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News Coverage of Social Protests and the Effects of Photographs and Prior Attitudes
Laura M. Arpan, Kaysee Baker, Youngwon Lee, Taejin Jung, Lori Lorusso, and Jason Smith
Department of Communication Florida State University


A consistent news frame that deligitmizes and depicts most social protests as “police vs. protesters” has been identified in studies of news coverage of social movements. This study used an experimental design to examine the extent to which photographs and prior attitudes toward protests and protesters in general contribute to previously identified framing effects of protest news. Results indicated that for the protest issue of interest evaluations of the protest and protesters were more negative when photos depicting higher levels of conflict were shown. The amount of conflict shown in the photos did not affect evaluations of the protest and protesters when the issue was of less interest to participants. Additionally, participants who had more positive prior attitudes toward protesting in general were more likely to identify with the protesters in the stimulus story and to perceive that the protest was more effective than were those with more negative prior attitudes. Findings suggest the need to address possi-ble nuances associated with the visuals alone and to incorporate prior attitudes when examining effects of news coverage of protests.

Protests and protesters are familiar images in news photos and footage. Indeed, some have argued that social movements are “deeply intertwined” with news me-dia (Opel, 2003) and that a primary role of the news media is to report, or even trig-ger, social movements (Olien, Tichenor, & Donohue, 1989). From a journalistic standpoint, protests present dramatic visuals that easily fit the key news value of conflict (Graber, 1984; Mencher, 2000; Owen & Palmer, 2003), whereas the con-
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flict surrounding protests can be attributed to the emotional nature of social move-ment issues or to a social movement’s desire for significant media coverage (Jasper & Poulsen, 1995). Although members of social movements may stage protests to gain the media coverage necessary to inform a wider public about a particular is-sue, research suggests that such coverage of protests, especially those with mes-sages that are radical in nature, may ultimately serve to undermine public percep-tions of the legitimacy of such movements, social issues, and the protesters themselves (McLeod, 1995; McLeod & Detenber, 1999; Shoemaker, 1982, 1984). Specifically, news reports often portray protesters as a hindrance to society or as social deviants, or focus on economic costs and legality of actions, as opposed to the morality of issues (Gitlin, 1980; McLeod & Hertog, 1992; Olien, Tichenor, & Donohue, 1989). Indeed, a protest paradigm is thought to undergird most news coverage of protests, which ultimately frames these events as “police versus pro-testers” rather than markers of social issues in need of public attention (Baylor, 1996; Chan & Lee, 1984; Gamson, 1989; Jasper & Poulsen, 1995; McLeod, 1995). The visuals that accompany news stories about protests have been credited with contributing to negative perceptions among audience members who view or read the stories (McLeod & Hertog, 1992). Though graphic images accompanying news stories have been shown to contribute substantially to attention to stories and to perceptions of issues (Gibson, 2003), studies of protest coverage heretofore have not systematically isolated the impact of visuals. Additionally, researchers examining the protest paradigm have called for investigations that examine the process with a variety of social issues to rule out the possibility of idiosyncratic ef-fects associated with particular issues (Boyle, McCluskey, Devanathan, Stein, & McLeod, 2004; McLeod & Detenber, 1999) and point to the potential of prior atti-tudes toward social movements, groups, and issues to mitigate or exacerbate ef-fects of coverage on perceptions (Shoemaker, 1982). This study examined the ef-fects of prior attitudes toward the protests and protesters in general and the type of photograph accompanying the story (conflict-oriented vs. peaceful) on percep-tions of social issues and protesters in an attempt to further illuminate likely effects of the protest paradigm. Additionally, the study examined effects of the protest paradigm associated with a different type of issue than those previously employed
in similar studies.


LITERATURE REVIEW

Research on effects of the protest paradigm has mainly focused on framing as a theoretical explanation for how news coverage typically results in negative evalua-tions of protesters and social issues. Message frames can be defined as ideas “that interpret, define, and give meaning to social and cultural phenomenon” (Baylor, 1996, p. 1). The way in which issues and individuals are framed in media content is

