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Precision vs. Realism on the Framing Continuum:
Understanding the Underpinnings
of Message Effects

EMILY K. VRAGA, D.JASUN CARR, JEFFREY P. NYTES,
and DHAVAN V. SHAH

Although largely unrecognized, a close reading of extant experimental research on
framing effects reveals that contrasting approaches mark the conceptualization and
operationalization of message frames in much contemporary inquiry. One approach
strives to maintain factual and logical equivalence while altering the vantage point
taken in the story, while the other emphasizes different facts, changing the sources,
subjects, and scope of a story as part of the frame shift. Exploring the continuum
between precision and realism as approaches to framing—between more internally
valid and more ecologically valid conceptions of frames—is the focus of this research.
An online experimental study contrasted a precise equivalence framing of a social issue
in gain and loss terms against a version that included frame-resonant facts, providing
the news story more realism. These frames were embedded within a broadcast news
report that was scripted, filmed, and produced in conjunction with working television
Jjournalists from a PBS dffiliate. Results suggest that both more precise and more realistic
forms of gain and loss framing deserve continued attention, albeit with careful
consideration of what it means “to frame,” both conceptually and operationally.

Keywords framing, risk perceptions, video processing

Although largely unrecognized, conceptions of framing in contemporary research exist
along a continuum. A close reading of experimental research on framing reveals two
contrasting approaches to conceptualizing and operationalizing message frames, with
many examples occupying the space between these extreme points. At one extreme, scholars
strive to maintain factual and logical equivalence while altering the vantage point taken in
the story; at the other end, the facts of a story change as part of the frame shift. Within this
body of work, there is an implicit disagreement about how to define frames that is
centered around the question of whether it is the shift in perspective that drives framing
effects or whether it is the combination of frames and accompanying facts that explains
observed differences. Although largely unnoticed, some theorists and researchers have
discussed the tradeoff between “precision” and “realism” (Druckman, 2004; Iyengar,
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1991; McLeod & Shah, in press). It is this distinction between internally and ecologically
valid conceptions of frames that motivates this research.

Many scholars emphasize precision in their approach to framing. These researchers
tend to focus on the internal validity of their designs by conceptualizing framing as a shift
in the perspective taken by the story, while keeping all other factual elements of the
message constant. As Druckman (2004) notes, “a framing effect occurs when different,
but logically equivalent, phrases can cause individuals to alter their preferences” (p. 671).
This definition draws extensively on the prospect theory experiments of Tversky and
Kahneman (1974, 1981), which use logically and mathematically equal choices when test-
ing effects on decision making.

This approach can be critiqued as lacking ecological validity. Notably, other researchers
emphasize a more realistic approach, reflecting the reality that journalists, when constructing
stories, rely heavily on gathering relevant facts and information that fit the frame they
adopt. Druckman (2001) highlights this difference when he contrasts the approach noted
above that stresses equivalence with one that conceives of framing in terms of relative
emphasis on salient aspects of reality (Entman, 1993). In such an approach, different facts,
sources, and targets are included or excluded depending on the frame selected by the
journalist. From this perspective, the inclusion or omission of these features is part of the
frame, and framing effects result from both the perspective taken by the reporter and
the relevant facts that are part of the issue coverage. Of course, this begs the question
of whether it is the frames themselves or the shifting facts, sources, and targets accompa-
nying them that are responsible for these observed effects.

In this research, we set out to explore two points along this continuum. Specifically,
we employ a design that contrasts a highly precise version of gain versus loss framing
with a version that includes frame-resonant facts, moving us along the continuum toward a
more realistic presentation. While frame equivalence is maintained in general terms, this
contrast allows us to compare a strict (i.e., frame precision) and loose (i.e., frame realism)
version of gain versus loss framing in the tradition of prospect theory (Tversky & Kahneman,
1974, 1981). To further enhance realism, we embed these frame manipulations within the
main source of news and public affairs information for a majority of the public: the
broadcast news report (Fowler, Goldstein, Hale, & Kaplan, 2007). Even in the new media
environment, video news reports remain popular (Fowler et al., 2007; Madden, 2007,
Veenstra, Sayre, Shah, & McLeod, 2008), but research on framing continues to rely on
print manipulations when testing for effects.

