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Male there is general agreement among researchers examining the

agenda- setting function of the mass media about the appropriate content

analysi$ procedures'- for measuring media agendas, there is little-
. 6

consentus about tte measurement.of personal,agehaas among Voters,

students, and other populations. Review of the research done to date.
, 4

on agenda-setting shows considerable variety in the OOnceptualizatio
zr-

and .olierationalitation of agenda measures.
4 4P

14
At least five different itita'corlection-'techniques have been use

obtaih measures of personal agendas. 'Open-ended questions have

frequently been employed, appearing in the aeries of studies 'by McCombs

and4havi (19J2, 1973) and also in Tipton et al. (1973). The major

argument in favor of-open-ended questionito elicit dati on the iimporr

tance of issues rests on. their relative-unobtrusiveness. The respondent

it fide to name any issue or -topic that COmia-tO,mind. -criiiie are,.;
.

, . .
.

however, some hints in the data collected to date that even open -ended .

.

t .

questions Are. subject to some degree of -set. ,For example,Anclusibn
. .

Iof the term '!public opinion," 1 government,'" or similar wordinti seem 4A- . ,, , . .

to limit the number of highly personal, idiosyncratic, responses. Never-

. .

thelesso the open-ended question does avoid having the researcher suggest

an explicit agenda-for ratification by the respondent.)

At the same time, the open -ended question reduces the'domparability.

4
of responses' across subjects. Since thfs is ,the case, there have, been a

4
numbersof attempteto obtain data from each respondent across a large

I
4 4



_range of _issues. Common toalil

necessity for_the researcher to

.

McLeod et Al. (1973) asked respondents to rank-order a list of six issues.

&AI

t

2

-these data - collection proCodures As the'

submit f list of issues totheredpoildent.
, .

InA1972 Durham study reported in the Working Papers respondents were .asked

- _

to rate each issue as ."Very- important," 4opiewhat.important," or "Not

all important." The 1972 Syracuie Voter Study conducted.by Patterson ando

McCUire used seven-goini scales to obtain respondents' ratings on the

importance of various issues. The 197 Charlotte Voter Study '(McCombs,

Shaw et al.) used pairedicoMparison scaling to obtain, respondents' ratings

on the issues.

There is also a major conceptital issue to beconsidered aside from

the methodology of:agenda measures. the influence process hypothesised

inthe agenda- setting function of the mess cad be -conceptdalized in
. .

either intra-personal or inter- personal terms.

date hat used intra-personal.meisures of issue.

While most of the work to

salience,. Mctbod et al.

''(1:473) point out the need for consideration of-agenda-setting in inter-_ _ _ .

personal terms.

V

.

"The-agendasetting hypothesis asserts the-media exert.
Influence through the choice ofcertain. issues for:emphasii
in newt piesentationa and editorial comment as well as the
omission of other issues. While-there is little conflict
regarding the thruit of this assertion'in the. literature) ,

there Is some question as to the proper indicant of ingUence:
In otheivords, the dependent vatp.ible fox the hypothesis has
Varied, stemming, perhaps*, from the. diverse origins of the
concept. Park 1925) was -lost concerned with the efiecti of
media.-presentation -on the topics oiconversatIon withih A
community,:served.hytehemedia; Liplimann 0022)-wal most
concerned with the effects of the media. presentation on. the

audience's Viri-of
*.

"In the McCombs and associates' cperationelizations ihe
dependent influ6ce variables are intrapersonal. Yet'the

.
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H ... some of the major. grObems and issues facing the United. States. today."

V

=1 0

.00

notion-of the media setting the agenda for itS .audience seeps
to allow for a-more general definition involVing,,cOmmunity or
interpersonal.inteia4ion. A-proper Pperationalidation of
this latter concept could invedve asking respondents both what
they talk about with ,other-Memiseri of the dOMmunity and what
issues ether tommuniti-members are raising with them .'.'

Ultimately,...decisions on the properoperationalizing of agenda

measures in inter-personal or inttp-personsi:terms will depend on :.the

theoretical context of the research,. While both views are possible, One

e.

is likely to prove empirically more 'fruitful than the other. gut ;that is
. :.

