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Fz2eling and Learning ahout a Critical Event:
The Shuttle Explodes

ABSIRACT

This study examines feelings, learning and diffusion effects resulting
from the Challenger explcsicn using a two pronged approach both in a
cross-section and an over-tire panel design. The sample consists of
Cleveland State undergraduates.

Several key conclusions have emerged from this investigation:

1) Television-reliant individuals were more kncwledgeable abcut the
shuttle disaster than were rewspaper-reliant or radio-reliant subjects.
Participants who received their news from television possesced the most
accurate kncwledge about the location of the 0-Rings, the size and
number of the 0-Rings, the temperature at launch time, acs well as of
the identity of the firm that manufactured the shut*le (Morton Thiokol
Co.).

2)Interestingly, television subjects were also significantly more
likely to accurately recall the visual details of the shuttle
explcsion-~-i.e., the size cf the O-Rings and their location on the
shuttle.

3) A mcdel, composed of expertise, Adiffusion variables, potivational
factors and affective reacticns, accounted for =significant amounts of
the total variance in facts recalled about the disaster (R2=.26).
Affective reactions to *he shuttle, ent2red as a block, added the
greatest amount of variance (R2=.14). Of the fcur affective variables,
shame best predicted the nurmber of facts recalled.

4) when affective reactions were treated as depend:nt variables, the
model accounted for 29 percent of the variance in sadness (i.e., how
sad did the news tcday make you feel?). Individuals who heard later
about the +tragedy were less sad than those whc heard earlier; and
respondents who l2arned about the event from the mass media apparently
vere not as saddened as thcse who heard the news from interpersonal
sources.

5) Interest in the shuttle, al:o significantly predicted by the

motivational blcc% cf variables--in particular ty knowing individuals
who worked at NASA and the rfperceived personal relevance of thz space
program (see Perloff, 1985).

6) The steep diffusion curve shows the high salience of this event
even in comparison to c¢ther salient critical events. And the
importance of media in diffusicn is again shcwn to taper off with
interpersonal ccnnnections beccming more important 1later in the
PIOCESS.
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Oon January 28, 19”84 the American mass wmedia Interrupted
reqularly-scheduled brcadcasts *o provide cn-the-sgct ccverage of the
tragic explosion cf the Space Shuttlie Challanger. Like cthe. <critical
national events, the broadcast media coverage was irmediate, ccntinuous
and natioral in scorte. However, the <Chalienger tragedy differed from
other evarnts in these respects: it was an unusuvally vivid arnd graphic

event (i.e., the fiery explosioirr, the picture of spectators and

relatives watching in apparent disbelief); many members cf the viewing

putlic were able tc see the explosion when it happrsned rather than at
some later pcint; and the astronauts themselves evoked strcng fpositive
feelings inasmuch as they were associated ith a numbar of very
positive naticnal symbols. Some observers compared the event and the
putlic?'s reaction with the assassination of Bsesiden: Kennedy in 1963.
For these reascns, it seemed interesting and impcrtant to
devot2 scholarly a*tention to <-he diffusion and impact cf media
coverage of *he shuttle tragedy. Much of <fhe previous literature on
critical events, understandably constrainad by the exigencies of
firehouse research, has not teern particularly thecrstical or ccncerned
with the processes that might underlie the public's reacticn to media
coverage of such events (see alsc Kraus, Davis, Lang and Lang, 1975).
In contrast, the present study tested hypotheses derived frcm the media
reliance literature and exrplored the role of ccgni+*ion and affect in
the diffusicn of this news eveheses derived from the nmedia reliance
literature and explcrzd the role of cogniticn and affect in +the
diffusicn c¢f this news eve diffusion and comprehensicn cf critical
events. Although such national events have great emotional

repercussions, researchers in this area, as well as in diffusion, have
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Jeffres and Quarcles (1983) hold <that critical events such as
the Kennedy assassination are nc longer unique, and Americans may have
become so accustomed tc «crises that news of such everts has lcst some
of its impact (p. 723). Rrycne who experienced +the public bereavement
in the hours follcwing the Jaruary 28 space shuttle explosion had
reascr to suddenly doubt these vords.