To do so, we conducted an experiment in which two parallel video manipulations
were tested to gauge frame precision and frame realism as approaches to conceptualizing
message effects. Specifically, we examined the effects of gain and loss frames on the
outcomes of risk perceptions, a particularly relevant context given the emphasis on logical
balance and mathematical equality across frames (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974, 1981).
Four different versions of the same broadcast news report were scripted, filmed, and
produced in conjunction with working television journalists from a PBS affiliate. These
fictitious stories covered the rising incidence of bankruptcy among recent college gradu-
ates resulting from a lack of insurance coverage in entry-level jobs. Two of the four
versions of the story simply shifted the frame of the news report between a gain frame and
a loss frame, holding all factual content constant and logically uniform—consistent with
an equivalence approach to framing. The second set of manipulations featured this same
frame shift but enhanced the gain and loss frames by adding unique yet consistent facts to
each story, further emphasizing gains or losses with resonant information about job
prospects and the rates of bankruptcy. This addition of frame-resonant facts moves us



18:16 3 February 2010

[University of Wisconsin Madison] At:

Downloaded By:

Precision vs. Realism on the Framing Continuum 3

toward the realism anchor along the continuum of framing effects but does not change the
source, target, or perspective of the story, as would be more consistent with a study
employing an emphasis approach to framing (Druckman, 2001, 2004). By doing so, we
situated respondents within the domain of losses or the domain of gains in two different
ways—one on the precision end of the framing continuum and the other moving toward
greater realism.

Literature Review

Fractures Within Framing

Much of the scholarly effort concerning framing effects has focused on making grounded,
a priori predictions through the development of theory regarding specific frame distinc-
tions and interactions (McLeod & Shah, in press). Many of these studies have manipulated
a single frame —gain versus loss, ethical versus material, strategy versus policy —without
considering the deeper conceptual issues at play. Although recent research has begun to
investigate how frame interplay and competition affect opinions (Chong & Druckman,
2007a, 2007b; Shah, Kwak, Schmierbach, & Zubric, 2004; Sniderman & Theriault, 2004),
the higher-order commonalities across varied frame distinctions have remained unstudied
and therefore undertheorized. This is particularly true for distinguishing approaches along
the framing continuum (e.g., precision and realism approaches) that is the central focus of
this research.

This largely tacit tension between precision and realism in framing is long-standing.
The emphasis on precision can be traced to the original prospect theory studies of Tversky
and Kahneman (1974, 1981). In this approach, facts and ideas remain consistent between
frame shifts. The prototypical study of this type focuses on gain versus loss framing to
demonstrate that the way information is presented affects decision-making processes,
even when the options are logically equivalent. These studies demonstrate that people tend
to be risk-seeking when they encounter problems framed in terms of losses and risk-aversive
when those same problems are framed in terms of gains, leading to the selection of differ-
ent, logically equivalent alternatives and violations of invariance in decision making.

Communication researchers operating in this tradition attempt to keep their frames as
similar as possible, often only manipulating cues such as quotes and imagery (Bartels,
2003; Green & Blair, 1995; Iyengar & Morin, 2006; Nelson, Clawson, & Oxley, 1997).
While some of these studies have used the same gain/loss framing conceptualization
pioneered by Tversky and Kahneman (Quattrone & Tversky, 1988), others expand to
compare ethical frames with material frames (Shah, Domke, & Wackman, 1996) or free
speech versus public order frames (Nelson et al., 1997). Generally, research has confirmed
that even these subtle shifts in perspective or language can alter the relevant consider-
ations people use in making a decision. By focusing on keeping the facts similar across
conditions, these researchers assert that they are maximizing internal validity by ensuring
that the observed differences are driven solely by the shift in frame and not other factors
that could change between stories, such as accompanying fact packages.

This view of framing has been critiqued from the sociological position—a perspective
that was equally instrumental in the introduction of the framing concept to the field of
communication. When news sociologists such as Tuchman (1978) and Gitlin (1980)
explored the construction of frames by journalists, they were not tracing choices between
logically equivalent alternatives such as those that occupied psychologists like Tversky
and Kahneman. Rather, they were interested in how the frame adopted by the journalist
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led to the development of stories that emphasized different aspects of reality and different
sources and subjects. From this perspective, “to frame” is not simply to shift perspectives
while maintaining factual equivalency; rather, it is how the choice of perspective shapes
the facts that the journalist chooses to emphasize. This is best reflected in Entman’s (1993)
oft-quoted definition of framing: “To frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality
and make them more salient in a communicating text” (p. 52).

Of course, under this definition of framing, other elements of the story can also work
to advance the frame, as the considerations used often bring with them differing informa-
tion. For these researchers, a frame is considered the complete news story that is produced
using a specific perspective, including the facts that apply to that frame. Research that
adopts a more realistic or ecologically valid approach has spanned many issues, from anal-
ysis of the frames present in news and elite discourse (Iyengar & Simon, 1993; Shah,
Watts, Domke, & Fan, 2002) to experiments about social protest (McLeod, 1995; McLeod
& Detenber, 1999), strategy versus policy framing (Cappella & Jamieson, 1997; Valentino,
Beckmann, & Buhr, 2001), and distinctions between episodic and thematic frames in
television news coverage (Iyengar, 1991). Scholars using this tradition emphasize their
unique contribution in investigating frames present in both media and discourse and utilizing
journalistically valid frames in experimental work.

