preferences
represent one of several factors known to determine behavior. Moreover, attitudes and
preferences vary in terms of the degree of importance people attached to them and these
variations have consequences in terms of promoting action. Recent efforts to identify individual
and contextual moderators of framing effects represent an important first step in assessing the
external validity of experimental findings. These studies also raise doubts about the pervasive
view that framing effects threaten the rational foundations of democratic self-governance.
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