Chaffee (1975) has shown that the <classic S-curve of
innovation adcption or irfcrmation dissemination derives from a classic
curvs, in the “"vatsence cf ccnstraints and with a randcaness of
interaction (p.90)." Mcre interesting circumstances, he nctes, are
when scme environmental cr receiver based facters 1limit the free and
random flow of irformation. Thus, in the case cf a perceived critical
event, constrain+s would be likely to be minimal.

The first part of this study will investigate the speed with

which information about the shu*tle was disseminated and through which
channels it was spread. Any deviation frcm the <classic S curve
diffusicn pa*tern will be ncted, and systemic ccnstraints will be
posited.

However, the investigation will go further than thie; factors
centrituting to an individual's information-gathering activities will
be explored, in an effort tc explain not only when and how infcrmation
about <he <shuttle explosion diffused, but alsc why some individuals
gathered more information than others. This reccgnition of the role of

ccgniticr and affect in the information-disseminaticn proccsss expands
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the s'mple descrip*ive diffusion model to one which 1is predictive and

poten*ially exglanatory.

Information-Hclding Effects

The second part of this study will examrine informaticn holding
and affect differences by media use. Most of the studies ccmparing
those who rely on newspapers and those who rely on television are
ccncerned with political krcwledge -- information +that arquably needs
much more context than one cr even a few brief televisicn news reports
car give. The shuttle explosicn would appear %o be an even:t where
pecple tegin relatively even in their 1levels of knowledge, and thus
should be an oppcrtunity tc examine informaticn-holding differences

resulting from attention tc various media.

Patterson and McClure (1976) concluded that television was a
much less effective transmitter of information than were newspapers.
They claim tha* televisicn videocentric portrayals of news and events
are artificially packaged into segments +that do rnot stimulate audience
attenticn to or retenticn c¢f the presented infermation. ¥hile they
argue that *elevisicn coverage of many issues such as campaigns and
eccmonic ccncerns has nons of +he virtues that might make it
informative, they do note that certain dramatic events such as an
assassiration attempt may have powerful effects when presented through
the pictures of televisicn. Given that the shuttle explcsion was
caught completely cn videotape and played repeatedly through thas first

day when little other information was yet availatle, we wculd <expect
that television wculd have transmitted infermation at least as
effectively as newsfpapers.

On2 might venture a bit further. If <the information was
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primarily of a visual natur2--not the best fcr newspapers and even

verse for radio--then one might 2xpect televisionr to have an some
advantage in Fresentaticn. Informaticn that required visual

perspec+ive might be expected to be best assimilated by television

viewers. Further, if the rnewspaper and radic individuals are bes*
traired to gather in€formaticn from print and simple audio respectively,

then the television individuals might demonstrate fur-her advantage by

using television. Salcmor (1979) arques:

T hat different syebcl systens, even when reprcsenting the same
| content, differ with respect to the amount of mental translation from
external symbcl system to internai mode that they require. Second, 1
! propose that that symbcl systems call cn qualitatively and
‘ quantitatively different mental skills, knowledge acquisiticn cutcomes
can be expected t¢ vary respectively.

Later he continues:

On the basis of these arqgumsnts, it becomes possible to speak of ease
of extracting information from symbolically coded messages. One symbol
system does nct ccmmunicate tetter than another. It calls for better-
mastered skills thar another.

Given the nature of the evert here, and the seeming advantages for
television, it migh* be reascnable co expect televisior to actually do

be*ter than nevspapers in scme levels of knowledge.

METHODOIOGY

Cross-sectional data were <collected from a total of 119

individuals enroll=zd in fcur di fferent ccmmunicaticn ccurses at

Cleveland State University; these data were collected via an initial

: shutzle questionnaire (asking respondents within 54 hours of the
i explosion abcut their immediate reactiomns, where t*hey heard about the

disaster, etc.) and, one we<k later, a general demograrhics and newvs
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kncwledge ques*ionna.re. This latter instrument measured krowledge

about a variety of news tcpics with a 26-itam cren-ended gquiz-type

index; it alsc included I+tems <+apping involvemec* wvith the space
Frocyram (Do you kiacw arycne who works for NASA? -- The NASA Lewis
Research Center is lcca*ed in <the Cleveland area -- Before tbe Shuttle

