INTERPRETATION OF Issues AND VOTER DEcision-
MAKING STRATEGIES: A NEw PERSPECTIVE ON

“IssUE-ORIENTED” ELECTION COVERAGE
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By David Dombke and Dhavan V. Shah

This study investigated the relationship between ethical and societal
interpretations of issues and voters’ decision-making strategies within
systematically varied electoral issue environments. Analysis across two
issue milieus using two measures of the decision-making process found
that individuals who ascribed an ethical interpretation to issues were
more likely to use a noncompensatory strategy, which focuses on one or
two key issues in the decision-making process, than individuals who
ascribed a societal interpretation to issues. This relationship held when

_the number of issues considered important and the importance placed on
“social-moral” issues each were controlled.

Political communication studies have consistently found that media
devote their election coverage to almost anything but candidate issue posi-
tions.! For example, in the 1988 presidential campaign 59% of preprimary
and primary election stories by the three television networks and the New
York Times and Chicago Tribune focused on the “horse race.”2 Similarly,
Buchanan’s comprehensive analysis of broadcast and print media found
that 36% of campaign stories focused on the horse race, 21% on candidate
conflicts, and less than 10% on policy issues.?

In 1992, however, several news organizations attempted innovative
approaches to campaign coverage.* In North Carolina, the Charlotte Observer
teamed with WSOC-TV and the Poynter Institute of St. Petersburg, Florida,
to “help voters regain control of the issues”; and, in Kansas, the Wichita Eagle
worked with local broadcasters to focus attention and clarify issues.> Follow-
ing the success of these projects, major news media in Boston, Dallas, Wichita,
San Francisco, and Seattle initiated similar “issue-oriented” coverage during
the 1994 election season.®

The media’s increased focus on issues may lead to voting decisions
based less on candidate images and more on issue positions. If so, research
on the role of issues in electoral campaigns becomes more important. Most
research on issue voting behavior has focused on factors influencing the
selection of a specific candidate. Unfortunately, this approach fails to explore
the process by which these decisions were reached and tends to be election-
specific. Examination of voters’ underlying decision-making processes may
shed light on voting behavior across elections. For example, what strategies
do voters use to process issue information? How do individual interpreta-
tions of issues influence decision-making strategies? Do differing issues
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share common characteristics that lead to similar decision-making pro-
cesses? This research attempted to answer some of these questions.

Decision A great deal of behaviorial and consumer research examines the

. cognitive processes decision makers use when faced with a number of

Making alternatives.” If one option dominates all other alternatives on attributes

and deemed important, an individual’s decision-making process is relatively

Information easy. However, conflict often arises when one option does not dominate
. across all attributes.

Processing Researchers commonly assume that decisions are based upon the
willingness to “trade off more of one valued attribute against less of another
valued attribute.”® In this compensatory model, a negative evaluation on one
criterion can be balanced, offset, or “compensated” by a positive evaluation
onanother.? In using this decision-making strategy, individuals evaluate the
alternatives across anumber of attributes, processing a great deal of informa-
tionin assessing an alternative’s “overall level of worth.”!? This model - with
its weighting and summing of attributes — shares some theoretical common-
ality with the spatial theory of voting, the central model of electoral choice for
the past four decades.

Both the compensatory model and spatial theory havebeen criticized,
however, in part because they assume highly calculative decision makers.™
Hence, noncompensatory strategies, in which individuals focus on fewer
attributes in the evaluation of information, have alsobeen theorized.”® In this
decision-making strategy, a positive evaluation on one attribute cannot
compensate for a negative evaluation on another. Thus, “trade-offs may not
be made explicitly in many cases” as individuals place greater emphasis on
a few salient attributes rather than an alternative’s overall worth.™

Research has identified anumber of decision-making strategies, most
of which fall under the broad rubrics of either compensatory or
noncompensatory processing.!® In addition, some theorists have suggested
that the decision-making process employed may not be purely compensatory
or noncompensatory, but somewhere between these strategies.'®

Further, some research on decision making and information process-
ing is grounded in schema theory, which posits that, based on experience,
people organize their perceptions of the environment into cognitive know-
ledge structures, actively constructing reality.”” Once activated, schemata,
which “facilitate top-down or conceptually driven processing,”*® continually
structure information processing to provide individuals with meaning and
understanding."’

Miller advocates application of information-processing concepts to
the study of political phenomena because they “provide a different view of
political cognitions from those presented by previous theories.”? A number
of studies drawing from schema theory have examined the relationship
between cognitive strategies used to process issue information communi-
cated by news media and various psychological factors, such as affectivestate
or political expertise.?! However, little of this research has focused on the
relationship between individual evaluations of issues and information pro-
cessing.

S

Issue Salience Political communication research on the role of issues in voting

and behavior has produced conflicting findings. Many election studies have
. found that candidate images have the largest influence on the voting deci-

Interpretation sion, and that concern with issues is not likely to play a prominent role in
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electoral choice.?