. . . _r..

the future.- The more limited; task attend is to document pitterns of .

convergence and divergence aatithe various measures.-0 agenda-setting
. .

used to date. More particularlythis paper compares the data generated

by open-ended measures.(the dominant methodology in the agendaasetting

tesearch to dateY of personal bgendas,conceptualized'in intxa-persbnal

versus interrpersonal terms.

Since the.. focus is on the internal validity of the agenda measures,

a highly homogeneous population was selected as the source for

native data.
is
gased .on previous findings (Mullins, 1973) of greater variance

lkt

in th e agendas of.fencale students than of male students, and of greater

»variance among seniors,, the population selected fbr,study was sophomore

males residing in Syracuse University °using. InterViews were completed

with 302 sophomores during the last week of October 1973. The interviewers

I
.- 'were x.sdnate students- in_two ffewhouie School research methods courses.

. .

Findings

,The leadoff open-ended question Aimply asked respondents to designate

.

o.

o.
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0. . .
e 4 Other than the general. set established by introducing,the-interview as a

e .

,.

. .

-

pub 4.lic opinion poll, no set or frame of reference was_established for.....

.

I'. .

7

retponses to this-opening query. Respondents could -list as many
. . 44

. ..e
or problems as they wished-. TheAsodat number listed was three.

..4 .
.

Immediately after, ,antwering this general question, -two specific
4 . .

1frames nf refefence, intrarpersonal and inter-personal, were introduced.
. ,

,., .
,

The two followup questions were: .

.:,

rIie

Whidh .of.these.problems or ltuis is lhe4most-important
'to you', personally?- 4:

-..
f . .. 4

WhiCh Of these prdblemebr issues have you talked about .
most often with otherguring the past -month?

order of .these questions was systematically rotated so that half of

the respondents received theintra-personal question first and ha lf

received the Enter- personal question first.

Analysis first foquses othe differences in aggregate agenda profiles

resulting from differences in the way the open-ended.question.is.put.
-
What

happens when a specific frame of reference 40 established? When the-

specific fr ame of reference shifts from the intra-personal to%othe inter-

personal?

five agenda profiles are,compared in Mix 1. Their-sotirces. are:

.

I. the intra-personal question;' II. the inter-personal question; III. first

response to,the initial open-ended query; IV. summation of the first three

responses, to the initll,query; and V. summation id the first three,
.

responses to the initialoquery weighted for the:order in which they were. .) ,

-listed byothe.tespondenti. ;
,4

.

.

4

ft is cIeaF that neither. a shift in. the frame c.f.-reference-nor in
,

.
. , . .,

. %
4

P . .
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Table i
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. . 4
Inter-Correlaticlus of FIve-Aaregate Measures '0.1*StudentAge444

.

I II '.III

, 0

I

V

+1 +.90 +.90.

a II 4 4. +.90 +.90 .

III +1 +1.

V.

a?

IV a +.90
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the anount andature of data taken frothe general open-ended'Oestion-.
.

o
Oakes any substantial difference in the agenda .profile. 'Three. of .the,

e

rank-ordera are- identical (rho. = +1) and the remaining seven- are all +.9(.

the resuit:of a single transposition'ireianks.-
/.

Across all five measures Watergate is kinked first; the iiiddle ,East,

second; and Energy/Environmenta.prOblems, fifth. Rising prices and 0

other, widelyscatteredconterns alternate between thfrd and fourth posi-

tion in the agendas.

llowevirp'these are aggregate ageridasbased,in three of the five cases

--
on first .meitions only, 4ftwfact that Energi/Enviranniental problems are

!
.

Kankediirst by only"a minority, and so end::up in- fifth position in

aggregate is no assurance that 'it ranks fifth. among =most members of the

group. If agenda-setting were a_simple hypodermic infLuifice process,

everyone expo ;ed t§ the same news media should show ldentical.agendas.___

The -fact that a-minority tank inergy/invii,onentatproblems l
I 05irSt

raiIes
k

. .

important questions about how individuals. build their agendas from the

information- in the-news mtdia. Most-of the research. to.datehai_regarded
. 4 ,

agenda-setting as a sociological phenomenon and -so matched aggregateroup"

profiles against aggregate news coUerage. But the next-ipportant step.ii

to shift to the individual as the .unit of analysis, FOrthe data here

thkameans examining individual profiles-rofiles and individual differences

issue agendas aswe ''shift and vary the frame of reference lin Iheopen-

-

endid questions used to elicit personal agendas.