Although studies all along the continuum between equivalence and emphasis offer
important insights into the ways by which framing can work, the inherent distinction in
their theoretical view cannot be ignored. Shah et al. (2004) provide evidence of this in
their experimental research. Although not emphasizing that they were utilizing differing
conceptions along the framing continuum, their study crossed gain and loss frames (preci-
sion) with framing that shifted the problem definition from the individual to the societal
level (realism). They find that these two types of frames interact with each other to
produce effects on cognitive complexity and elaboration. Of course, understanding the
underpinnings of what are labeled framing effects requires that they be pitted against one
another, not only examined in combination. A first step in examining the framing continuum
involves testing whether it is the pure frame shift or the combination of frames and facts
that accounts for the power of frames. The gain/loss frame appears to provide the best
context in which to test an approach emphasizing precision, due to the explicit require-
ment of maintaining logical equivalence across conditions. However, gain and loss framing
does not preclude the addition of relevant facts to more closely align with an approach
emphasizing realism.

Perceptions of Personal and Social Risk

Given our focus on gain and loss framing, deeper attention to the implications of message
characteristics for risk perceptions is in order. Every day, individuals make decisions
based on the perceived risks and benefits of their actions. As noted above, some previous
research into framing has focused on the roots of these perceptions and how conditions
emphasizing gains or losses make individuals become either risk-aversive or risk-seeking,
respectively (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979; Quattrone & Tversky, 1988; Tversky &
Kahneman, 1981). But these are not the only ways to conceptualize risk. An individual’s
perception of risk often is defined by a combination of individual, societal, and cultural
constructs (Weinstein, 1989a).

Of course, perceived risk often depends on the target of that risk (Griffin, Dunwoody,
& Neuwirth, 1999). One of the most obvious and commonly conceptualized differences is
in the perceived risk to oneself and to others. Research shows that even when individuals
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are willing to admit a potential risk exists, they are less willing to admit that they them-
selves are at risk because “individuals have a strong but unjustified sense of subjective
immunity” (Douglas, 1985, p. 29). These differences in risk perceptions are often
explained by the theory of optimistic bias, which refers to the underestimation of the like-
lihood of experiencing negative events and the overestimation of experiencing positive
events (Clarke, Lovegrove, Williams, & Machperson, 2000; Weinstein & Klein, 1996).

This optimistic bias often leads to motivated reasoning to support desired conclu-
sions. People tend to rate their own characteristics as more likely to lead to success in
outcomes such as marriage or graduate school (Kunda, 1987, 1990), but when confronted
with undesirable consequences, people express more skepticism, require more evidence,
and rate these outcomes as less severe (Ditto & Lopez, 1992; Kunda, 1987). Studies of
optimistic bias have assessed perceived personal risk in relation to many issues, including
personal illness (Perloff & Fetzer, 1986; Williams & Clarke, 1997) and unemployment
(Weinstein, 1980). Optimistic bias has been found to be greatest for hazards with which
subjects have little experience, that are perceived as low in probability, and that are judged
to be controllable by personal action (Weinstein, 1987).

One potential reason for these differences between the self and others draws from
social judgment theory. The key contribution of this literature is the suggestion that all
judgments are relevant and situational, depending on the salient or relevant anchor against
which something is compared (Herr, 1986; Mussweiler, 2003). Combined with optimistic
bias, judgments of others are likely to be contrasted with oneself. Cognitive mechanisms
and biases predominantly serve as motivated distortions meant to protect self-esteem,
project a positive social image, and reduce anxiety about risk (Weinstein, 1980; Weinstein
& Klein, 1996). Individuals have an innate desire to believe they are more secure and less
vulnerable than others, and admitting that peers are less susceptible to harm can threaten
individual feelings of competence and self-worth (Weinstein, 1989b).

Risk perceptions themselves appear to have multiple dimensions, including
judgments of concern and estimates of severity. Despite the sizeable literature on risk
perception, attitudes and behaviors in response to levels of concern are more difficult to
postulate. Weinstein (1982) found that higher levels of perceived seriousness regarding a
hazard increased levels of biased perception, yet personal concern about a hazard
decreased these biases. Factors related to high-level concern typically include hazards that
are high consequence, high probability, uncontrollable, and involuntary (Slovic, 1992;
Weinstein, 1982, 1984, 1987).

Perceptions of severity are subjective and variable. As with concern, the perceived
severity of an event or outcome correlates with the perceived risk to both others and the
self (Shah, Faber, & Youn, 1999). Risk can be conceptualized as being equal to the proba-
bility of an adverse event multiplied by the magnitude of its consequences: The greater the
perceived magnitude (severity), the greater the concern and perceived risk. This is consis-
tent with expectancy-value models, which have provided important insights into attitude
structure (Ajzen, 1988; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975; Purvis Cooper, Burgoon, & Roter, 2001).

Hypotheses

Bringing these two domains of research together, Gordon-Lubitz (2003) concludes that
“perceptions of risk are particularly susceptible to framing effects” (p. 95). For this reason,
we believe gain/loss frames provide an ideal context in which to contrast precision and
realism as approaches to message influence on personal and impersonal perceptions of
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economic prospects, both in terms of concern expressed about adverse outcomes and the
severity of that eventuality.