exrlosicn hcw interested were you in going intc space? arnd Dc you feel
news abou: the shuttle affects you a lot or not at all?) and interest
in current events (On a scale of one to seven, where one is Not At All
Inerested and Seven is very iInterested, how interested wculd you say
that ycu are in current events? and On 2 scale cf onre to seven, where
one is never and seven is always, how of*en wculd you say that you
discuss current =verts with . . . your family; your friends; the people
you work with?).
Frequencies and cross-tabulations of thes2 data resulted in
graphs showing the S-curve of first knowledge abcut the exrlcsion, and
indicating +he media through which first knowledge was achieved as
broken down by time of first knowledge. Additionally, multiple
regression analyses were ccnducted in <ha prediction of knowledge,
affect, and involvement. These ragressicns were conducted using a

hisrarchical, forced-enzry mcdel.

Ih

o

Panel

The data reported here were <collected during late January
through February in three classes at Cleveland State University.
These data were part of a pilct study on the effects of coverage of
visceral events such as terrorism, with the investigation
expanded with the ccincidental occurrence of the shuttle explosion.

Students were asked *o moritor +the news <c¢n cnly one of three
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media--newsparers, *elevisior or radio. While the generalizatility of
this data is 1lirited, i+ is hoped that the relaticnships cbserved will
help develcp future hypctheses. The 40 students were asked tc attend

to a half-hour news program eackh weekday for four weeks and fill out a
qussticnnaire immadiatzly after the program. A pretest and pcst-test

were administerad tc measure levsls of knowledge.

Heasures
Most studen*ts were placed in a media ccndition based on their
report of which medium *hey used most for current events and political
information, a maasure cften used as an inlicatcr of media reliance
(McLeod and McDonalid, 1985) . Because so few students claimed radio
reliarce, some students who claimed reliance on *elevision or
newspapers bu* alsc said they often used radic were assigned to *he
radio ccndition. Students in the newspaper ccndition could read any
daily paper availatle ¢ then, but were charged with readirg only
national and international news for the first half hour. Mcst students
read the Cleveland daily. Television studen*s could watch any of the
evening netwcrk news progrars they preferred. The majority reported
thay watched the ABC e&vening news perhLaps crtecause o0f its earlier
broadcast in the local market (ABC a+ 6:30; CBS and NBC at 7). The
radio people were assigned tc liszten to the first half hour of National
Public Radio's All Things Ccnsidered. While this might te thLe MNew York
Times of radio news, it did allow radio people access to a continuous
half hcur ¢f naticnal/interrational news that is otherwise largely
unavailatle.
Expertise was measured on the pretest through a series of

political knowledge questions including political actcrs, local
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politics, other naticnal concerns, interrational affairs and
informatior about ths space prcgram.

Kncwledge was measured in several wmanners. A clcse-ended

pcst-test with questicns abou* the shutile disaster and its aftermath
allowed discrete content comparisors across media conditicns. Students
alsc anrswered op=r-ended questicns about what they could remember from
the day's news. These were ccded to give a quantitative measure of
facts. Liberal ccdirg allcwad the students tc define the ccntext of the
informatior. A thkird type cf kncwledge was measured tc allow sonme
observation of tte differences in processing of the day's shuttle
news--an oper ended questicn asked the studsnt tc describe the day's
news to a friend. This question was coded in five ways. Information
was coded as toc whether it was factual or emoticnal, whether it was
stated in a p2rscral manner (using personal prorcuns) c¢r not, and
whether i+t ccntained associaticns between facts giving some 3indication
of critical thcught about events. To corntrol ths emotional/factual and
personal/ncrpersonal jistinctions from confcunds due tc some
individuals simply wri<ing more, percentages were €rplcyed by dividing
by *he total number of facts present. For example, if three statements
were measur2d as fpersonal and emotional, none as personal and factual,
two as nconpersonal and factual and none as ncngperscral and emotional,
than the score fcr personal/emotional = .6, personal/factual = 0,
ncnpersonal/factual = .4 ard ncnpersonal/emotion = 0.
Feelings were measured on four one-to-seven bipclar =cales--
Angry/Scothed, Happy/Sad, Prcud/Ashamed and Anxicus/Calnm. L.ow scores
corr2spond tc the first of the rairs (see Abelson, et al, 1982, for a

description cf the measuremen* of political feelings).
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION (PARI 1) Informa*ion dissemirnaticn curve