invariably a complex phenomenon. Entman (1993) suggested that media framing “selects some aspects of a perceived reality and makes them more salient in a com-municating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation” (p. 52). The process of selecting and emphasizing some aspects of a story necessarily results in the exclusion of other aspects (Gitlin, 1980). The protest paradigm identified by Chan and Lee (1984) suggests a consistent frame for most news coverage of pro-tests: one that makes the controversial or violent aspects of the story and protest more salient than other aspects, such as the issue being protested or the social con-text from which the issue arises. Other research supports the claim that protests are commonly framed by journalists in terms of conflict and deviance from the status quo (Baylor, 1996; Gitlin, 1980; McLeod, 1995; McLeod & Hertog 1992). Shoe-maker (1982) identified a ridicule frame of protest coverage that served to delegitimize protesters and movements in the eyes of news consumers and sug-gested that such framing effects could result merely from the choice of facts to in-clude in a story and the use of punctuation or intonation by reporters.
Journalistic conventions are commonly suggested as the source of choices that contribute to the protest paradigm (McLeod & Hertog, 1992). Specifically, jour-nalists are often trained to seek stories that involve conflict and/or to frame news stories in terms of conflict (conflict is a news value; Gitlin, 1980). Protests inher-ently deal with conflict, although such conflict is not always violent. Ac-tion-oriented footage is also commonly a goal of broadcast reporting. Conflict footage is action oriented. When and if a protest becomes violent, associated visu-als fit the definition of good news footage (McLeod & Detenber, 1999). So, even if the majority of the protest is not violent, the often-isolated incidents of violence easily become the frame—visually and/or textually. Journalists are also trained to seek stories about unusual people or events. This news definition of unusualness seems to manifest in descriptions of protesters’ appearance or descriptions of their actions and desires as deviant (McLeod & Hertog, 1992). Often in the name of ob-jectivity, journalists are also trained to seek or include quotes or soundbites about the issue or conflict from official sources. Because officials are often on the oppo-site side of the protest, the official definition of the protest is typically framed nega-tively (Shoemaker, 1982). Finally, the journalistic goal of objectivity often favors the reporting of many facts and statistics (McLeod, 1995). Convenient statistics to report are those such as the number of arrests, the amount of property damage, and the extent of resulting traffic delays. Not coincidentally, these statistics are markers of conflict. Shoemaker (1984) also found that social groups perceived by journal-ists as highly deviant tended to receive news coverage that was more in line with the paradigm (i.e., more negative) than groups perceived as less deviant.
Some suggest that consistent use of the protest paradigm over time will result in progressively more negative evaluations of protesters and protests in general (McLeod & Detenber, 1999). Specifically, news consumers may develop and in-
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voke an availability heuristic (Tversky & Kahneman, 1973) about protesters, so that previous exposure to mediated depictions of protesters portrayed as violent and out of line with the status quo will result in greater perceptions of all protesters as violent and deviant. Such perceptions should lead to less agreement with and at-tention to protests in the future and be more pronounced among individuals who value support for the status quo (McLeod & Detenber, 1999).
In summary, research on news effects and the protest paradigm suggests that conflict frames result in negative perceptions of movements and their members. However, research on the paradigm thus far has not examined the extent to which framing effects are influenced solely by visual information contained within the news reports (i.e., studies heretofore have examined visual and textual framing concurrently). Research on the impact of visuals alone in the processing of general news content (discussed later) suggests the need to isolate and consider visual framing in the study of how individuals process protest news.

Effects of Visual Information and News
Meyrowitz (1985) suggests that visually oriented media such as television have encouraged audiences to rely on nonverbal or facial expressions to make judg-ments about issues. Further, news photographs have been shown to draw atten-tion to accompanying articles and specifically to the story text, especially when the photos show agonistic (impending or manifest victimization) rather than in-nocuous images (Zillmann, Knobloch, & Yu, 2001). Agonistic images have also been associated with greater information recall and perceptions of newsworthi-ness (Zillmann et al., 2001). Iyengar (1991) suggested that news visuals repre-sent an episodic rather than thematic frame for an issue, and that such framing may influence how audiences assign responsibility for issues such as crime, ter-rorism, poverty, unemployment, and racial inequality, although the relationship between media frames and audience frames can be dependent on the issue. Epi-sodic news frames describe often complex, dynamic issues merely as concrete instances that are easily illustrated with what reporters consider good, action-ori-ented pictures (Iyengar, 1991). For example, the issue of globalization is dis-cussed only in terms of the number of people arrested or the amount of property destruction during a recent protest, with photos of angry, emotional, or disrup-tive protesters as the accompanying visuals. In such a case, the social issue is framed episodically and in line with the protest paradigm (by virtue of the focus on social disruption or economic costs of the protest), and the photo shown is re-dundant with the ultimately negative news frame.
The power of photography to contribute to perceptions of social issues pre-sented in news has been established by studies that have found a relationship be-tween the type of visuals shown and perceptions of issue severity, estimations of social groups most likely to be connected with an issue, and accuracy of recall of facts related to an issue (Aust & Zillmann, 1996; Gibson & Zillmann, 1999;

Zillmann, Gibson, & Sargent, 1999). In news stories about controversial issues, the type of photos shown has also influenced reader perceptions of writer or reporter stance on the issue, although this effect varied according to the issue addressed in the story (Culbertson, 1974).
Several theoretical explanations have been suggested for the effects of visuals in news coverage described earlier. Some suggest that images, especially emo-tional or noxious ones such as those often shown in news coverage, are more readily encoded (Aust & Zillmann, 1996; Zillmann & Gan, 1996) in a way that makes them more persistently available in memory than verbal or textual informa-tion (Bower & Cohen, 1982; Gibson & Zillmann, 2000). Additionally, broadcast news visuals can enhance the acquisition of accompanying textual information, as long as the visuals provide information that is redundant with the text (Drew & Grimes, 1987; Grimes & Drechsel, 1996). Brosius (1993) suggested a more hierar-chical, long-term process, whereby (a) emotional visuals stimulate attention to the visuals themselves (as opposed to the text) and (b) later, if readers or viewers can-not specifically recall details from the text of the story, they will infer those details from memory of the visuals. Such a process would support claims that the use of visuals in the protest paradigm would, over the long run, inhibit learning about so-cial issues and proliferate cognitions about protesters as antagonistic (McLeod & Detenber, 1999; Price, Tewksbury, & Powers, 1997).
In summary, studies of protest news coverage suggest that framing of the pro-test by reporters influences cognitions about issues, protests, and protesters. State-ments made by reporters, “bystanders,” officials associated with the issues, and sometimes by protesters are all thought to be aspects of framing that contribute to negative cognitions (McLeod & Detenber, 1999). We suggest accompanying pho-tos will also affect cognitions depending on the extent to which they support or highlight the typical negative framing associated with the protest paradigm (i.e., the extent to which the photos focus on negative or conflictual aspects of the pro-test).