Key, however, suggested that issues are more important than earlier
studies indicated, and researchers have argued for a broader conception of
issue voting to include “valence issues,” on which all candidates agree.?
Moreover, a number of studies have found issue salience to be an important
predictor of voting behavior. For example, research on the 1964 and 1968
campaigns found voters reported a number of salient issues, with the
conclusion that “on the individual level, any issue singled out as personally
most important plays a substantially greater role for those who so view it
than it does for others.”? '

A number of studies also have found that “social-moral” issues —such
as abortion, homosexuality, and pornography - have symbolic importance
for individuals who wish to assert their values to the broader community.?
Wuthnow argues thata number of contemporary issues grow out of differing
moral or ethical viewpoints, and he speculates that many future political
conflicts will be moral- or value-based.”? While others disagree as to the
extent of potential cleavage, they agree that social-moral issues will serve as
critical areas of political conflict.?8

That media increase salience for certain issues has been a consistent
finding in agenda-setting studies,” especially “unobtrusive” issues, which
do not directly affect individuals.* Further, a number of theorists have
argued that media frames -by organizing and ordering audience perceptions
through inclusion and exclusion of certain messages — shape individual
interpretations of an issue’s salience.®! Extending this concept beyond its
grounding in critical theory, Tankard et al. and others have discussed
approaches to the conceptualization and measurement of the media frames
surrounding anissue.® Implicit to these studies is the perspective that media
frames effectively control the criteria that “create the meaning (or acceptable
range of meaning) of an issue.”® However, Gamson et al. argue that,
regardless of how a media text encodes reality, individuals “may decodeitin
different ways” and a framed message is “not a leaden reality to which weall
inevitably must yield,”* suggesting that more important than the media
frames of issues is an individual’s interpretation of messages.

However, the different ways in which an issue can be interpreted by
individuals, and the impact of these interpretations on their decision-making
processes, has remained under-explored. Psychology researchers have
theorized that an individual's self-identity, which provides the context
through which questions about the “purpose” and “meaning” of one’s lifeare
evaluated, plays a crucial role in the interpretation and processing of infor-
mation.® Therefore, of particular interest to this study is a meta-analysis by
Johnson and Eagly of thirty-eight studies which examined the effect of self-
concept involvement on persuasion; the authors found different effects
depending upon whether individuals were involved based upon values,
personal consequences, or image concerns. These findings suggest that
information is processed differently dependent upon whether it relates to
central or peripheral aspects of the self-concept. Although some disagree
with these distinctions,” Johnson and Eagly argue that the specific “aspect of
the self-concept [that] is activated” markedly influences an individual’s
information processing.3

Further, Domke and Shah, in research during the 1992 election season,
suggested that types of salience attached to issues differ substantially and
that these distinctions affect voter decision making: An issue linked to
personal values may serve as a critical factor in the voting process, while an
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issue considered important but with less personal linkage often acts as only
one of a number of influences on a voting decision.” The authors concluded
that the type of psychological linkage a voter has with an issue may significantly
influence the decision process.

This research, however, categorized issues as having particular types
of salience for specific subpopulations on the basis of their dominant media
frame without examination of how individual voters interpreted the issues.
As Gamson et al. argue, individuals do not automatically internalize the
public frame of issues.*® Thus, since each individual has a unique combina-
tion of values, interests, and priorities, it seems necessary to examine whether
individual interpretations of an issue are related to the decision-making
strategy utilized.

A

Hypotheses Therefore, the findings of Johnson and Eagly, as well as Domke and
Shah, suggest that voters’ decision-making strategies may be influenced by
which aspect of their self-concept is activated by the issues they encounter.
We propose, further, that voters may have distinct in terpretations of an issue
based on the activation of central or peripheral aspects of the self-concept.
While the importance assigned to issues also is likely to influence the
decision-making process, these interpretations of issues, due to the varying
nature of their ties to an individual’s self-concept, seem most likely to guide
the manner in which information is used in making decisions, for reasons
discussed below.

We posit that individuals may interpret issues as salient on the basis
of ethical concerns or societal concerns. Individuals who assign an ethical
interpretation to anissue consider the issue salient due to concerns for human
rights, civil rights, religious morals, or personal ethics. Individuals who
assign a societal interpretation to an issue consider the issue salient due to
concerns for their situationsin society or for the health of society atlarge. The
presentstudy attempts to link voters’ interpretations of issues to the decision-
making strategies employed.

Individuals with an ethical interpretation of an issue seem likely to
place that issue in a central position as they assess an issue environment,
because their sense of ethics or morals is critical to their self-concept and
identity. In evaluating a set of candidates, then, individuals with an ethical
interpretation of an issue will first consider each candidate’s position on that
issue. Asaresult, these individuals focus their attention on a single attribute,
shaping the manner in which information is processed while they arrive ata
candidate decision. Therefore, inevaluating anissue environment, votersare
likely to use an issue assigned an ethical interpretation, if present, to guide
their decision-making process: candidates who do not share their ethical
position may be eliminated or, in a more simplified approach, the vote may
be determined solely on that issue.

On the other hand, individuals who assign a societal interpretation to
anissue probably donotlink the issue to theiridentity with the sameintensity
as issues tied to ethics or morals, even though there may be potential personal
consequences. When candidates areevaluated on thebasis of issues assigned
societal interpretations, individuals are likely to allow a candidate’s stands
on various issues to compensate for one another. Such compensatory
processing seems unlikely if individuals disagree with a candidate on an
issue ascribed an ethical interpretation. Thus, in the absence of an issue
related to ethical aspects of their self-concepts, individuals are likely to
consider a number of issues that impact society and their position in it,
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resulting in more extensive, or compensatory, information processing. Ac-
cordingly, we state the first research hypothesis:

H1: Individuals with an ethical interpretation of an issue
environment will be more likely to use a noncompensatory
decision-making strategy than individuals with a societal inter-
pretation of an issue environment.