Piguce 1 shows the S-shapsd information dissemination curve for the
sample of 119. Seventy-nine percent of respcndents report having heard
abcut the explosicn withinr the first 30 minutes; 84% within the first
60 minu*es; 388% within the first 90 minutes. These fiqures document an
extremely steep disseminaticn curve. A summary of 14 studies which
examined the Jdiffusion of information about five cri’.ical events
(Quarles, Jeffres, Sanchez-Ilundain & Neuwirth, 1983) idertified only
twc instances 1in which dissemination occurred mcre rapidly--the spread
of information amcng Ken+ State University students akout President
Franklin D. Roosevelt's dea*h (83% heard within 30 minutes, S4% within
60 minutes, 99% within 90 minutes) and the diffusion of news about
President Kenredy's assassination among citizens of Dallas, Texas (84%
heard within 30 minutes, 93% within 60 minutes, 95% within 90 minutes).
The other five studies examining the Kennedy assassination, as well as
studies detailing news iiffusicn for Dwight Eiseunhower's stroke and the
at*empted assassiraticns cf Rorald Reagan anrd Pope Jchn Paul, all show
slower rates of diffusion, scme substantially so.
The Kent State and Dallas studi2s ©Lcth documented unusual
irstances in which extremely rapid diffusicp might seem logical-- the
Ken- State study examinzd news diffusior among individuals in very
cicse prcximity tc cne ancther, while the Dallas investigaticn studied
a populaticn with an obvious personal stake (i.e., those living in the
city where the assassination tcok place) as #ell as one in which the
physical distances the news had to travel was at a minimum. Thus, 3in
both cases the constraints uron the system which might impede diffusion

were minimal.
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obviously, the shuttle explosion was a critical event c¢f great

pccportion. Her

{4}

+ tco, there seem to have been few ccnstraints upon
the disseminaticn cf information about the explcsicn within the systenm
under examina*icn. parr of this freedom of informaticn flcw may have
been a resnlt of close physical proximity (i.e., on-campus student
inzeraction); hcwever, the ins*:itu-ion where the study was conducted is
a COmmUter campus, and a majority of the subjects in the cross-
sactional study were evening students who were nct on campus during
the *ime of the explcsicn, but instead were a% hcme ¢r at wcerk. Thus,
*+he free informaticn flow which this steep diffusicn curve indicates
must have alsc had roots in an environment of high rperc=ived event
importance.

This parceived impcrtance may hav:z teen generated by a variety
of factors, including actual nmedia displays--+he agenda setting
hypothesis predicts a strcng rositive relationship between the eaphasis
of mass media ccverage of an issue and the =salience ¢f +this issue in
the winds of audience members (Becker, McCcmbs & Mclecd, 1975).
An=cdctal evidaence from resporses in this study indicate that this may
have bean cperative (e.g., I knew i* must bs important if they
interrupted the TV rrogran, Thzy cut in right in the middle of 'Wheel
of Fortune.").

It should also be ncted that Figure 1 dones =show a small
proportion c¢f respondents sho <claim they heard akcu:z the =axplosion
prior *o the 11:40a.m. (apprcximate) event. While zhis dces indicate
scme faulty judgment on *+he parts of individuals 1lcoking back cnly one
or two days, it may alsc be further indicative of the high perceived

impor*ance of +the event. In an effor+t to establish their status as
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early knowers, =scme respcndents may have anticipated the svent by mor=z

than 20 minutes!