Before we turn to comparisons between precise and realistic approaches to framing
on risk perceptions at different referent levels, we first clarify how we expect prospect
theory to apply within this context. This theory advances the view that these perceptual
effects are driven by shifts in perspective, as people are motivated to be risk-aversive
when in the domain of gains and risk-seeking when in the domain of losses (Quattrone &
Tversky, 1988; Tversky & Kahneman, 1974, 1981). This results from the fact that losses
loom larger than gains, making a loss seem relatively more substantial than an equitable
gain. This should certainly be true when people are forming economic judgments, such as
securing employment (Kahneman & Tversky, 2000; Tversky & Kahneman, 1986).
Accordingly, we hypothesize that people’s concern about not finding a job and the severity
of that possibility should be larger when the economic market is portrayed more favor-
ably, as a gain frame would imply. This is because when economic prospects are poor, as
would be conveyed by a loss frame, “rolling the dice” and losing is okay (i.e., attempting
to find a job, and yet failing in this effort, is deemed acceptable when risk-seeking). On the
other hand, when economic prospects are presented as favorable, as in a gain frame, this
same possibility becomes more concerning and is perceived as a more severe outcome
(i.e., failure to secure a job is deemed unacceptable when risk-averse). This effect should
occur regardless of whether precision or realism is emphasized in constructing the frame,
as the underlying prospect theory mechanisms remain constant.

Hla: When precision is emphasized, individuals encountering the gain frame will judge
unfavorable economic outcomes as more averse than those encountering the loss
frame.

HIb: When realism is emphasized, individuals encountering the gain frame will judge
unfavorable economic outcomes as more averse than those encountering the loss
frame.

Although we contend that both precision and realism as approaches to framing will
yield differences in these sorts of economic evaluations between gain and loss framing,
these differences will be amplified when realism is accentuated. Any truly strict approach
to framing, such as that exemplified by gain/loss framing, relies purely on the perspective
offered to audiences to produce observed effects. That is, in formal manipulations of gain
and loss framing, the two alternatives are logically equivalent and factually identical.
Under certain processing conditions, people can recognize the inherent equality of these
options. Indeed, when the comparisons are made explicit, people will adhere to the more
logical alternative that they often reject when the options are separated (Tversky &
Kahneman, 1981). On the other hand, frames developed with realism in mind include facts
and ideas that support the frame. These facts purposefully differ depending on the framing
approach, and thus the two conditions are not factually equivalent. As these facts are
meant to amplify and extend the logic of the corresponding frame, it seems reasonable that
this additional information will heighten the gain versus loss differences.

Hlc: The hypothesized differences between gain and loss frames on these evaluations will
be greater when an issue is presented using frames emphasizing realism as opposed
to precision.

Of course, there is reason to believe that these frames do not act equally for personal
and impersonal perceptions of risk. Social judgment theory literature suggests that percep-
tions are inherently comparative: Changing the anchor against which comparisons are made
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will also change the subsequent judgment (Herr, 1986; Mussweiler, 2001, 2003). In making
judgments about risk, people are often comparing their own vulnerability against that of an
unspecified other (Kunda, 1987; Weinstein, 1980). Thus, we would expect these judgments
to shift depending upon whether the individual is asked to assess aversions to unfavorable
economic outcomes at the personal or impersonal level. Given our prior predictions, it seems
likely that the gain frame will also produce the greatest amount of difference between
oneself and others, as concern about not finding a job and the severity of this outcome is
particularly acute when the economic market is framed favorably. Furthermore, these effects
should be amplified when facts that resonate with the frame are included.

H2a: When precision is emphasized, individuals encountering the gain frame will exhibit
greater differences between the self and others in aversion toward unfavorable
economic outcomes than individuals encountering the loss frame.

H2b: When realism is emphasized, individuals encountering the gain frame will exhibit
greater differences between the self and others in aversion toward unfavorable
economic outcomes than individuals encountering the loss frame.

H2c: The hypothesized differences between gain and loss frames on these comparative
evaluations will be greater when an issue is presented using frames emphasizing
realism as opposed to precision.

Method

To examine these hypothesized relationships, we developed an online experimental study.
The data in this study were collected over a 2-week period during November 2007 using a
2 x 2 non-fully crossed design. Respondents were randomly assigned to one of the four
experimental conditions. All of the respondents were enrolled in undergraduate courses at
a large midwestern university and were offered extra credit for participating in the study.
Of the roughly 870 potential subjects originally contacted via e-mail, 519 students
completed the study and were included in the following analyses. These students tended to
have a somewhat liberal political ideology toward social issues and a moderate ideological
stance on economic issues. The subjects’ average age was a little over 20 years old, with
roughly 21 months until graduation. There were no significant differences between the
means of any of the four cells on these key demographic or ideological variables.