A contrasting perspective, suggested by some of the decision-making
literature, argues that when individuals consider a number of attributes (i.e.,
issues) important, they are likely to use a compensatory decision-making
strategy.*! According to this perspective, individuals considering three or
four issues as important in a voting decision weigh all of these issues in a
relatively equal manner, processing more information in making a voting
choice than individuals who consider only one or two issues as important.
This perspective, however, assumes that all issues have relatively equal
potential to influence a decision. Our perspective suggests that issues have
differential potential for shaping a decision, based on their linkage to an
individual’s self-concept. In particular, issues interpreted in ethical terms,
which are strongly linked to self-concept, are more central to the decision-
making process than issues interpreted in societal terms, which may have
personal consequences but are less closely linked to self-concept. Accord-
ingly, we state our second research hypothesis:

H2: Individuals with an ethical interpretation of an issue
environment will be more likely to use a noncompensatory
decision-making strategy than individuals with a societal inter-
pretation of an issue environment, regardless of the number of
issues considered important.

How important a particular issue is to a person also may significantly
influence the type of decision-making strategy employed. For example, a
number of theorists have argued that the importance individuals place on
“social-moral” issues, such as abortion and homosexuality, serves asa critical
factor in voting decisions.? This raises the question of which has more
influence onindividuals’ decision-making strategies - the importance placed
on a “social-moral” issue or their interpretation of that issue. While the
importance may be a factor, we posit, consistent with our earlier arguments,
thatindividuals’ interpretations of a “social-moral” issue as either ethical or
societal in nature would seem more likely to guide the decision-making
process. Accordingly, we state our final hypothesis:

H3: Individuals with an ethical interpretation of a “so-
cial-moral” issue will be more likely touse a noncompensatory
decision-making strategy than individuals without an ethical
interpretation of a “social-moral” issue, regardless of the im-
portance placed on that issue.

This study is part of a broader research program examining how
members of various subpopulations process political issue information,
particularly about “social-moral” issues, in making voting decisions. This
line of research, by examining how votersin distinctly different populations
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evaluate political issues, is an attempt to identify and examine underlying
issue interpretations and decision-making strategies.®® In part because of the
complexity of these cognitive processes, which are not easily examined by
traditional methodologies, researchers have generally given little consider-
ation to message-processing strategies and media effects.* Therefore, we
have adopted an approach which attempts to develop and test the theory
proposed here by exploring how various subpopulations process media
messages about particular issues.*®

In this study, 191 active-duty and reserve naval military personnel in
a large Midwestern city were presented copies of newspaper articlesand a
questionnaire. Eighty-five percent of subjects were men; ages ranged rela-
tively evenly between 18 and 54; and 85% of subjects had attended at least
some college.* Respondents took 35-45 minutes to complete the materials.

Design. Atthe center of this research is the controlled presentation of
issue environments. The study design contained three candidates and four
issues, and allowed for the concurrent testing of hypotheses across two
research groups. Each group received an issue with ethical dimensions: one
group received an article on theissue of abortion, the other received an article
on the issue of gays in the military. Both groups also received articles on the
issues of economy, education, and health care.®

Assuggested by previous research,* abortion and gays in the military
were expected to receive an ethical interpretation because both frequently
have been framed in the public arena as issues of rights and morals. How-
ever, there are some differences between these two issues: Abortion hasbeen
an issue of considerable importance for some time, whereas gays in the
military has come only recently to the political forefront. Conversely, the
issue of gays in the military was expected to have greater salience to many in
the subject population. Both issues, however, were expected to have consid-
erable impact on a person’s processing of information in the issue environ-
ment. Each of the three remaining issues, economy, education, and health
care, were expected to receive a societal interpretation because they predomi-
nantly have been framed in the public arena as issues that impact an
individual's situation in society as well as society as a whole.

A former journalist for the Atanta Journal & Constitution and Orange
County Register wrote articles for a political campaign. In the articles, a
number of possible confounding variables (e.g., political party affiliation,
gender, and subject familiarity with candidates) were controlled 50 Twosteps
were taken to ensure that no candidate or issue received greater prominence:
(1) order of issue articles was randomized, and (2) candidate positions within
the articles were rotated.

Measurement. After reading the articles, subjects completed a ques-
tionnaire about their voting process. Definitions for the decision-making
strategies were developed: in a compensatory process, individuals weigh
candidates’ stands on each relevant issue in order to calculate which candi-
date, overall, is the best choice. In a noncompensatory process, individuals
initially focus on one or two issues, which are used either to make the voting
decision or to narrow the field of candidates; thereafter, additional informa-
tion may be considered.

Two very different approaches were used to measure the dependent
variable, decision-making strategy. The first measure was a series of open-
ended questions asking subjects to describe their decision process.®! Re-
sponses were content analyzed, based on operational definitions of decision-
making strategies.”? Fifteen subjects did not answer these questions or
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T ——
TABLE 1

Factor Analysis of Nine Statements Corresponding to Compensatory or Noncompensatory
Decision-Making Strategies
Factor Loadings
(1) How the candidates stood overall on the issues was more
important to me than how they stood on a particular issue. (compensatory) -.692

(2) I compared candidates only on the issues that were important to me.
(noncompensatory) 689

(3) I eliminated a candidate because we disagreed on an issue that was
important to me. (noncompensatory) 634

(4) I used all the information provided to make my choice, looking at each
candidate’s stand on each issue, (compensatory) -.673

(5) I eliminated a candidate who did not meet certain set standards on an
issue that was important to me. (noncompensatory) 586

(6) I looked for a candidate who agreed with me on the issue I thought was
most important. The candidate who was closest to my position on that issue
is the one I voted for. (noncompensatory) 688

(7) Using all the information, I weighed each candidate’s stand on each issue
before making my final choice. The candidate who seemed the best overall is
the one I voted for. (compensatory) ~740

(8) Al the issues played a role in my decision among the candidates; while
some issues were given less consideration than others, all the issues affected
my candidate choice. (compensatory) -.592

9) Not all the issues factored into my candidate choice; the decision was based
on one or two key issues. (noncompensatory) 705

provided responses that could not be coded; of the remaining 176 respon-
dents, two coders agreed on 157 as compensatory or noncompensatory,
yielding an inter-coder reliability coefficient of .89, Using the formula for
Scott’s pi, which corrects for agreement by chance, inter-coder reliability was
determined to be 78% greater than by chance.5® The remaining 19 responses
were discussed and then classified. Note that 58% of subjects receiving the
issue of gays in the military were coded as compensatory, compared to 62%
of subjects receiving the issue of abortion.