Medium cf First Knowlsage
Figure 2 breaks down time of first kncwledge 1into four
categories: those whc found out within +he first 10 minutes
(pr=-11:50, n=30), those who found out withir *he next 10 minutes
(11:50-12:00, n=43), —hose {inding out within the nex: 40 minutes
(12:00-12:40, n=13), and thos: firnding out mor= than ore hour after the
event (post-12:40, n=16). For 2ach of these fcur groupings, media of
first knowledge are graphed ty percentage of that grouping which found
ou* via each mediurm. For eaxampie, among the wearliest knowars, 43%
found ou* via radio, 27% via television, 20% fcund out in a face-to-
face interactiu. with socmeone they knew, 7% found out via a telephone
call, and 3% fcund ovt in a face-to-face interacticn with somecne with
wvhom they were unacguaintzd.
We see frcm the fiqure +he relazive importance of mass media
channels in dif:usirg infcrmation during the first nminutes after the
exrlosion. While television regains some importarnce for +hose findiug
out at a later stage, radio's role consistently decreases cver time.
Althouglk only one televisicny/cable network shcwed the explcsion live
(Cabls Nszws Network), apparently nearly all cther broadcast and cable
networks switched tc the stcry within two or three minutes; thus, arny
individual ergaging in
electronic mass media use a* this time could nct avoid hearing about
the avent. (An interesting exception to this trend was PBS=~-
according +o responden* reports, childrer viewing Sesame Street were

fortunatzly not trected ¢tc an immediate cut-away to the action in
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Plorida.)
While face-to-face interpersonal interaction with a rtranger
did, as might be expectzd, play a minor rcle in diffusicn vwhen
compared with face-to-face interaction with friendsysacquaintances, it
is interesting *c ncte *that it 3id play a relatively important role at
the middle stages of +he diffusion processe. Interaction among
strangers is increasingly rare ia our fast-paced, mobile and pmedia-
dominated society, especially in a major me+tropolitan area. In fact,
responients' open-ended ccmments lead us to believe that speaking with
a stranger about this event, either to +tell him/h3r or to receive the
information, was an unusual and sometimes unsettling experience. It
seems to go against the norms of communicative behavior, and its
occu:rence is in need of justification--respondents took great pains
tc explain that they just happened to be waiting for a bus or riding an
elevator, and would of course not normally speak to strangers except

for the extreme and unusual circumstances of the evant.

Prsdiction of Coguition and Affect
The information displayed in Table 1 goes beycnd the
description c¢f hcw and when people found out about the shuttle
eéxplosion--i*t attempts to explain what happened rext for +the
individual so informed. An attempt was made tc statistically predict
cognitive indicators of information gained atout ths exrlcsion and
surroundirg inciderts (FACIS, the number c¢f £f.ctual statements
generated by the respondent about the event; PERS, the proportion of
descriptive statements about the event which were perscnalized in
nature; EMOT, the proportion of descrip*ive statements akout the event

which were emotive in nature), affect *toward +he avent in the days

14
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following i+ (including four types of affect, crerationalized as how
SOOTHED, SAD, ASHAMED, and CALM <+hey felt about the event), irtersst ir
the space prregram (INTSHT, hew interested the respondent was 1in the
shut+le prcgram, and SPACE, hcw interested the respcndent was in going

into space prior tc the *ragedy), and perceived persoral relevance of
ths shuttle incidert (AFF, how much +*he respondent felt news of the
shut*.? incident affected them).

A multiple hierarchical reqgression was run for each <c¢f these
variables, as predicted fror all or a sutset of these variables
entered as listed: 1level cf general news knowlelge (KNOW, a summative

26-i‘em indeyx), time of first knowledge measured in minutes (WHEN),
medium of first knowledge, where mass media channels=1 and
interpersonal channels=2 (MEDHEAR), personal relevance and interest
factors (NASA, how many NASA employees <+he respcndent knows; AFF;
SPACE; INTMOT, a seven-item index measuring general interest in current
affairs and motiva“icn .c talk to others about current affairs), and
affect (CALM, ASHAM, SAD, SOCTH).
This mcdel significantly predicted thrce dependent
variatkles--FACTS, SAD, and INTSHT. In additicn, perscaal and emotive
statement generation also achieved a moderats level cf prediction, but
the overall R2 was not significant in either <case (PERS=.16, and
EMOT=.19). Interestingly, sadness was the «c¢nly type of affect which
seemed to be influenced by diffusion factcrs and personal
relevance/interest factcrs; shanme, calmness, and soothedness are
relatively unaffected by these factor:s.
In the prediction of factual information (FACTS)

generated by the respondent about the shuttle incidan% one or two days
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PAGE 15
following +*he e<event, affec:t emerged as most impcrtant, even after
taking into acccunt a-neral news knowledg=z, diffusion factcrs (speed
and medium), and personal relevance/intz2rest. The type cf affect most
closely 1linked with the generation of factual statements was the
fezling of shame--the more ashamed +the individual, the less facts
he/she generated. This could bs indicative c¢f negative affect
suppressing infcrmation-seeking activity, and/cr the affect simply
resulting ir increacsed reluctance to communicate about the shameful
event.