I

.
o

o f

.44-
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While theie is considerable overlap tn4thereprs to the generalv. .. :-
,

open-ended - question and tnthe specific 'question -about intrayeriOnal .

-......---:

importance-(Table 2),the leltddff question usedinAhe'surVey ieixot:a

perfect projective device by any Means. Aespondents do nop fully.proAC
. . e

-their personal concerns into the replies.: If they did so,,then- cline-to
. ,..

.
.

.

.

1007. of the- replies would- iia alpng the main diagonal. 'But-
. .

. ., . -,,
c .

less Chin half or the responses-(48.l) Iall on the principal diagonal.
4 '

.
.

. Even for Watergate, the -most salient !tear on the Agenda,. only 54.1% .of .

_ f.k
.0oseliating yatergate first .-Apeually designated it as most important to

them personally: Witirgate -does stow- the greatest consistency acroas:the.
r . .. . .....

. . / ,'...-s-- 1

two questions. Lowest. is-Snergy/EnVirOnMent wittngli29.4%\Of those..
-.. .

4
-first listing this problemarea actually designating it-as most` important'

jersonally. lithe median level of agreement between first reply io the

openended question and issue deal-elated as most important personally is

. .

41.47., less than half. In Short-, a general ppen-enled'Aueslion is a ,c* ,
_. 4>

*
.

useful projective dev ice for ascertaining intra-pe rsonal agendas, but

relati9pship is far from perfect.
1

. - -
. -

d. ,tte general open-ended sueation-on somewhat mor0 closely iei4tod to _ .e.
. .

. ,
.

inter-personal concerns,. Apparently respondents project-mor of what
_ __

twe . they (elk about frequently than what they personally regard as,inportant .

.-..
,

. .
into their responses Co the general-.open-ended question. In Table 1

I r

nearly two-thirds (61.5%) of the responses fall on the principal'diagonal:
-.-

. .

There is greater.agreement

.

here between first mentionandthe Lune

. talhed.about most often. Watergate again shows,the greatest consistency
. .

(.80-M4 a considerable increase .over the first mention/intra-personal
.

.

concern comparison-. -floWeiver, the medians are quite similar for Tables --

and 3, 2

r.
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r . . -lase,. Considered Personally Most 1Mportantyy First /sue Mentioned
...

...

R

t

-

. .

10811.SON#Wr-MOST IMPORtAT

8,144, Middle 0

-.
0.

*Prices East
Watergate

. ....,, . .

Energy,-

"EnvirOna. . Other'

Pe5.

, Rising
.Prices * .41.4t 13.8 10.3 13

East 7.9X . 36.8 7.9 7.9"

Om = 38).,
.

-

Wateriat;

In = 159)
L0.7 16.4 541 8.8

4 ea"

Energy/ .

Environment V.0 23.5 35.3 i9s4 1.I.8-

Om = i7) :
.

-

g

Other

(n = 19)
5.3 5.3 41.4

*.

.

X" 75.51,.24dk, p < .001 t-
-Contingency COefficingt.:=1:k.47

.

.1Y

.
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Table .

1

4

Issue Talked About Most Frequently biFirat Issue Mentio,ried- ,

, . ',.,.. i- ..., 't, -,,

TALKED 413PUT -MOST FREQUENTLY

. A
. Rising .: Middle -Watergate* EniTiirriagYjn-* ; : 0Cher

4-, . - - :-
Prices i. East 's ,.

- .. gent
.-:,

I.
: - /.. ''' '

.Rising
Prices 21.4

et

64.3.

. ... ,
1. ..Miadle

East ,0:0 *7.2 44.4. ,o.p 8.3

(n =' 36)
1411

. . 4,#

Watergate

( n * 172)

4

A
. :

3 45 12.2- 80.8 . 1.2 2.3

Energy/
nvirofiffent 0.0 36.8

= 19)
47.4

.
0.0

other

= 20)
60 10.0' . sot° 5.0 35.0

.
.