The second dependent measure contained nine statements corre-
sponding to behaviors that commonly occur when either a compensatory
(four items) or noncompensatory (five items) strategy is used. For each
statement, subjects were asked to rate their level of agreement using a five-
point Likertscale, ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” This
“decision-making strategy” index attempted to address the possibility of
mixed models or use of different models at different stages in the decision-
making process.

Following data collection, factor analysis was performed on these
statements. A confirmatory forced one-factor solution was computed be-
cause previous research suggested a conceptualization of compensatory and
noncompensatory decision-making strategies along a one-dimensional con-
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tinuum.* If so, compensatory and noncompensatory statements should
have inverse loadings (see Table 1). As predicted, the four compensatory
items loaded strongly negatively and the five noncompensatory items
loaded strongly positively, supporting the conceptualization of decision-
making strategies as one-dimensional. The factor analysis accounted for
44.6% of variance in the index. The responses to the compensatory items were
then reverse-coded and used to build an additive decision-making strategy
index. Theindex, with mean inter-item correlations of .375, had a Cronbach’s
alpha of .84.

Among individuals receiving the issue of gays in the military, the
index had a .56 correlation with the open-ended decision-making measure;
for individuals receiving the issue of abortion, the index had a .59 correlation
with the open-ended decision-making measure.® The strength of these
correlations increased confidence that the dependent variables tapped the
same construct; conversely, that the correlations were not stronger also
suggests that the dependent measures, in part, tapped different aspects of the
construct.5

The next measures focused on the importance of issues in the candi-
date choice. Subjects were asked to rate the importance in their voting
decision of four issues: abortion or gays in the military, economy, education,
and health care. For each, a seven-point scale was used, ranging from “not
at all important” to “extremely important.”

Individual interpretations of the issues were measured by a pair of
open-ended questions asking subjects to explain which issues were impor-
tant and the manner in which they were interpreted as salient.” Operational
definitions then guided the coding. Each issue was coded as having received
an ethical interpretation, societal interpretation, or as having not been men-
tioned /ignored. Issues were coded as receiving an ethical interpretation if
the individual explicitly discussed the issue within the framework of human
rights, civil rights, religious morals, or personal ethics. Issues were coded as
receiving asocietal interpretation if the individual discussed theimplications
of the issue for society at large or for society’s future well-being; or if the
individual indicated the issue had a direct impact on his or her current life-
situation in society, or the current life-situation of a relative or close friend. A
small number of responses (n=6) indicated that issues had components of
both an ethical interpretation and a societal interpretation; these responses
were carefully analyzed to assess which interpretation had received greater
emphasis, and then coded accordingly.

Fourteen subjects did not answer these questions or failed to provide
enough information to reliably code; for the remaining 177 respondents, two
coders agreed on 641 of 708 individual-issue codings of ethical interpretation,
societal interpretation, or not mentioned /ignored, producing an inter-coder
reliability coefficient of .91. Using Scott’s pi, inter-coder reliability was
determined to be 86% greater than by chance. The remaining 67 individual-
issue codings were discussed and classified.

These individual-issue codings were then combined to create the
variable of overall interpretations of the issue environments. As guided by
our theory, individuals who ascribed an ethical interpretation to at least one
issue were coded as having an ethical interpretation of the overall issue
environment. Individuals who did not assign an ethical interpretation to at
least one issue but did have at least one societal interpretation were coded as
having a societal interpretation of the overall issue environment. Note that
36% of subjects in the group receiving the issue of gays in the military had an
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ethical interpretation of the issue environment, compared to43% in the group
receiving the issue of abortion.

Finally, subjects were asked a number of demographic questions,
including gender, age, military status, and education.

The study’s design allowed for the replication of hypotheses tests Resylts
across two sets of subjects with differing issue environments using two
differently measured dependent variables.

Hypothesis One. The firsthypothesis predicted that individuals with
an ethical interpretation of an issue environment will be more likely to use a
noncompensatory strategy than individuals with a societal interpretation of
an issue environment. It received strong support.

Asafirsttestof hypothesisone, crosstabs foreach research group were
run between individual interpretations of the issue environment and the
decision-making strategy described in the open-ended measure (see Table 2).
As predicted, subjects with an ethical interpretation of the issue milieu were
significantly more likely to use a noncompensatory strategy than subjects
with a societal interpretation of the issue milieu. These results were found in
both research groups.