Prior Attitudes and Involvement
Though the protest paradigm has been shown to affect perceptions of protests and the activists who stage them, some researchers have suggested that such effects will likely be attenuated by existing attitudes toward protest groups in general and by knowledge about a specific group or issue (McLeod & Detenber, 1999). Simi-larly, scholars who have examined the effects of visual information on issue per-ception have suggested that frameworks such as the Elaboration Likelihood Model of Persuasion (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) be employed to examine the probable use of judgment heuristics or shortcuts when news consumers evaluate stories with photos or graphics (Brosius, 1993; Gibson & Zillmann, 1994). The Elaboration Likelihood and Heuristic-Systematic (Chaiken, Liberman, & Eagly, 1989) models could accommodate the above-suggested impact of existing knowledge of or atti-

tudes toward protest groups through the concepts of issue involvement and biased processing. Both models would suggest that news consumers with existing, strong attitudes toward protests in general, a particular protest group, or a social issue would be less susceptible to story frames and visuals, which could serve as heuris-tic cues (mental shortcuts used to make quick, effortless evaluations). Such per-sons might pay little attention to the story, as they are confident about their atti-tudes and need little new information. Conversely, they might engage in biased processing by attending carefully to and considering thoroughly the text of the story, but in a manner that reaffirms their prior attitudes (e.g., by focusing on sup-portive information). Brosius (1993) found that prior opinion and interest were more predictive of news story recall and evaluations of the groups and issues por-trayed in a story than was the emotionality of accompanying visuals (neutral visu-als vs. negative, emotional visuals). These findings are consistent with a broad body of persuasion literature that suggests (a) that once attitudes are formed, indi-viduals tend to recall and rely on previous evaluations of people or objects rather than carefully consider and add new pieces of information to the evaluation; and
(b) that, unless motivated to carefully consider new information, individuals with strong initial attitudes will be likely to attend to and use heuristic cues that allow them to preserve those attitudes and to use minimal cognitive effort to process new information (Chaiken, Liberman, & Eagly, 1989; Lingle & Ostrom, 1981; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; Sanbonmatsu & Fazio, 1990; Roskos-Ewoldsen, 1997). How-ever, when individuals feel they have a personal stake in an issue, they are often motivated to carefully scrutinize a persuasive message. Audience members in this situation often perceive that they have outcome-relevant involvement with the is-sue. Those who have outcome relevant involvement are likely to seek more infor-mation with which to make an evaluation and often do so by carefully scrutinizing the message for all useful information (Johnson & Eagly, 1989). Visual informa-tion can, in such a case, serve as additional, important information that will be scrutinized and considered as audience members evaluate the message (Shavitt, Swan, Lowrey, & Wanke, 1994). Therefore, the effect of visuals on news consum-ers likely depends on perceived relevance of the protest issue and the ability of the given outcome to impact readers or viewers. When perceived relevance is strong, visuals that provide potentially useful information should serve as part of the over-all evidence or argument and be scrutinized along with the text rather than serve as an easy cue with which quickly evaluate the issue or protest group.

Purpose and Hypotheses
Studies of the protest paradigm have shown that perceptions of social issues and protesters can be negatively influenced by news frames that emphasize conflict as-sociated with the event. However, though studies of the protest paradigm have in-cluded visuals, the visuals have yet to be systematically varied to determine possi-

ble cognitive effects associated solely with them. Additionally, researchers examining the protest paradigm have called for additional investigations that vary the issue being protested to rule out the possibility of idiosyncratic effects associ-ated with particular issues (Boyle et al., 2004; McLeod & Detenber, 1999) and point to the potential of prior attitudes toward social movements, groups, and is-sues to mitigate or exacerbate effects of coverage on perceptions (Shoemaker, 1982). Therefore, this study used an experimental method to further examine ef-fects of the protest paradigm by varying both the issue (high vs. low relevance) and the visual information (peaceful vs. conflictual situation) and by incorporating prior attitudes toward protesting in general. Accordingly, four hypotheses tested for effects of visual framing, and three research questions examined the concurrent influence of prior attitudes and visual framing on perceptions of the protest and protesters.
Previous studies of the protest paradigm (cited earlier) have found that negative perceptions of protests and groups can be associated with conflict framing, and re-search on the impact of news photographs has found that perceptions of issues can be influenced by the selection of photographs alone (cf. Gibson, 2003). However, the issue and related information-processing goals are thought to determine the ex-tent to which all information in a message (both textual and visual) will be con-sidered in evaluations of the message, so that when the issue is more personally relevant, audience members should scrutinize all information available more thor-oughly (Shavitt et al., 1994). Therefore, we expected photos, which inherently pro-vide additional information about the protesters, to be more influential in evalua-tions of the protest and the protesters when the issue being protested was more, rather than less, relevant to research participants.