Design

This study was designed to compare the effects of a pure frame manipulation of gain and
loss (hereafter labeled frame precision) with the effects of the same frame manipulation
enhanced with resonant facts (hereafter labeled frame realism). To examine these differ-
ences, we produced four versions of the same television news report in conjunction with a
professional film crew and veteran reporter from Wisconsin Public Television. The news
story focused on the issue of employee access to health care in the state of Wisconsin and
the rising incidence of bankruptcy resulting from medical expenses among young adults.
Specifically, it introduced a fictional piece of legislation that, if passed, would eliminate
employer-mandated waiting periods, granting new employees immediate access to health
care. Four people appeared in the manufactured stories: a recent college graduate, a local
CEO, a think tank analyst, and the reporter.

Working journalists helped produce these reports, assisting in all stages of their devel-
opment. Initially, we worked to generate a realistic script for each of the different versions
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Precision Approach Realism Approach

Gain News Frame Gain News Frame
+
Resonant Gain Facts

Gain Frame

Loss News Frame Loss News Frame
+
Resonant Loss Facts

Loss Frame

Figure 1. Frame manipulations embedded in the news story.

of the story corresponding to our proposed experimental manipulations (see Appendix).
Once the script was finalized, the professional film and sound crew accompanied the
journalist to various locations to shoot footage for the story and to conduct the fictitious
interviews. In taking these raw materials and producing the final stories, almost all video
elements remained constant. Frame shifts were embedded in voice-overs from the journal-
ist and in short scripted segments by the actors who served as interview subjects. In this
way, the style and tone of the video was consistent across all conditions and operated
within the norms of broadcast production. This allowed precise control over which frame
elements were altered.

This approach allowed us to compare an internally valid gain versus loss frame
distinction that closely paralleled Tversky and Kahneman’s (1974, 1981) prospect theory
manipulations with an ecologically valid gain versus loss frame distinction that supple-
mented these pure frames with corresponding fact packages (Entman, 1993) to more
closely conform with the reality of how news reports are constructed. As explicated
above, we conceptualize the former as frame precision and the latter as frame realism.

When gain and loss frames were presented emphasizing precision, statements about
the current policy were inverted to maintain logical consistency. The gain version of the
news story presented the benefits of maintaining the current policy of employer-mandated
waiting periods for business owners (i.e., minimizing up front costs) as well as the benefits
of the new legislation for new employees (i.e., immediate access to coverage). Similarly,
the loss version of the news story presented the consequences of abolishing the current
policy for business owners (i.e., incur additional up front costs) or that of failing to adopt
the new legislation for new employees (i.e., subjecting them to waiting periods of up to 1
year). Although the frames shifted, both stories were structured consistently and presented
identical factual information.

On the other hand, when movement along the continuum toward frame realism struc-
tured manipulations of gain versus loss frames, this shift was advanced using the exact
same changes in language as in the frame precision approach but was supplemented with
fact packages (e.g., rates of job creation, costs of health care, and rates of bankruptcy)
designed to resonate with the corresponding frame (see Figure 1). Each news story con-
tained two additional facts—one that elaborated on maintaining the current policy and one
that elaborated on passing the new legislation. In the loss condition the facts focused on
negation (e.g., rates of bankruptcy), whereas in the gain condition the facts focused on
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affirmation (e.g., job creation). We endeavored to make the facts included in each story
equivalent in scope and power. Moreover, these facts were systematically manipulated
such that the elements included in stories were derived from the frame employed. There-
fore, great care was taken to add only discrete facts associated with the operant frame,
subtly yet systematically introducing realism into the broadcast news reports while main-
taining a considerable amount of control. In this way, our manipulations contained equiv-
alent gain or loss frames, either omitting or including resonant facts. The videos ran
between 3 minutes and 32 seconds and 3 minutes and 54 seconds.

Measures

Aversion Toward Unfavorable Economic Outcomes. To test subjects’ aversion toward
the risk of unfavorable economic outcomes for both themselves and others, we used two
sets of measures. Drawing from expectancy-value research (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), we
created a multiplicative term combining the expressed concern of not finding a job by the
severity of that circumstance. These two multiplicative measures (for oneself and for
others) were summed to create a single index from 0-200 for general aversion (i.e.,
personal plus impersonal aversion) to unfavorable economic outcomes (precision condi-
tion, M = 113.41, SD = 44.12; realism condition, M = 113.05, SD = 48.32).

Comparative Aversion to Unfavorable Economic Outcomes. To measure the difference
between aversion toward unfavorable economic outcomes for oneself compared to
others, we took the multiplicative expectancy-value score for others created above and
subtracted from it the expectancy-value score for oneself. It had a possible range of —100
to 100 for comparative aversion (i.e., impersonal minus personal aversion) toward
unfavorable economic outcomes (precision, M = —3.86, SD = 24.26; realism, M = —1.84,
SD = 22.63).