Forasecond test of hypothesis one, with the decision-making strategy
index as the dependent variable, t-tests were run to compare the means of

T ——
TABLE2

Percentage of Subjects Ascribing an Ethical or Societal Interpretation to an Issue Environment

Whose Open-Ended Responses Indicated the Use of a Compensatory
or Noncompensatory Decision-Making Strategy

Group 1: Issue Environment with Gays in the Military

Type of Interpretation
Strategy Used Societal Ethical
Compensatory 77% 25%
Noncompensatory 23% 75%
Totals 100% 100%
(n=57) (n=32)

X2=229, d £.=1, p=.000
Group 2: Issue Environment with Abortion

Type of Interpretation
Strategy Used Societal Ethical
Compensatory 92% 2%
Noncompensatory 8% 78%
Totals 100% 100%
(n=49) (n=37)

X?=43.9, d£.=1, p=.000
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TABLE 3
Mean Decision-Making Strategy Index Scores of Subjects Who Ascribed
an Ethical or Societal Interpretation to an Issue Environment

Group 1: Issue Environment with Gays in the Military

Societal Ethical
Interpretation Interpretation
(n=59) (n=32) t P
Index Mean 216 259 283 .006

Group 2: Issue Environment with Abortion

Societal Ethical
Interpretation Interpretation
(n=49) (n=37) t 4
Index Mean 20.3 281 5.06 .000

Index: Low is compensatory, high is noncompensatory

subjects with an ethical interpretation of the issue environment and subjects
with a societal interpretation of the issue environment (see Table 3). As
predicted, individuals with an ethical interpretation of the issue milieu were
significantly more likely to usea noncompensatory strategy thanindividuals
with a societal interpretation of the issue milieu. Note, however, that the
difference in mean index scores was much larger for subjects receiving the
issue of abortion than for subjects receiving the issue of gays in the military,
though both easily achieved statistical significance. This disparity is consis-
tent with the view that individuals attach greater ethical weight to abortion
because of its prominence for the past two decades; thus, for individuals who
view theissues ethically, abortion has more influence on the decision-making
process than gays in the military.

Hypothesis Two. The second hypothesis also received support. As
predicted, individuals with an ethical interpretation of an issue environment
were significantly more likely to use a noncompensatory strategy than
individuals with a societal interpretation of an issue environment, regardless
of the number of issues considered important.

To test this relationship, the issue-importance scales were used to
construct an index of the number of importantissues. The index was builtin
three steps. First, frequencies were run for the importance of each issue (see
Table4). Next, as suggested by these frequencies, subjects reporting anissue
as atleast a “6” in importance were assigned a coding of 1; subjects reporting
theissue as less than a “6” in importance were assigned a coding of 0. These
new codings were then added together for each subject, producing a possible
range of 0 to 4 important issues.

To test hypothesis two, multiple regressions were run separately for
each subject group. The individual interpretation of the issue environment
(dummy-coded as O=societal, 1=ethical) and number of important issues
were the independent variables; the open-ended decision-making strategy
measure (dummy-coded as O=compensatory and 1=noncompensatory) and
decision-making strategy index alternately served as the dependent vari-
ables.® For all regressions, the independent variables were entered simulta-
neously (see Table 5).
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TABLE 4
Percentage of Subjects Reporting Gays in the Military or Abortion, Health Care,
Economy, and Education at Different Levels of Importance

Group 1: Issue Environment with Gays in the Military

Importance Gays/Military Health Care Economy Education

1 6% 2% 3% 2%

2 6% 0% 2% 0%

3 14% 2% 3% 1%

4 9% 13% 6% 13%

5 18% 23% 17% 25%

6 9% 27% 30% 21%

7 38% 33% 39% 38%

Totals 100% (n=99) 100% (n=99) 100% (n=99) 100% (n=99)

Group 2: Issue Environment with Abortion

Importance Abortion Health Care Economy Education

1 1% 1% 0% 0%

2 3% 0% 2% 2%

3 10% 1% 3% 1%

4 6% 14% 8% 10%

5 23% 23% 15% 15%

6 20% 23% 21% 30%

7 37% 38% 51% 42%

Totals 100% (n=92) 100% (n=92) 100% (n=92) 100% (n=92)

Importance scales: 1=not at all important to 7=extremely important

As predicted, even when controlling for the number of issues consid-
ered important, subjects with an ethical interpretation of the issue milieu
were significantly more likely to use a noncompensatory strategy than
subjects with a societal interpretation of the issue milieu. These results were
found across both research groups using both measures of the decision-
making process.

Three additional points are noteworthy. First, the beta weights
indicate that, in three of four regressions, anindividual’s interpretation of the
issue environment had the greatest influence on the decision-making strat-
egy, and in the fourth regression, the interpretation of the issue milieu
remained statistically significant. Second, in two of four regressions the
number of issues considered important was a statistically significant predic-
tor of a compensatory strategy, suggesting that importance also influences
the decision-making process.® Third, the beta weights indicate that an
ethical interpretation of the issue milieu with abortion had greater influence
on the decision-making process than an ethical interpretation of the issue
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TABLE 5
Beta Weights for the Relation between Interpretation of the Issue Environment, Number of Issues
Considered Important, and the Decision-Making Strategy Used

Group 1: Issue Environment with Gays in the Military

Open-ended* Strategy Index’
Environment interpretation® 50" 27
Number of important issues? -14 -3
Adjusted R square 26 16
Group 2: Issue Environment with Abortion
Open-ended" Strategy Index®
Environment interpretation® 71 A45™
Number of important issues -01 -23*
Adjusted R square .50 27

(a) Coded as O=compensatory, 1=noncompensatory
(b) Compensatory is low, noncompensatory is high
(c) Coded as O=societal, 1=ethical

(d) Range: 0 to 4 issues

*p<.05 ** p<.001

milieu with gays in the military.

To gain greater insight into these results, the relation between indi-
vidual interpretation of the issue environment and decision-making strategy
was examined separately for each set of subjects considering the same
number of issues important.#! This analysis was conducted for both research
groups using both measures of the decision-making strategy (see Table 6).