H1a: Participants exposed to photos depicting conflict will have more critical perceptions of the protesters, compared to participants exposed to photos not depicting conflict when the protest issue is of more, rather than less, in-terest.
H1b: Participants exposed to photos depicting conflict will identify less with the protesters, compared to participants exposed to photos not depicting con-flict, when the protest issue is of more, rather than less interest.
H1c: Participants exposed to photos depicting conflict will perceive the protest to be less effective, compared to participants exposed to photos not depict-ing conflict, when the protest issue is of more, rather than less, interest.

Because other researchers have suggested that perceptions of public opinion about a social issue is another judgment that can be influenced by the visuals used to illustrate a news story (McLeod, 1995; McLeod & Detenber, 1999; Shoemaker, 1982), the following hypothesis was tested, with the same rationale underlying H1a–H1c:

H2: Participants exposed to photos depicting conflict will perceive that a smaller percentage of a similar population agrees with the protesters than will participants exposed to photos not depicting conflict, when the protest issue of more, rather than less, interest.

Effects of the protest paradigm are thought to be attenuated by existing attitudes toward the issue or toward protesting in general (McLeod & Detenber, 1999). However, no extant study of the paradigm has tested this notion.1 Therefore, we posed the following research questions.

RQ1: Will existing attitudes toward protests and protesters in general be a stron-ger predictor of criticism of the protesters than visual framing?
RQ2: Will existing attitudes toward protests and protesters in general be a stron-ger predictor of identification with the protesters than visual framing?
RQ3: Will existing attitudes toward protests and protesters in general be a stron-ger predictor of perceptions of protest effectiveness than visual framing?


METHOD

Participants
Undergraduate students in a major research university enrolled in introductory communication classes that include students from a wide variety of university ma-jors participated in the two-wave study for extra credit.

Stimulus Materials
Four stimulus packets were created to manipulate two independent variables: the type of issue (proposed exit exams for college seniors vs. research using animals on a college campus) and the situation depicted by the accompanying photograph (peaceful vs. conflict). The choice of these two types of photos was based on previ-ous observations of the protest paradigm cited earlier in which most news stories focus on episodes of conflict or disruption rather than on the more common aspects of peaceful attempts at social influence. The random substitution of peaceful pho-tos with some of the protest stimulus articles was intended to isolate the proposed effect of conflict-based visuals in protest coverage.
The choice of protest issue was largely based on previous studies of persuasion that have established that the exit exam issue is often personally relevant to college

1Brosius (1993) tested the proposition that prior attitudes would more strongly predict issue percep-tions than would emotional visuals and used a story of a protest as one of many stimulus stories. How-ever, this study was not a test of the protest paradigm per se and did not include variables more germane to the study of this phenomenon.

students (Johnson & Eagly, 1989). Animal research is an additional issue that is of-ten the subject of protests. To test the relative relevance of both issues among our subject pool, a separate sample of participants similar to those in the primary sam-ple was asked to rate their interest (0 = no interest; 10 = extreme interest) in reading 10 stories that had “appeared” in a newspaper the day before. All story topics ex-cept the exit exam and animal research ones were selected from front page stories in national newspapers the day before. A t test identified a significantly stronger interest (t20 = 3.33, p < .01) among participants in reading the exit exam (M = 8.47, SD = 1.29) story than in reading the animal research story (M = 6.10, SD = 3.22). Additionally, the exit exam story received the highest interest score of all 10 story topics.
Each stimulus packet contained three articles placed into a template from an ex-isting online newspaper and photocopied to appear as if they had been recently downloaded. The first two articles were taken directly from published news reports found through Lexis-Nexis and served to distract participants from the purpose of the experiment and questions about the third, stimulus article. The first article was placed under the heading of National News. A photograph of the White House ac-companied an article entitled American Heart Association Volunteers Advocate for More Research Money. The second article was placed under the heading of Inter-national News. An aerial photograph of Jerusalem (with no humans visible) ac-companied the article entitled Resistance Against Israel to Continue. Both distracter articles were a half page long.
The third article was the stimulus and was placed under the heading of Local News. Four versions of the stimulus article were created by varying the protest is-sue (research using animals vs. proposed exit exams for college seniors) and the type of photo (conflict vs. peaceful). Text in each article was taken from actual news reports found through a Lexis-Nexis search. In an attempt to strive for eco-logical validity, only one modification was made to the text of each article: Both were modified to suggest that college students at a university in Illinois were pro-testing the given issue. The animal research article text carried a headline: Students Protest Use of Animals in Campus Laboratory Testing. The text of the exit exam articles carried the following headline: Students Protest Possibility of Exit Exams. Both articles were a page and a half long.
The “peaceful” and “conflict” photos were selected based on evaluations of 80 participants from a research pool similar to that used in the experiment. Sev-eral photos were taken from Web sites documenting previous protests. Four pho-tos—two that ostensibly seemed to show more peaceful situations and two that seemed to show more conflictual situations (with police present, screaming pro-testers, etc.)—were selected for the photo pretest. Two photos (one representing a more conflictual situation, one a more peaceful situation) were chosen based on significant differences in the perceptions of amount of conflict shown in the photo, F(3, 76) = 21.81, p < .001, and the extent to which protesters in the pho-tos were perceived as angry and disruptive, F(3, 76) = 17.80, p < .001. The pho-