As not2d atove, sadness (SAD) was th= only affect that was

sianificently ©predicted by g23neral Lews factors, and rersonal

relevarce/interest. The laiter +wo sets cf factors served as
significant predictor blocks (R2=.13 and .14, respectively).
Individuaily, time of first knowledge was the most powerful

predictor--the later £irst knowledge, the less sadness experienced.
Medium cf first knowledge was also a strong individual predictor--those
who heard via mass media chennels were less <sad than those hearing
through interpsrscnal channels. Two particular types of personal
relevance/interest seemed to carry that block's sigrificancea:
perceived impact of shuttle news on the self and general current avents

interest/motivaticn were botk significant, positive predic*crs.

[
=

Important to note is the role diffusion factcrs rplayed
gererating affect toward this critical event. These authcrs know of
no body of research which has related informaticr diffusicn factors to
either cognrnitions cr affect. While these findings dc¢ not lead to a
definitive ccnclusicn, it does seem that tke immediacy cf the channel

and immediacy in sheer time bcth contribute to a mcre negative affect;
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delay in time and £oderaticn through ar interperscnal <source may each
mitigate scme of the negative affective reacticns.

Also significartly fredicted via regrsssion analyses was

interest in tha shuttle program. Here, personal relevance factors
servad as significant individual przdictors and ccmprised a significant
block (R2=.25). Ths more NASA emplcyees a respondent kncws, and the

more he/she feels that news about the shuttle affects him/her, the more

interested he/she is 1in the shuttle program. Interestingly, a
coamunication-structural variable serves an important role in
predicting interest in a critical event, i.e., social or tusiness

ccnnections with the NASA organization seem to have created increased

i-+erest in a geograrhically remn*e event.

Table 2 presents the percentages of ccrrect answers on the
close-ended pos:i-test. Overall, students had a mean knowledge
scor2 of 13.7 with a standard deviatior of 6.1. This rerresents one
point fcr each correct response (multiple response questionz were given
one fpoint per correct resgcnse). The newspaper ccndition had a mean
of 12.08; the television a mean of 16.0 and the radic ccrditior a mean
of 13.17. Televisicn students showed significantly higher levels of
knowledge than ncwspap2er or radio students (p < .01). If the shuttle
explosicn was a fundamentally visual phenomenon, then it is ccnsistent
that *elevision ccndition should know no less thar newspaper
individuvals. Lookirg at the percentages on Table 2, it beccmes evident
that all three ma2dia groups shows similar levels of knowledge atout the
day of the accident (How many died; and Who they wvere). Further, they

have similar levels of knowledge concerning the previous space accident
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PAGE 17
and the astronzuts involved (information that appeared in z1l1 media).
But with regard tc the infcrmation that develcped over time (such as
the 0-Ring rhencmanon) the television oriented individual knew more
than the nrnewspaper and radic reople. Bzcause cf <the small samples
involved it wculd take a difference of arcund 30 percent o be
statistically significant. So any differences cculd be due to random
fluctuations alone, but “he striking trends and regularities, at the
very least, ars2 bases fcr further examination. A visually oriented
guestion might serve as an example. Just better than one in ten radiec
individuals cculd estimate the size of an 0-Ring, fewer than 2 in ten
nevspaper readers could dc so, vhile the television condition
individuals could make “he estimate more than 4 times in ten.
Figure 3 presents the affect over the four wesks of the
study (two data pcints each week). While the =adrness attributed to
the news dacreased cver t+ime as one would expect, the 1level of shame
cycles thrcugh the +tipme frame. This could te related *+c increasing
news or the errors In judgment that emergz over time. scme students
coumanted that mcre and mcre problems are emerging deflating the
impression +thesy had had c¢f <the space agency. Figure U shows <the
different +vpes of affect broken down by media. Only three time
pcints are represanted here (the first, a middle and +#hs last) point).
Here we see that the changes across media are quite similar. Radio has
som=2 greater changes than either television or newspapers. National
Public Radio was often leading the way in critical reporting of the
interactions between NASA and *he Thiokol engineers. Further, NPR also
suggested the possitle White House pressure tc launch. This type of