These results indicate that in seven of eight comparisons between
subjects with 1-2 issues important and subjects with 3-4 issues important, the
use of a noncompensatory strategy declined as the number of important
issues increased, particularly forindividuals withan ethical interpretation of
the issue milieu. Nonetheless, in all eight comparisons between interpreta-
tions of the issue milieu, subjects making an ethical interpretation were more
likely to use a noncompensatory strategy than individuals making a societal
interpretation, regardless of the number of issues considered important.
Thus, the overall pattern of these results are consistent with earlier findings
and strongly support hypothesis two.

Hypothesis Three. To build upon our understanding of the relation
between the interpretation of an issue environment and the number of issues
considered important, the third hypothesis focused on the relation between
the interpretation and importance ascribed to the two “social-moral” issues,
gaysin the military and abortion, and the decision-making process. Hypoth-
esis three — that individuals who have an ethical interpretation of a social-
moral issue will be more likely to use a noncompensatory strategy than
individuals who do not have an ethical interpretation, regardless of the
importance placed on that issue - received strong support in both research
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TABLE 6
Relationship between Interpretation of the Issue Environment, Number of Issues
Considered Important, and the Decision-Making Strategy Used

Group 1: Issue Environment with Gays in the Military

OPEN-ENDED* STRATEGY INDEX®
Number of Societal Ethical Societal Ethical
Important Issues Interpretation Interpretation Interpretation Interpretation
lor2 N2% 83% 239 282
(n=22) (n=18) (n=23) (n=18)
3or4 19% 64% 20.2 229
(n=32) (n=14) (n=33) (n=14)

Group 2: Issue Environment with Abortion

OPEN-ENDED* STRATEGY INDEX®
Number of Societal Ethical Societal - Ethical
Important Issues Interpretation  Interpretation Interpretation Interpretation
lor2 6% 94% 21.0 331
(n=18) (n=18) (n=18) (n=18)
3or4 10% 71% 19.8 23.8
(n=30) (n=17) (n=30) (n=17)

(a) Percentage of subjects using a noncompensatory decision-making strategy
(b) Mean decision-making strategy index scores (high is noncompensatory)

groups.

To examine whether, as expected, gays in the military and abortion
were the issues most likely to receive an ethical interpretation, frequencies
were run to examine individual interpretations of each issue (see Table 7).
These frequencies show that gays in the military and abortion were the issues
predominantly ascribed an ethical interpretation. Twenty-eight percent of
subjects receiving the issue had an ethical interpretation of gays in the
military, while 42% of subjects receiving the issue had an ethical interpreta-
tion of abortion.®2 No other issue received an ethical interpretation by more
than 6% of subjects.®®

To test hypothesis three, partial correlations® were run separately for
each subject group between the individual interpretation of the social-moral
issue, importance of the issue, and the decision-making strategy.® The open-
ended decision-making strategy measure and decision-making strategy
index alternately served as the dependent variables (see Table 8). As
predicted, subjects with an ethical interpretation of gays in the military or
abortion were significantly more likely to use a noncompensatory strategy
than subjects without an ethical interpretation, even when controlling for the
importance placed on the issues. Further, the partial correlations, which
detect spurious relationships, indicate that individuals’ interpretations of
these social-moral issues were more strongly related to the decision-making
strategy than the importance ascribed to these issues. In addition, the corre-
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TABLE 7
Percentage of Subjects with Ethical Interpretations, Societal Interpretations, or Not Mentioned/
Ignored, for Gays in the Military or Abortion, Economy, Education, and Health Care

Group 1: Issue Environment with Gays in the Military

Gays/Military Economy Education Health Care
Societal Interpretation 149% 82% 77% 75%
Ethical Interpretation 28% 0% 3% 6%
No mention/Ignored 23% 18% 20% 19%
Totals 100% 100% 100% 100%

Group 2: Issue Environment with Abortion

Abortion Economy Education Health Care
Societal Interpretation 39% 74% 70% 70%
Ethical Interpretation 42% 0% 5% 1%
No mention/Ignored 19% 26% 25% 29%
Totals 100% 100% 100% 100%

lations suggest that, consistent with earlier results, an ethical interpretation
of abortion had greater influence on the decision-making process than an
ethical interpretation of gays in the military.

To gain greater insight into these results, the relation between indi-
vidual interpretation and decision-making strategy was examined at each
level of importance of the social-moral issue.® This analysis was conducted
for both research groups using both measures of the decision-making strat-
egy (see Table 9).

The results indicate that in all eight comparisons, subjects making an
ethical interpretation of the social-moral issue were more likely to use a non-
compensatory strategy than subjects making a societal interpretation of the
social-moral issue, regardless of the importance placed on the issue. Thus,
these results are consistent with earlier findings and strongly support hy-
pothesis three.

E—
Discussion The findings reported here are consistent across two sets of subjects
exposed to differing issue environments, and are replicated with two differ-
ent measures of the decision-making process. These results strongly support
the perspective that individuals’ interpretations of issues have a significant
impacton thedecision-making strategy utilized. The findingsacrosshypoth-
eses one, two, and three clearly demonstrate that an ethical interpretation is
strongly related to the use of a noncompensatory strategy. Further, this
relationship remains strong even when the number of important issues and
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 TABLES
Zero-order and Partial Correlations between Interpretation and Importance of Gays in the
Military or Abortion, and the Decision-Making Strategy Used

Group 1: Issue Environment with Gays in the Military

OPEN-ENDED" STRATEGY INDEX"
Zero order Partial’ Zero order Partial’
Issue interpretation’ 48" 41" 24" 24*
Importance of gays/military 31 14 04 -07
Group 2: Issue Environment with Abortion
OPEN-ENDED* STRATEGY INDEX®
Zero order Partial’ Zero order Partial’
Issue interpretation’ 69** 61" 49" 48"
Importance of abortion 44 21" 14 -10

(a) Low is compensatory, high is noncompensatory
(b) Independent variables alternately controlled
(c) Coded as 0 = societal, 1 = ethical

* p<.05 * p<.001

the importance ascribed to a specific social-moral issue are each controlled.