tos chosen were also based on a lack of differences in perceived similarity, F(3, 76) = 1.31, p > .10, between the research participants and the protesters depicted and lack of differences in perceived attractiveness of the protesters, F(3, 76) = 3.02, p < .05; Tukey post hoc tests indicated that differences between the two photos chosen were not significant (p > .10). The conflict photo depicted col-lege-age looking protesters behind a barricade holding up signs and yelling with police officers present directly in front of a police line and the protesters. The peaceful photo depicted a group of students around a table (one student seemed to be signing a petition) without the presence of police or any visible agitation among the students.

Procedure
A pretest was administered to experimental participants to determine initial atti-tudes toward protests and protesters. Pretest participants (n = 234) completed a questionnaire titled “Opinion Poll” and were told the researchers were interested in their views on a number of issues. A short need for cognition scale (Cacioppo, Petty, & Kao, 1984) and several questions on perceptions of cheating on their cam-pus were included as distracters. Most participants in the pretest were White (78%), 11% were Black, and 11% were Hispanic/Latino. More than half of partici-pants were female (66%).
The posttest was conducted 3 weeks after the pretest in a separate research fa-cility. The students participated in groups of 3 to 12, with research condition randomly assigned to each group. Participants were told the researchers were in-terested in learning their thoughts and feelings about items in the news. Each group received a packet of articles (labeled “News Articles”) and an answer booklet. After the participants read each article they were told to stop, look at the proctor, and await instructions. When all participants finished reading they were then instructed to answer the questions in their answer booklets. The final page of the answer booklet contained questions regarding demographic informa-tion and a question that asked participants to indicate their thoughts about the purpose of the experiment. Participants were then debriefed and dismissed. Of the 174 participants in the posttest, 135 had completed the pretest, and 40 com-pleted only the posttest. Most participants in the posttest were White (78%), 9% were Black, and 9% were Hispanic/Latino. More than half of participants were female (61.7%).

Variables
The pretest included 12 semantic differential items, anchored numerically at 0 and 10, to measure perceptions of protests and protesters in general (McLeod & Detenber, 1999). A mean of responses to all 12 items2 was created for each partici-

pant; higher scores on the scale indicate more positive evaluations of protesting and protesters ( = .84, M = 3.82; SD = 1.71).
Two independent variables (visual framing/photo and protest issue) were ex-perimentally manipulated in the posttest as described in the procedures section. Perceptions of protesters and protests were measured in the posttest using 17 se-mantic differential items (McLeod, 1995; McLeod & Detenber, 1999).3 Anchored numerically at 0 and 10, eight items were used to measure criticism of the protest-ers ( = .84); four items measured identification with protesters ( = .89); and five items measured perceptions of the effectiveness of the protest ( = .85). Partici-pants also estimated the percentage (0 to 100) of college students they thought would agree with the protesters’ viewpoints. Higher scores on the identification with protesters, perceptions of effectiveness, and estimated percentage of agree-ment indicate more positive evaluations of the event and protesters. Lower scores on the criticism variable indicate more positive evaluations.


RESULTS

After acceptable alpha levels were verified for all scales used in the pre- and posttests, and items that were worded negatively were recoded for uniform direc-tion with other items, the values for items in each scale were averaged for each par-ticipant. Answers to the open-ended question regarding participants’ perceptions of the purpose of the research were reviewed by two coders. None of the answers suggested knowledge of the purpose of the study. Therefore, no cases were elimi-nated based on hypothesis guessing. To maximize statistical power, the entire sam-ple from the posttest was used to test H1a-c and H2, as these tests did not require

2Protestors provide a useful service to our democracy. Protests are an effective way to influence pol-iticians. Protests are an effective way to influence public opinion. Protesters can offer new insights on certain issues. Protesters often bring new issues to my attention. Protesters have a right to protest. Pro-testers are often disrespectful (reverse coded). Protesters tend to be annoying (reverse coded). Pro-testers are out to cause trouble (reverse coded). People should not be allowed to protest in public places (reverse coded). Protesters have a right to be heard. I have heard all I want to about protests (reverse coded).
3Criticism of the protesters scale items: “The protesters were out of line,” “The protesters were vio-
lent,” “The protesters were troublemakers,” “These protesters were disrespectful,” “These protesters were out to cause trouble,” “These protesters were annoying,” “It is important to listen to these protest-ers,” and “I’ve heard all I want about these protesters.” Identification with the protesters scale items: “I share some of the protesters’ viewpoints,” “The protesters’ actions were justified,” “I would consider getting involved with a group who supported causes similar to those of the protesters” and “On the fol-lowing scale, how close are your beliefs to those of the protesters?” Perceptions of protest effectiveness items: “The protest was a waste of time,” “The protesters provided useful service,” “This protest was an effective way to influence public opinion,” “These protesters offer new insights on social issues,” and “These protesters brought issues to my attention.”

information from the pretest. The research questions were examined using data only from participants who participated in the pretest and the posttest. Planned, one-tailed, orthogonal contrasts with a Bonferroni correction were used to test H1a-c and H2. Linear regression analyses were used to examine the research questions.