X2 = 99.95, 2841F, p < .001

Contingency Coefficient = 0.51

V

11
";

- \
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.. To completethe.comparisons Table

personal and inter-teriOnaYconeernp.

far from perfect, overlap in responses

4 shows the relationship of intra-
-

Again, we sea some, but
.

to the twovestiond.I.WheiPthe

individual -respondent .s the unit
.
of analysis, designation" of a= specific

frame' of reference or a shift from an intra-personal frame to an inter-

. personal frame does ptoduce changeS in the items at the top of the agenda.
. 1

In this specific set of data collected in fall 1973, Watergate is a major
0

shift. While a majority listed It first in, the inberviewr

also. reported talking about.Watergate aqst, less than half .

reason'tot the

and a majority

.designated it artheir m4t impo tant personal concern. It is this . .

. .-- .

. ..,
.

disparity, that reduces the overlap etween the agendas produceeby.the

three open-ondid questions.

..,

#

These contingency tables show considerably more slippage in the data

than did the rank -order corrclationi reported in Table 1. At the ;gee--

8atd level, individual variations resulting from frames of references"

apparently cancel themselves out Also at.the aggregate level, either

simple projectrve.device ormbre specific conceptualization of the
I It

agenda measures ie.intra-personol_or inter - personal, terms. .seems to yield
. .

. .. .

.
. . 1.

1. little diffirenoe-In the data gelOtibed: But: when the individual, is that
a. .

unit of analysis,

-put to respondents

on agenda - setting

diOerences in the ,conceptualization of the question

make a considerable difference: Since the research

.

at Syracuse Universitypand the University of North

Carolina is moving more and more toward4be Individual as the' unit of

analyses, .some addl:tional details of these intra-personal and inter-

personal agendas will be considered
.

.

kNerc'54,6/- of the cases fall .on the diagonal:

A 12

4

I

,;yr
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Table 4

-:;-.7.7.

Issue-Talked-Mput-Most Frequently by; Issue Considered, personally

0 . hoseltlIpottant./

TALKED -ABOUT 140ST,FREQUEN Y

Rising Middle
_Prises East

;Watergate
Ever /

dther.
merit.

Risingu
Prices 5.67 21,9%' - -64.5

* 32),
_

.

6,

Middle
East 0.0. 49.0 51.0 0.0 0.0

(c}_ -= 51) 4

,

tatagiEe
2.6 12.1 82:8

* 116) .

1.7

' "
, Energy
ltftvironments 0.0 15.4" - 73:1

(ft ' Z6)%

-11.5 o.:0 1

2.9

-
5/.4'

: .

0.0 ,37.1
.

.

O

di

X2 * 141.88, 16dFi p 4; .001:

Contingericy"Coeffieient*,.0.59

4
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Probing, Behind- Persorial-Agendai

,

.

Consideration of the methodological. problemsin measuring personal
.

agertdas is simply the%opinini step. As we. move -to use of .the
.. . , .

.
.

as the unit of analysis in tgenda-_setting research, it is necessary to
- .

.- .

consider 'the speciliC media sources relied upon, level of'desire forThe
._r.

wik .
- _ ...-

information. and personal reasons for talking about issues and consider-
A -.

%
. . .

ing _them-personalky i inp ortane in order to understand. these communication
. .

,... . .. .

situations. Agenda-setting is -an influence process, hut a process that .

can bast be understood by.taking into account the personal .attributes

and information:seeking behavior of the individuals in the newiimedia

audiences.
,

Edelstein (1973) has argued persuasiyelythat" trans-situational

data on which news media people rely upon for information is quite unia-

-tisfactory. Edelstein argues and Offers data.t_ hat the,news_medium: -------

hy.an individual differt frok situation tb iituatimf FOr

-
information on= topic X-an oindividultdIght linethenewspiperMOSi

.

useful; for informatiorl on topic. Y, it might be Tythatailiforeuseful.

This situational approach to preferred or moat,useful sourdes of-news

suggests that the Roper data (1975) asserting that Tie? is oseehy

people than newspapers is at least partially artifactual.