Therefore, voters with an ethical interpretation of an issue appear
likely to place that issue at the center of their evaluation of the issue
environment, where their stand on the issue functions as a filter through
which candidate information will first be processed. Due to the strong
linkage of ethics and morals to one’s self-concept, an ethical interpretation of
an issue is likely to shape an individual’s decision-making strategy. A
candidate who does not share a voter’s position on an issue receiving an
ethical interpretation is found to be inconsistent with an individual’s self-
identity, and therefore is removed from consideration. Thus, the entrance of
another salient issue into an issue environment may not automatically mean
more information will be evaluated; in contrast, if individuals view the new
issue inan ethical manner, the amount of information processed may actually
drop and the decision-making strategy may be simplified.

What is most convincing about these findings is their consistency
across two issue milieus. In both subject groups, the same underlying
theoretical relationship was observed, suggesting that an ethical interpreta-
tion can be ascribed to different issues in otherwise similar issue environ-
ments. By shifting the issues of gays in the military and abortion, the
dynamics of the voting environment were altered. Asnoted earlier, abortion
received an ethical interpretation by a greater percentage of individuals than
gays in the military (42% to 28%, respectively). This is most likely due to the
almost purely moral debate surrounding abortion for the past twenty years;
in contrast, gays in the military, at least for this study’s sample population of
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TABLE9

Relationship between Interpretation and Importance of Gays in the Military or Abortion,
and the Decision-Making Strategy Used

Group 1: Issue Environment with Gays in the Military

OPEN-ENDED* STRATEGY INDEX®
Importance Societal Ethical Societal Ethical
of gays/military Interpretation  Interpretation Interpretation Interpretation
14 27% - 244 -
(n=26) (n=27)
56 20% 67% 18.9 222
(n=20) (n=6) (n=21) (n=6)
7 38% 88% 2238 282
(n=16) (n=17) (n=16) (n=17)
Group 2: Issue Environment with Abortion
OPEN-ENDED* STRATEGY INDEX®
Importance Societal Ethical Societal Ethical
of abortion Interpretation  Interpretation Interpretation Interpretation
14 6% - 214 -
(n=16) (n=16)
5-6 9% 69% 19.2 258
(n=23) (n=13) (n=23) (n=13)
7 20% 86% 20.6 29.0
(n=10) (n=22) (n=10) (n=22)

(a) Percentage of subjects using a noncompensatory decision-making strategy
(b) Mean decision-making strategy index scores (high is noncompensatory)

military personnel, was interpreted as salient due to anumber of societal and
situational, in addition to ethical, concerns.

These findings also indicate that, forindividuals who donotascribean
ethical interpretation to an issue, there is less of a filtering process; instead,
issues receiving a societal interpretation compete in a relatively equal man-
ner because no issue is linked to an individual’s identity as centrally as issues
tied to ethics or morals. Thus, when voters do not ascribe an ethical
interpretation to any issue, they are more likely to continue processing issue
information about a candidate even if a candidate’s stand on a particular
issue is inconsistent with their own. Such compensatory processing was
relatively infrequent when a voter disagreed with a candidate on an issue
assigned an ethical interpretation.

In addition, as suggested by the results of hypothesis two, the number
of issues that individuals consider important does play a role in shaping the

60 JourNALIsM & Mass COMMUNICATION QUARTERLY

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



decision-making process. As the number of issues considered important
increases, individuals are more likely to use acompensatory strategy, consis-
tent with arguments in the literature on decision making. The number of
issues considered important, however, appears to have less influence on the
decision-making strategy used than individuals’ interpretations of an issue
environment.

Further, the findings of hypothesis three shed light on the role of
social-moral issues in the decision-making processes of voters. It appears
that the interpretation of these issues, not the importance assigned to them,
has the greatest impact on an individual’s decision-making strategy. This
would be significantly different than the impact of social-moral issues
envisioned by Page and Clelland, Lorentzen, and Luker, who argue that the
importance of these serves as a critical factor in voting decisions. The findings
of this study clearly suggest that individuals who ascribe an ethical interpre-
tation to a social-moral issue are likely to approach the voting decision in a
unique manner: Such an interpretation will affect how much, as well as what,
information is processed within an issue milieu.

The theoretical relationship suggested by these findings has broad
implications. Understanding the effect of issue interpretation on decision-
making strategies may shed light on how individual voters process issue
information in making voting decisions. The findings suggest that voters
may not view issuesin isolation but rather as part of thebroader environment
of issues: Their processing may be bound by the interpretations of issues
found within the issue milieu. On this basis, a number of research possibili-
ties deserve further exploration.

Future studies might examine how various groups of voters respond
to milieus containing issues with the potential to receive ethical interpreta-
tions. For example, disadvantaged minorities may ascribe an ethical inter-
pretation to the issue of affirmative action. Similarly, firearm owners may
assign an ethical interpretation to the issue of gun control, while evangelical
Christians may do the same withschool prayer and pornography. The results
of this study suggest that voters interpreting issues in an ethical manner
would be likely to use anoncompensatory decision-making strategy. Studies
involving specific subgroups would allow the theoretical relationship to be
tested across systematically varied issues.