Manipulation Check
Scores on one item from the identification with protesters variable was used to ver-ify that the exit exam story was of greater interest to the participants than the ani-mal research story. Participants in the exit exam conditions (M = 7.24, SD = 2.59) indicated that they more strongly “shared some of the protesters views” (t172 = –3.16, p < .01) than did participants in the animal research conditions (M = 5.92, SD = 2.89).

Issue, Photograph, and Perceptions of Protests and Protesters
Hypothesis 1a predicted that those participants in the exit exam condition who saw a conflictual photo would be more critical of the protesters than would participants in the exit exam condition who saw the more peaceful photo, whereas no differ-ence in criticism would be found for participants in the two animal research condi-tions. The planned contrasts supported this hypothesis. No difference in criticism ratings was identified between the animal research/peaceful photo (M = 3.96, SD = 2.10) and the animal research/conflict photo conditions (M = 3.61, SD = 1.94; t91.48
= –8.39, p > .05). However, participants in the exit exam/conflict photo condition (M = 2.28, SD = 1.49) were significantly more critical of the protesters than were participants in the exit exam/peaceful photo condition (M = 1.49, SD = .85; t73.75 = 3.40, p < .01).
Hypothesis 1b predicted that participants in the exit exam issue conditions who saw a conflictual photo would identify less with the protesters than would partici-pants who saw such that those who saw the more peaceful. Conversely, no differ-ence in indentification scores were expected between the animal research/conflict and animal research/peaceful conditions. This hypothesis was supported. Partici-pants in the exit exam issue condition with the conflict photo (M = 6.08, SD = 2.69) identified significantly less with the protesters than did participants in the exit exam issue condition with the peaceful photo (M = 7.53, SD = 1.94; t171 = –2.65, p
< .01). No difference in identification ratings was found between the animal re-search/conflict (M = 5.46, SD = 2.66) and animal research/peaceful conditions (M
= 4.74, SD = 2.28; t171 = 1.43, p > .05).
Hypothesis 1c predicted that participants in the exit exam issue conditions who saw a conflictual photo would perceive the protest as less effective than would par-

ticipants in the exit exam issue conditions who saw the more peaceful photo; the photo would not determine perceived effectiveness scores in the animal research conditions. This hypothesis was supported. Participants in the exit exam/peaceful condition (M = 7.75, SD = 1.72) perceived the protest as significantly more effec-tive than did participants in the exit exam/conflict condition (M = 6.45, SD = 2.22; t171 = –2.70, p < .01). No differences in effectiveness ratings were found between the animal research/conflict photo (M = 5.70, SD = 2.19) and animal research/ peaceful photo conditions (M = 5.36, SD = 2.29; t171 = .78, p > .05).
Hypothesis 2 suggested that participants in the exit exam issue conditions who saw a photo depicting conflict would perceive a lower percentage of other students agreed with the protesters than would participants in the exit exam issue conditions who saw the more peaceful photo. Conversely, no difference in indentification scores were expected between the animal research/conflict and animal re-search/peaceful conditions. This hypothesis was also supported. Participants in the exit exam/peaceful photo condition (M = 77.14, SD = 15.67) perceived signifi-cantly more student support than did those in the exit exam/conflict photo condi-tion (M = 64.97, SD = 25.99; t73.75 = –2.43, p < .01). No differences in perceived agreement ratings were found between the animal research/conflict photo and ani-mal research /peaceful photo (M = 50.15; SD = 21.87) conditions (M = 43.40, SD = 18.03; t89.61 = 1.63, p > .05).

Effects of Prior Attitudes
Three research questions were posed regarding the ability of visual framing and/or prior attitudes toward protesters and protesting in general to predict posttest evalu-ations of the protest and protestors in the stimulus materials. All three research questions were examined with linear regression analyses for each dependent vari-able assessing attitudes toward the protest/ers (criticism, identification, and per-ceptions of effectiveness). Visual frame (peaceful = 0 vs. conflict photo = 1) and prior attitudes toward protesting were entered simultaneously for each analysis (see Table 1 for results of all three regression analyses). Because no effects of photo were found for the animal research issue, RQ1–RQ3 were examined using data only from participants in the exit exam issue conditions.
Regarding RQ1, the visual frame/type of photo was the only significant predic-tor of criticism of the protesters, with more critical evaluations predicted by expo-sure to the conflictual photo.
Regarding RQ2, prior attitude toward protesting was the only significant pre-dictor of identification with the protesters, and was positively related to identifica-tion with the protesters in the stimulus stories.
Regarding RQ3, both visual frame/photo type and prior attitude toward protest-ing predicted perceptions of protest effectiveness: Exposure to the conflictual photo predicted weaker perceptions of effectiveness, whereas prior positive atti-

TABLE 1
Regression Analyses for Predicted Effects of Prior Attitudes Toward Protests and Protesters in General

Criticism of Protestersa

Identification With Protestersb

Perceptions of Protest Effectivenessc


	Variable
	B
	SE B
	
	
	B
	SE B
	
	
	B
	SE B
	

	Photo
	.94**
	.34
	.35
	
	–.95
	.57
	–.21
	
	–1.11*
	.51
	–.27

	Existing attitudes
	–.12
	.09
	–.15
	
	.36*
	.17
	.28
	
	.40**
	.15
	.33


toward protesting

Note.  Variable values for photo conditions: peaceful photo = 0; conflict photo = 1.
aF (2, 53) = 4.59; p < .05; R2 = .15. bF(2, 53) = 3.72; p < .05; R2 = .12. cF(2, 53) = 6.04; p < .05; R2 =
.19. *p < .05. ** p < .001.

tudes toward protesting predicted stronger perceptions of effectiveness. However, standardized beta coefficients indicate that prior attitudes toward protesting were a stronger predictor of perceived effectiveness than was photo type.