repor+ting may wunderlie the 1late increases in Anger and Shame the
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figqures present for the radio individuals.

CONCLUSIONS

Several key ccnclusicns have emerged frce +his investigation:

1) Television-reliant individuals weres more krcwledgeable about the
shuttle disaster than were newspaper-reliant or radio-reliant subjects.
Participants who received their neows from television possessed the
most accurale knowledge about the 1location of the O-Rings, the size and
number of the O Rings, the temrerature at launch time, as well as of
the identi+y of the firm that manufactured the shuttle (Morton Thiokol
Co.). -

2) Interestingly, television subjects were alsc significantly more
likely to accurately recall the visual details c¢f the shuttle
exrlosion--i.e., the size ¢f the 0-Rings and <their lccaticn on the
shuttle.

3) A mcdel, composed of expertise, diffusion variables, potivational
factors and affective reacticns, accounted for sigrificant amounts of
the total variance in facts recalled about the disaster (R2=.26).
Acffective reactions to the shuttle, entered as a block, added the

greatest amount of wvariarce (R2=.184). 0f +the four affective
variables, shame best predicted *hLe number of facts recalled.

4) wWhen affective reactions werz treated as dependent variables, the
model accounted for 29 percent of the variance in sadness (i.e., how
sad did the news tcday make ycu feel?). Individuals who heard later
about the tragedy were less sad than those who heard earlier; and

respondents who learned abcut the event frcm the mass media apparently
were not as saddened as thcse who heard the news frcm interpersonal
SOuUrces.

5) Interest in the shuttle, also significantly predicted by the
motivational block of variables--in particular ty knowing individuals
whc worked at NASA and the perceived personal relevance c¢f the space

program (see Perloff, 1985).

6) The =steep diffusion curve shows the high salience of this event
ever in compariscn to other highly salient critical events. And the
importance of media in diffusion is again =shcwn to taper off with

interpersonal ccnnnacticns beccming wmore impcrtant later in the
process.

Perhaps the most prcvocative finding ccncerns the knowledge of
the shuttle possessed Ly television-reliant individuals. These
findings allow cne *o cauticusly suggest that when an event is highly

vivid and graphic--cr visual iIn nature--televisicn is particularly
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suited for irparting information--evzn non-visual informaticn. But, it

th

may be the visual dimensicn of tha broadcast mzdia that ccntritutes
most to learning abou* such ircidents 1inasmuchk as radic subjects
performed poores* or all ths krcwl2dge indicators. Ancther explanation
for these findings lies in +*he interaction ketween the medium and
subjects! skills in attending to it. The reader will recall that
subjects were assigned to media primarily co¢n the basis c¢f which medium
they said +th2y relied cp in real life. I+ is gfcssible, therefore,
that individuals who waich television news reqularly have developed a
particular facility in grasping and remembering =salient details from
the newvs.
Ons might arque tha* if respondents had been asked more
analytical guestiors «c¢cncernirg the shuttle--such as to discuss the
internal disputes at NASA that may have ccntributed to the
tragedy--newspaper realers may have fared better. Iindeed, Clarke and
Fredin (1978) suggest that newspapers may encourage such arnalytical
reasoning. Th2 vpresent findings are consistent with the hypothesis
that, at least when it come to imparting simple visual infecrmation,
television may b2 mcre effective than either radio cr newspapers.
The other intriquing set of findings ccncern the rcle played
by affect in the diffusior cf critical events. I+ was noted at the
outset of this paper that th2 literature on critical events has omitted
any examination <c¢f affect. The present study suggests that affect
makes several ccntributicns. First, it helps tc differentiate the
reactions of early and late knowers and those whc learned akout the
crisis from 1interpersonal rather <+than mass media sources. This has

interesting implications for thecries of diffusicn.
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Affect alsc best explained respcndents! £factual recall.