Researchers may also attempt to influence the interpretation of issues
by manipulating their media frames. Issues predominantly ascribed a
societal interpretation may be framed toemphasize their ethical implications.
Health care currently may be undergoing such a transformation, as its
salience is being recast on the basis of every individual’s fundamental right
to certain medical coverage. If placing an ethical frame on an issue alters its
interpretation, this may influence the decision-making strategy used by
votersin evaluating an issue milieu. If successfully framed, voters may make
ethical interpretations of theseissues, resulting in the use of anoncompensatory
decision-making strategy.

The theoretical relationship proposed here also has implications for
media coverage of political campaigns. The attempts of such newspapers as
the Charlotte Observer and Wichita Eagle to focus attention more on political
issues rather than images, while commendable, may create a new set of
problems regarding the amount of issue information voters cull from news-
papers or broadcasters. The manner in which media present electoral issues
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- particularly whether media focus on their societal or ethical implications -
may influence how voters process not only that information but also the
candidates’ stands on other issues. Thus, researchers may wish to examine
actual issue-oriented election coverage and voters’ reactions to this type of
campaign information.
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56. Methods variance, an inevitable occurrence when using substantially
different approaches to measure the same construct, may explain why these
correlations are not stronger. For example, in analyzing open-ended re-
sponses, we were particularly able to identify subjects who quickly elimi-
nated one candidate and then considered the remaining two candidates in a
compensatory fashion. The index may not have been able to as finely tap this
“two-stage” decision-making model, which is consistent with the conjunctive
type of noncompensatory strategy discussed by Wright and Barbour, “The
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as most personally important, please explain how the issue(s) impact your
life?; (2) For the issue(s) you regarded as most important to society, please
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explain how the issue(s) would impact society?

58. The split was made between “5” and “6” in importance for three
reasons. First, animportance of “6” is only one scale point removed from “7,”
the scale point labeled “extremely important”; thus, individuals reporting an
issueasa “6” or “7” probably considered the issue as at least fairly important.
Second, so as to maintain consistency across issues, only one cut point was
used, and the split between “5” and “6” closely approximated the mean
importance score of each issue more consistently than other possible splits.
Third, the cut point between “5” and “6” yielded a fairly normal distribution
of the new variable, number of issues considered important, for both subject
groups.

59. Although the dependent variable, the open-ended decision-making
strategy measure, was a dichotomous variable, linear regressions were run in
order to examine more closely the beta weights - particularly their direction
- for each independent variable. Logistical regressions were also run to
compare the results, and there were no distinguishable differences between
the linear and logistical regressions.

60. For each subject group, the number of issues considered important
was statistically significant in the multiple regression with the decision-
making strategy index as the dependent variable. As stated earlier, this may
be due to the different aspects of the decision-making process construct
tapped, in part, by the open-ended and index measures. Since the open-
ended measure coded individuals based on their dominant decision-making
process, it may not have been able to account for the more subtle aspects of
decision-making strategies. On the other hand, the index attempted to tap
numerous distinctdimensions of the decision-making process, and thus may
have been able to distinguish individuals who used aspects of both compen-
satory and noncompensatory strategies in a multi-stage process.

61. In the results shown in Table 6, subjects were collapsed into 1-2 or 3-
4 issues important in order to increase the number of subjects in each cell.
Individuals who considered zero issues as important were not shown be-
cause there were only three subjects in each group, resulting in extremely
unstable figures. Suchindividuals were not collapsed into either of the other
categories because they were thought to be different than individuals who
considered a few or many issues important.

62. A number of factors may influence the number of individuals who
ascribe an ethical interpretation to an issue. In a related study by the authors
using a different subpopulation, which included a relatively equal percent-
age of men and women, abortion received an ethical interpretation by 58
percent of subjects. In addition, the issue of gays in the military, for the
military personnel in this study, was often interpreted as salient due to its
impact on the situations of military personnel or for its impact on the
readiness of military to defend American society. Another possible factor
reducing the percentage of ethical interpretations of gays in the military was
raised during a debriefing session following the data collection. Some
subjects said that they paid little attention to the issue, despite personal
feelings, because it was an issue over which they had no control - i.e., the
decision whether to admit homosexuals into the military would be decided
by legislators and military leadership, not the rank-and-file of the military.
This would seem to be consistent with military protocol to follow orders
regardless of personal disagreements.

63. Notably, these individual interpretations also support the view that
individuals do notautomatically adopt the dominant media frames of issues.
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While the large majority of subjects ascribed societal interpretations to
economy, education, and health care - thus matching their frames — far fewer
subjects matched the dominant frames of gaysin the military and abortion as
having an ethical interpretation. Thus, it appears that regardless of the
prevalentmedia frame placed onanissue, individuals may interpret the issue
in differing manners.

64. Partial correlations were run due to the collinearity between the
importance and interpretation of the social-moral issues. Importance and
interpretation of gays in the military had a correlation of .41 (p<.001), while
importance and interpretation of abortion had a correlation of .44 (p<.001).
The partial correlations examined the relationship of interpretation and
importance with the decision-making strategy while alternately controlling
for these variables. This allowed for the detection of spurious correlations.

65. For individual interpretations of these issues, subjects with a societal
interpretation and subjects who ignored /did not mention the issues were
combined into the category of “no ethical” interpretation. This was done so
that the relation between interpretation and importance of the social-moral
issues would be examined for all subjects in the sample population, If this
variable had not been collapsed in this manner, approximately 20 percent of
subjects would have been lost from analysis.

66. In the results shown in Table 9, the reported importance of the social-
moral issues was collapsed into “1-4,” “5-6,” or “7” in order to increase the
number of subjects in each cell. Cells with fewer than five subjects were not
shown in the table because the figures were considered extremely unstable.
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