Results

A series of t-tests were run to test each of our hypotheses. These tests were run separately
for the frame precision and frame realism conditions because this was not a fully crossed
design. This design feature was purposeful and reflected our effort to supplement
the frame realism condition with frame-resonant facts. In both the precise, #228) = 2.02,
p < .05, and realistic framing conditions, #(239) = 2.06, p < .05, the gain frame rendered
unfavorable economic outcomes more averse than in the loss condition. Thus, the severity
and concern of not finding a job differed significantly between conditions, providing sup-
port for Hla and H1b (see Figures 2 and 3).

To compare the relative strength of the two approaches to framing— precision versus
realism—we used a planned comparison of the mean differences between the two
approaches. This complex contrast (Marascuilo & Serlin, 1988) demonstrates there is no
significant difference between the framing approaches in terms of the effects of the gain versus
loss frame on general aversion toward unfavorable economic outcomes, #(471) = .12, ns.
The frame realism condition did not strengthen the results of the frame precision condition,
leading to the rejection of Hlc.

Our next set of hypotheses deals with the influence of the gain and loss frames on the
comparative judgments of aversion to unfavorable economic outcomes. H2a and H2b
predicted that the gain frame would produce greater differences in aversion toward unfa-
vorable economic outcomes for the self and others in both the frame precision and frame
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Figure 2. Aversion to unfavorable economic outcomes under the precision approach.
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Figure 3. Aversion to unfavorable economic outcomes under the realism approach.

realism conditions. Only H2a is supported: The z-tests demonstrate that in the frame
precision conditions the gain frame leads to a greater gap between the self and others,
#(228) = —2.58, p < .05, but this difference is not significant in the frame realism condi-
tions, #(239) = .516, ns, leading us to reject H2b (see Figures 4 and 5).

H2c predicted that frame realism would amplify this difference between the self and
others in the gain versus loss frame compared to frame precision. We again tested this
hypothesis using a complex contrast. In this case, the test revealed a significant difference
between the two values, but in the opposite direction of our prediction. It is frame preci-
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Figure 5. Comparative aversion to unfavorable outcomes under the realism approach.

sion that amplifies the difference between gain and loss frames in terms of comparative
aversion toward unfavorable economic outcomes, #(471) = 2.26, p < .05.

Additional Analyses

To better understand how this comparative judgment score operates, we decided to
explore the effects of the gain versus loss frames on both personal and impersonal judg-
ments. First, we tested how the frames affected personal aversion toward unfavorable
economic outcomes. For personal judgments, the gain frame produces significantly
greater personal aversion only in the frame precision conditions, #(231) = 2.96,p < 01.In
the frame realism conditions, the loss and gain frames are not significantly different from
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Figure 7. Aversion to unfavorable outcomes for the self under the realism approach.

each other, #(241) = 1.33, ns (see Figures 6 and 7). We compared these findings to deter-
mine if one type of frame amplified the effects of the other, but these two conditions were
not significantly different, #(476) = —1.10, ns.

Next, we examined the effects of the gain and loss frames on impersonal percep-
tions. In this case, the 7-tests demonstrate that it is only in the frame realism condition
that the gain frame produces significantly higher estimates of aversion toward unfavor-
able economic conditions, #(241) = 2.39, p < .05, while in the frame precision
conditions there is no significant difference between the gain and loss frame, #229) =
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Figure 9. Aversion to unfavorable outcomes for others under the realism approach.

627, ns (see Figures 8 and 9). We tested whether this difference between the conditions is
significant, but this test also failed to reach conventional levels of significance, #(474) =
1.30, ns. In summary, at the personal level we only find a significant difference between
gain versus loss in the frame precision conditions, while at the impersonal level this trend
is reversed, with the frames differing significantly only in the frame realism conditions.

Discussion

This study is a first step in exploring media effects along the framing continuum. As such,
it directs attention to the question of whether it is the frame (i.e., the perspective taken in a
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news story) or the combination of the frame and the attendant facts (i.e., the aspects of
reality made salient in a text) that produce framing effects. If it is the frame, absent the
inclusion of resonant facts, that has influence, this would be seen as evidence of a pure
framing effect and would suggest that political communication research should pay more
attention to frame equivalence. On the other hand, if it is the facts in conjunction with the
frame that produce differences, this would suggest a more complex set of mental
processes are operating. Indeed, some may see this as evidence that individuals are
systematically processing the factual information that is resonant with the frame, leading
to more powerful framing effects.

This exploration produced a set of findings that lead us to conclude that both of the
points along the framing continuum we tested have merit and that their operationalizations
can have influence. While it is true that framing has been defined and studied in vastly
different ways, our shift from a pure gain-loss frame manipulation (i.e., greater frame
precision) to one that included resonant facts (i.e., greater frame realism) provides impor-
tant insights about media influence. For those who think of frames as logically equivalent
ways of presenting information (Green & Blair, 1995; Quattrone & Tversky, 1988; Shah
et al., 2004), our findings are a confirmation that it is indeed frames, absent resonant facts,
that produce some of the effects attributed to them. At the same time, those who view
frames as organizing structures that bring with them a variety of different facts, sources,
and subjects (Cappella & Jamieson, 1997; Iyengar, 1991) can also take solace in these
findings. The manipulation including greater frame realism was consequential within the
context of risk perceptions and their outcomes.