If peop le sometimes find one media more useful and sometimes anotfier0,

.replies to the trans-situational koper.questions may represent something,

'of a meaningless average. To Snvestigate the validityt this notion,'

the Syracuse sophomores were asked which source of, information they found

most useful both for (a) the issue they had designated personally. most

.10

14
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.%

%

teportint, -and, (b) he issue they reported- talking about most during the

..past month.

et

'

.For the issue considered-personally most important there are wide,
.

variations in the sources of informa tion found most useful. Neither news-
,

papers nor television 'is. considered the mostusefUl sources for several,

of-the issues shown in Table 5. And: among sophoMores who considered

"rising prices" most important, aboug a4iird each named nerspapers,

. vision, and other-sources es moselelpf6i:
. ,

Considering. only newspaperiarid.4eIevision, neither is consistently,

, .-:;4; - -
selected over the 6ther. Each ranks4ai the preferred source about-half-o

A.

the time. For Watergate and the Riddle East, the newspaper- is a' bif
. ,

.
.

ahead. For rising prices Sil4energyfenvixonmental problems, TV is a'bit

. * preferred. Across all five comparisons in Tabie,5 the difference between

r.

the percentage naming newspapers (36.17. '9f.atl_respon-dents). and '.the.
`,

1.

percentage paming'television 136.9%-of all respondent:9 is leis than a
-

half of due pikcent. Considering the wide variationswithin the tOld, this.
.

,

similarity in-the-margin-els may be stquifffing of-anartifactual balancing

out.

With a shift in the situation -- the frame ofreference specified

as the context for evaluating which nos source is most useful, the pattern
0

,of responses shows considerable change. In Table television predothinates

as the most usefulource among sophomores who' report talking most daring
. _

the past month about riin% prices, the MiddleEast, Watergate, and energy]

environmental problems. Again, however, the marginals or Table 6 show c

0 difference of only 3.97. in the percentage 9f respondents naming newspapers,
1

and the percentage naming television. perhaps the most interestinupoiet.
e

'I5
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Table 5

Most Useful ource of Information by IssUe Considered PeraollIlly
2 .4.

Most Important

9

Newspapers Television ° Other

Rising
Prices 31.6% 36.8
(n,

.

Middle .,

East . 38.6 .3'6:4

(d 7:2 44) . .:'

Watergate

(n = .95)
4291 . 41.1

e

31.6 .

.

a. _.

..

25.Q
. :'

.
.
.

16:8

Energy
Environment' 19.0 33.3 47.6

V

Other
(n 24)

29.2 25.9 45.4

X2 12.1A.99, 8dP, p <

Contingency Coefficient = 0926

A

4

16

4,



0 Table 6

.

4

P

Most useful Source, of Information by issue Talked- About' Most Frequently
.?

:

Newspapers Television -Other

. _

Rising.

Prices
(n = 7)

28.6% 28.6

44 Middle
East.

(n =37j
32.4 35.1. 32,4

Watergate

(n= 151)
j9i7- 431.7 '16.6 -

Energy /'

Environment

3)

'0.0 :66:7 33:

Other
(n = 10.)

4

30.0 10.0 60.0

1-= 16.0, 8dF, p .C4

ContigencY Coefficient = 0.27

4

17
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-for future study is a tefidency,.for television' to be named somewhat more

often as agruseftil .source *en the frame- of reference for a' specific issue

under consideration is inter-personal.

w,

Need for InforMatioo.

The students also were asked whether they4had aboue
\
as Much informa-l"

.

tion as they needed_on the intraiipersonal and inter-per soii4 Isitie ttAey
. . t \J . .

had nova._ _There is-very--littre-variation across issuaill.iff the felt need
. . .

for information, and this does' not change with ,a shift in theframe of
.

reference. Regardless of the specific issue named or the frame 'of-refer-
.

ince? ;bout three- fours said they did. not have enough inforisation.
v.--There is -unquestionably some social., desirability bias' (in this data,. w

,

inflating the number Of sOphImeres .expressing' a need -for greatet informs-_

, .. .
- tion.. But' if we Assume that-.-this.bi,as is -uniforta noose issues and frames

_of reference, it is. interesting that no other differences. seem to be presen.
. . .

ly

S.
'Respondents also were ,asked why. they,witad tledignated a particular

issue as the one that weLpexsonally. most .important to.theM; and a Little

later in the interview why ,they thought the issue they had tallcd AboUt
-

most frequently was' in fact talked about -so much,

Again we see that a shift in the frame of reference produces shifts

in the °kinds of reasons offered by the sophomores for placing an issue at
. .

the top of their intra-personal or :inter-.peisonal agenda". There also are
. -

interesting variations across issues.

Acfoss all five intra-personal, issues (Table 7), d direct effect on

the individual is cited most frequently (35.7t of #1. respondents) as, the

18 I
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0 Table 7

_

- Reason an Issue Is Considered Personally Most Important by isspet

-

Funds- , .