Respcndents whc were mcst ashamed racalled <he fews=st facts abcu* the
shuttla. Those whc felt mcst acshamed remembered least, =suggesting that
emoticnal involvsment may inhibit learning. In any event, thz role of
affect deserves wmore attenticn in media research. It would be most
interesting to determine whether different media elicit different
reacticns to critical events. Does television frcduce more affect--and
does this contribute to certain kinds c¢f 1learring? And how do
ccgniticr and affect interact to influence respondents' synthesis of
complex emotional events? These questions suggest fruitful avenues for
future studies of «critical national events, which, ve must ruefully

cenclude, w.ll always be with us.
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TABLE 1

MULTIPLE REBRESSIONS PREDICTING
COBNITIONS, AFFELCT, AND PERSONAL RELEVANCE

(NOTEs Figures within double bars are incremental R2 for
variables above that point; all other figures are standardized
regression coefficients (betas).)

¢ DEPENDENT VARIABLES ?

FACTS PERS EMOT 800TH SAD ABHAM CALM INTSHY 8PACE AFF
W ™ 18 "'.“ .80 ™ ‘1 ~e 1‘ had™ “ "'009 "'006 001 .02
R® o1 .00 .02 .01 .02 .01 .01 .00 _,00 .00

WHEN -.15 -.12 -.02 .22 -.,32¢ .01 =-.18 .01 =-.09 -.02
MEDHEAR ~.18 .19 -.14 .05 =-.16 .02 .12 .03 =-.03 .01
R .06 .04 .08 ,08 .33 .00 .08 .01 .01 .00
NASA .04 .06 -.23 .03 .09 .13 .01 .32¢ -.03 .08
AFF .06 .04 .0f -.08 .29¢ -.06 =-.26b .36¢ -.028__,01
S8PACE ' -.15 =-.12 .13 .04 .04 .07 .08___ .25 .00

lm'l' « 07 - 17 - -e 03 ® “b 02 « 07

RE .05 .06 .09 .01 .3ab  _o3 o6
- O7 « 08

?

PFREDICTOR VARIADLES

‘ERE N
%

17 «18
«01 - 18 -e O7

- 03 - 03 - 04

TOTAL . 260 - 16 -19 « 07 - 29¢ -« 04 -11 - 26€ .01 «01
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Table 2
Percentaqges cf Correct Knowledge

Questiorn Total Newspapers Telavisicn Radio

Hcw Many

Died 97 .1 100 100 88.9

Names cf

the Dead 38,2 38.5 33.3 uu. 4

Previous

U0.S5. D=zad 54,5 50.0 58.3 55. €

Names of

Previcus 27.3 8.3 16.7 44.4

How Many

Shuttles 35.0 25.0 S4.5 25.0

Shuttle

Names 57.6 50.0 75.0 uu. 4

Time cf

Explosion 56 .3 66 .7 41.7 62.5

Where are

O-Kings 81.8 £§3.3 91.7 66.7

How Many

O0-Rings 36.4 33.3 41.7 23,3

Sizs of

0-Rings 6.2 16.7 41.7 1.1

Parts of

Launch Vehicle 81.8 75.0 100 66.7

Hcw Long to

Build Shuxtle 30.3 30.8 45.5 1.1

Wky O-Rings

Failed 81.1 75.0 91.7 77.8

Temperature

at Launch 68.8 53.8 81.8 75.0

Ccldest Previous

Launch Temp. 36.4 30.8 S54.5 22.72

What's Thiockol 63.6 53.8 90.9 44,4
3= 12 12 11
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FIGURE 1

SHUTTLE EXPLOBION
DIFFUSION OF INFORMATION CURVE

(n=119)
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FIGURE 2
SHUTTLE EXPLOGION:
MEDIUM OF FIRST KNOWLEDGE
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Figure 3

FEELINGS

Ashamed

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Time: Axis 1-8 represents four weeks




Figure 4

The Horizonal 2*xes Represent Time and
The Vertical Axes Represent Strength of Feelings
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