Specifically, we observed that our manipulations of gain and loss frames in terms of
precision and realism both produce significant differences in ratings of aversion to
unfavorable economic outcomes, such that the gain frame uniformly increased aversion
toward unfavorable outcomes. This provided support for Hla and H1b. As this suggests, no
differences were observed between precision and realism as approaches to framing in our
initial testing. But this is not the whole story. When it comes to comparative judgments,
only utilizing the precision approach, in which all facts were held constant, did we observe
a significant increase in the gap between the self and others for the gain frame. Notably, this
difference was not in the direction predicted by H2c, as it was frame precision (rather than
frame realism) that produced greater differences in comparative judgments.

To better understand this pattern of effects, the elements that composed total and com-
parative judgments were examined separately. This analysis revealed that at the personal
level, aversion to unfavorable economic outcomes was influenced mainly by the shift in gain
and loss framing under conditions of frame precision, while at the impersonal level aversion
was largely a function of the same shift under conditions of frame realism. There are a num-
ber of potential explanations for these differential effects. It may be that when individuals
make judgments about the possibility of unfavorable economic outcomes befalling them-
selves—such as college students about to graduate without finding a job—the inherent cog-
nitive biases that are so well documented in prospect theory distort their own perceptions of
concern and susceptibility. Conversely, when these same individuals are confronted with
frame shifts that incorporate factual information—such as rates of economic growth and job
expansion—it is used to adjust estimates of unfavorable economic outcomes befalling larger
population estimates. While our tests of differences between these competing operational-
izations of frames did not meet conventional levels of statistical significance, they do sug-
gest that both approaches to framing produce effects worthy of further exploration.

As noted above, this may be indicative of different underlying cognitive mechanisms
that vary in degree of systematic information processing. Future research should attempt



18:16 3 February 2010

[University of Wisconsin Madison] At:

Downloaded By:

Precision vs. Realism on the Framing Continuum 15

to assess the degree to which each of these conceptions of framing generates different
levels of systematic versus heuristic processing (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993). Furthermore,
the implications of these findings for research on economic evaluations are worth consid-
ering. Much of the early risk perception literature, especially prospect theory, dealt only
with frame precision, which may have heightened the ability to perceive effects, espe-
cially on personal-level assessments. As research progressed and frame realism became
more widely adopted in experimental research, including tests of gain and loss framing,
these effects may have become more difficult to observe. This is especially relevant to
studies exploring the dynamics of prospect theory that attempt to mimic real-world
discourse, in which frame realism approaches may prove less powerful in influencing
personal evaluations. However, frame realism may prove influential in making judgments
about others. If this is the case, future research must consider not only what approach to
framing is adopted, but also at what social level judgments are being assessed.

In addition, an important contribution of this study centers on its effort to move
beyond textual framing and return to an examination of framing in video news reports
(Iyengar, 1991). The noticeable absence of framed video content in tests of effects is not
surprising, given the inherent complexity of designing and producing these types of
manipulations. However, considering that most Americans still rely on television news as
their primary source of public affairs information (Fowler et al., 2007), it is especially
important to move beyond the framing of print news stories in our experimental testing
and examine how framed video content is processed. Notably, this research embedded the
frame manipulations in the spoken elements of the news story. Other recent work has
manipulated the visual elements of news stories and observed effects, reinforcing calls to
consider how text and video interact to produce effects (Iyengar & Morin, 2006). This
may require researchers to form collaborations with broadcast professionals who can aid
them in the production of realistic manipulations, as we did in this study, or to secure grant
funding to stage such productions using their own facilities. This will remain true even as
information increasingly moves online; video portrayals of news are not likely to become
obsolete but to instead become integrated into a mixed modality environment.

But this study only provides an initial foray exploring the framing continuum, moti-
vating further research into the underpinnings of message effects. Our manipulations
investigate only two points along the framing continuum, points that are both closer to the
equivalence end of the continuum. Thus, while our conception of frame precision employs
a strict approach to framing consistent with prospect theory, our manipulation of frame
realism invokes a “loose equivalence,” essentially building off the logically uniform gain
and loss frames with the addition of frame-resonant facts. While the addition of these facts
does move us toward greater realism in conceptualizing frame effects, future research
should move beyond this to examine other message features further along the framing
continuum toward emphasis rather than equivalence. This might include examinations of
the interplay of frames with discordant facts, facts at different social levels (individual or
collective), and the alteration of sources and targets.