Philo- Jewish DirecE----- 174tdre Other.
sophic or Friend me

ntal
, Effect ./mpact-Concern ---__

Rising
Prices
(n A 33)

12.17. f

Middle
.East

=.53)
3.8

Watridte
(n = 15)

27.0 ,

Energy/
'Environment 10.7

. _ e

othnr
(n 34")-

35.3

1

. ..

,0.0 6.1

1

75.8 0.0 6.1

41..5 0.0- 189* 283

.

0.0
-
15.7 24.7 10.4-

6 ,

-16.3

0:0 -- 14.3

-

;46.4 25..0 3:6 .

0.0 11.8 - 38.2' 2.9 .11.8
....)

man,

O

0. ''

X2 =-161,10, 20dF, p < .001

Contingency Coefficient = 0.61

.19

01
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.1.

reason- for placing an-issue at the top of the agenda. But across' all five

inter-personal issues-Vable 8) the most .-frequently cited reason (14.4V

of all respondents) is that an issue is in the.neWs. The relationship of

this response to the notionof agenda-setting is obvious, and the dsta'hints;

that inter-personal agendas may be more susceptible to agenda...setting

influences by the press. In any vent, respondents explain their inter-"'

. -

personal agendas quite often in terms'of the-frequency of press coverage.

An obvious next step for future analysis of this datais the comparison.
4

of antra- personal .and inter-personal agendas with'ItOwt_meclia agendas.:

, mi4ht-be,especially interesting to examine the inter- personal agendas of
---. .-.._ .

. . vs,

thote sophomopa'who justified their discussiow.of an issue lit terms of.its
-------_,

freqent appearance in thiiOws,____

Summary_

,..
. . . ,_ .......___ _

.
.-

jpthe.agiregate -level- either a simple-Prolecti;e4eivice or more,.

speZrfa conceprutolitation of agenda measures inc-infra-,personal or inter-
.

personaL terms seems to yield little difference in theAsta generated.

But when theindiyiduaLis theunit of analrfis, differences inthe

conceptualization of the luestion put to respondants'make a considerable:

.difference. In an intra:Personal.c9ntext there is only 48.17: overlap with

the general open-ended question. But wtienan inteipereOnal Aontext

specified there is 61,5% overlap in the responses.

.

rl
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eason an Issue Is Discussed Most Frequently by Issues'

.:"

4.

.n the News. Most Talk- oPhilo- .iewish Direct Most Future Other
Most Often ed About .sophic* ox Friend .Effect Current IMpact

. . .

R4aing
Prices

ddle
Bast

(n 2' 53)

Watergate
(it xi 197)

Energy/
Environment

(n It" . 7)

Other .

(n 16) .

. -

la
11.1X 0.0 0'.0 . 77.8 0.0.

9.4 i j.4 `-., 30.2 13. 134-

46.2 8,46 4.6 9.1

1443

0.0 18.8

.

. 28.6

-4 1

6.3

0.0 57.1

37.5

0.0

6.3

18.9 5171 .

14.7,"

0;0 0.0

,
.. i . 1id'.68,..28dri, pi 4: .691.

i

.COntingeticy Cdeffibient .1 0.61
.

. / .. . ..; .

a
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-C.

. .

When respondents were asked which source- of informail& they found

-
. .

Moseu;efUl for the Issue-they had named, striking-differences are
,

. --..

produced by the two contexts. For IntrapersonaOtems IV and ne's,..
. .

/
papers each doMlnate on about half the issues. But'Iman Inter-p . rsonal

.

context TV dominates all
.

but one sue. One Could' speculate on the
.

appropriateness of each type of information'(TV news Style and content

versus newteaperstyle and content) for conversations an

'ilon. But thatis-i eaure.point of inquiry.
. _

Finally we see that a shift In-theframe of-referenCe produceli-
.

differences in the reasons cited for plicing.an Item'at the top 9f the

- agenda. In an intra-Personei context respondents cite direct, personal_

al reilec-

-

effeCts. In an inter-personal context explicit references- aie wade to.
.

agenda- setting. Respondents explain frequent discussion of an. issue, in

terms of its frequent appearance in the news,
u--

0

0

U
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