DISCUSSION

This study sought to further examine possible effects of the protest paradigm in news coverage of social protests. Specifically, the study attempted to illuminate possible cognitive effects associated with visuals alone and the extent to which ef-fects of the protest paradigm might also be predicted by prior attitudes toward pro-testing in general. Our findings suggest that visual information alone can be an im-portant piece of evidence audience members use when evaluating contentious issues and protest groups covered in the news. Further, visual framing that adheres to the protest paradigm can be detrimental to the image of protests groups and could ultimately make it more difficult to effect change regarding the protest issue. However, visual framing alone produced more negative evaluations only when the protest issue was of more interest to the participants. The predicted effects as-sociated with the type of photo shown and interest in the issue were identified, in support of H1a, H1b, H1c, and H2. Participants in the exit exam issue (greater in-terest) conditions clearly responded less favorably when the situation was visually framed as conflictual in all four evaluations (criticism of protesters, identification with protesters, perceptions of effectiveness, and perceived percentage of others who would agree with the protesters). The use of a more conflictual photo in the animal research (weaker interest) issue did not seem to affect evaluations. A look at the main effect of issue on evaluations of the protest and protesters offers addi-tional insight. Evaluations of the protesters and the protest were always more nega-tive in the animal research conditions—the conditions that employed the story that

TABLE 2
Means and Standard Deviations for Effects of Protest Issue on Main Dependent Variables

Animal Research	Exit Exams

	
	M
	SD
	
	M
	SD
	t
	df

	Criticism of protesters
	3.78b
	2.01
	
	1.91a
	1.11
	7.76
	152.70

	Identification with protesters
	5.12b
	2.50
	
	6.75a
	2.47
	–4.35
	173

	Perceptions of protest effectiveness
	5.54b
	2.23
	
	7.06a
	2.09
	–4.60
	173

	Perceived percentage of students
	46.88b
	20.25
	
	70.97a
	22.24
	–7.29
	164


agreeing with protesters

Note.  Within rows, mean rankings that share no subscript differ at p < .01.


our data suggested was of significantly less interest to participants (see Table 2). In this case, participants seemed to dismiss the protesters and their issue summarily. Visually framing the issue in a more positive manner (less in line with the protest paradigm) could not improve perceptions of this protest and its representatives. Those who read about the issue of greater interest seemed to use more information (e.g., the photo) to make their evaluations. In this case, when the visual informa-tion was in line with the protest paradigm, evaluations of this protest and its repre-sentatives were more negative, even though this ostensibly was an issue (and group) with which most of our participants could register some level of empathy and concern.
For the exit exam issue, the photographs seemed to have served as an argument or critical piece of information with which to evaluate the protest and protesters. Data suggest that the exit exam issue had more personal relevance for the partici-pants than did the animal research issue. As the Heuristic-Systematic Model would suggest, this perceived relevance may have caused participants in these conditions to attend to the photos more carefully to arrive at their judgments about the protest-ers (Eagley & Chaiken, 1993; Maheswaran & Chaiken, 1991; Shavitt et al., 1994), so that the subtle variance in this piece of visual information became important. In short, when individuals are motivated to make correct evaluations (which is often the case with involving issues), they will use a salient piece of information within a message about the issue, if that information is relevant to the judgment at hand (Shavitt et al., 1994). The apparent use of the photos as relevant information in the exit exam issue conditions produced results similar to those found and suggested by previous research on the protest paradigm—photos that depicted conflict re-sulted in more negative evaluations of the protesters. The photos seemed to serve as additional information about the social group that should have been relevant when making the evaluations we required, but only when the group and issue were not discounted completely, based on lack of interest or involvement. Although we