In conclusion, this research provides a number of new directions for future scholar-
ship, for those hoping to build framing theory as well as further understand risk percep-
tions. First, other framing dimensions beyond gain and loss should be tested within the
frame precision and realism contrast we advance. For example, stripping the accompanying
facts from strategy versus policy frames may render that distinction impotent, a possibility
that demands attention. Any testing of this sort should also attempt to move beyond the
student sample that was the focus of this study. Of course, to ensure the experimental
manipulations are processed, the issues selected should be relevant to the experimental
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population. Moving beyond risk perceptions, an examination of message effects on a
wider range of dependent variables such as policy preferences, candidate attributions, and
feelings about story targets would allow future research to distinguish between framing,
priming, and persuasion effects, as the magnitude of influence of various outcomes could
be compared within the context of a single study. This would permit a deeper understanding
of the underpinnings of message effects, an issue that has continually plagued framing
research, and address the legitimacy of the distinction between framing effects per se and
other message effects on beliefs, perceptions, attitudes, and judgments.
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Appendix: Broadcast News Script

Shifts between gain and loss (in parentheses) versions are italicized. Attendant facts are
depicted in bold.
[START with Sean at office]

Reporter VO: Nine hours a day. . . .

Reporter VO: Often six days a week. . . .

Reporter VO: Sean Townsend solves problems. Just two weeks after graduating from the
UW in 2006, Townsend landed what he calls a dream job.

Sean SOT: “Well, I’ve been working towards an assistant engineering position at the
data center. But this is an entry-level position that will get me there so I'm
pretty excited about it. It is definitely a lot of work, though, I would say
more than 40 hours a week.”

Reporter VO: But now Townsend has a problem he hasn’t been able to solve . . . health
insurance. His employer, like many businesses, requires a 12-month waiting
period before new employees qualify for coverage. As an apparently healthy
23-year-old, Townsend wasn’t concerned. Then, barely a month into his new
job, he was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s disease. Medical bills piled up . . . and
now, he’s filing for bankruptcy.

Sean SOT: “So I got this job right after school so I figured I was all set, but since I got
sick a couple of weeks into the job and the insurance didn’t cover me I
couldn’t pay my bills so I didn’t know what else to do.”

Reporter VO: Eliminating health insurance waiting periods would have some real benefits
for people like Sean Townsend. (Health insurance waiting periods pose
some real risks for people like Sean Townsend.)

Reporter VO: That’s one reason why a coalition of Democrats and Republicans is sponsoring
a bipartisan bill to eliminate waiting periods. Sponsors say this new legislation
would mean that fewer young people would have to face these financial
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Reporter VO:

Reporter VO:

Reporter Standup:

Reporter VO:

[Cut to interview:

David Mathers SOT:

Reporter VO:

[Cut to interview:

Larry Butler SOT:

Reporter VO:

Reporter VO:

challenges. (Sponsors say without this new legislation, more young
people will have to face these financial challenges.)

A new report from the Madison-based Karlsen Foundation shows
that the bankruptcy rate among recent college graduates is at an all
time high.

The study shows that 21 percent of Americans who declared bank-
ruptcy in 2006 were between the ages of 22 and 29. That’s a 9
percent increase over 2005, making them the fastest growing age
group declaring bankruptcy. (Over the last three years, this trans-
lates into 100,000 bankruptcy filings among young adults in Wis-
consin, a figure that leads the nation on a per capita basis.)
While credit card debt is the leading cause of bankruptcy among
recent graduates, the second leading cause is health care costs.
Young adults—more than any other age group—are more likely to be
involved in accidents that require trips to the emergency room. These
costs hit hardest for people who lack health insurance. Surgery for a
broken leg, for example, can run upwards of $100,000. Even when it
comes to minor health concerns, those who are insured are much
more likely to seek routine and preventive care, which helps to
control long-term health care costs for employers and employees.

David Mathers, analyst, Karlsen Foundation]

“You know half of personal bankruptcies stem from health care
costs. In those cases, out-of-pocket costs averaged $42,000. For the
millions of college grads who are uninsured or waiting for their
benefits, there really is cause to be concerned.”

But there’s another perspective on this debate —businesses such as
Verona-based Cornerstone Systems see a financial benefit to keep-
ing (risk to eliminating) waiting periods.

Larry Butler, vice president of Cornerstone Systems]

“We see some real advantages to the current policy. Waiting periods
make it much easier for us to provide insurance for our employees.
We are much more willing to create new jobs if we know that we
can minimize our up-front costs.” (“We see some real problems
with changing the current policy. Ending waiting periods makes it
harder for us to provide insurance for our employees. We are much
less willing to create new jobs if we know that we will incur addi-
tional up-front costs.”)

Over the last four years, Wisconsin has seen the creation of over
170,000 new jobs, leading the nation on a per capita basis. New
jobs are typically filled by recent graduates, most of whom have
attended Wisconsin colleges and universities. (Getting rid of wait-
ing periods would make it harder to negotiate competitive deals
with health care providers, cost that would eventually be passed on
to employers and employees.)

The legislature is expected to consider the bipartisan “Waiting Period
Bill” within the next two weeks. For those entering the workforce, the
outcome may have a big impact on their financial futures.