have not established the effect of these visuals on recall or attention, our findings suggest a role for visuals that depict conflict in evaluations of protests and point to the need to examine how such photos might affect encoding and memory of text or narrative-based information about the given issue (Brosius, 1989).
The political tolerance literature also offers some insight on how the issue and the visual affected evaluations. We tend to tolerate and support expressive and other rights for political and social groups whose views are closest to our own and for whom we have positive affect (Sullivan & Transue, 1999). Therefore, the more negative evaluations of the protesters in the animal research conditions might re-flect perceived differences in viewpoint between our participants and the animal research protesters. The basic pattern of tolerance, however, can also be based on the particular rights in question and by the way in which a particular group is framed (Chanley, 1994; Grant & Rudolph, 2003; Nelson, Clawson, & Oxley, 1997). In short, when groups are framed or depicted as threatening or deviant, we can become less tolerant. So, though our college student participants should have been (and were) generally supportive of other college students who were protest-ing an education-related outcome of particular interest, when those protesters were framed as more threatening and violent (i.e., more in line with the negative framing associated with the protest paradigm) the participants were less supportive. They also perceived the protest as less effective in the exit exam/conflict photo condi-tion, suggesting that they perceive others in society will come to similar, negative evaluations. Peaceful assembly seems to be the preferred and expected norm. However, with this issue, the reporter did not need to reinforce that norm with com-ments or quotes from officials or bystanders. A different photograph was all that was necessary to cue these norms among our participants.
Answers to the research questions regarding an attenuating role of prior atti-tudes toward protests and protesters suggest that perceptions of protests and issues covered in the news might be more complex than data from previous studies sug-gest. Prior attitudes were the sole predictor of one evaluation: identification with the protesters. Prior attitudes in addition to the photo also predicted perceptions of protest effectiveness, although prior attitudes were the stronger predictor of that evaluation. These findings point to the need to consider relevant, existing attitudes in future studies and suggest that effects of the protest paradigm might indeed be exacerbated or mitigated by such attitudes. The criticism of protesters variable was predicted only by the photo shown. Perhaps this is because the criticism variable included items specifically related to perceptions of violence and disruption (e.g., “the protesters were out of line,” “the protesters were violent,” “the protesters were troublemakers,” “these protesters were disrespectful”)—perceptions intended to be altered by the photo. In short, this variable might have served more as a manipu-lation check of the level of conflict portrayed in the photos. Similarly, the items that comprised the criticism variable might have made it the one most likely to re-flect preferences for peaceful protests. The conflict photo could have activated ex-isting preferences for peaceful assembly that overrode positive (or negative) exist-

ing attitudes toward protesting in general in evaluations of this dimension of atti-tudes toward the protesters (Domke, McCoy, & Torres, 1999; McLeod & Detenber, 1999). The varying ability of the photos and initial attitudes toward pro-testing to predict final evaluations seems to suggest that more research is needed to understand how the interplay of attitudinal and message-related factors might in-teract in evaluations of protests and protesters.

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research
Overall, the findings from this study suggest the importance of considering the po-tential power of visual framing in future studies of the protest paradigm. As others have suggested impoverished learning from news stories with emotional or nega-tive framing, future research could use a design similar to this one to examine ef-fects on attention to and recall of relevant issue information, rather than informa-tion about and evaluations of the protest itself. Such research could lead to a fuller understanding of the implications of continued use of the protest paradigm in terms of promoting or inhibiting citizens’ interest in news about social issues and their enlightened participation in the democratic process.
The results of this study must be examined in light of limitations associated with research participants and the design of the study. First, we have suggested that issue interest explains the visual framing effects identified for both issues examined here. However, it is also possible that differences in the textual fram-ing of each article contributed to these differences. Because we sought ecologi-cal validity, we used existing news stories of protests about our two issues and made only minor changes to the text (i.e., located both protests and related events in Illinois). However, several studies have shown that textual framing can strongly influence perceptions of groups and issues covered in news stories (Domke et al., 1999; Price et al., 1997; Shah, Domke, & Wackman, 1996; Shah, Kwak, Schmierbach, & Zubric, 2004). A follow-up study holding textual fram-ing constant while varying visual framing could provide a useful and more equivocal replication of our findings.
Second, many studies of the effects of images in news (cf. Gibson, 2000) found effects or more pronounced effects of images alone after a delay of at least 1 week. Effects of visual framing in this study might be more pronounced and more critical (in the conflictual photo conditions) after a delay in measurement. A delay was not used in this study because the risk of testing effects was already enhanced by the administration of the pretest. However, future studies would certainly benefit from a delayed measure of the dependent variables examined here.
Third, this study involved a sample of college students that did not reflect the demographics and likely other characteristics of the news consuming population in general. However, some scholars have noted that student samples are acceptable for process-oriented, rather than purely descriptive, research and that differences between a student and nonstudent sample will likely be manifest in differing mag-

nitudes of effects (Babbie, 2001; Basil, 1996; Sears, 1986). These hypotheses should be examined again with a more diverse sample, especially in light of our findings regarding initial attitudes. An older sample with greater levels of news consumption and knowledge of political issues is likely to have stronger initial atti-tudes toward protests, protesters, and, perhaps, issues being protested. However, college students or younger citizens who are developing attitudes about social is-sues, protesters, and news consumption habits are still important. If news coverage of protests continues in line with the current paradigm, these stories will not serve to educate younger news consumers about issues, rather such stories will likely move them toward negative cognitions they might not otherwise develop. Cer-tainly the recent surge in coverage of social issues and movements through inde-pendent media and Web sites hosted by social movements provides an alternative to the paradigm and its effects and presents another area ripe for examination (Boyle et al., 2004; Owen & Palmer, 2003).
Finally, the protest issues examined here could be classified as social issues, which, compared to other issues such as opposition to war, represent relatively less challenge to the status quo, and consequently tend to be reported less critically than more challenging issues (Boyle et al., 2004). Other types of issues, such as war or labor disputes, might have produced different results than those reported here and should also be examined in future studies.
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